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Chapter 1

 

The very best flights are those that end with me getting laid, or, in this case, lei’ed. Although I’m very fond of the first, having a beautiful brunette drape a band of artificial flowers around my neck with an appreciative smile and an ‘Aloha’ ran a close second. The lei reminded me of the beads I’d brought home from New Orleans. It was another necklace to add to my collection.

I held myself back from running as I climbed the jetway and reread Darci’s message.

An incubus and a succubus in Maui? You both are gonna set the island on fire! 

I smiled, my heart rate returning closer to normal. Darci had been talking me off the ceiling for the last few months. Only my very best friend would put up with my insane angst that Irix wouldn’t be here, that he was dead or had forgotten about me or had found someone in Hel that made me seem like a rank amateur. In spite of the cheerleader text from Darci, I fretted. Demons lived relatively short, violent lives compared to other immortals. As a half-breed, I managed to fly under the angelic radar, but Irix risked his life every time he crossed the gates from Hel. He had to be here, though. I would have certainly heard if something had happened to him. And if he changed his mind... well, what better place to drown my break-up sorrows than in Maui.

The memory of my best friend’s rah-rah pep talks kept me stable through baggage claim, but my pulse leapt back into overdrive as I looked about for an olive-skinned man with shoulder-length, sable hair, golden eyes, and enough sex-appeal to turn the entire airport into a writhing orgy. He wasn’t there, but a stork-like, balding Caucasian man was, holding a sign with ‘Lowry’ written across it in bold black lettering.

It would all be okay. He was here. He had to be here. Breathe, breathe. There wouldn’t be a car service unless Irix had arranged it, and I doubted he had scheduled a limo pickup six months ago when he bought the plane tickets.

“Amber Lowry?”

I nodded and hid a smile as my driver did a once over, flushed, and turned his head with an embarrassed wince. It wasn’t his fault. I might only be half succubus, but it was enough to stir up lust in every human that saw me — even with minimal effort on my part.

“I’m... is this your bag?” He took the large rollerboard in one hand, wiping sweat from his brow with the other.

There was no hiding my smile now. I could put him out of his misery with a quickie in the back of his limo. Images of his fantasies flooded my mind, stirring my own desires. Research on my thesis, preparing for my trip, and a touch of spring fever had made me careless about taking care of this part of my life. I was running a bit low. Sex fueled my energy, kept me alive, and outside of a few hard limits, I wasn’t overly particular. I might be only fifty-percent Succubus, but I carried one-hundred percent of their needs.

Married. My succubus side might not care, but I did. I refused to have sex with a married man. It was one of my hard limits. Sorry, limo driver. Not going to happen. I locked down my pheromone output and slid into the car, showing as little leg as was possible with my short skirt. It would be cruel to tease this man when I had no intention of following through.

The scenery along the road from the airport didn’t seem much like the glossy travel brochures my stepsister, Nyalla, had been happily shoving under my nose the last six months. There were the obligatory palm trees, and putting-green-length grass outside of shops, stores, and parking lots. As we cut across the center of the island, heading west, the scenery increased minimally in drama. Tall, rounded mountains clustered to my right, fronted by acres of hardy island shrubbery and the occasional grassy pasture. The tour guide chatted nervously, pointing out landmarks and mentioning his wife, three children, and two grandchildren. Repeatedly. I smiled and tried to dial things back even further, bummed that I hadn’t inherited some kind of calming ability from either parent. Demons preferred the humans around them to be terrified rather than calm, and elves apparently just didn’t care what those around them felt. Honestly, I couldn’t imagine my elven mother and my demon sire getting it on. Of course, who could imagine their parents getting it on? There was an ick factor in that, no matter the species.

“Ever since she killed the two lovers, the flowers bloom only in halves.”

What? Flowers? Now the guy had my attention. Anything to do with the plant kingdom was near and dear to my heart.

“One half blooms in the mountains, and the other half by the shore. They share a heart, but are never to be reunited.”

“How beautiful and tragic,” I mused. “Who did you say murdered them?” Hopefully there wasn’t a serial killer nearby, or a psychotic demon with transmutation skills. Although I couldn’t see a demon turning two lovers into plants.

“Pele.”

Ah, the volcano goddess. “Didn’t she also turn some other young lovers into a tree?”

He nodded, smiling. “Yes, the Ohia Lehua. Pele was angry that Ohia didn’t love her, so she turned him into a tree. Lehua cried and begged the other gods to bring him back to life, but they couldn’t. They turned her into a flower on the tree so they could always be together. If you pluck a flower from the tree, it will rain. Lehua’s tears will fall upon the island, because she cannot bear to be separated from Ohia.”

Ugh. I couldn’t stand people who cried all the time. I’d probably turn on the waterworks too if Irix were taken from me, but I’d at least have the decency to do it in private, or over the phone to Darci. And although there were probably worse fates than being turned into a flowering tree, there did appear to be an unsavory theme to these Pele legends.

“No offense, but your volcano goddess sounds like a narcissistic bitch.” Okay, maybe that was a bit harsh. I didn’t know what was happening to me lately, but my demon half seemed to be edging out my more polite, politically correct elven half.

He started, shooting me a shocked glance through the rearview mirror that was accompanied by a nervous laugh.

“These are volcanic islands, so we’re kind of on her home turf.”

I huffed. The guy had a point, but even if this fictional crazy bitch had created the islands, she still had no right to go around burning shit up and turning the guys who spurned her into trees. Sheesh.

“So tell me about some of the plants and trees that didn’t used to be human.” I figured I might as well soak up some local knowledge to keep my mind off my pending reunion with Irix.

The driver talked about the pineapples, guavas, and coconuts, pointing out the fields of sugarcane, like thick, giant blades of grass on either side of us. Then he fell to reciting the list of must-see spots that I’d read on those dozens of glossy tri-folds.

“There are some amazing holy spots on the island. Places of great power and sacred energy.”

My interest peaked until he handed a brochure back to me. Lanai Breeze Island Tours, it read. Pretty pictures, much like the ones Nyalla had shown me, accented small paragraphs discussing energy lines and ancient rituals. At the bottom was a phone number and the driver’s name. Uh oh.

“Call that number and give them my name. They’ll give you a discount if you tell them I referred you.”

I relaxed, realizing the guy wasn’t trying to pick me up. No, instead, he was trying to do the taxi-driver version of selling me a timeshare.

“Thanks... I’ll be sure to do that.”

Actually, if I had been here with my New Orleans buddies, I would have gone. Wiccans dug this sort of thing. I only wished I could get my energy from the earth instead of siphoning it off others through sexual intercourse. But I’d made peace with my lot in life over the last six months. I might not embrace it as wholeheartedly as Irix did, but I had a kind of happy middle ground acceptance thing going on.

“Wow.”

We’d rounded a corner, and I turned to my right, awestruck at the expanse of ocean. Blue with patches of green where the depth was shallow, the water meandered toward the shore with lazy nonchalance, gently curling into a white break as it reached the sand. In the distance, an island rose, red and pockmarked as the mountains on my left had been, no doubt sheltering this portion of Maui from the pounding of the Pacific. A geyser of water shot into the air, and I squealed like a delighted child.

“A whale! A whale!”

Shit, that was embarrassing. The driver didn’t seem to mind, smiling at me.

“Yes, this is the tail end of their breeding season. They’ll start the trek northward in April. You should come sometime in January or February. That’s when the males do their mating display, breaching and launching themselves into the air. It’s spectacular.”

Mating displays always were. Turning to my right, I gaped again. The barren, red volcanic rock mountains had given way to verdant hills. Clouds clustered in the valleys, caught in the embrace of their rounded peaks.

“That’s the Iao Needle. The valley is the fifth wettest place in the world,” the driver told me proudly. “It’s an amazing spot, filled with all sorts of indigenous flowers and trees. It’s worth a visit, as is Haleakala National Park. Make sure if you drive the Hana Highway that you stop and hike through the rainforest and swim in the waterfalls.”

Now I was the one trembling with need. That must be the Maui where all the travel pictures came from. I had to ask Irix to take me there. A rainforest! I’d never been to one outside of the manufactured exhibits at various botanical gardens.

“There are some tours listed on the brochure, as well as a few that go to the old volcano craters. Call, and you’ll get a discount if you mention my name.”

Yeah, yeah. I got that the first time. And no doubt he got a hefty commission from every ‘referral’. He had kept my interest with his mention of craters, though.

