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      David banked sharply and swept beneath the belly of a Stealth fighter, cutting through the jet wash with the precision of a knife. He was torn between an ebullience that made him want to ride the chaotic air currents like a kid on a sled in Christmas snow, and an urgency that told him he needed to get home to his mate as soon as he could. Mina was pregnant. Not only was she pregnant, she knew she was pregnant, and she hadn’t told him. He’d had to learn it from the accidental slip of a clairvoyant human, Alexis’s friend Clara.

      “Congratulations. You must be really excited. I didn’t know angels . . . well, I guess they can, because Alexis has never said she couldn’t have babies… Oh, crap. She hasn’t told you yet. I think she was getting ready to tell you pretty soon. If your wife or girlfriend is scary, don’t tell her I was the one who told you.”

      No, his sea witch wasn’t scary. Not to David. Yes, she could twist the universe like a pretzel, turn it inside out or pulverize it like a piñata, but from the moment he’d met her, he’d only seen her compelling complexity. Courage beyond anything he’d ever met, an odd code of unbreakable integrity. Irascible as a badger but fiercely loyal. She’d been horribly scarred then, but he’d met her bi-colored gaze, and seen the beauty of her soul. A soul that had stood fast in the fires of hell, and not just because half of her blood came from those fires. He’d seen the tenuous balance between light and dark within her, her stubborn resolve that she would determine who and what she was, not her Dark One sire or sea witch mother, or anyone’s dire expectations of her.

      In that blink of time, he’d known the very reason for his existence was to help her to do that. Not for the good of the world, not because it was some cosmic task he’d been charged to fulfill by the Legion. No. Instead, it was because he couldn’t tolerate her bearing such a burden alone. He wouldn’t allow her to feel another second of loneliness. Being with her might save the universe, and that was all well and good, but the main thing he cared about was being with her, because she’d ended his loneliness as well. She was his balance.

      Over the twenty-two years they’d spent together, she’d finally started believing that. At least a little bit. And she trusted him more than she trusted anyone, but that didn’t change the fact she had to fight an internal enemy with every breath. Because he was her mate, her champion and protector, he’d dedicated himself to helping her shoulder as much of that burden as possible.

      He’d become adept at detecting the slightest shifts in Mina’s moods, because with her, they could be warnings of significant swings—something akin to the shifting of tectonic plates under the earth’s crust that would bring about major quakes. However, the Prime Legion Commander’s daughter being kidnapped and yanked into a Dark One world had thrown everyone off. Since Mina and he had been as much a part of that effort to retrieve her as anyone, he hadn’t been able to follow up on the clues she’d left him earlier in the week.

      The first one was when she’d told him she wanted to go spend time at their old desert home. They’d explored plenty other worlds, dimensions and isolated places, but the desert was the first home they’d shared together. When Mina wanted to come back there, it was almost always because she needed to center and ground herself, return to basics.
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      They’d been at a monastery, deep in the mountains of China, but it hadn’t taken long to get back to the desert, not with the winged speed David could summon when needed. Mina had simply shut her eyes and hung on. She didn’t like heights, but she coiled in his sure grasp, her fingers clutched at his nape, legs hooked over his thighs, and he relished the way she felt there. When she completely depended on his care and strength like that, he often had the desire to lazily spin and float, as if he were rocking her in a cradle of air and sky and the reassuring heat of his body. Sometimes she was okay with that, but this time, he felt her vibrating need to return to the desert, so he didn’t indulge the whim.

      Sam always kept the house ready for them, so after they were settled, Mina unwound from their trip by going to the front porch steps, taking a seat on the top one, and gazing out over the front yard terrain. When he joined her, David sat on the step just below her, his back against the rail, his leg stretched out. She curled her bare feet on his thigh, toes dug in like an exotic dark bird perched there. He trailed his fingers idly over the tender pocket behind her knee, the bare line of thigh accessible under her skirt. Her little shiver under his touch stirred his blood, but then he felt the energy unfurl from her.

      As he caressed her with a slow, easy touch, she rearranged the front landscaping of natural scrub and sand into a large rock garden like they’d seen in their Asian travels. She sculpted serpentine lines in the sand, carefully placed red and blue stones in balanced stacks, used other rocks and sand tracks to make oblong circles around the low lying, hardy shrubs.

      And of course she accomplished all of it sitting on the front porch steps. Still, quiet, only her bi-colored eyes flickering and her lips pressing together as she manipulated the elements. It was like watching a small child drawing, holding the pencil so carefully, the mouth just so. A great deal of magic was effortless for her, but when she was creating something for her personal desires, she was like an artist who wasn’t sure what the canvas would reflect when she was done. So she was far more meticulous in every detail.

      She had one crimson-colored eye and one blue, both outlined with sooty, thick lashes that only enhanced a breathtakingly beautiful face. However, he’d noted an intensity to her gaze that suggested she was deeper in her head than usual, driven by something unsettling. Between that and her desire to come here, he knew the time was right to probe, see what was disturbing her.

      “Mina, what is it?”

      Those eyes turned to him. The flash of desperation was so unexpected that he immediately straightened. Closing one hand on her leg, he reached up toward her delicate face with the other.

      Before he could say anything further, he received the rapid fire mental communication, alerting him, Mina and the entire Legion to Alexis’s kidnapping.
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      Still, that wasn’t a good enough excuse. Though he was warring with his own personal reaction to the news of Mina’s pregnancy, he punished himself by shoving it down. He couldn’t rejoice, not until he made sure she was okay. He wanted to celebrate it together, when he could convince her it was something to celebrate. Because he knew that desperate look she’d given him before they had to attend to Alexis. His courageous sea witch was terrified. And fear fed that venomous Dark One blood within her like candy.

      The desert, with its raw beauty and utter desolation, was good for her, a reflection of the balance. He hadn’t questioned her wanting to come back to it after her part in Alexis’s retrieval was done, because she couldn’t be around the Legion for too long. Any elements of pure good upset that precarious seesaw inside her. He didn’t, for they shared a blood link and other history which had apparently offset that aversion to angelic energy, thank the Goddess.

      Good thing you don’t have the same kind of feather dander as the other winged testosterone carriers. Else I’d be allergic to you, too.

      He remembered her saying that years ago, his typically irreverent mate. She still came up with deprecating names for Jonah, Marcellus and the other angels. The Avian Testosterone Team was one of her latest. Of course, at this point they took her deprecations as endearments. Perhaps they were, in her charmingly backhanded way.

      He could feel the beat of her heart like his own. But there was a beat he’d missed. Something so earthshattering, Marcellus had given him permission to come and see her right away. Every angel in the Legion understood that when Mina needed him, a delay could quite easily become a serious matter for the whole universe.

      Learning to manage the energy flows that were like powerful ocean currents inside her fragile frame had not been an overnight thing. Over two decades, she’d learned to wield powers far beyond anyone’s expectations, even while contending with her Dark One blood, that poison that could tip her toward much darker forces when excesses occurred.

      While the years had made some things pleasurably predictable, with quiet intimacies and familiar moments he cherished, the Dark One blood could make unexpected stabs through her defenses, trying to take over unguarded moments. Like this one. Learning she was pregnant would knock her off her axis on so many levels. He hated that she couldn’t simply embrace joy, that she always had to stay conscious of that venom in her system, else she might upset the carefully guided boat in which she followed the winding river of her life. Their life.

      But he could help her embrace joy. He would help her embrace this. A child. A child they created. He pushed that sense of elation down again. Not yet. Not until they could share it. Not until he was certain that her reaction wouldn’t result in a rift through the desert that would rival the Grand Canyon as a tourist attraction.

      David wasn’t quite sure how to quantify the danger of this situation, since he’d never faced one like this before with her. But despite his grim humor, his heart told him that it wasn’t the universe in danger, but her peace of mind. He cursed himself again for not attending more closely to her. She would have wanted his focus to be on helping Jonah find his daughter, wouldn’t have wanted to be a distraction. She’d become much better about opening up to him, letting him help her manage volatile reactions, but this was pretty overwhelming. He knew it was to him. But when she was overwhelmed, she had a tendency to turn inward, his prickly sea witch. And that was when the lava threatened to overflow, incinerating everything in the vicinity.
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      As he landed in the sculpted garden in front, he reached out for her with his senses. It wasn’t difficult to find her. He followed the scent and sound of the ocean.

      He’d gotten a brief glimpse of it when he’d landed, which was why he’d landed in the front. In the backyard, she’d created a sea. Small waves rushed up to kiss the base of the porch, then ebbed back from the sandy strip of beach she’d made. She could create illusions, but this was the real thing, the smell of salt water filling his nostrils, the spray spattering up along the porch boards. He saw small fish swimming in the current, and when the water receded, crabs and crawdads tunneled back into the wet sand. The sea stretched out a good half mile in three directions, fading into the shimmering illusion that was the horizon where the sun’s heat met the sand. A trio of dolphins surfaced a hundred feet away from the porch, cavorting then submerging, telling him she’d created the ocean’s depth as well.

      A few weeks ago, one of the things she’d done with that agile mind of hers was to create a very large and wide pit, simply depressing the earth with her mind like a large thumb pressing down into the sand and rock. She’d pushed the displaced earth up to form the lip and reformed the terrain of an area the size of a football field. She’d shifted plants, bugs and animal life of all kinds, because restoring what she disrupted was part of her many exercises in controlling her power. She could create and destroy. And some days, the urge toward one was far stronger than the other. That was where he came in. He helped her pull back from that darkness when the balance was disrupted, when things became too difficult.

      Because of that, when he saw her, he knew he was right to come home.

      She was sitting on a rock protruding from the center of that sea, and she’d shifted to her merform. She didn’t have the typical tail, the whimsical rainbow of scales that many mermaids did. Sea Barbies, she called them, in her caustic tone that had a sultry rasp to it. To him, her voice was like fingers trailing up his spine. She’d done that; come to him in the middle of the night if his sleep was restive, when he sat naked in a window sill, looking out over whatever place they were visiting. Those slim fingers would trail up the line of his back, to his nape, and her lips would press against the skin in between, arms coming around him in comfort and invitation in darkness in a way that he alone experienced from her.

      When she was in merform, her legs were replaced by two long, powerful tentacles, complete with rows of suckers on the bottom to anchor her. Those tiny cups contained a venom which stung like hell. She’d unfurled the tentacles over the rock to hold her to it as the water washed over the stone surface. Before she transformed, she’d been wearing a simple blue dress that fell to her calves. So now the thin cotton clung to her hips, hiding the blue and black gleaming scales he knew marked the transition from the tentacles to the curve of hip. The wet dress, the blue color now a dark blue, molded to her breasts, delineating her bosom, the tight nipples. Her ebony hair was wet and slicked back on her skull, beads of moisture still clinging to her thick lashes. Her hair obscured the blue eye, revealing the crimson one only.

      She was watching the movement of the water, a brooding Goddess. Crabs had crawled up onto the rock with her. One, balanced on the broadest part of the fabric-covered portion of the tentacle close to her hip, cracked some form of shellfish and shoved it into his tiny mouth with pincers.

      Her gaze lifted, met his across the sea she’d created as her fortress. Her expression was pale, strained.

      To most people, guarded was her natural state. However, when she was that way with him, it was a trigger. It was a signal to prepare for battle, only the steady, dangerous calm with which he responded went to a far deeper level. He took a stance on the bedrock of his own soul, because it was from there he could best anticipate where she would need defense and reinforcements. Inside Mina dwelled a difficult female who had deep passions, great curiosity and a heart far larger than anyone realized. But the blood of her Dark One sire always wanted to destroy all that. It wanted to make Mina what every Dark Spawn before her had become—a creature of dark evil, with no redemption.