“I didn’t think Maui had any active volcanoes.”

“They’re dormant.” The driver grinned at me through the rearview mirror. “Pele has taken up residence on the Big Island. She doesn’t venture from there any longer, especially to Maui.”

The volcano goddess again. I knew the islands played host to other gods and goddesses of legend, but evidently none were as story worthy as this one. No surprise there; the bad girls always get the press. I sat back and let the driver’s monologue wash over me, my mind swimming with folklore as I watched the gorgeous backdrop of surf. The cliffs leveled out, and small camping spots appeared along the beach edge. Teams of rowers shot through the water in long canoes. As the tall resorts appeared in the distance, the water smoothed out. People and their surfboards dotted the water, tentatively riding the gentle waves toward the shore.

My thoughts again turned to Irix. Would he be waiting at the hotel entrance? In our room, naked on the bed? Had he left little notes, clues as to his whereabouts? I hoped it wasn’t the latter. Games would be sexy, intriguing, and fun in a few days. Right now I just wanted to feel my skin against his, curl up in his arms and listen to his heart on my cheek, taste every square inch of him.

Shit, I’d lost control. A glazed look had come over the driver’s eyes. The limo swerved, and I clamped down the pheromones, holding my breath as he got it under control. With a flick of his wrist, he signaled a turn into the drive of a plush resort. Oh, thank God we were here. I didn’t think I could take much more waiting after the long flight and six months of fretting. And I knew this poor limo driver couldn’t take much more either.

The car pulled around an entrance lined with containers of Hibiscus and Birds of Paradise. The driver nearly launched himself from the car, panting as he yanked my bags out of the trunk. He waved off any offers of payment or tip, telling me it had been taken care of. Then he jumped back into his car and peeled rubber, no doubt heading for a quiet spot to jack off.

I did feel sorry for the guy, but this was a rather abrupt drop-off. Thankfully the hotel porters picked up the slack, racing each other with brass luggage carts as they came to my aid. The winner placed my suitcase on his cart as if it were a precious object then wheeled it in as I, and the other porters, followed in a procession.

I’d barely made it through the doorway when a smiling young man greeted me with another “Aloha” before slinging a shell necklace around my neck. Cool. I was going to have quite the collection by the time I went home.

The folks at the desk were equally eager to assist, and once they typed my name into the computer, their hospitality went through the roof. “Oh, you’re... .” the desk clerk blushed, her eyes sparkling as a smile curved her lips. “You’re with him.”

Holy shit, I was going to need a paper bag to breathe in. He was here. All my doubts, in spite of the limo service, fled. He was here. Well, he was somewhere.

I took the proffered key card, made my apologies to the porters, grabbed my bag, and ran toward the elevators, all previous intentions of remaining calm and collected shot to hell. If Irix wasn’t in the room, he soon would be, and I’d be ready for him. Really ready.

 

 


Chapter 2

 

The scent of hyacinth and hibiscus filled the room. I didn’t call out, knowing that if he were here, he’d sense me. I heard nothing, saw nothing. The room was dark, heavy shades drawn with care. Not a beam of sunlight pierced the edges of the curtain. The only sense in play was that of smell — and my otherworldly ones.

Sex. Irix’s pheromones had slid their way across my skin the moment I’d opened the door, and now they increased, nearly driving me to my knees. I shuddered. Taking a deep breath, I turned on the lights.

Flowers. They were everywhere. The room was filled with bright colors — comforter, upholstery, drapes, paint, and the vases and pots filled with blooms that occupied every horizontal space. Well, except for the little dining table where a bottle of Captain Morgan and another of ginger ale stood beside a bucket of ice and two tumblers. Irix’s favorite drink — Captain and ginger. Every time I had one, memories of him filled my thoughts.

“Turn the lights off.”

I did as he asked, closing the door and giving my eyes a moment to adjust to the darkness.

“Irix?” We’d been apart six months. That was a blip in time to a demon, but I’d spent my life thinking I was a human. To me, it had been an eternity.

“Pour us both a drink.”

The voice rasped with a sultry note. I obeyed, my blood heating. “Irix, I can’t do this. Get over here and kiss me. Get over here and do more than kiss me.”

“My trip. My rules. Now, drink. And strip. Slowly. Very, very slowly.”

Damn him. Wasn’t six months of separation enough sexual tension for the bastard? I debated an act of defiance. Thought of searching him out and jumping him. I’m sure that’s what he expected though, and I loved doing the unexpected. A little extended foreplay wouldn’t kill me, and a seductive striptease might drive Irix into moving things along faster than he’d planned.

I could hear him prowling the dark edges of the room. My hands shook as I dropped three cubes of ice into each tumbler, and I took a steadying breath, planning my next move. One-and-a-half ounces of the rum, then a solid splash of ginger ale. I took mine and walked to the drapes, pulling them open. If I was going to give Irix a show, I wanted natural light accenting my curves.

Small sip. I ran a finger around the edge of my glass and lifted it to my lips, sucking gently before dragging the tip of my finger across my lower lip. Reaching my hand down, I flicked the button on my skirt, stretching to reveal the skin at my waist. Spreading my fingers across the waistband, I eased the zipper undone, twitching the skirt low on my hips. Another sip, and with a shimmy, the skirt slid down my thighs to the floor.

I stepped free, taking another pull of the drink before setting the glass on the table with a clink. Crossing my arms, I reached to my waist and gripped the hem of my shirt. He wanted slow; I’d give him slow. I raised my arms, teasing the shirt up over my abdomen and chest, spinning with a sway of my hips. The top cleared my head, and I shook my hair free as I discarded the shirt on the floor.

Another sip. Walking to the sliding doors that led to a porch overlooking the ocean, I placed my hands flat against the glass, arching my back to show my rear and breasts to their best. I looked down at the sand and surf, at the tourists, thrilled at the thought that if any looked up, they’d see me in my lacy demi-bra, arms spread wide against the glass. Even more thrilling was the thought that Irix was behind me, seeing the curve of my rear in a black thong. Was he looking at my ass and thinking of pressing into me from behind, his hands on my breasts and teeth against my neck? Because that’s sure as hell what I was thinking.

I slid my hands down the door and spun about, running fingers up the skin of my waist as I approached the table. Sip. Running my thumbs under the band of my bra, I hesitated at the back and breathed deep. I leaned my head backward to expose my throat then snapped the latches.

The bra band released. Pushing my breasts forward, the shoulder straps slid down, half-cups catching on my taut nipples.

“Slower.”

Eyes closed, I allowed a smile to curl my lips as my hands came forward to cup my breasts. “Is this better?”

I heard a low murmur of assent. The bra slid down my arms and onto the floor while I took some time to trace the fullness of my breasts, flicking my thumbs across my nipples before pinching them into hard nubs.

Sliding one hand down my waist, I hooked a finger into the waistband of my thong, easing it slowly over the curve of my hips. With a twitch, it dropped. I let it dangle around my ankles before kicking it onto the bed, all the while stroking myself. I was now naked except for my four-inch platform stilettos.

“Pleasure yourself.”

I’d done enough of that over the last six months, and I opened my mouth to protest. But the thought that he was going to be watching sent a flame downward, twisting into aching need between my thighs. I could lay across the bed or sprawl in one of the chairs, but I chose to return to the sliding glass doors, pressing my breasts and cheek against them as I spread my legs wide and ran a hand up the inside of my thighs.

Suddenly there were other hands on the outside of my thighs.

“Thought you said I was to pleasure myself.”

I felt a sculpted chest against my back, fingers like a concert pianist as they made their way up my legs. His breath caressed my neck, silken hair tickled my shoulder. “I changed my mind and decided to help. You’re too tempting, and I’ve ached for you every day these last six months.”

Every part of me melted. He’d missed me as much as I’d missed him. All the angst of the last few months fell away, and I lost myself in the feel of his hands, the caress of his lips on the back of my neck.

“Get to work, elf-girl.” I felt a teasing smack on my ass and squealed. One hand remained against the glass, but the other moved further up my thighs to the hot, wet spot between my legs. I stroked, flicked and rubbed, but couldn’t concentrate on self-stimulation with Irix pressed against my backside.

“Am I distracting you? Should I go back to my dark corner and watch?”

“No!” It was a strangled protest, desperate for the closeness of the man I loved. I’d soldiered through our time apart, but now remembrance of the agony that our separation caused came roaring back. “I need you. I need you.” I spun around, throwing my arms around his waist. He looked just as he had six months ago, dark hair, golden eyes that flashed with desire, that full, beautifully sculpted mouth beckoning me to taste.