      That wasn’t going to happen. Not as long as she had David to fight for her. Using his wings to take him aloft, he skimmed over the water, came to her rock. His bare feet gripped with sure purchase as he landed just behind and to the right of her. When her head turned, he could see the blue eye through the strands of her hair. It studied him in a more intimate way, roving over his mostly bare body in the belted half-tunic, the harness over his chest that held his daggers. She knew every inch of his skin, had explored him with a child’s delight and a woman’s endless craving. He saw that in her look, could tell she’d missed him. It caused an easing in his gut, but he remained cautious, careful. Particularly when her gaze flickered up to his face and what she saw there tightened her own expression.

      “You know.”

      He knew Clara had told him the truth, but hearing it verified from Mina’s lips tilted his world on its axis, made it real. He wanted to reach out, pull her to him, embrace her. But she’d recoil from him. So he quelled it with effort and merely nodded, gave her a steady look. “You should have told me.”

      She shifted, a bitter curl to her lip. “It shouldn’t have happened. You promised not to…”

      “You asked, Mina. Remember?” He could be careful and tender, but he wouldn’t allow her to deny what he was to her. Because of that, he reached out, closed his hand on hers, his fingers wrapping around her wrist so she couldn’t withdraw. “Actually, you begged,” he murmured, his voice filled with husky memory, a hint of demand that brought her attention more fully upon him.
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      While angels climaxed like most males, they could choose when to release fertile seed. He’d done it to her, not long after they’d met, without her knowledge or consent, a way to make sure she didn’t give up on her own life if he lost his. Perhaps because of that, or because Fate was not yet ready for a child of their making, it hadn’t taken. He’d promised her he wouldn’t do that again, not unless she asked. Since then, she’d asked only a handful of times, and only in moments when it had to do with a need to overcome the antithesis of creation that roiled through her blood.

      A month or so ago, she’d had an awful day. The magic that rolled through her so powerfully could twist her muscles into knots—and her mind. That night, when she slept, the nightmares came for her. She woke, trembling and sweating in his arms. He started by kissing her, his hands turning her over to knead her shoulders, her back. Then, sensing an even more complicated knot inside her heart, he drew her up onto all fours, spreading kisses along her spine, teasing that shallow valley at the top of her buttocks. It made her quiver, even as his strength and will held her motionless.

      When he nuzzled the top of her thigh, then moved over, finding her sweet cunt with his mouth, her thighs parted automatically, opening to him. David, I need you. Help…

      He teased and tormented her, got her gasping and himself aroused to the point of painful hardness, her taste on his tongue. He needed to be inside her. Turning her over again, he laid down upon her as her eyes drifted over the spread of his wings. One white and one black, a physical mirror of what was within her. Recognizing it, she spread her arms out to clutch a thick handful of feathers in each hand, stroking that texture. As the wings quivered, flexing to help increase the strength of his thrusts within her, her lips parted, a soft sound of need. He pressed his mouth to her throat, her sternum.

      Surrender everything to me, Mina. Let the darkness recede. I’m here.

      Give me life, David…let your seed go tonight and fall where it will. I need to feel life, not death. I need your life.

      He pushed her to her physical and emotional limits to drive away darkness. She clasped her arms over his shoulders, buried her face into his neck and kept whispering it to him, until the climax crashed over them, stealing away all words.
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      Because of the morass of Mina’s dark soul, he wasn’t always privy to everything happening with her, so he’d assumed, as had been the case those handful of other times, that she hadn’t conceived. Raphael had long ago said it was a distinct possibility they couldn’t create children, given the physical trauma she’d endured as a child. And since over two decades had passed, David accepted that. It was a dream he would have cherished, but he knew with Mina there was no certainty to anything, and his focus was her. It was enough.

      But she had conceived. She was carrying their child right now. This close to her, he was nearly overcome with the desire to lean forward, lay his palm over her abdomen, feel life and creation, the proof of their love. Proof that it did overcome death and evil. But she was a spinning top right now, not sure how to land, no point of reference for dealing with this.

      Because she’d said nothing else to him yet, he released her, eased back. Gesturing around them, he noted, “I’m guessing there are some lizards, scorpions and other desert creatures not so happy with you right now.”

      She made a dismissive noise, jerked her head toward the opposite side of the house. For the first time, he noticed an intriguing orb made up of a slowly oscillating parade of the displaced animals, plants and crawling insects. They were in a trancelike state, the orb glowing with a green mist, indicating the earth-based energy holding them there. It floated around the side yard like a large, sphere-shaped balloon. “They’re relaxed, asleep in a way,” she said.

      Such multi-faceted tasks were nearly effortless for her now. Though Sam, the nearby shaman who worked with her, was a stoic soul who didn’t show much emotion, David knew he found her powers to be awe-inspiring. While David never underestimated her abilities, there were other things about her he found awe-inspiring. The way she looked when she slept in his arms, her mouth soft and hands curled against his chest. Those rare times she smiled. Her clever mind and sharp tongue.

      “I miss the ocean.” She stared down at it.

      David reached out, touched her shoulder. When her lashes flickered up, he saw the desperation in her glance. “I can take you there,” he said quietly, letting a knuckle drift up her cheek. “I have wings, super speed and everything.”

      Her lips twisted. “But we have to fly. You know how I feel about heights. That warp-speed flight from China was bad enough.”

      “I told you we could have taken a more leisurely pace. You wanted it to be over fast.”

      At the face she made at him, he smiled. He moved his touch down her arm, found her fingers. The hungry crab scuttled away. “Shift, Mina, and I’ll take you to the ocean.”

      When she didn’t move, he leaned in, brought his mouth to hers. She nipped at him, but he simply cupped the back of her skull, keeping his movements steady but inexorable. He gave her the heat of his mouth, his desire and demand. Her fingers curled in the harness, scraping over his skin as she tightened her grip so he felt the straps cut into his shoulders. The emotions unfurled, and he brought her further into him, pulling her loose from the rock so she was coiled in his lap, her tentacles briefly sliding over his back, his hip. Energy shimmered over her and they became a woman’s legs again, locked around his hips, her straddling his lap. As he framed her petite face in his hands, threaded his fingers through her hair to hold her, her eyes were tormented.

      She pulled back, enough to whisper into his mouth. “I can’t do it, David. I can’t. I see how you feel about it, and I can’t share that.”

      “Sshhh.” He cupped her face, brushed his lips over her mouth. “You will be a wonderful mother. I know it.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I can’t…David, what if—the Dark One blood…a child is delicate, fragile…” Surging up abruptly, she pushed away from him. “You’ll have to take it away from me. Keep it elsewhere. And it will need a parent, it will need you, so I’ll lose you. I’ll lose everything. We can’t let this happen. I won’t let this happen.”

      There it was, that hated, roiling darkness, feeding off her terror, making it worse. As she shifted again, he ducked the swipe of a tentacle that would have bruised the hell out of his thigh and left a trail of welts. Using his wing propulsion, he swept over it, caught her shoulders and waist, brought her against him, his wings curving on either side of her. “It has happened, Mina. It’s done.”

      “It’s a mistake.”

      “Nothing that ever happens between you and me is a mistake.” He interjected calm authority in the tone, felt her tremble. Then he sensed the shift once more, as if she were the pendulum of a manic clock. The height difference between them increased as she stood on human feet again, the top of her head barely at his chin. To draw her attention, he closed his fingers on her wrist, brought her hand up so he could match it, palm to palm. “Look. Look at this.  Look at me.”

      When she did, her bi-colored gaze flashing, he directed her gaze to the connection, his larger, broader palm pressed to her smaller, slimmer one. “It will be as easy and wondrous as that. You remember how many times we’ve done this, lying together at night? You’re half asleep, dozing, and yet you find my hand, lift it from where it’s cupped around you, around a breast, or your waist or shoulder, and you hold it up to your palm in the dusky, predawn light. It’s a touchstone for you, a way to remember we’re together.”

      Her mouth tightened, but he wouldn’t let her move the palm away, though she tried. He just tightened his grip. “Now, imagine a tiny hand between ours, held there between us. There's nothing we can't hold together, right? We’ve proven that for a while now. Fate knows we’re ready. It’s time for the next daughter of Arianne to have her own sea witch, just as the legend promises.”

      “No. It wasn’t meant to be.” That darkness was in her eyes, and it spawned a chill in his vitals, recognizing its desires and intentions. He had to take a moment, steady himself, determine how to respond. He’d known the true danger wasn’t his volatile mate destroying the universe; the problem was the war she fought with her soul. So the moment was entirely, extremely personal. For both of them.

      “Would you kill our child, Mina? My child?” His fingers flexed upon her, bringing her closer, so their bodies were flush, every curve of hers against every hard muscle of his. Her head was tilted up because his fingers had wound into the strands, tugging back so she had to stare up into his eyes. “Don’t you let that sire’s blood of yours answer the question. I want it from your lips, your heart. The heart you know belongs to me.”
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      Yes.

      The Dark One blood within her hissed it. David had a limited ability to actually read her mind, an ability Mina knew he didn’t need to use. He could command the truth from her with a simple, intent look, like now.

      And though the blood’s answer was the truth, looking into his brown eyes, at the strands of hair that fell carelessly over his fine brow, the taut, stern lines of his handsome face, he’d commanded the answer from a different part of her. A part that responded to everything he demanded from her and begged for more.

      Mina closed her eyes, her fingers sliding into the openings of his, lacing them together even as everything else in her body went rigid, afraid. “I can’t be a parent, David.”

      “Answer me, Mina.”

      “No. And yes. Two answers from the same person, the same twisted creature that no one but you trusts. I can’t be a parent.”

      “Anna trusts you. And I’ll bet you can be a great mother.”

      “I have no experience, no point of reference.”

      “My mother made me jump off of a building, and your mother never showed you an ounce of affection. So there’s two things we know not to do. How could we do any worse than them?”

      The unexpected and absurd comment was a stick jammed in that dangerously spinning wheel of her mind. He gave her his slight smile, a half curve of his mouth, as he retrieved her other hand, laid it on his chest. “We can do this, Mina.”

      His heart was beating faster than usual. Her own accelerated, because he’d deliberately placed her touch on the imprint of her hand that had been burned into his flesh so long ago. He’d allowed her to mark him, connecting her to him irrevocably. Of course, he’d really accomplished that the first time she’d ever met him. Call me if you come to any harm… Those were the words he’d left her with on that first fateful meeting, and he’d never backed away from them since.

      When he is away with the Legion, the babe will cry, but you will be afraid to touch her. The Dark One blood was an insidious whisper, a serpent coiling through the maze of her mind, impossible to track or silence. You will run away in the desert, leaving her alone. She will learn that no one comes, so there’s no point to crying. The lesson your own mother taught you. But one day, you will be unable to resist, and you will come into her nursery, a malevolent spirit among all the pink and pretty things that David has given or made for her, for his daughter. You will crush her tiny skull with a mere thought, and you will smile at the feeling, laugh as her life vanishes like a blown out candle… And then your angel will leave you.

      What is it they say? Sons marry their mothers. His murdered him, so it all comes full circle. It is fate.

      She clawed at her eyes. She was going to stab her fingers through the soft tissue and gouge out her mind’s eye, wherever it was lurking, so she wouldn’t have to see the images unfolding there. But it was like a recurring dream where she was sliding over a cliff and there was no purchase, no way to stop herself from falling into the abyss below. The baby was screaming, but she cut the scream short. The head would give like a ripe melon, so easy. She wouldn’t have to do it with magic. She could do it with her bare hands.

      David had a firm grip on her wrists, was pulling her nails away from her eyes. He anticipated her so well, she hadn’t had a chance to make the first puncture. Unfortunately, he didn’t anticipate the percussion of energy that exploded from her, probably because she didn’t see it coming herself. It simply detonated, like a timer hidden in her mind. He was flung away from her, the blast somersaulting him over the sea she’d created, the waters heaving in agitation. Above, the sky was dark and ominous, storm clouds gathering over their part of the world.

      Earlier, she’d shifted from human back to merform in rapid succession, as if trying to shed a skin, but of course she was still Mina in all of them. Its only purpose was movement, a way of keeping ahead of the pain, like walking out a cramp that would never end. Now she let the volatile energy propel her into the air and she twisted there, screaming out her rage and frustration as she morphed into her dragon form. Her scales flashed as lightning forked from the sky and struck the sea in several places, electrifying it. She shot upward, toward that boiling sky, the violence of it, locked in full pitch battle with the Dark One blood.

      It was a monster, a red-mawed demon that stared back at her mind’s eye with a burning gaze. She could meet it, hate for hate, fury for fury. You won’t touch my child. You won’t. I will give her to David. I will let him go, for her. You will never take from me what I’m not willing to give.

      She’d go through the storm clouds, far into the universe until she couldn’t breathe, until she choked off air for both sides of herself. It wouldn’t kill her, but it would bring blessed oblivion for awhile.

      She already knew she wouldn’t survive without David. A miraculous, terrible truth. Perhaps, in some twisted way, the Daughters of Arianne curse wasn’t gone. Only now, it was the sea witch whose life would be forfeit to ensure the survival of the next generation. She’d never kill herself, but without David she couldn’t contain the darkness within her. And if she couldn’t contain the darkness, she couldn’t be allowed to live. He’d made her an oath, all those years ago. If ever it had to be done, it would be him. He’d promised. But she hadn’t expected to care about him so much, and now she wasn’t sure if she could do that to him. She’d ask Jonah to do it. She wouldn’t inflict that upon David’s daughter, the knowledge he’d been the one to take her mother’s life, no matter how necessary an act it would be.

      David had recovered as fast as the lightning streaking through the sky, but then she’d expected that. Feeling him coming up behind her, she spun, shot out a stream of flame that illuminated the boiling clouds. He evaded the strike, deftly missing being singed. The power and grace in his warrior’s move reminded her that there was a reason he was one of the youngest lieutenants in the Dark Legion. And he was hers. For now. But not forever.

      Her heart folded in on itself, a pain so great her roar changed, became shrill and piercing, a keening cry of loss and grief. She couldn’t bear it. She went higher and deeper into the cloud cover. The lightning and thunder electrified and reverberated, both reactions shaking her to the core. She wanted closer to it, wanted to feel their shattering touch, those powerful, indifferent elements. It wouldn’t hurt her, or the barely just conceived life growing within her. She could let her daughter feel what it was to be in the body of an infant Goddess, exultant and dreadful at once.

      Feathers brushed her back. She twisted with a snarl, but he’d already whipped beneath her, coming up between her lethal front talons. She swiped, but again, he was already gone, though she was close enough a spray of feathers swirled through the air over her claws. Behind her again. Under, over. She was disoriented, flipping over and back to try and see him, the dragon part of her mind responding with mindless bloodlust to the taunt of prey. She was okay with that. She didn’t want to think, didn’t want to be Mina again, because then she’d see that delicate baby, her baby. She’d be painted with blood and death in hundreds of different ways. Mina would go mad long before it became more than a tiny heartbeat deep in her womb.

      David landed on her back, his strong arms sliding around her dragon’s neck, his thighs pressed into her shoulders. As her wings pumped, trying to dislodge him, his own were providing a counter force, pulling her back out of the heart of the electrical disturbance, but since she was creating it, it would follow her wherever it wished, so the clouds continued to swirl around them like a black tornado, the static and heat from the lightning crackling through the air.

      She was braced for him to attempt all sorts of brutal methods to bring her back to reason, to get her to shift and dissipate the storm. Instead, he began to sing.

      David had a particular gift for music magic. In battle, she’d seen him charge his daggers with specific tones to increase their deadly potency. When he’d first come to Heaven, his aptitude with it had suggested he might become part of the Choral Legion, instead of the Dark Legion, but he’d had too many demons to purge from his own soul, so he’d brought both skills to bear when fighting Dark Ones.

      But this was another face of his talent, one he used only on her. It was a song she didn’t know, and try as she might, a part of her embattled mind couldn’t help but lock onto it, trying to figure it out. Her wings beat hard, one more furious spasm, then she was hovering, breathing hard, smoke coming from her nostrils. Thunder vibrated through her body and his legs tightened on her sides. The hands gripping her neck constricted over her windpipe, hampering her breathing. He did that sometimes during their rougher lovemaking, gripping her throat, ratcheting up her need that much higher, making her get even wetter for him. He understood that about her, her need for pain and discomfort, his aggressive possession to balance the softer emotions. Somehow David always managed to bring both into any moment, even a very difficult one like this.

      They’d been together twenty years, and still, when things went this far, she was always taken by surprise by the miracle of it, that he pulled it off every time. That he could bring her back.

      Trust me, Mina. Shift. Shift to human form.

      She made one more half-hearted attempt to dislodge him, to reach his unprotected bare thigh with her back set of claws, but that was the dragon more than herself. He made a disapproving noise of warning, tightened his hold again, but he added a provocative caress of his fingers along her flesh as well.

      “Obey me, seawitch.” His voice was an implacable command that shivered over her nerves, giving her warmth as well as that tingle of response he could compel from her with it.

      She growled. Another block of energy would not only knock him from her back—maybe—but also turn the funnel of clouds around them into a full hurricane system. Sam had recently replaced the windows of his trailer. It would really annoy him if she shattered them with an unexpected weather front. That in itself was a temptation.

      There’s my irascible sea witch. Shift, Mina.

      You’ll let me fall.

      I might, just a little. You raked my other leg pretty good on that last spin. It hurts.

      Big baby.

      Her flanks heaved with a tired sigh, and then her body was melting, shrinking, the angles and curves of dragon becoming the angles and curves of a small woman. It didn’t really matter, did it? As he’d said, it was done. She was pregnant, and that couldn’t be undone. Wouldn’t be undone. Not by her.

      He was holding her in his arms, and he didn’t let her fall. Instead, he leaned back, folding his wings beneath them like the overlapped sides of a boat’s hull, carrying them on the air currents like a river. She was coiled up against him like they sometimes did it on their roomy couch at the desert house. He’d lie on his back while reading to her, or sometimes they’d watch TV. She’d be curved half way over his body, feeling quite secure nested in between the sofa back and his strong body. His wing would be tucked around her like a blanket, like now, feathers whispering along her bare flesh, because he liked to be the only thing that kept her warm on such nights. She liked it, too.

      Her gaze fell to his leg, the raw stripe of bloody flesh where she had scored him with her talon. She hadn’t even been aware of it. She wanted to touch it, but she couldn’t. Contact with wounds she’d made in the heat of a Dark One fit could call back that madness too easily. Even now, she had to tear her eyes away from it, swallow back the roiling stir of dark energy. But not being able to ease his pain brought the despair back anew.

      Children got scrapes. Mothers were supposed to kiss the shallow wound, put a colorful Band-Aid on it and make it better. She couldn’t even touch and offer comfort to the male who meant more to her than anything ever had.

      “Mina.” He held her closer but she shut her eyes tight. She didn’t want to be told things she knew weren’t true. She just had to accept it, what she’d always known. That he wasn’t hers to keep.

      “What was the song?” she asked before he could say anything more. She could hear the desperation in her voice, the strain.

      “Mina.” His fingers stroked over her hair, that strong, sure touch that so often made her believe he could figure out anything, fix all of it. He couldn’t fix this.

      “Please, tell me.”

      He’d hummed it before, but now he gave her the words. He didn’t have a cultured, smooth singing voice, but there was something very appealing to it, the way he could linger over the notes, infuse each with meaning and feeling. He told her he’d never wanted anyone the way he wanted her. That every breath took him deeper, and when he was with her, time was still.

      “Madonna. ‘Crazy for You’,” he murmured. “When I was in high school, I thought it was the best song to slow dance with a girl. One of these days, I’m going to take you to a high school dance and slow dance with you.”

      She kept her eyes closed, even as he began to stroke her face, fingertips threading into her hair, slight tugs and releases. The storm was still near, still dense and unsettled, but it was lessening. She knew they were floating down below the cloud cover, dropping back toward earth, for gentle rain pattered against her skin. Dropping her head back, she opened her mouth, took in the rain drops, let him stroke the hair away from her face.

      “Mina, I won’t let you hurt the baby. Open your eyes. Look at me.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      “Tough.”

      With a sigh, she opened them, met those warm brown eyes. There were a lot of things in them. A lingering fierceness from their battle in the air, an implacable resolve, and that tender, painful knowledge of her soul that was capable of unraveling her.

      “I’m not going to leave you. Not now, not ever. I don’t believe it’s going to happen, but if the babe isn’t safe with you, we’ll ask Jonah and Anna to raise her. We can visit her. We’ll do whatever we have to do to be her parents, which means making sure she’s safe and loved. Even if it can’t be by us, not directly.”

      She stared at him. “But… you’d need to be her father. You couldn’t bear that. It would break your heart.”

      “Yes, it would. The same way it would break yours. But we’d heal together, handle it together. The way we do everything.”

      She’d torn her clothing when she’d shifted so quickly to the dragon form, so now she was entirely naked in his arms, just like on the couch. But she felt naked for more reasons than that with that quiet declaration. He was in her heart and mind, but she was in his as well, and what she felt there overwhelmed her. His hand slid down her shoulder, palm curving around her breast, feeling the weight. His thumb made a gentle brush over the nipple, a familiar touch, before sliding down her rib cage.  She trembled. Seeing it, his eyes darkened.

      He curved his fingers inward, so his knuckles followed that trail. Her breath caught and held as he moved in slow inches until he reached her abdomen. His hand unfolded there, rested on it. She kept her eyes locked on his face, saw the sudden surge of strong emotion in his eyes that was capable of making her want to cry, but he wouldn’t leave her out in the cold. With a ripple of muscle, he shifted her so she was lying on her back upon him, her head upon his chest, hip turned sideways into the cradle of his thighs. One of his legs was firmly locked over her as they stayed twined together in air. Closing his hand over her wrist, he guided her hand until it settled over the one he had on her stomach, both of them now pressed over that new life, swimming somewhere beneath their touch.

      When she dreamed, she dreamed of the Dark One world, so sleep was rarely easy. It was better when David slept with her. The Dark One world could become white noise, like static on the TV when the reception went out.  And sometimes when that happened, other dreams could happen.

      “The other night…” She paused, pressing her lips together. Her fingers dug into his. She was missing the tip of one finger, a reminder of what she’d been, as well as what he’d become to her. How much she trusted him, needed him, enough to take all the steps she’d taken to come to this moment. “I had a dream about her. I was in my tentacle form, but I was swimming inside…me. Inside my womb. I found her, this tiny curlicue thing. She was floating so aimlessly, so carelessly. I wrapped my tentacles around her, held her still so she wouldn’t bump into the walls or end up in cracks and crevices where she might get stuck.”

      “And did you start to constrict your tentacles, to choke her, squeeze the life out of her?”