My lips crashed against his, my hands roving his flesh with frantic desperation. Irix was shirtless, but I soon discovered he still had jeans on. My breasts were tender against his chest, and with a quick motion of my fingers, his pants were loose around his hips. Irix liked to go commando, and my hand down the open fly of his jeans quickly confirmed he was naked under the pants.

He was firm in my hand, as his tongue re-acquainted itself with my mouth. I stroked him, gripping him then releasing to tease with light fingers. Our movements becoming a desperate blur of hands and lips. Then Irix’s hands dropped to my rear, hoisting me up against the sliding glass door as I grabbed his shoulders for balance and wrapped my legs around his waist. He drove into me and stopped. Time halted, and we were together, joined in perfect union. In that moment, all the worry of the last six months dropped away, and something warm surged up inside me.

Then I tightened around him. He began to move, slowly at first, then increasing speed until we were in a frenzy of fractured rhythm. I clutched his shoulder, nails digging into skin. Irix’s strength and the double-pane glass door all that was keeping me upright. Pleasure built like a wave approaching the shore, rising until it crashed through me. With a shudder, I came and he followed.

We panted, slick with sweat as we clung together. Slowly Irix eased us down, and I laughed when my back squawked against the glass.

“The maid is going to wonder about the ass prints on the door.” I gasped, still breathless.

He chuckled. “And the guests in the pool are going to wonder whose lovely ass they were watching.”

Shit. Hopefully they didn’t connect that naked rear end to me, or I was in for an embarrassing vacation. And no, the irony didn’t escape me — an exhibitionist ten minutes ago to hoping no one recognized me from my little peep show now.

Irix stood and offered me a hand. We grabbed our drinks and curled up on the bed, snuggling together amid half-a-dozen pillows and fluffy comforters. It felt so wonderful to be in his arms again. I breathed deep, feeling his warm skin against my cheek and his fingers as he pulled them gently through my hair.

“So, how’s school?”

It seemed awkward, this ‘what have you been doing since I’ve seen you last’ talk, but there was a lot to catch up on before we could ease into our old familiarity.

“Only a few more months.” I traced the muscles on his chest, needing to reassure myself he was truly there. “I’m still writing my thesis — brought it with me, in fact, although I’m hoping I’m too busy to work on it.” I told him about my various classes, about how Darci and our friends in New Orleans were doing. And then I asked him about Hel.

He hesitated, and I knew he was weighing whether to keep me blissfully ignorant of the situation or not. “It’s not good, Amber. I know the Ha-Satan is your friend, but she’s got to do something about those damned elves.”

I winced, knowing those ‘damned elves’ would want me dead once they realized I was alive.

“Do you think they know about me?” My brief foray into Hel last August hadn’t been brief enough to hide me from an elven scout — one who’d escaped us, clearly knowing what I was.

Irix sighed. “Yes. There’s a contract out on you. They haven’t quite figured out how to sniff you out among the billions of humans here, but they’re working on it.”

I shivered and nestled closer to Irix, pretending for a moment that his strength could fend off every threat. “What do I do?”

“Grow stronger. Be wary and hone your skills.” He bent his head to kiss the top of mine, his hands moving lower, his caresses becoming purposeful. “Stay here, in bed with me for all eternity.”

I heard the smile in his voice, but I also heard the unspoken words — don’t live my life in fear, letting every waking moment be consumed by thoughts of demon hit men that could be after me. He’d glossed over his life in Hel, but I’d heard enough about it to know how demons lived. It was a violent, kill-or-be-killed life, but somehow they still managed to do the things that brought them joy. In spite of what he’d probably been through in his two-thousand years, Irix hadn’t turned into a hardened monster. He was tough, capable, and there was no one I’d rather have by my side if the shit hit the fan, but he wasn’t a monster.

And his fingers below my waist were making any further rational thought impossible. I sank deeper into the pillows and let myself drift away to a place where every sense came alive. We communicated in this raw, primal fashion. And this time when we came, more than just a physical orgasm rushed through me.

I murmured in protest as I felt the flow of Irix’s energy through my body, saturating every cell and tingling along my nerves. I’d been diligent about keeping myself sustained and taking care of my succubus needs, but what Irix shared was like a glass of the finest port. As wonderful as this intimate gift felt, I didn’t want him to think he needed to do this. I’d done a lot of growing up in the last six months and was determined to stand on my own — no matter how distasteful I occasionally found my endless hunger.

“You’ve not been taking care of yourself.”

His whispered recrimination was gentle, but it still stung. I had been taking care of myself. “I’m in college, facing finals and my senior thesis, along with applications for summer internships. I go out every weekend and have sex. Two or three per week is the best I can do right now. Give me a few more months and I’ll step up the pace.”

He sighed, and his lips traced a line from my mouth to my jaw. “It’s not the quantity I’m upset about, Amber, it’s the quality. Must you fill yourself with the equivalent of greasy cheeseburgers and diet soda?”

I wasn’t sure how to respond. “The selection isn’t exactly great in a college town. And I’ve got some criteria I need to live by.”

Sex fueled me, but at the cost of my partner. I could take a quick hit, like a sugar rush to my system, or a longer, more sustaining approach. That last one tied the human male to me for the rest of his life. Each sexual experience he had gave me a trickle of energy; each partner he had was a desperate search to replicate his time with me. I only tied assholes, those player horndogs who never wanted more than a one-night stand and refused to commit. I wasn’t hurting them. And the others were just a shot of sugar — one time and I was only a happy memory.

Besides all that, I had to be careful. My succubus side, pheromones or not, inspired rash decisions in men. And those had resulted in several very angry girlfriends at my door. Married men I stayed away from, and those who hid their wedding ring with the intention to cheat weren’t the problem. It was impossible for me to tell if the hot guy with lust in his eyes had a serious girlfriend or not. So try as I might, I’d become that tramp, the slut who would steal some other girl’s man. Tying them to me meant they left their girlfriend. Not tying meant they had a whole lot of guilt and explanations the next morning. I, on the other hand, usually wound up with a black eye. Fighting evidently wasn’t a skill my demon sire had considered necessary when she’d formed me.

“Mmm.” Irix eyed me with skepticism. “I won’t be putting up with that excuse here in Maui or once you’re out of college. You need to choose better partners.”

Sheesh he was bossy. I gave him my best ‘whatever’ shrug. “Yep. No problem.”

He gathered me close. “I’m serious. There’s a price on your head. You need to be in peak condition, have strong energy reserves, just in case.”

Eventually there would be a demon who decided to make a quick buck by bringing my head back to Hel. With roughly seven-billion humans in the world, I was hoping they’d have a hard time finding me. Hoping.

“Okay. I promise I’ll take your guidance on partners. But no women or married men. Not too young or old. And I’m not tying anyone this trip — it’s just too worrisome.”

“Uh huh.” It was the sound of someone who had suffered mightily and was at the end of their patience. “Tying is what keeps you from having to spend so much time finding partners. It’s long-term energy as opposed to a quick fix. Amber, you can’t live on quick fixes, not if you want to do something with your life beyond have sex a dozen times a day.”

“A dozen times a day sounds wonderful if the sex is with you.” I ran my lips over the ridge of his collarbone, nipping with my teeth as I reached the curve of his neck. Maybe if I distracted him, he’d quit with the lecture.

The attempted seduction worked. Irix rolled me on top of him, gripping my ass to keep me in position. Our lovemaking was slow, giving me time to reacquaint myself with every inch of his body. Then I fell into the best sleep I’d had in months, nestled in his arms.

 

 


Chapter 3

 

What’s that?”

Irix and I were on our balcony at sunrise, my hair lifting in the breeze as we sipped a sinful concoction of mango juice and seltzer.

“A palm tree?”

I shook my head, smiling as I looked at the sky. He’d been pointing at a Pandanus tree, not a palm. A member of the Screw pine family, the bracts and roots were perfect for weaving and rope making. But that wasn’t what I’d meant.

“No, the smoke cloud inland. If you lean over the balcony, you can see the plume in the distance. It’s concentrated and dark. Do you think something’s on fire?”

It was Irix’s turn to shake his head and look at the sky, a grin on his face. “Oh no, darling. It’s actually a smoke creature. Very useful when preparing meats or trying to keep insects at bay.”

If I had a pillow handy, I would have tossed it at him. “You know what I mean. Do you think it’s a forest fire? Or the dormant volcano about to erupt? Or just someone burning garbage?” I didn’t know anything about fire. I was all about plants. Not that I could really do anything about it, but I did worry this fire might be taking out a national park, or some other landmark.

Irix squinted at the dark cloud. “It’s probably just the sugarcane fields burning.”

I frowned. “Are you sure?” I didn’t mean to be rude, but he’d told me he had never been to any of the Hawaiian Islands before. I was still worried about the forest preserve.

“Pretty sure. They burn cane fields in southern Louisiana, and they have hundreds of acres of cane here. We can always go check it out later.”

I knew Irix wasn’t suggesting we take a bus. He had a thing about stealing — especially cars. It bothered me but was something I’d chosen to just accept. I was in love with a demon, and he was bound to be... well, demonic. If grand theft auto was the extent of his evil, I was counting my blessings.

“Let’s go now. I don’t know how long the smoke will be visible enough for us to locate the fire.”

“Nope.” Irix finished his drink. “Later. You have a paddleboard lesson in ten.”

Huh? I was a decent swimmer but not a watersports maniac like my stepsister Nyalla. What in the world would have given him the idea I’d want to learn paddleboarding? And there was another question in my mind.

“I take it you’re not joining me in this lesson?”

His smile conveyed a world of meaning. “No, I need to do something else. From eight to ten every morning, Enakai at DreamWaves will be teaching you to paddleboard while I head off to seduce both tourists and residents.”

Just because my ‘nutritional’ needs fell pretty low on my to-do list, didn’t mean Irix’s did. I could tell from the tone of his voice that it wasn’t just for him. I know sharing his energy was his way of showing how much he cared, that he wanted to take care of me until I was able to truly stand on my own two feet as a half-demon, but it still made me feel guilty. And jealous. Which was ridiculous. He was an incubus. These were one-time-only sources of energy, where we had so much more going on between the two of us. Still, it was hard to get past twenty-one years of culture that told me monogamy was the only proof of love.

I needed to get over it. Falling off a fiberglass board into the surf for a couple of hours would probably keep my mind away from obsessing about what Irix was doing with these tourists and residents. And two hours wasn’t much time to be separated from him. I needed to not be the clingy, anxious girlfriend, or I’d drive him away. Glancing at my watch, I summoned a casual smile and stood to kiss him. “Ten minutes, huh? Well, I better get going then.”

***

DreamWaves was a shack on the beach with a thatched roof and a row of boards lined up out front like a tall, colorful fence. I eyed them, looked at the gentle waters of the inlet, and then went in. Better get this over with. Maybe after today, the instructor would tell Irix I was hopeless and he’d have me do manicures or a massage each morning instead.

Mmm, massage. My mind immediately wandered to images of a tanned man applying warm oil to my skin using long firm strokes. Now, that was more up my alley. Although, this whole paddleboard thing might not necessarily be a wash. If the instructor met my criteria, I could get some morning action in. Hmm, maybe if I worked my pheromones, I wouldn’t even have to get on the damned paddleboard.

The moment I laid eyes on the instructor, that idea went right out the window. I did a quick back and forth between the business card Irix had given me and the woman waxing a board in the shack.

“I’m looking for Enakai? I’m the paddleboard lesson.”

“Just call me Kai.” She pronounced it ‘Kah-ee’. “Aloha! You must be Amber?”

She was tan. Really, really tan with muscles that stood out, beautifully defined. I doubted she had more than an ounce of fat on her. Her pointed chin, high forehead, and exotic dark eyes all created a face and figure that would have dropped jaws back home in Maryland.

“Yep, I’m Amber. And I have to ask, is that ‘Aloha’ thing only for the tourists? I mean, do you all run into each other in the grocery store and say ‘Aloha!’? Do you say ‘Mahalo’ to the cashier?”

Her lips twitched. “It’s for tourists. Yes, I speak Hawaiian, but I greet people with ‘hi’ and tell them ‘thanks’. I also listen to Rap and don’t own any floral-print shirts beyond what I have to wear at work.”

I thought so. “I have to warn you that I’m going to be the worst student you’ve ever taught. My boyfriend arranged this, probably not realizing I’m more at home on a four-wheeler than the water.”

Her eyes flashed disappointment, but she quickly hid it behind a warm smile. “You’ll eat those words by the end of the day; I promise. Paddleboarding is addictive.”

Kai reached down to grab a board by the centered slot, tucking it under her arm and picking up two paddles with the other hand. “Take that one over there, and we’ll get started.” She went to walk past me, and we did that little dance thing, trying to get out of each other’s way. Then we both stopped, waiting for the other one to move.

I laughed, met her eyes, and the world tilted. Wow, she had the most beautiful eyes — almond-shaped and dark brown, like sunshine on melted Godiva chocolate. They widened, and something in them flared — a spark of attraction. I sensed it, knew in an instant how her skin would feel against the tips of my fingers, how her lips would taste.

Then she laughed and broke the spell, turning her head and darting around me to the door. Had we... had she...? Damn, it was like my heart was trying to beat right out of my chest.

“Hurry up. Get your board and let’s go.”

I took a deep breath to clear my head and curled my fingers around the edge of the slot in the board. Then I lifted and nearly fell on my face. Kai was walking out the door, her back to me as she rambled on about today’s lesson, while I yanked and pulled, finally muscling the board upright. Supporting the underneath part with my other hand, I staggered out the door and hustled to catch up.

“We’ll start out in a calm, sheltered section to let you get the hang of things before braving the chop.”

I opened my mouth to question how this was going to work on a beach filled with splashing kids and adults but was too winded to speak. Shit, this board had to have weighed a hundred pounds. No wonder she was buff if she slung these things around all day. CrossFit my ass; just lugging this thing across the soft sand was a day’s workout for me. I practically ran in an attempt to keep up with her, struggling to avoid banging my board on the heads of sunbathers and their young children.

I should have known the swank resort would have roped off a section of the beach for watersports. Kai led me to a large rectangle, vacant except for a man at one end teaching a snorkeling class. They looked up, the man waving at Kai before his eyes settled on me with interest. “We’ll be out in thirty,” he called.

Kai waved dismissively. “Don’t worry. I’ve just got only one for now. We’ll work at this end of the water.”

She tossed her board into the gentle surf. I groaned in relief, dropping mine with unseemly haste at the water’s edge and stretching to get feeling back into my numb arms. What was I supposed to do now? Should I get in? Wait for instruction? Go grab a Mai Tai and sun myself by the pool?

“We’re going to work on getting on and off the board here, where it’s shallow enough to stand and there aren’t any waves. Once you get a feel for the board, we’ll move out into calm surf.”

I looked at the item in question, bobbing gently in the water. “And if I’m still here next Monday?”

She barked a short laugh. “Not happening. You’ve got two days of paddleboarding, and then we’re moving onto surfing lessons. Now tighten those bikini straps and wade on in there, girl. Time’s a wasting.”

I walked in, pushing the board until both it and the water reached my waist. Might as well get going and get this whole thing over with. I was going to fucking kill Irix when I saw him next. Paddleboard lessons were one thing, surfing was another. Surfing? Riiiiight. Couldn’t I just go hike in the rainforest instead?

“Grab the board with a hand on either side, and ease yourself onto it. Be careful to distribute your weight evenly.”

I did as instructed, but the board wasn’t cooperating. Each time I went to ‘ease’ myself onto it, the damned thing flipped over on its side.

“Weight evenly distributed.” Kai shouted like my high school soccer coach. “You’re too far forward.”

Actually, forget the soccer coach, this woman was beginning to remind me a lot of Irix. I glared at the board and this time tried to keep my weight farther back.

“Too much! That’s too far!”

Too late. The board shot upright then came down on my head with a reverberating ‘thunk’.

“Here, let me show you.” Kai waded in, the picture of grace in the water. Grasping her board, she slid onto it like a snake across sand. “See?”

No, I didn’t see. The woman was fucking weightless. How had she done that?

“Can you show me again?”

Kai slipped off the side and repeated her motions. I placed my palm flat on top of the water and pushed, sending a surge of energy into it. The water responded, jerking upward under Kai’s board and flipping it over. I hid a smile as Kai surfaced, spitting water and smoothing her wet hair back from a very shocked face.

I know it was petty of me, but I was a tad frustrated at my ineptitude. Kai looked down at the board, perplexed, then shot me a suspicious glance.