      “No. I just…held her. That was all. It was still, quiet. Like this.”

      When he nodded against the top of her head, she clutched the knowledge he’d just pointed out to her, the seed of hope. “I’m so scared, David.”

      “Me too. But I think that makes us pretty much the same as every new parent since the beginning of time.” He moved his free hand to her hip, stroked the upper line of her thigh. “Spread your legs for me, Mina.”

      He’d had her do that before, often enough she obeyed on instinct, a known ritual that pleased and oddly soothed her, the submission to his desires and her own. She shifted, sliding her knees over his thighs, parting herself to him and the open air. His fingers trailed along her upper thigh, tracing close to the soft petals of her sex, distracting her focus.

      “The very fact some part of you wanted my fertile seed, asked for it, says you know this is meant to be.”

      “Maybe,” she said, then bit her lip as he touched her labia, gave it an idle stroke with his thumb. “But that doesn’t mean it will turn out the way we want it to. Lots of things are fated. Good and evil.”

      “You have to have faith. You’re so much more now than you ever thought you could be.”

      “Which is why we need to be even more careful, more wary.”

      “Even after twenty years, you’re waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

      “Yes, because it can. And you know I’m right, because you’re in my head.” She felt that frisson of panic start up again, but it was arrested by his fingers, sliding over her pussy. He pinched her clitoris, the kiss of pain making her dampen against him, as he knew it would. “David…”

      He sealed in that sensation with his whole hand pressed against her mound. She quivered against him. ““I like touching you. And wanting you. Tormenting and pleasuring you. You need both, and I like giving you both.” His fingers stilled, his breath against her temple. “I do understand what you fear, Mina. But I understand something else, something you haven’t considered. The baby is about three weeks along, right?”

      She managed to nod, gasped as he did something wonderful. She could feel him, hard and ready against the small of her back, and she wanted to defuse all the energy still crackling in the air, give it a channel, a focus, by straddling him here in the air. But he held her still, the pressure of his fingers, as well as the steady, deliberate way he spoke, helping her pay attention.

      “You’ve been carrying a pure innocent inside of you for three weeks. It’s upset you, worried you, because of what you might do to her. You reacted violently to me now because you bottled that up, and it’s all come spewing out. But you haven’t become unbalanced specifically because she’s inside you. I’m willing to bet my life that the Dark One blood inside of you could roar like a banshee, and you wouldn’t harm one hair on her head.”

      She hadn’t even considered it. He was right. She’d been so caught up in what it could mean, having the baby, she hadn’t really thought about the fact the child was already in residence. Raphael, the healing angel, thought Mina was able to tolerate David’s pure light proximity because they’d shared blood, years ago. Whether or not that was true or there was more to it, she and that fetus shared blood in a much more direct way. And while she’d felt the stirrings of life within her, she hadn’t felt the stirring of anything else connected to it, that itchy feeling that could start in her lower back when she had too much exposure to beings of pure light, which would expand into a crazed madness over time.

      Her mind whirled over that revelation. Her gaze flitted up, desperate, seeking his. David tightened his arms around her. “Let me take you to the ocean for a little while. We’ll talk about this—without stormclouds and dragons.” His fingers dipped into her then, pushed in unexpected firmness, ruthless demand. She arched, a whimper catching in her throat. “After that, we’ll talk about what you can do to make my leg feel better. Actions have consequences, sweet witch. When you misbehave, reparations are required.”
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      He didn’t take her to a sand bar in the middle of the ocean, as she expected. Instead, he took her somewhere she’d never been before. He saw her dare a glimpse as they came in for a landing. The unique blue color of the water would tell her that the small, uninhabited island was in the Caribbean. When he glided in over the thick tree cover, he dropped down into it to bring her to the narrow beach of a secluded lagoon. The water was flanked by caves, and as he took her hand, guiding her into the mouth of one, her face brightened at the discovery of a chain of pools that formed when the current receded. Of course, that left the sea life washed in on the high tide trapped until the next cycle. Right now, that included a small school of darting, bright-colored fish and a languidly gliding barracuda shark, unconcerned about his circumstances, probably because of the darting fish. The pools also included a scattering of crabs that might have scuttled up from the beach, preferring to dine on what the ocean left in the tidal pools.

      David watched his witch dip a toe in, a pleased look flitting across her normally wary expression as she found it comfortably warm. He knew how much she disliked the cold. He also knew she liked to explore new surroundings before she settled into anything else. So unstrapping his daggers and setting them aside, he squatted in a casual perch on a rock, his bare toes making sure purchase on the wet surface as he watched her circle the smaller tidal pools, see what was in them. When she returned to the largest one, the one containing the shark, she stood on the opposite bank, studying the sand-dusted rock below the water’s surface. He was reminded of a sharp-eyed bird, particularly when she dove abruptly into the water. Her hand brushed the barracuda’s back as she moved to the center of the pool, made her way to the bottom. She came back up with what looked like a cheap bangle bracelet, the rhinestones glittering from the shards of sunlight coming in through the cave opening. Making a satisfied noise, she put it on her arm.

      “My mate loves a sparkly,” he observed with a faint smile.

      “There’s another one,” she said, and dove again. David chuckled. He made a casual leap from the rock to a lower point, using his wings for balance. In reaction to his avian-like shadow, the troop of fish darted away, then back. A couple narrowly missed the snap of the barracuda’s jaws as they swarmed around him, careless of the danger he posed in their attempt to escape the threat of what David was sure they thought was a swooping pelican.

      “Whoops, sorry about that guys.” Folding the wings along his back, he eyed the barracuda, back to lazily swimming. “You’re more irritable than hungry. I have a feeling there were a lot more fish in here earlier.”

      Mina emerged again, this time with three more bracelets, in different colors, same style. “It’s always amazing, how they’ll stay together like this,” she observed. “They may have floated together for miles.”

      She had three on one arm, one on the other. While dark and light had to stay perfectly balanced inside her, David had noticed she had a penchant for wanting other things to be out of balance. If they were staying in a human abode, and it was furnished with two end tables for the couch, she would move one to an unexpected place, like the kitchen. Or into the bathroom, so she could sit on it while propping her feet on the commode and trying different cheap toenail polishes. Usually different colors for different toes. Candles were always arranged in prime numbers. His contrary witch, always full of surprises.

      His beautiful witch. She was completely oblivious to how she looked at the moment. Her elbows were propped on the bank of the tidal pool, her legs idly scissoring in the water. She was turned at an angle away from him, not a stitch on her, such that he was watching the shift of her buttocks with her movements, the sweet profile of her breasts wavering beneath the water. The slope to her abdomen, which before long would be swelling with their child. He couldn’t wait to see her fully round and pregnant. In a perverse way, it aroused him, though he wasn’t sure why.

      “Because it’s proof that you’re virile.” Mina’s voice deepened, emulating a caveman. “See my mate—look like fat-bottomed potato, walk like duck. I am male. I can reproduce.” Her voice returned to its usual sardonic tone. “Just like a Xerox copier.”

      “Reading my mind?”

      “You were thinking it at me. You wanted me to know you feel that way.” She slanted a glance at him, then her lashes lowered again, considering her bracelets. “You knew how it would make me feel.”

      “And how’s that?” He stripped off his tunic and belt, the beaten silver gauntlets to protect his forearms from enemy blades, and slid into the water. Stroking across it, he kept his gaze fixed on that enticing pale female bottom. Her bare legs were still scissoring, though now they were moving at a more indolent pace.

      “You know.”

      “I want to hear you say it.”

      Her nose wrinkled, her eyes flashing with irritation. “I don’t want to feel that way yet. You want me to feel good about this. Maybe she’s just not big enough yet for the pure light thing to affect me. Or she could be a being of pure evil.” Her fingers tightened on the bangles, her chin dropping to her chest as her jaw set. “She’ll be part Dark One, David. And that means she’ll have to fight it, the way I have to fight it.”

      “You’re just confirming that you’re going to be a good parent. Already worrying about the challenges she’s going to face, wanting her to have a better life than you’ve had.” He dipped down so he could catch her ankles below the water, slide his hands up her legs. He indulged himself with a thorough caress of her buttocks. She let herself be pulled away from the ledge, turned so she could twine her legs around his hips, but her crimson and blue gaze was troubled.

      “Mina, she’ll also be part you. Strong, stubborn sea witch. And me; all-powerful and wise angel.”

      She arched a brow, and he saw her fighting one of her tiny smiles. “All-powerful and wise? Did you go get Inflated Ego Re-certification with the Legion this week and forgot to tell me?”

      “Cute.” He acted as if he was going to dunk them both beneath the water, and she slipped away, treading across the pool. She stayed in human form, though, drawing his eyes to the sinuous movement of her body as she twisted in a spiral and did a lazy flip beneath the water, as lithely as if she were in merform. Her dark hair twined around her body like silk. He moved in a steady stalk, dropping down so he was gliding after her like a crocodile. “We have a more important consideration, though,” he said as her head broke the surface again.

      “What’s that?” Mina considered her escape options, as well as how much effort she wanted to put into evading him, how hard she wanted him to work for her capture. Of course, those factors also depended on how long her mate was willing to play the game. At a certain point, his hunting instinct would kick in and he’d prove that—short of cheating and using her considerable magic on him—she wouldn’t escape him.

      “Discipline. Considering our daughter will have your genes, I’m thinking I better practice spanking now. Now, who can I practice on…?”

      “You did plenty of practicing way before you even knew I was pregnant.” She gave him a challenging look, but she couldn’t help remembering those times, her body stirred by the memories.

      “Well, you give me plenty of cause. It’s either spank or strangle you, and spanking seems to work out better for us both.”

      He made a mock lunge, letting her sweep beneath him and get away, emerging on the other side of the tidal pool, treading over the ripples they’d created. She saw him note appreciatively the way they lapped at the upper curves of her breasts. It made her nipples tighten, her skin tingle for his touch there. Good. She didn’t want to think about the darker things that had brought them here. Maybe if she just ignored it, it would all go away.

      “You’re not fooling me a bit,” Mina retorted. “You won’t even be able to raise your voice to her. I saw Jonah with Alexis. Anna had to do all the disciplining when she was young. And send him off with the other angels so he wouldn’t try to sneak behind Anna’s back to comfort her with hugs and toys.”

      “I remember that. Anna didn’t have to discipline her much, though. All she had to do was threaten to send her to live with scary Aunt Mina, who might or might not chop her up as ingredients for her foul-smelling brews.”

      Mina’s gaze narrowed to slits. Before she could retort, though, David had moved, faster than she could follow. But it wasn’t to grab her. He was positioned in front of her, with a dagger gripped in either hand. Even in the water, his stance was tense and battle ready as he faced the cave entrance. He’d moved so fast, the pool had barely rippled when he’d retrieved the daggers from the rock and returned to her. It couldn’t help but thrill her in low, swirly places, so Mina was already annoyed by whatever force was daring to intrude. She might turn the offender into ingredients for one of her potions in truth.

      “David?”

      He relaxed. Mina let her fingers do an itsy-bitsy spider crawl up the line of his spine as she hummed a short segment of the nursery song. “I’m going to tell him you let him creep up on you,” she whispered. “He’ll put you on the training field with his drill sergeants for a week.”

      “You are mean,” he murmured back, and shot her a warning glance. “Do it, and you’ll get a spanking that will keep you sore for that whole week I’m gone.”

      “I’m here,” David called, though of course Jonah already knew that. He was just giving him fair warning as a courtesy since Mina was with him. Truth, it had been a somewhat unsettling couple of hours, but it was unusual for him to be unaware of another angel’s approach. While it was inexcusable, there was male pride to consider. Before his commander came into the cave, David shot back over to the rock, replaced his daggers there and came back in a blink and flash of feathers. When Jonah made his appearance, he was ostensibly in a relaxed stance, though firmly in front of his mate, whom he was pretty certain snickered at him. He really should have brought some clothes for her.

      Mina was not in the least bit modest, but David had some old-fashioned ideas about not letting other males see her naked. Since she knew that, he wouldn’t put it past her to tease him by swimming around like a sensual water nymph doing a Playboy centerfold shoot while Jonah told him whatever he’d come to say. Something that apparently couldn’t be communicated telepathically, in the way that all angels could communicate. David pushed down the prick of annoyance at the interruption, feeling guilty about his reaction, particularly when he saw Jonah’s concerned expression.

      Jonah entered the cave on foot, his magnificent silver-white wings folded along his back like a centurion’s cape. From two other shadows outside the cave, David realized he wasn’t alone. Jonah had been intuitive enough to have them wait out of view. Hell, if he’d missed three angels approaching, maybe he should be on the practice field for a week.

      “Problem?” David asked. When Mina moved, her breast brushing his arm, he reached back, caught her wrist and kept her in place behind him with an admonishing squeeze. A tentacle slithered around his hips, revealing that she’d shifted. It coiled low on his hips and around his waist as she slid her arms over his shoulders, holding onto him piggy-back and looking at Jonah over his shoulder, her wet hair covering all but the crimson eye. David was pretty sure she looked like a much prettier Tolkien’s Gollum, peering out in a sinister manner from the shadows. Jonah’s lifted brow and wary glance confirmed it.

      “We sensed…a disturbance. Your mind was closed, so I couldn’t contact you. I thought we better check on you, since Marcellus said you left his company rather abruptly.”

      “A disturbance in the force, Luke,” Mina intoned in his ear, then pushed her hair back, taking a better grip on David’s shoulders to haul herself up where Jonah could see her full face. “I am pregnant,” she pronounced. “He was trying to convince me that’s a good thing.”

      “I see.” After the initial flash of startled reaction, Jonah seemed to take that in stride. “How is he doing on that?”

      “I still think it’s a bad idea, but apparently what’s done is done. No way to send her little soul back to the manufacturer. What do you think?”

      David cheerfully thought of all the ways he was going to strangle her in truth. However, as he held his commander’s gaze, he saw a lot of things in the male’s expression, and wondered at Jonah’s response himself. After a long pause, the second-in-command for all the Goddess’s angelic legions inclined his head.

      “You have known what it is to grow up without love, Mina, so I think she will be the best-loved child that has ever graced the Goddess’s vast universe. And I think you will be an extraordinary mother.” His gaze shifted to David. “Just as I know you will be everything a father should be. As long as you start paying better attention, even when domestic crises are occupying your mind.”

      Jonah pivoted, headed back out of the cave. “Spend some time on the training field with Cassius this week,” he called over his shoulder. “He’ll beat that lesson into you, so next time I don’t have to drop everything to find out why your mate is causing hurricane conditions in the middle of a landlocked desert. Sam says you owe him north-facing windows, Mina.”

      David stared at the cave entrance, listened to the rush of wings as Jonah and the other two angels took off. I know you will be everything a father should be. Jonah had known just what those words meant to him. And as for his seawitch…

      He turned, but she refused to relinquish her hold on his back. He slid both his hands over the sleek tentacle on his waist. “You all right?”

      “Everyone but me seems to think this is going to be okay. They think a baby’s mere appearance means world peace and chocolate rainbows. There are places where a baby just means one more for a mother to watch starve to death.”

      “Mina.” He forcibly loosened the tentacle, slid her around and under his arm so they were face to face. The suction cups on her tentacles slid along his leg, the faint sting of the suckers a brief kiss of pain before she had legs again and he was holding her against him, arms around her hips and back. “Our child won’t starve to death. Come here.”

      He moved her over to the tidal pool’s edge, brought them up to the rocky ground with a brief pump of his wings. Carrying her out of the cave into the afternoon sunlight, he laid her down on the sand, where she could look up and see the breeze moving through the trees. “Don’t think; just feel.”

      When she did, he bent, kissed her, the narrow line between her breasts. As he did, he stretched out one wing fully, touching the tip of it to the top of her foot, drawing it up along her ankle, the inside of her calf. She squirmed at the sensual tickle, then stilled as he went higher, over her knee, folding the wing forward so it was sliding along her thigh.  He registered how it felt in her mind, that soft, furlike brush of contact, a part of him. He adjusted so the wing tip glided over her mound. Gripping her thigh with his hand, he moved it at a deliberate pace so he slowly widened the spread of her legs, his gaze falling on the intimate folds revealed there. She pressed her lips together, her hands curling into the sand.

      As he straightened, his gaze moved up her body, over her breasts, her mouth. Threading his fingers through her damp hair, he shifted his body, kneeling between her legs. He moved down so that when he bent to her breasts again, the tender skin inside her knees was touching the outside of his. He folded his wings back along his back, though he knew the crossed tips were caressing her ankles, the soles of her small feet.

      He closed his hands over her breasts, increasing the pressure of his hands so the constriction was a delicious stimulation. When he put his mouth over one nipple, nudging and nuzzling, then doing a slow, teasing suckle, her hands had moved, convulsing on his hips.

      Imagine a child here, suckling your breasts, nourished by your milk.

      He gave her his voice in her mind, and she closed her eyes, intensifying the intimacy of it. Moving down to her abdomen, he laid another heated kiss on her belly, his tongue teasing at her navel. He smelled her arousal. Through the palm of his hand, low on her stomach, he felt the subtle shift of her pussy muscles contracting. She loved his mouth on her there, though he could never get her admit to that. She wouldn’t admit to anything. His irascible witch.

      Think of the way it will feel, the skin stretching, becoming fuller here, a tangible weight as the child grows.

      He moved down even further, his tongue taking a brief taste of her clit. She shuddered.

      Imagine my cock inside of you, the two of us together, making her, a creation of our love. For some it’s mere biology, but not for us. She will be special and amazing, and you will love her with a loyalty and passion as fierce as the love I know you bear for me.

      Her breath was shortening, and she was not alone in her aroused reaction. David slid his hands to her hips, cradling her as he stretched out on the sand, bracing his elbows for the best angle to bring her to his mouth. I want you wet and quivering, sweet witch. I’m going to get you begging, and then I’m going to turn you over in the sand, put that tempting bottom of yours in the air and beat it raw for getting me in trouble. For worrying about things that don’t need to be worried about. I will always take care of you, love you, protect you. And our child.

      He smiled against her flesh at the thought of all of it, his cock getting harder at her reaction, a delectable mixture of apprehension and desire. He was close enough not only to inhale that irresistible aroma, but catch those tiny drops of cream on his tongue, swirl them over her clit, making her glisten from that and the stimulation of his mouth.

      He would do everything he promised, because he knew she needed it, because it would give them both pleasure and help her push away her fears. Before he was done, he was determined she would feel at least one tendril of joy for the new life she carried. The life he was certain would show her once and for all that the Dark One blood would never rule her.

      A miracle baby, in more ways than one.
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      Angels, at least those of the Dark Legion, were far more carnal than the religious texts suggested. He was never so glad for that than in a moment like this, when he had his witch at his mercy, his mouth hovering so close to her cunt he could inhale her musk with every breath. It was so easy, such an intimate, incomparable pleasure, to take a long, dragging lick from the perineum to the clit. He slid his tongue over that tight furl of flesh, feeling it quiver and change under his stimulation. Then the deep thrust in, bringing his mouth right up to the labia, sealing over her pussy and breathing into her, breathing her in, as he licked and swirled along the velvet slickness inside of her channel.

      Mina made a guttural, animal sound, twisting beneath his hands, her fingers reaching for him, clawing and sliding off his shoulders as he slowly fucked her with his tongue, taking his time, watching her eyes open wide in dazed pleasure, then close, lashes fanning her cheeks. Her stomach muscles were rigid with need as she moved against his mouth in shameless want. As she lifted up to his mouth, he captured her soft buttocks in both hands, kneading and working her so her clit was pushed up against his mouth even more insistently. He knew her body so well, it was second nature to find his way to the cleft between those cheeks, stroke the sensitive rim there.

      It resulted in another short gush of cream on his tongue, and she cried out. She was fighting her climax, he could sense it. He’d brought her so close, so fast, and she refused to be a pushover, his stubborn witch. He smiled against her, traced his tongue around her clit, then sucked on it, biting. As he did, he slid three fingers into her, rubbing the sweet place that could make her come to pieces. His other finger dipped into her rectum, just the tip, enough to make her feel the penetration.

      There she was, so close, teetering over… he waited one more beat, then pulled free, administering a sharp slap right onto the outer labia, possible because of the wide spread of her legs. She jumped at the unexpected blow, gave a short, resentful mewl. “Not until I tell you that you can go, sweet witch,” he reminded her.

      She gave him a calculating look, let her hands slither around her breasts, cup them, teasing the nipples in a way that riveted his attention. She arched her back. “Maybe I’ll just entertain myself.”

      “Stop.” The stern command had her freezing in that position as his hot eyes covered the still pose. “Arch your back more. Offer them to me.”

      She did, her fingers tightening over breasts and nipples. “Now hold that position,” he murmured. “Your legs spread, your breasts cupped and offered in your hands, waiting for me to take you, waiting for me to let you climax. Don’t move an inch.”

      He leaned forward, made his way down to the left breast. When he tongued the nipple, a tiny brush of contact, she shuddered, moaned. Putting his other hand over her cunt, he slid two fingers in, a gentle scissor of movement. As he continued to touch her nipple with those light presses of his tongue, not a lick or a suckle, the moan became an incoherent plea, and more thick honey dampened his hand. He moved around the nipple now, licking her fingers, pressed so hard into her flesh there were white circles around the pads.

      “That’s it, baby. Squeeze your beautiful tits for me. Your cunt is just weeping, begging for my cock. You want to be bad, but you don’t know how to be anything but my sweet slave, do you?”

      Sometimes he wasn’t quite sure where the thoughts and feelings came from, this desire to completely subjugate her with pleasure, the way humans did it with leather and whips and fetish magazines, but it was definitely in his blood. He hadn’t had much time with other women before he met her, but even with them it had never come forth as strongly as it did with her. As a warrior, he thought it was like having a dormant weapon, one that hadn’t made itself fully known to him until the foe for whom it was specifically intended stepped forward.

      Mina was his to protect, not to fight, but the analogy wasn’t entirely inaccurate. Her craving to be dominated was directed toward him and him alone, a vital craving that helped her manage so much of the dangerous darkness within her.

      She was wriggling against his touch, unable to help herself, and she was going to make herself come. “Uh-uh.” He caught her wrists, guided her arms out to either side of her as he shifted, pinning them in the space between his knees and toes, dug into the sand. Straddling her neck that way, he leaned forward, taking his cock in hand, so close to her tempting mouth and avid gaze. “Take me deep. You keep your focus on me, my desires. What I command.”

      She opened, and he could take himself practically down into her throat, she was so good at trusting him for this. He had to suppress a groan himself, realizing he’d given her a chance for payback as she sucked down on him like a vacuum, her tongue stroking the underside of his cock. Her eyes lifted again, gazing up at him as he stretched her mouth, made her serve him, and she knew just how crazy that drove him. Mother Goddess, but she was beautiful. And amazing. All his…

      She was bringing him too close. With regret, he pulled out of her, but in one lithe, swift movement, he turned her over, put her on her hands and knees. He’d take her this way, after he lived up to his promise.