“Sorry,” I told her meekly, ashamed of my impulsive action. To my surprise, she threw back her head and laughed, her dark eyes still laughing as they met mine.

“You do realize that now this is war?”

“Yeah, yeah. Paybacks are hell, and all that.” I grinned. Okay, maybe a week of water sport lessons with this woman wouldn’t be so bad after all.

Half an hour later, I was managing to climb onto the board without falling off the other side or tipping the damned thing over. By the end of the lesson, I could actually kneel and stand on it with a reasonable amount of stability. Kai kept me in the roped-off area, forcing me to do what seemed like calisthenics on the board, supposedly to improve my balance.

Deflated and exhausted, I dragged my board out of the water and tried to haul it up with arms that felt like limp noodles. I was part elf, damn it. I was genetically predisposed toward speed and dexterity. Something like this should have been a cakewalk. Why had it taken me so long to ‘get it’? I had a dreadful premonition that I wouldn’t be acceptable at paddleboarding by the end of the week, let alone this surfing thing.

It didn’t help that I could sense Kai’s disappointment. She’d expected better of me. I’d expected better of me. I know I should have taken some pride in what I’d accomplished, but I was too much of a perfectionist to do so.

“Here. I’ll carry the boards, and you take the paddles.”

I dropped my board in relief, feeling even more inadequate by the fact that Kai could manage two of these heavy boards while the paddles would probably be a stretch for me.

“You should wear a rashie tomorrow.”

I jerked when she ran a finger along the side of my ribs, feeling like I’d been jolted with some rather erotic electricity. Looking down, I saw my abraded skin. Road rash, or, rather, board rash.

“I didn’t bring one.” My voice came out weak and breathless. Her hand stayed against my skin, and I dreaded the moment she took it away.

“I... I, uh, have one I can loan you.” Her eyes darted to my breasts and lingered, her fingers still warm on my ribs. “It might... you’re bigger than I am there, so it might be... tight.”

And now I couldn’t breathe at all. I stood there like a total idiot, wide-eyed and wanting her hand to follow her eyes. Instead, she jerked it away as if scalded.

“I’ll bring it tomorrow. The shirt, I mean. Tomorrow.” She spun about, grabbing up both boards as if they weighed nothing and practically jogging across the sand. I ran, trying to keep up with her long-legged stride and accidently knocked a woman over with one of my paddles.

“Wait! Kai, wait!” I broke into a run, and she hesitated until I caught up, being quite obvious in her attempts to not look at me.

Darn it all. What had happened? I’d kept the pheromones locked down. In fact, I’d been concentrating far too much on that stupid paddleboard to even think about sex. I didn’t want things to be awkward given we had a whole week of lessons ahead of us, but I couldn’t help my reactions to her today. Had I lost the slight control I had over my succubus side along with my elven dexterity? Maybe around Kai, I was destined to be clumsy and horny? We’d had such a great morning, in spite of my ineptitude in the water. Why had things turned so shitty?

Things were about to get shittier. My phone beeped as we walked into the surf shack, and I couldn’t hide my obvious disappointment at Irix’s text.

Running late. Explore sugarcane tomorrow? Be back for dinner. 

I guess I could work on my senior thesis, but I was in Maui for goodness sake. And I really wanted to spend as much time with Irix as possible. Maybe I’d just put on a sexy bikini and get drunk by the pool bar or bake to a crisp on a lounge chair by the ocean.

“Everything okay?” Kai’s voice was full of concern. I glanced up. She was watching me, looking directly at me for the first time since our moment on the beach.

I forced down the hurt and plastered a smile on my face. “My boyfriend and I were going to go look at the sugarcane fields this afternoon, but he had something come up.”

Kai regarded me with sympathy and curiosity as she stacked the boards neatly against the wall. “Most tourists don’t have the sugarcane fields on their must-see list.”

“Most tourists probably aren’t in the middle of writing a thesis on soil composition and its effects on downy mildew in hop rhizomes.”

She laughed. It was a beautiful sound. I caught my breath, once again feeling a surge of attraction.

“Uhh, no, you’re right about that one. I’ve got no idea what that even is.” She turned to put the oars on a shelf, and I saw a sudden, nervous tension in her shoulders. “If you want, I can drive you out. I don’t have any lessons until late this afternoon.”

There was that thesis, and I probably should take advantage of the next few hours and find someone or two for quickie sex. But this was my vacation, and there would be enough time for all three activities if we hurried. Plus, to be quite honest with myself, I wanted to spend time with Kai. I liked her. Probably liked her more than I should if today were any indication. Still, it was nice to meet someone that I could see as a possible friend.

More than a friend that sexy voice inside me suggested. Uh no. I know I’d contemplated doing my paddleboard instructor when I’d first entered the shack, but I refused to go there. I wasn’t usually attracted to women, but that wasn’t my hard line in the sand — the fact that I liked her was. I couldn’t do that to someone I liked. I couldn’t do that to someone I really hoped would become a friend.

“I hate to impose....” But I actually did want to impose. I’d been looking forward to seeing the fields, and the idea of working on my thesis, even on the porch with a cold drink in hand, wasn’t all that exciting.

“Not at all.” She smiled with genuine warmth. “Tell you what; you go change, and I’ll meet you at the lobby entrance in ten. I’ve got a blue Jeep.”

“Deal.”

 

 


Chapter 4

 

I skipped up the stairs into the hotel, dumping the wet swimsuit in the sink and struggling to get khakis and a shirt over damp skin. I was out the door and walking out of the lobby just as Kai pulled up. Her Jeep was the real deal — oversized tires, dirt-stained fenders and faded upholstery. The top wasn’t just folded down; it was completely missing. Kai was in a pair of cargo pants and a tank top, her damp braid thrown over her shoulder. We headed out of the resort and through the town of Lahaina. Then back the way I’d come from the airport, beach on my right this time, and scrubby desert on my left.

“Sooo, how are you enjoying your vacation in Maui so far?” Kai seemed tense and nervous, her hands restless on the steering wheel. I settled back in my seat, determined to recover the light banter and camaraderie we’d had earlier.

“I haven’t been here twenty-four hours yet, but so far so good.” I looked past her and saw the brownish green of the bushes dotting the red lava rock of the mountains. “It’s not really what I expected, landscape-wise. I know Maui is a volcanic island and all, but the brochures show this lush green with flowers and orchids, not something that looks like a scene from a western. No offense,” I added hastily, realizing I sounded like I was criticizing her home. Sheesh, what was it with my demon half lately?

Instead of taking offense, she laughed, relaxing her hands. “Well, it is practically a desert in this section. We’ve got a variety of microclimates all over the island. Most of those pictures are from east Maui, where the rainforests are.”

I perked up. Not that I didn’t enjoy desert flora as much as I did other varieties, but I hadn’t seen many rainforest plants.

“Like the Iao Valley the limo guy mentioned?”

“Yeah, although there are some amazing places along Hana Highway and in Haleakala National Park. Red ginger, African tulips, rose apple trees, tropical almonds. There are some pretty sights in Upcountry too. The Jacaranda trees are beginning to bloom this time of year. Nothing but purple flowers all over. It’s gorgeous.”

None of those plants were familiar to me. I caught my breath, thinking I might have another best friend in Kai. “I thought you didn’t know anything about this botany stuff,” I teased.

She shot me a shy smile, a pink tone to her cheeks. “Yeah, well, I’ll bet non-botanists know oaks and maples back on the mainland. These are our oaks and maples.”

It made sense. Still, I felt Kai was holding out on me. “So, besides Haleakai National Park and the road to Hana, are there other spots I should see?”

Nyalla had highlighted all the top tourist locales in the metric ton of brochures she’d given me, but I wanted to see what a resident, besides the tour-pushing limo guy, would say. The truly breathtaking places were often off the beaten path.

“Well there’s Haleakai crater. That’s kind of cool if you’re into volcanoes and geology. Everyone goes up for sunrise, but it’s freezing up there, and with the traffic, it’ll take you an hour and a half to get there only to shiver in the cold with thousands of other tourists packed in beside you.”

No thanks. “The crater sounds cool. There’s no chance of eruption, is there? I mean, the volcano is dormant?” The limo guy had said so, but I trusted Kai more than him.