      He found himself filled with a different inclination first, though. Standing on his knees behind her, he cupped her breasts, more gently now. They were small, but attuned to every detail of her body as he was, he could already tell there was a little more fullness to them. Merwomen had monthly courses like human women, though Mina’s had always been wildly irregular, possibly contributing to how long conception had taken between them.

      But everything happened in its own time, at its own pace. Like now. Though his own body was raging with need, his cock so hard it was painful as hell, he didn’t want to rush this. There was far more involved here than simple lust. His palms slipped down over her abdomen, cupping that curve, then over her hips, slow, stroking.

      “My love.”

      She looked back at him, her hair falling over her shoulder, her expression uncertain at the tenderness suffusing his voice. “You’ve never called me that.”

      “I’ve thought it. I know how you are about sentiment, but that’s what you are to me, Mina. My love, my mate. The center of my universe. You’re everything I could ever want.”

      “You just feel that way because I’m carrying a baby.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “It’s a turning point for us. If you truly didn’t want it, you never would have asked me to give you my seed, those few times. This is an expression of your love for me, of our love for each other. The faith we have in it. The faith you have in yourself, and in me, in us. It chokes me, the way you don’t realize you’ve sent a message even after you’ve sent it, sweet witch. I’m saying thank you.”

      She stared at him, so many thoughts going on behind her eyes. Some he could see, others too jumbled to make out. “I want to come,” she said plaintively.

      He grinned then, though the pain in his cock was matched by an ache in his chest, the pressure of loving her so much his ribs creaked. “Put your elbows on the sand, your forehead into the cup of your hands. Spread your knees.”

      She accommodated him, and David drew in a steadying breath at the sight she made, the pink mouth of her sex, the tracks of fluid her arousal had made down her thighs. The tight points of her breasts, brushing the sand. The small puckered rear entrance. All of it offered to him, so blatantly sexual and needy.

      He struck her with the flat of his hand across both buttocks, a practiced blow that made both wobble and would reverberate deep inside her pussy. He saw the flesh contract in confirmation, heard her suck in a gasp. “Better brace those elbows good,” he advised.

      He spanked her on alternating cheeks, then between them, giving her exposed cunt some artful slaps that quickly brought her close to climax again. Then he moved back to her ass. He kept going until both cheeks were reddened, and her arousal was dripping into the sand, forming a pattern of tiny dark droplets. He bent, licked along the inside of her thighs, caught the fluid glistening on the edges of those flushed lips. Playing around the clit without touching it, he teased her rim with his nose, then brushed his mouth over those abraded buttocks.

      “David…” She was nearly in tears. “I want you. Now.”

      “You know the rules. Beg me, sweet witch. And say you’re sorry.”

      “I’m sorry…for getting you in trouble with Jonah…for being difficult. For being afraid…”

      He swallowed as her voice broke, his mouth stilling upon her. He knew this game was not a game at all, but he hadn’t expected to bring it boiling up in her so abruptly. It told him just how close to the surface it had been.

      He moved back over her, his arms on either side of her body, blanketing her with his own as he slid an arm around her waist, cupped her breast and laid his head next to hers. “You are the most courageous woman I’ve ever met, Mina. There’s none braver in the whole universe. You never have to apologize for being afraid. Only for not trusting me to take care of you.”

      She sniffed, pressing her face into his braced arm. “You have an entirely male, entirely unrealistic view of your abilities. As considerable as they are.”

      “And you have an unparalleled gift for backhanded compliments.” He shifted to bring the head of his cock to the mouth of her pussy, sliding in just enough to stretch the lips, holding there. She could have pushed back against him, but she waited, still, quivering, making it more intense for both of them.

      “Pull your hair over your right shoulder,” he commanded, low. She shifted on her elbows, making a sexy little noise at the way it rubbed them together, but she managed it, gathering all those thick raven locks and bringing them into a tumble over her shoulder, exposing the pale line of her neck to him. He touched his lips there, traced her pulse. Her elbows were still planted in the sand, her hands clutching her hair, her knuckles resting against the inside of his braced arm as she unconsciously tilted into his touch. He deepened the contact, suckling her throat, marking her with that force as well as his teeth, then lightening the touch again, caressing and stroking. Her neck was extraordinarily sensitive, and her slippery flesh quivered against the head of his cock, her arousal becoming more concentrated.

      “You’re going to come for me like this. Holding still, my cock barely in you, my mouth on your pulse.” The flutter of those tissues told him he was right, but hell, it was going to be torture to feel it. He didn’t mind. He was going to drive his witch crazy, drive out the fear and anguish moving through her. They were doing their best to extinguish the stuttering spark of hope he wanted to fan into a steady candle flame.

      She set her fangs to his forearm, bit hard enough to punch through flesh and find his blood. He couldn’t help but bare his teeth in a grim smile at the frustrated gesture, even as it made things tighten low in his gut. Giving her breast an admonishing squeeze, he won a small yelp as he pinched the nipple, a little rough. “Easy there, witch,” he reproved. Then he put his mouth on her neck again. Traced the pulsing vein once again, bit her as well, more gently. In fact, he made all of it gentle. Teasing, caressing strokes of tongue, tiny nips and nuzzles, then to her nape where he suckled the point of bone there, his warm breath tickling the aroused nerve endings further.

      She whimpered, made more of those incoherent noises. Her tissues contracted on him, an involuntary response as her cunt tried to draw him in. The ripple of that heated flesh along his cock head was enough to have him shuddering and biting back a groan, the shaft flexing in reaction. It gave her an extra stroke of contact at the joining point of their bodies. Her hands had dropped from her hair back to the ground, her fingers opening and closing spasmodically, digging into the sand. He felt the rough grains sticking to her damp palm as it moved over his braced hand and clutched his fingers. Her mouth pressed in mindless need against the top of his hand. Her thighs were trembling, her whole body starting to quiver as it reached for that release.

      “Do you want to obey me?”

      She nodded, a quick jerk. “Want to…come for you.”

      He brought his body down on hers even further, dropping her lower into the sand, canting her ass back into his so his cock slid in another inch. Pushing his jaw beneath hers, he levered up her chin and clamped his mouth hard on her jugular, catching her breath in her throat. Holding her fast, he spoke in her mind, one short command.

      Then do it.

      She let out a strangled cry, her weight all on her knees as she lost the ability to hold herself up. He had her, though, one arm still firm around her waist, the hand squeezing her breast, giving the nipple another ruthless tweak as he launched her straight over the edge, no chance to grab on or resist. She screamed, the vibration against his lips, her pussy frantically trying to milk that one part of his cock he was letting her have. It was too much temptation for him. He shoved into her in one hard thrust, and that scream reached breaking point. But hell, he was right there with her.

      He pistoned into her, holding onto her throat, relishing every cry, every quiver of her body. Both her hands eventually found the arm around her body, latching onto him there. It was as if she was depending on him for gravity, for everything, afraid of nothing, at least in this moment. Yet even in the midst of all that, she wanted more.

      “Come for me, too,” she begged. “I need to feel you.”

      I’ll give you whatever you want. Always. My mate. My love. He let go of her throat as the climax overcame him, but he kept his temple pressed close to hers, holding her tight as he drove into her, drew out her climax and brought forth his own. His wings had unfolded to brace him and add thrust to the movement, and she reached, wanting. He saw what she desired in her mind, and managed to bring them forward enough she could grab the top arching curves, bring them down so they flanked David’s shoulders and curved around in front of her, her face pressed into them.

      She cried out again as he released fully, and he kept them going through those delightful, almost unbearable waves, their bodies moving together. It was like a never-ending tide, going higher and higher, but then, at last, came the ebb. Still, he took his time, slowing the pace but keeping it going as long as she was making those delicious little aftershock quivers, clutching him inside. When at last he eased to a halt, he dropped his head so his face was pressed into the center of her back. He liked the resting spot, brushing languid, wet kisses on the line of her spine as he caught his breath.

      She took a deep, shuddering breath. When he moved them into a spooned position, propping himself on his side, she kept hold of his wings so one of them was beneath them. She overlapped them in front of her, the one dark wing and one white wing, tangling the two sets of feathers together. As she sandwiched them, white, black, white, black, then white, white, black, he pressed his lips against a smile, stroked her hair, her shoulder.

      “This makes me want Oreos,” she said. “Double-stuffed.”

      He laughed, he couldn’t help it. When he put both arms around her to squeeze her in a hard, far-too-strong hug, she squirmed in half-hearted protest, but then subsided. “I’m imagining all the cravings a pregnant sea witch might have,” he said. “And the different parts of the universe I’ll have to visit to satisfy them. ‘I’m sorry, Jonah, I know we’re facing an invading force of XYZ right now, but Mina really needs watermelon. And chula berries from the Zorgon galaxy.’”

      “You made that up.”

      “Yes, I did. You’re so smart.”

      “You’re an ass.” She pinched his arm, then laid her head on it, still playing with his feathers. Her gaze was outward, though, toward the lagoon, or so he thought. Following her gaze, he saw the sand shifting, turning. Feeling the frissons of energy moving along her flesh like a warm breeze suddenly called from over the tropical water, he propped himself up further on his elbow to see what it was she was creating.

      “Once, when walking down the beach,” she said, “I found a sculpture someone had made in the sand, of a mermaid. It was complex, beautiful. So much time and effort for something the tide and wind take away in a few days. It’s so short. Everything is so short. What if she hates me?”

      “If she’s a normal kid, sometimes she’ll think she does. That’s the way it works with kids and parents. Sometimes in other relationships, too. Like you and me. Sometimes you hate me, but you always love me.”

      “I do not.”

      “Which one? You don’t hate me? Or you don’t love me?”

      She sniffed, refusing to answer, and he smiled again, watching the sand turn, settle, shift.

      “Do you ever hate me?” she asked in a low voice, not taking her eyes off what she was doing.

      He wouldn’t disrupt her magic, but he did close the small distance between their bodies again, tightening his hand around her waist, putting his lips to her temple.

      “No. I have thoughts of spanking you or dunking you in cold water, or sometimes tying your hair in knots when you sleep, just because you make me crazy, but I’ve never hated you, Mina. And I never will. I feel so much for you, sometimes I think I’ll burst the seams of the universe with it.”

      She swallowed. When she spoke, it was barely louder than the wind, but he heard it, just the same, thanks to his angel hearing. “I feel the same way about you.”

      She so rarely said it, it was always a gift, but he knew better than to make a big production out of it. He just held her and wished he could give her everything, heal every wound, destroy every fear before it had a chance to enter her mind, a guardian at the gate. He couldn’t do that. But he could get her Oreos. Double-stuffed.

      “I was wondering why you were still here. You should have been back with a tubful of them by now.”

      “Eavesdropper. I wanted to see what you’re making.”

      “You’ll see when you get back.” Her hand closed over his, fingers twining in a rare moment of intimacy she initiated. “I want to surprise you. Please.”

      “Okay. I’ll stretch it out. How long do you need?”

      “Five minutes. Maybe fifteen.”

      “Fifteen’s too long. How about ten?”

      “You just like to have the last word.”

      “I like having you.” His hand slipped down, caressing her between her legs, enjoying the wetness still there from their coupling. Her thighs loosened automatically at his touch, which never failed to stir his arousal again.

      “Oreos,” she said, with a touch of annoyance. Though her hips moved against him, telling him her body was responding, despite her supposed irritation.