“Since before the sixteenth century, although don’t tell my grandfather that. He swears his ancestors saw it erupt in the late seventeen hundreds. Haleakai is considered dormant. Maunaloa, Kilauea, and Loihi, which is underwater, are the only truly active volcanoes on the islands.” She shot me a mischievous glance. “Pele keeps to Kilauea. Thankfully she’s not extended her affections to the other islands in many centuries.”

That damned Pele woman again. She seemed to be the hot topic of every conversation. Hopefully she’d remain in Kilauea for the next thousand years or so.

“If you really want a spectacular sight, head to La Perouse Bay to watch the sunset. It’s on the west side of Maui, down south. Make sure you stay a few hours after dark. The stars from there are brilliant, since there’s no light pollution. A couple chairs, a bottle of wine, and you’ve got yourself the perfect romantic date.”

I should have thought about Irix, but instead her words, the tone of her voice, had me envisioning Kai in a chair beside me, sharing wine and snuggling under a blanket as we watched the stars. I glanced at her, feeling a jolt of electricity surge through me. Beautiful, strong, funny. The no-women thing was only a preference, and I was beginning to think Kai might be the exception to my most flexible of rules. There was a moment of silence where the possibility of things to come lingered in the air between us. Then Kai broke the silence with a running commentary on the scenery.

“See those smokestacks in the distance?”

I looked and nodded.

“That’s Maui Sugar’s factory. It was built in the late 1800s and turns all the cane produced here into raw sugar and molasses. Anything that needs to be refined further is shipped off to California, then back for fine, white sugar.”

“So, cane is a major industry here?”

Kai shook her head, taking a left at a streetlight. “Tourism is the major industry, followed closely by agriculture in general, then the military. Don’t forget, we’re a giant rock of lava in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. There’s only so much we can grow. We need to import a lot of stuff.”

I looked out the window. The strip malls, parking areas, and patchy desert grass had been replaced with tall, closely planted stalks — some bent under the weight of their top-heavy leaves.

“That’s the cane?” I couldn’t help but be excited. I’d never seen sugarcane before my drive to the resort and was intrigued to examine it up close.

“Yep.” She pulled the car over to the side of the two-lane road and yanked the parking break. “These are the young plants on the left. They’re only a year old and will be dug up and replanted further apart once the older cane is harvested. It takes two years for cane to fully mature.”

To the left stood massive stalks, thick, waxy, and almost ten feet tall. The lower parts of the cane were bare, but the top few feet were topped with broad, brown leaves that drooped in the sun. Kai had been right. These things had grown so close together that there wouldn’t be any way to walk between the rows. I’d always thought cornfields were tough to walk through, but this would be impossible.

“They need to step up their water routine,” I commented. “Or are you all having a drought?”

She shot me a wry glance and got out of the car. “There’s the rub. It takes two-thousand gallons of water to produce one pound of sugarcane. They’re very thirsty plants. And they’re planted in central Maui where rain is rare.”

I hopped out of the car and joined her on the side of the road. “Well, that was a bonehead move on someone’s part. How the heck haven’t they gone out of business?”

“Because there’s seventy-four miles of aqueduct running from the rainforests in East Maui to these fields as irrigation.” She shot a disgusted look at the plants. “Let’s just say someone with more arrogance than sense made a devil’s deal long ago, and now a huge percentage of the island’s water goes to supporting these plants.”

I touched one of the canes, feeling the concentration of sugar through the waxy, fibrous exterior. Every plant had a right to live, but not in a forced environment such as this. And certainly not at the expense of other ecosystems. I’d seen firsthand what the control and redirection of natural water sources had done to the land in Louisiana. This was another example. These situations tore at my sense of ethics and divided my loyalties. So many humans, and we needed to be able to feed them all, but there had to be a better way.

Kai watched my face. “Ninety percent of our natural streams are stagnant due to the redirection of water. And rainfall is an issue. We have dry periods followed by heavy flooding. Every year, the impact of this irrigation line becomes harder and harder to bear.” It was as if she could read my thoughts.

I winced. Dry periods followed by heavy flooding were not something to lightly brush off. Soil erosion on a volcanic rock island was a serious problem. It’s not like they had much topsoil to lose. But it wasn’t my responsibility to solve the world’s environmental problems. The citizens of this island needed to take a stand and use the power of their votes if they wanted things to change. Although it broke my heart to see portions of this beautiful world fall to man’s folly, Mother Nature was far more powerful than any of us. History had shown she would rebound, although we might not be here to see it.

We. The humans. Of which I kept forgetting, I wasn’t one.

“Where were they burning earlier today?” It was my reason for coming out here. Might as well satisfy my curiosity and go back to the resort. This whole thing was beginning to depress me beyond words.

Kai wrinkled her nose. “They burn in the morning, about forty acres each day. I’m not sure which section they were doing this morning, but I can show you a field that’s been scorched.”

We got back into the car, and she drove for a bit, slowing as she went around a corner. The whole area smelled like burned donuts. Naked canes stood, some tall, others bent to the ground, all completely devoid of leaves.

“They burn it before harvest? I thought they were setting fire to the post-harvest debris in preparation for fresh planting.”

“It’s more cost effective to clear off the leaves before reaping the canes.”

I cringed, having never been a fan of fire. “Isn’t that reckless? What if the fire goes out of control? I can’t believe the cost of monitoring a controlled burn over forty acres at a time is the most cost-efficient way of doing business.”

Kai shrugged. “It’s really not a high profit business in this day and age. I expect the parent corporation will eventually shut it all down and sell the land.”

“And how many people will be out of a job if it shuts down?” I knew these things were just as important in environmental policy decisions as the actual impact on the land.

“About eight hundred.”

Eager to get my elf senses up close and personal with the bare cane, I climbed out of the Jeep. A cloud of gray rose around my shoes.

“Maui snow.” Kai grimaced, turning off the Jeep and sliding out to join me. “The smoke carries it into the neighboring areas and coats everything with this stuff. Cars, houses, lawns. Most people just stay inside with their houses sealed up when they’re burning and scrub it off later.”

“Must be rough on asthma sufferers.” I reached down to touch the greasy, feather-light powder. Ugh, more than asthma patients would be suffering. The particulate matter was large enough that even healthy lungs would be irritated. The ash was mostly leaf debris, the greasy feel melted wax that coated the canes, protecting them from the flame. It clung to my hands in a dark smear.

“It is. You really don’t want to be living near the fields if you’ve got respiratory issues.”

I touched the canes, quickly analyzing them. This fire had burned exceptionally hot and fast, which explained the smoke at sunrise. The sugar cane company must wet down the areas they wanted to keep safe, such as the irrigation pipes clearly visible in the field. There also must be some way of containing the fire.

“Are there firebreaks? How do they ensure the fire doesn’t jump and spread across the roads into the other crops or residential areas?”

“Firebreaks plus their own water trucks around the perimeter and the local fire department on stand-by. Honestly, the cane fields are pretty much one huge mass of acreage. There are only a few spots where they border residential or business areas.”

I nodded, my curiosity satisfied. “Thank you for bringing me out here. Things like this are kind of my passion.”

There was an odd electric feel in the air. Kai grinned, her elbows propped against the hood of the Jeep as she leaned backward. My gaze roved over her athletic form, lingering at the inch of golden-brown skin between her shirt hem and waistband.

Stop. Just stop. I wasn’t about to seduce and leave a potential friend with a lifetime of hunger and sorrow. If Kai revealed herself to be the kind that could easily have a fling without hurt, then fine. But if she was a woman who wanted more — well, I wouldn’t do that to her. Couldn’t do that to her.

“No problem. Do you have time for lunch? I know a place nearby.” Her voice was casual. Hopeful.

I hesitated, knowing full well there was strong attraction between us and not sure how I wanted to proceed. I liked Kai — really, really liked her. And I was going to be in her company for an hour or two every day this week. I didn’t want things to be uncomfortable between us, and I especially didn’t want to hurt her. I was still working on the whole succubus thing and didn’t trust myself. It was one thing to remain professional and in control with randy college boys and Lotharios, but could I do it with someone I liked as a friend?

I breathed deep and made a decision. Irix wouldn’t be back for hours, and I was eager to spend more time with Kai. I enjoyed her company and respected her local knowledge. Kai might never make a world-class paddleboarder out of me, but she was smart and a blast to hang out with.

“Absolutely. I don’t need to be back until dinner.”

Her dark eyes danced, and with a nimble push, she was off the car hood and climbing into the driver’s seat. “How do you feel about fish burgers?”