      He was laughing as he took to the sky, wondering what she’d have concocted by the time he came back.
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      Sometimes he liked watching her when she wasn’t aware he was there. It wasn’t to eavesdrop or abuse her trust. He just enjoyed seeing what she did when she was all by herself, because there was no part of her he didn’t want to know or experience.

      In the beginning, watching her without her knowledge hadn’t been easy. She’d lived her first twenty years in a constant state of vigilance, beset by a variety of enemies. As such, he pretty much had to employ all the stealth abilities he had, because her senses, both mundane and magical, were as fine-tuned as a bat’s radar. As time progressed, however, he’d been secretly pleased to notice a minute change. Her subconscious recognized his presence before the rest of her did. Even before she saw he was there, she’d start relaxing, the tension going out of her shoulders, her focus increasing on what she was doing, rather than startling at every noise, looking around like a watchful animal.

      Then there’d been the day he realized she was starting to be comfortable in the places he left her when he had to be with the Legion. Her faith in the connection between their minds, the one that could put him at her side in a matter of seconds, had grown. At that turning point, it became far easier to observe her for a few precious moments unannounced, because she trusted he would be there if she needed him, to ward off any threat.

      That was the case now as he silently made his landing on the lagoon beach. She was sitting on her hip, her legs folded beneath her, her head bent in an attentive manner to something she was holding. It was the timeless maternal posture of shelter, of nurturing. As he moved toward her, his heart stilled, his breath catching in his throat.

      She’d created a child out of the sand, an infant. A little golem with the glitter of sand crystals in the rough-textured skin, but a babe nevertheless. She was holding it as a mother would, against her bare breast, rocking and singing to it. Tiny fists waved, and dark eyes blinked up at her, a small mouth opening and closing against her flesh as if seeking nourishment.

      As he watched, Mina shifted from human to merform, coiling one tentacle around the babe. The venom in the suckers couldn’t affect the sandy form, so she lifted the creation above her head, making gentle dips and lifts, as if she was showing her how to fly through the air without the benefit of wings. The infant cooed and chuckled, even when Mina turned her upside down and rocked her that way. The seawitch turned her head sideways as if trying to look upside down as well, and a small smile played on her beautiful mouth.

      “Yes, that’s the best way to see the world sometimes,” she informed the babe. “Completely topsy turvy.” Then she stilled, glanced over her shoulder. “You like sneaking up on me.”

      “Sometimes. I get to see some remarkable things.” He found his body was a little loathe to move, caught in the spell of watching her, but he made himself do it, not wanting to spook Mina by reacting too strongly.

      He needn’t have worried. She sniffed at his comment, but her focus was on other things. “My cookies?”

      He grinned. He’d gotten a whole package. Unlike many of the angelic legion, because he spent time with Mina in the desert and other human-inhabited areas, he carried a small amount of currency. He’d whisked through the store unseen, but left the money tucked into the cash register. It wouldn’t show up in inventory, but at least he wasn’t a thief.

      “You and the Legion have saved the planet about a billion times. I don’t think a store owner would begrudge an angel a box of Oreos. Unless he’s completely heartless and needs to spend time in Hell with Lucifer.”

      “You’re eavesdropping again.”

      “Tit for tat.” She opened the cookies, bringing the golem back down to her lap, holding it there in a coil of tentacles. Disturbingly, the position seemed part yoga lotus position and part sunning snake, holding its prey.

      Biting into one of the cookies, Mina closed her eyes, an act of involuntary bliss that amused him. “When I figured out that humans didn’t really belong here,” she said, “I thought it wouldn’t matter if they got obliterated. Didn’t really understand why you expended so much effort for them. But this…” She picked up another Oreo, inhaled it deeply. “This justifies their existence. Are you going to sit with me?”

      Though he knew the sand baby was illusion, it still awed him enough that he eased down next to her with a funny sense of reverence. Looking at his face, she stopped chewing, her eyes getting a similar stillness as she considered the expression on his face. She swallowed. “I just thought…I thought we might want to see what it would feel like.”

      As his gaze shifted to her, she lifted a shoulder, giving in to full honesty, because he never let her get away with less. “I wanted to see what it would feel like.”

      He nodded. “So what do you think?”

      She looked back down at the babe. When she reached down, it captured one of her fingers in its own. Grains of sand scattered over her knuckles. “It was unexpected. I felt…shaky, when I held her for the first time. Which is entirely ridiculous.”

      “No, it’s not. Because you’re preparing for the reality.” Tentatively, he reached out toward the golem’s other hand and had his own finger seized. It tightened his throat, seeing tiny fingers around his one large one. Sand sprinkled his battle-callused knuckles as well. Glancing at Mina, he suppressed a sudden soft smile, leaned in and kissed the corner of her mouth, taking away a few Oreo crumbs. Then he shifted for the full taste of her, teasing her tongue with his own, tasting chocolate, cream icing and Mina. He felt a small ripple of energy right before he did it, and knew his sweet witch had made sure he could taste the cookie, since without that magical effort, everything but manna tasted like sawdust to him. It was something she never forgot to do for him, a small, precious gift that said so much to him about what and who she was.

      “Are you glad she’ll be a girl?” Mina studied him with serious eyes as he lifted his head at last. He braced his other arm behind her so she could lean up against the shelter of his shoulder. When she put her head down on his chest to study their practice baby, he buried his nose in her hair, enjoying the way the raven strands felt drifting across his face with the lagoon’s light breeze.

      “I’m glad she’ll be ours. I don’t care what the baby is. She’s part of us, ours. That’s all that matters.”

      “I just wondered. Sometimes men like sons. You know, to carry on their bloodline, or teach them how to play baseball. In the books I’ve read, that’s what humans feel.”

      “I’m not human.”

      “But you were. A lot of you still is.”

      “Mina, when you gave me your heart, you gave me everything I could ever want. Having a child with you…it’s like finding out Heaven has a whole other level I didn’t know about, but it’s still Heaven. You understand?”

      She lifted her head, gave him her trademark suspicious look. “You are a very strange man,” she decided. “It will arrive completely helpless, unable to feed or clothe itself, with no regular sleep patterns. No proper hygiene habits for the first several years of its life, so you have to do all sorts of unmentionable things to manage its waste. That’s what you’re calling a different version of Heaven. A different version of Hell is far more likely.”

      He laughed out loud. “Though I refuse to tell you where I learned this very important lesson,” he said, attempting to look solemn, “I have discovered the things I love most in this life are quite capable of representing both Heaven and Hell.” He snuck a cookie out from the tray, held it up. “Dark and light often taste best together.”

      She narrowed her gaze at him, but then shrugged, looked back down at the infant. It had grabbed her hair. She touched its stomach, spoke softly. As they watched, it twisted, moved around to all fours, and then managed to make it to its feet. The sand child precariously swayed, then toddled a few steps. Bending to capture two more handfuls of sand, it tossed them out with jerky movements and a delighted laugh. David automatically shifted, curving his wing to shield Mina’s face as the sand blew back over them in a playful frisson.

      Mina dug into the Oreos again, lifted one to David’s mouth. He took a bite, chewed, gazing down into her lovely face. “You’re feeling generous.”

      “It happens.” Feathering her fingers through the hair on his brow, she stroked the side of his face, her expression becoming pensive. Her thumb passed over his lips, collecting the crumbs then placing them on his tongue, tracing that as well. Her body was pressed to his, and he could feel a need in her, a mixture of the physical and more. Brow creasing, he slid an arm closer about her, palming her buttock and hip to hold her near.

      “Mina?”

      “I want to take you somewhere. I checked with Jonah. He said it wasn’t technically okay, but since, quote ‘You pretty much do whatever you damn well please anyway’, he said he wasn’t going to stop me. Which I think was his way of saying it was all right. It’s only breaking a few rules that are stupid, anyhow. And no, you’re not taking me there. I’m taking you. I’ve been practicing my transporting through the folding of space and time, and it’s going pretty well. I felt a lot less squashed the last time I did it. And I ended up in the dimension I expected. Your feathers shouldn’t be too matted when we come out the other side.”

      “Oh, good. I feel reassured.” But he was truly less concerned about that than the odd confusion of emotions he felt going through her now. He knew when she didn’t want him to pry and read things ahead of time, and he definitely got that vibe now, so he curbed it, since it seemed important to her. “Mina, are you sure…whatever it is you’re about to do, is it something you want to do?”

      “You’re a liar,” she said bluntly, startling him. “There are things that are important to you, beyond me. Things you wish and hope for. You always make it about me. This is something I’m giving to you.” Lifting the Oreos, she gave him a querulous look. “These were about me. So the next few minutes get to be about you.”

      “All right.” But as she shifted back to human legs and rose, dusting herself off, he still did his own check, reaching out briefly to Jonah’s mind. Fortunately, with angels, intent and feeling were sufficient, no need for specifics. His commander’s response was reassuring, a confirmation of Mina’s position, in less acerbic terms. Whatever she was planning, Jonah was on board with it, though David caught the same sense of apprehensive expectation. As if they weren’t sure how he’d react. Curious.

      “We need to go now,” Mina said. It took David a moment to tune in and realize she wasn’t talking to him. The sand child turned, toddled back to her. Mina bent over it, her hand on its head. When she extended her other hand to David, he took it, let her draw him closer. He put his other hand on top of hers, so they were both touching the babe. It looked up at them with soft, laughing eyes, eyes that swirled away in a cloud of sand as it dissipated, becoming part of the beach again. In the same moment, David felt the reality around them start to shift. Mina’s hand tightened on his, a small direction to remain still as her focus went inward.

      As an angel, he’d raced a shooting star across the sky, followed it into Earth’s atmosphere. His intent was to slow its descent, give the meteor a safe landing, but those few moments before he’d had to do his duty, he’d reveled in the speed, twisting in the chaotic storm of its wake, riding the tail that appeared like a streak of fire from the ground. The couple of times he’d transported with Mina had reminded him of that, and this time was no exception. He trusted her, so there was no fear, just pleasure in the wild sense of movement, of disorientation. Then a sudden, somewhat jarring stillness, like a carnival ride braking to a halt.

      It had been afternoon at the lagoon, but now it was night. He smelled marsh and salt in the air, recognized there was a body of water nearby, not only because of the scent, but because he could hear the water lapping along a bulkhead. The scent and sound were familiar enough to make him realize why Jonah had felt some apprehension about allowing this, and why Mina had her own reservations, despite her obvious determination about it.

      He’d occasionally visited here, always unseen. Well, except once, but that had been long ago. Only it wasn’t long ago. Not tonight. Mina had gotten rather adept at folding time, though she was still learning the rules about that. Learning them at the knee of the Lady Herself, one of the few places he was not allowed to accompany her, though she gave him awe-inspiring visions of what she saw and did in the Lady’s company. Enough to simultaneously amaze and assure him she was well-protected under that Great Mother’s wing.

      Based on what the garden looked like, the relative newness of the winged statue he saw placed amid an array of Japanese maples and other delicate-looking plants, this was over twenty years ago. Mina had conjured herself clothing, a simple dress, so she was no longer naked. Now she moved to the statue. Her knees pressed against the bench next to it as she looked up into the sculpted face, glanced at David. “It’s a good likeness of you.”

      “Mina, what are we doing here?” His voice sounded strange, thick, and she heard it, coming back to him to take his hand in a rare gesture of reassurance.