I slid into the seat beside her. “I feel like I want to eat one.”

She grinned, and there was a spark of heat in her eyes. “Good, because we’re going to Paia.”

Paia was a one-street town. In fact, I think it might have been a one-block town. Little mom-and-pop shops lined the main street. Every outlet seemed to sell locally sourced organic products. The tiny town had a hippy-funky-surfer-dude feel to it.

“Lots of celebrities come to Maui.” Kai parked the Jeep. “We have laws that prohibit paparazzi, so it’s not uncommon to see Woody Harrelson, Owen Wilson, Oprah Winfrey, or Steven Tyler. Heck, the CEO of Oracle owns one of our islands.”

What was this place, Monaco? I shifted on the seat, uncomfortable with the thought of someone actually owning an entire island in the U.S. I got the feeling Maui had been chopped up and auctioned off. Water rights. Industry. Land. Where was the public interest in all of this?

Climbing out of the Jeep, we stood in front of a nondescript one-story building on a street corner. From first glance, Fish Market Restaurant looked like a butcher shop or small grocery.

Inside wasn’t awe inspiring either. Long wooden tables with shark-tooth inlay lined the dining area in neat rows. I sat on the hard wooden bench facing a chalkboard menu that hung over a kitchen pass-through, under which sat a veritable hedge of brilliant Birds of Paradise plants. Kai faced the other way. Twisting about, I saw a wall lined with huge paintings and photos of eclectic sea-themed characters. Stuffed fish dangled from the ceiling, and I squinted at them, wondering if they were real or not.

“Ono or Mahi?” Kai asked.

“Huh?” I replied intelligently.

“Two Ono burgers and two drafts,” she told the waiter. “Ono means ‘sweet and good’.” She told me. “It’s a firm fish, mild but with a distinct flavor so it doesn’t need a ton of spices. On the mainland, they call it ‘wahoo’.”

Wahoo. I’d occasionally encountered it in restaurants in Maryland, although it was more common in Florida and the Caribbean. I was eager to try it, putting myself in Kai’s capable hands as my island expert. Once the fish burger arrived, I forgot all about celebrities owning homes here, my disastrous attempts at paddleboarding, and environmental issues. It was good — very good. This fish burger put Kobo beef to shame. I tried to eat at a moderate pace and shove my demon-self aside for some elven manners.

“So, you own Dreamwaves?” I asked.

“Oh, Lord no.” Kai laughed. “The owners are really nice, though. They’ve got contracts with quite a few of the resorts on Maui. I’m just a lowly employee. Aaron and I handle the Sarafina Resort. He does scuba and snorkeling, where I do parasailing, surfing, paddleboarding, and ocean kayaking.”

“How’d you get stuck with all that?”

She sighed. “There’s a lot more snorkeling and scuba. Most of what I get is surfing with a few of the others thrown in here and there. I help him out if he gets too booked, but it’s a pretty overall.”

“Sounds like a dream job.”

“Tell my mother that.” She grimaced. “My brother and I are both disappointments. I hang on the beach all day, and he pays the bills by supplementing his firefighter’s income with odd jobs. Not exactly the doctors and lawyers Mom wanted.”

“Do you like it? Your job, I mean?”

Her eyes met mine, and I saw contentment in their depths. “Yeah, I do. I really do. I can’t imagine doing anything else and being this happy.”

“Good. Life is too short to do shit you hate.” It was, especially for humans. We sat for a few moments in silence.

“So... thesis, huh? Are you going to be Doctor Amber by summer?”

“Hardly. It’s my undergraduate degree. I thought about applying to grad school, but I’m eager to get out there and do something.”

Kai laughed. “Yeah, you strike me as the ‘doing something’ kind.” She took a swig of beer. “So what kind of somethings are you planning on doing after graduation?”

“A friend of mine in New Orleans wants me to do a joint project with her on plant species transitions in changing wetland areas. There’s a grant, and I’m pretty sure we could get it. I love New Orleans. I’ve got so many friends down there. My boyfriend has an incredible house in the Quarter I could stay at.”

Shrewd eyes met mine. “But?”

But. That was the silly thing about life. There was always a but.

I took a deep breath. I hadn’t told anybody this — not even Darci. “I applied to DiMarche and Sons for a six-month internship in their Napa Valley vineyards.”

Kai’s eyes grew big. “DiMarche wines? Holy cow, I drink their stuff. Everyone drinks their stuff.”

DiMarche wasn’t high end; it was the good, solid quality wine that ran in the middle of the market price-wise. They weren’t so snobby that they turned up their noses at boxing their wine, but they weren’t so cheap that high-school kids were sucking it down. If I went to a college party and saw DiMarche on the booze table, I knew the hosts weren’t going to be setting up beer pong later.

“I don’t know if I’ll get the internship. Part of me hopes I don’t so I won’t have to make a choice.”

Kai shrugged. “Can the New Orleans gig wait until the internship is over?”

“Yes, but....” How could I tell her that humans had short lives, and I wanted to spend as much time with my friends as possible before I watched them age and die?

“And the boyfriend? In spite of his ditching you this afternoon, it must be serious if you’re vacationing together in Maui and you’re thinking about shacking up with him in New Orleans after graduation. Won’t his opinion play into this?”

Oh wow. More difficult questions. I had no idea how long Irix would be here this time. My heart ached at the thought — loving a man with painful, long periods of separation.... I couldn’t be with him in Hel, and he couldn’t be here fulltime. So my life was my own.

“I haven’t asked him yet. He’s been... deployed for the last six months, and he will frequently need to go away for long stretches of time.”

Kai caught her breath. “Military. Yes, that’s tough. I feel ya, girl.”

I shook my head to clear the angst and indecision. “So how about you? Boyfriend?” I hesitated a second. “Girlfriend?”

The response I got was a bitter laugh. “The last girlfriend I had was practically in the stone age. And boyfriend... well, that was a few months back, and it didn’t exactly end well.”

My heart ached at the pain in her voice. What could I possibly say in response to that? “I’m sorry. You’re a beautiful woman. There must be lots of opportunities to meet people in your job. Although I guess that would lead to short-term or long-distance relationships.” Gah. I was such an idiot. Normally my elf-half had all the smooth platitudes and niceties down, but for some reason, I was stumbling over what to say to Kai.

She hid a sheepish smile behind her beer. “Yeah, there has been some interest from the resort guests, but I have a strict no-tourist policy. Trust me, I’ve been tempted — really, really tempted. I don’t want a one-night stand though.”

Well, that was the answer to the question I’d been mulling over all day. A one-night stand was all I could offer. One night of incredible passion, but nothing more. There was a tendril of something between us — an attraction bittersweet and fragile, like a hibiscus about to bloom. I looked away, breaking the connection. I couldn’t give her what she wanted, and I wasn’t the sort of succubus who would take advantage of our attraction for my own selfish gain.

“Well, we better get going if you’re going to have time to clean up and get ready for dinner with loverboy.” Kai’s smile was brittle, overly cheerful as she scraped her chair back.

I paid for lunch after a small tussle over the check that cleared the tension between us and had us laughing as we left. On the ride home, we chatted about music and food, about the cost of car repairs and crappy Internet download speeds. It was so easy being with Kai, as the wind whipped loose strands of my hair around my face and the sun beat down on my skin.

The Jeep pulled up to the resort entrance. “See you tomorrow morning,” I called, hopping from the car.

“I’ll probably see you around the resort this afternoon, and definitely at the luau tonight.” Kai took a deep breath. “And if you want, I can find out where the next burn will be tomorrow morning and take you close enough to see. It will be early, though.

Ugh. Early. But I was really interested in the agriculture on the island, and Kai seemed a lot more into it than Irix was. He’d still be sleeping, curled up in pillows and blankets when I returned. And then I’d wake him up in my own special way.

“Okay. But how do you know where tomorrow’s burn will be?”

Her grin turned mischievous. “Well, they send out notices to the nearby neighborhoods. And my brother is a fireman. He’s working the field burn tomorrow.”

“Do you think I could get close?”

Kai snorted. “Sure, if you want to go up in a burst of flames. These fires burn hot and fast, sweeping through the fields like some biblical plague. The fire itself is over pretty quickly, but you can see the flames from a safe distance. We’ll go in around four in the morning. After the flames are out, there won’t be much to see until sunrise when the smoke clouds are visible, so maybe we can grab breakfast afterwards. Nothing too heavy since you’re on a paddleboard at eight.”