      “You’re going to tell your sister you found the love and happiness she wanted you to have.” When she looked up at him, her own voice quivered a bit. “As hard as I continue to find that to believe, I know it’s the truth.” She couldn’t hold onto sentiment long, his witch, and sure enough, her expression shifted, became vaguely irritated. “Jonah said I should do this while she was sleeping, so she wouldn’t be sure if it was real or she dreamed it, blah blah blah, but I saw no reason not to do it while she was fully awake. I mean, I don’t think the universe is going to explode because of one teeny-tiny space-time continuum infraction. He quoted some ridiculous story about a time travel tour group during Prehistoric times and a smashed butterfly that ruined the future, blah blah blah. Really, you’d think an angel who’s lived over a thousand years would be less dramatic about things. I don’t even think butterflies existed during Prehistoric times.”

      “Mina.” He closed both hands on hers, stilling her. “I don’t know if this is such a good idea. If—”

      Her gaze shifted, at the same moment he realized they were no longer alone. “Too late,” his witch murmured.
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      “David.”

      The voice was a bare whisper behind him, but it was capable of capturing his words in his throat, stilling every part of him. He couldn’t move. Mina’s blue and crimson eyes locked with his, her fingers sliding from his palms over his forearms. “Just because you have feathers doesn’t mean you’re a chicken,” she said, low. “And they’re flightless, besides. You’re not.”

      He gave her a look between apprehension and exasperation, but she reached up, stepping on his feet to kiss his mouth. She held herself there a moment before she went back to her own soles and moved away. She was giving him the wing range to turn toward that voice, but she didn’t go far. She went to the bench, sinking down on it.

      David slowly pivoted. His sister wasn’t alone, of course. Whatever had compelled her to come visit her garden in the dead of night had brought her husband with her. A good man, a protective one. He stood at her back instead of in front of her only because Tyler Winterman had seen David once before, a long time ago. It was how he’d known how to commission that statue, his one-year anniversary gift for Marguerite.

      Well, correction—he’d seen David a long time ago, based on the time from which they’d come. Here, in this moment, it had been no more than a year or so ago.

      Marguerite had lived in painful loneliness and emotional isolation for most her life, caught by the horror of her past, the losses she’d sustained, while David was dead and gone, helpless to do anything to make that better. Rationally, angels learned to understand why things unfolded the way they did, but the heart remained a child’s domain, only knowing that it wanted to give, to comfort, to make better.

      Though he’d been an angel for nearly sixteen years, it wasn’t until he’d been able to see his sister accept the unconditional love she’d deserved for so long, feel Marguerite’s true happiness in the arms of a man who refused to let her run from him, that Heaven had meant something real to him, a gift he could finally give himself.

      He’d brought Mina Oreos. In return she’d offered him the chance to give his sister the same kind of gift. If he didn’t blow it. Things like this were discouraged because they could go really badly. However, he and Marguerite were twins. Mina had known the connection was deeper, that his sister likely suffered the same pain over his unresolved fate, only she hadn’t been able to see into his world the way he had hers.

      Taking a step forward, he studied Marguerite’s face. She was beautiful woman, pale moonlit hair and blue eyes, a slender, elegant body. Tall. Not quite as tall as Tyler, but she was all statuesque strength. And at the moment, so unutterably fragile he didn’t blame Tyler a bit for having his hand on her hip, a reassuring touch.

      There were no words, he realized. At least not at first. Hell, Mina had made it so the rules didn’t count, not in this moment, and so he was going to do what he’d wanted to do for so long. He didn’t want to scare her, but he wasn’t sure if he slowed his speed. All he knew was one moment he was staring at his twin sister, and the next moment he’d closed the distance between them and was holding her as tight as he dared without crushing her. Tyler had smoothly moved back in time, so maybe that meant he hadn’t moved at angel light speed after all. Or that the man had just anticipated him that well. David wrapped his arms around her narrow back, his wings enclosing her so tightly they brushed his own shoulders again. Her pale hair was almost the color of his white feathers, he saw, looking down at the mix.

      The other half of his soul. That was what they sometimes said twins were, one soul split at birth. Holding her, both of their bodies shaking, feeling her tears wetting his shoulder and knowing they were rolling down his face as well, he understood why they said it. It was as if they were two halves of a heart, brought back together. He loved Mina with all he was, loved being an angel, was connected to the Lord and Lady, but this…Mina had been right. This was an important missing piece.

      He might have held her for days, he didn’t know. All he knew was her grip didn’t slacken for a long time, and neither did his. When he finally lifted his head, he kept her that close, so that their faces were inches apart. He smiled at her then, even as more tears spilled for them.

      “Hey, sis.”

      She got her hands up to frame his face, stared at him, traced every bone. “Tyler told me. Told me what he saw that day. It didn’t surprise me at all. Not a bit. You were always my angel, even before we had to part.”

      Her voice was of course a woman’s voice, cultured, soft, but he heard the girl beneath it. “I don’t think we have a lot of time,” he said softly. “This may be the only time…until you know…you get old and gray and decide to come live on my side of the world. But I wanted to tell you. You’re going to be an aunt.”

      Her eyes widened. He loosened his grip enough to step back, though he held onto her hands, and she clung to his. He nodded toward the bench. “This is my mate, Mina. She’s carrying a little girl.” He looked back toward Marguerite, met her eyes, brimming with emotion. “I’m happy. I love her very much. And everything that happened…I would do anything to change it for you, to have made it better, but what happened to me…it led to this. So I wouldn’t change that for me. Don’t suffer a moment of pain or worry about that, not ever again. All right?”

      Marguerite gazed at him, then looked over her shoulder at Tyler. His amber eyes tracked every emotion on her face, and David could tell he was ready to be or do whatever she needed. She looked back up at her brother.

      “Only if you promise to accept the same is true for me. I couldn’t have been here, in this place, without all that. And he is worth absolutely everything I went through.”

      The nature of moments like this was they became a gift to everyone involved. He saw the impact of the amazing statement register with Tyler, tighten the expression on his face, such that he mouthed her name, a voiceless caress.

      David understood completely. He squeezed her hands, then brought each up to his mouth, pressing his lips there, hard. She freed one to stroke it through his hair, pressed her forehead to his. “I love you always,” she murmured. “My brother, my heart. Thank you.”

      He stepped back after another long moment, reluctant, but knowing he really couldn’t prolong this. Jonah expected him to know the difference between bending and shattering the rules. It was okay. He knew what and who he was, though Mina had given him the chance to be something else for a precious blink of time. His witch came back to his side now, looked up at him, spoke in his mind.

      We should call her Marie.

      His sister’s birth name. He nodded, looked back at Marguerite. “We plan to call her Marie.”

      New tears spilled out of Marguerite’s eyes. Tyler put his arms around her, his own eyes suspiciously wet. In contrast, Mina gave them her stern look, pointedly directing it at Tyler. “This isn’t a dream,” she said. “Be sure she doesn’t think it is.”

      “It is a dream,” Tyler replied, a quirk at his firm mouth. “A dream come true. The best kind. Thank you.”

      Mina, apparently satisfied with the response, touched David on the arm. It was a gentle touch, very uncharacteristic of her, but he knew her heart. There were times when she was all tenderness. You really will be a wonderful mother, sweet witch.

      In answer, she simply rolled her eyes, took his hand, and let that energy swirl start to build again. David kept his eyes locked on Marguerite’s as long as possible, until the folding of space and time swept the image away. But he knew he’d hold it in his heart forever. Just like he’d hold onto the realization that happiness was a limitless state of being. Particularly when he was loved by a witch who thought she didn’t know the first thing about love, but demonstrated daily that she understood it better than most.
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      They were back at the desert house. For a while, they walked along a familiar path under an early evening sky, Mina examining lizards and rocks, him holding her hand when she wasn’t bending to do that. He’d stayed quiet for some time, and she’d given him that, but he could tell by her sidelong looks she was hoping he’d say something to reassure her it had turned out the best way possible.

      It had. Better. But he gave her an arched brow now, a speculative smile. “Jonah is a pretty big stickler on the rules, particularly the one about contact with humans. What did you promise him?”

      “You’re suggesting the Prime Legion Commander, Mr. Perpetual-Stick-Up-His-Ass, bartered to gain an advantage from a rule infraction?”

      “Before he had exposure to you, I would have said he’d never consider such a thing. But we all know you’re a bad influence.”

      Mina gave him a shove, then tried to evade him. Catching her elbows, he cinched her about the waist, pulling her off her feet when she tried to wiggle free. He thought he caught the rare music of a breathless chuckle, then he left the ground, earning a yelp of protest. As well as the pleasure of that squirming body pressing close, her limbs clamping around him.

      “I hate it when you do that.”

      “Tell me what you promised him, or I’ll go higher.”

      “You are a very mean angel. I don’t think I like you at all.” She tossed her hair out of her eyes, but settled her arms around his shoulders, giving him an exasperated look as he nudged her chin up and put his lips there, teasing her pulse, which tripped up in an intriguing way under the attention.

      “He said it’s a wild card.”

      “A wild card? So you promised him an open-ended favor for this?”

      “I did. I had a moment of insanity, valuing you far more than you are worth.”

      “No doubt.” He tangled his fingers in her hair, tightening his grip so the angle of her throat became more of a demand and restraint. Her thigh muscles flexed against his hips, registering her reaction to it, and his cock stirred against her. “I love you, Mina. I love you so much you’re never going to be rid of me. I’m going to make you happy every single day, whether you want me to or not.”

      Her mouth softened at the words. If he said things like that too often, it made her suspicious, uncomfortable. But at the right moment, he knew it brought warmth to those dark parts of her that always feared abandonment, betrayal, the places the Dark One blood infested. He’d never let it get the upper hand. Never.

      She hesitated. Then she raised her face to his, let him see her eyes, the tentative emotion there that was so rare for her, but which she gave him now. “I want her,” she said, low. “I want to hold our child. I want to love her. I want to be her mother and you to be her father.”

      “All right then,” he said.

      A quiet exchange of words for something so momentous, something that rocked the foundation anew of everything she thought she could or couldn’t be. He knew what she needed to steady her in such a moment, and in truth, he kind of needed it as well. His hands cupped her backside, slid with sensual intent beneath, stroked her so a tremor went through her, her breath drawing in.

      He found her beneath the dress. With the bare covering of his tunic it was a simple matter to push the cloth out of the way. This wasn’t about foreplay and teasing, but about need and connection. So, with a light stroke to verify her wetness, that she was ready and he wouldn’t hurt her, he slid his cock into that heated channel. Her breath left her in a sound that was mixed between a quiet sob and a gasp, and he held her even closer. I’m here, Mina. I’ll always be here. We can do this. Together.

      He’d flown higher, so now they were spiraling above the desert where they could see the rock formations against the deep rose of the setting sun. The stars were getting brighter in the darkening sky above. She clung to his shoulders, buried her face in his neck as he slid deeper into her. He wanted to be as close as possible, in all ways, and so did she.

      “I won’t share my Oreos, though,” she muttered, though he heard her breathlessness, knew a smile was playing in her heart, even if it wasn’t on her face. “Kids need to learn boundaries.”

      “Yes, they do.” He pressed his lips against her ear. “Just like seawitches. If they don’t have rules, and discipline, they just get into all sorts of trouble.”

      A deeper thrust this time, a little more demanding, and she gave him a satisfying noise of desire in response, her nails digging into his shoulders. “Rules are made to be broken,” she managed.

      Loving her, every dark shadow and spark of light that made her who she was, David let the pleasure build in them both. He’d draw it out until she was begging for release. Not from his hold upon her, but to let the pleasure of their eternal connection explode in a shower of magical energy that could rival all the power in the universe.

      Even that of one irascible sea witch.
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