That would work, outside of having to get up at such an ungodly hour. Luckily I’d have jet lag in my favor for once. I bit my lip in indecision. I was here to spend time with Irix, not go haring off looking at fires with my paddleboard instructor.

“Let me find out what my boyfriend has planned. I mean, I’m pretty sure he doesn’t have anything going on at four in the morning, but....” Sheesh, this was awkward.

Kai blinked, as if she’d totally forgotten about my ‘boyfriend’, then recovered quickly. “Invite him along. It’ll be fun. I’ll bring coffee, and once the fire dies down, we can go to the beach and watch the sunrise.”

How could I say no when she was offering to drive us out early in the morning and bring coffee?

“Deal, but I’m buying breakfast afterward.”

Irix had his incubus ‘duties’ later in the morning, but this would be a neat thing for us all to do. We’d spend the morning with Kai as our tour guide, and then I’d head off for paddleboarding torture while Irix took care of his sexual needs.

Which reminded me that I’d neglected to take care of my own sexual needs today. I’d completely forgotten about it with Irix sharing his energy. It wasn’t fair to expect him to cover my requirements as well as his own. I quickly calculated my odds of grabbing a horny tourist between now and Irix’s arrival. It would be cutting it close, but if I worked fast, I could get in a quickie and have the whole night free for romance with my demon.

I made a beeline for the poolside bar, eyeing the possibilities with intent. A few businessmen, their ties loose and shirt collars unbuttoned, chatted at a nearby table. A cute blond guy was soaking up the rays, earbuds in as his toes wiggled to the beat. And there was the hotel staff. I was willing to bet they didn’t all have Kai’s ‘no tourist’ policy.

The thought of Kai brought an image of her into my mind — waist-deep in water, the end of her braid skimming the surface as her head tilted upward to watch me on the board. Warmth shot through me, and the businessmen at the next table all turned their heads.

Whoa. Off-limits. Even if I did want to make an exception and have sex with another woman, I didn’t want to be responsible for Kai breaking her own rules.

“Can I buy you a drink?”

I turned to find the blond sunbather had taken out his earbuds and was leaning his elbows against the bar. He gestured at my iced tea. “Maybe something a little more festive than what you’ve got there?”

Resting my chin on my palm, I let my eyes wander. Yes, definitely. This one would do nicely. “What did you have in mind?”

He gave a sharp inhale and stepped closer. Inches separated that beautiful golden body from mine. “Vodka, mango juice, and someplace a little more private?”

I shortened the distance, my lips almost touching his. The demon in me came alive, reading him and recognizing his fantasies. Bit of an exhibitionist, this guy wanted me on his deck overlooking the pool. Not a problem. Everyone at the pool had already seen my ass last night. Might as well really give them something to talk about this afternoon.

“Your room? Maybe have our drink on your balcony?”

“Hey, Amber, you left your cellphone in the Jeep! Whoops, sorry.” Kai’s awkward laugh rang out behind me. “This must be Irix. I’ll leave you two alone.”

I stared at her in dismay as she shoved the phone into my hand. Oh no, no, no! She’d eventually meet Irix and realize this most definitely was not my boyfriend. Shit, what was she going to think of me?

It went from bad to worse. Blondie turned his blue eyes to Kai and smiled. “Nah. I’m Rick. We’re going up to my room. Wanna join us?”

Kai recoiled like he’d struck her. “No, I don’t wanna... wait.” She turned to glare at me. “You... I can’t believe you. Your boyfriend gets back after a six-month deployment and this is how you treat him? He can’t be with you one afternoon, and you’re off to cheat on him with this... this Ken doll?”

“Hey!” Rick protested. I barely heard him. Nearly knocking him off the bar stool in my haste, I left my prospective quickie partner with my bill and dashed after Kai.

“Wait! Kai, wait. It’s not like that. Please, please let me explain.”

It wasn’t just that I’d smashed whatever budding friendship we had, that a week of paddleboarding lessons was now going to be more than frosty, It actually pained me to think that Kai saw me as a cheater, as a horrible, shallow person who was hurting her boyfriend.

Luckily she refused to break into a run, and I was elf-fast. I darted around her, hands outstretched as I blocked the path. “It’s not what you think.”

“I think you were picking up that guy,” she shot back. “Your boyfriend is due back any moment, and you’re going to screw some beach-bar pickup. That’s sick. What would he think if he found out?”

“It wouldn’t bother him.” Shit. I might as well tell her the truth — or at least as much of the truth as I reasonably could. “In fact, he’d be happy I did. I’d tell him all about it while we got ready for dinner. He knows.”

She backed a step away, still looking disgusted. “So you’re some kind of nympho with a sexual addiction, and you’re boyfriend is okay with it?”

Sort of, but not really. “I love him. I love Irix, but we both have sex with other people. We’re not exclusive.”

Her mouth opened wide. “You’re swingers? You and your boyfriend do other people, and that’s okay?”

Shit. Judging by her expression, being a swinger was a hair’s breadth from being a heartless cheater or a crazy sex-addicted nymphomaniac.

“I know it sounds weird. I don’t normally tell people because this is the kind of reaction I get. There’s what Irix and I share together, and there is just sex with other people.”

She frowned, scuffing a sneakered foot along the brick pathway. “I’ve had my share of one-night stands and bar pickups, but never when I’ve had a boyfriend or girlfriend.”

I seized on that thread. “Because exclusivity was part of your relationship. It’s not with ours. We’re okay with this. He and I both have sex with other people, and it doesn’t damage or threaten what we share at all. In fact, it adds to it.” Adds to it because we’re both alive, which we eventually wouldn’t be if we starved ourselves to death.

Kai took a breath and met my eyes. “You’re okay with this. The man you love is out right now having sex with other women, and you don’t feel hurt or jealous? Because I would.”

“I....” Damn, I was trying to be honest here. “I used to be, and every now and then I still am. Not about the sex but about his time and attention. I haven’t seen him in six months, and I want to spend every moment with him, but that’s not reasonable. That’s me being a clingy, weird girlfriend. Once he’s been back for a few weeks, we’ll settle into a routine, and it will all be okay. Really.”

She gave me an odd look. “Did you want to pick up that guy at the bar, or did you feel like you had to, because your boyfriend expects you to?”

Here’s where the difficult part came in. Do I tell her that I have to do this, not because Irix expects me to, but because it’s my genetic imperative? Or do I lie and say how much I love banging strange guys?

I went with the truth. Sort of.

“I do this because I need to, not because of Irix. Even if he wasn’t my boyfriend, I would still be picking up guys. I can’t be monogamous in a relationship. Ever. It’s just the way I’m put together.”

Sorrow, that’s what I saw in the depths of Kai’s dark eyes. I felt it too. I didn’t want to be this way, but over the last six months, I’d learned to accept it. Maybe someday I’d actually be able to embrace it, as Irix did.

“I’m sorry you saw me picking up Ken, or Rick, or whatever his name is. Please don’t let it ruin our friendship,” I pleaded, my voice husky with emotion. I liked her, really liked her. Heck, if she didn’t have the no-guests policy, and I didn’t want to hurt her, I’d probably be rolling in the sheets with her right now. And that idea appealed a whole lot more to me than screwing that blond dude at the bar.

Kai took a jagged breath. “I don’t want to seem a prude. I mean, what happens between consenting adults and all that.... A friend of mine likes to be spanked, so I kind of see why this sort of thing is embarrassing for others to know.”

“Have dinner at the luau with Irix and me tonight, and you’ll see he’s completely okay with that. In fact, he encourages it. And you’ll see we’re both normal people.”

“Well....”

I seized on her indecision. “Kai, I swear I’m the same person you’ve been palling around with all morning. I won’t mention this again unless you bring it up, and I promise that neither of us will hit on you or make you feel embarrassed in any way. Join us for dinner, and you’ll see we’re just a regular couple. I promise.”

Her brown eyes were dark as they scanned mine. “Okay. I guess you want to get back to Ken?”

I’d be low on energy, especially with my promise not to pick up anyone tonight in front of her at the luau, but this was important. “No. I don’t want to go back to Ken. I want to go to that little tiki bar over there with my friend and talk about shoes or purses or something while we drink something alcoholic.”

A smile twitched across Kai’s lips. “Okay, but you’re buying. And shoes are awesome, but I don’t do purses. Just sayin’”.

***

“How long have you been back?” I was embarrassed to find Irix in our room, sitting on the porch reading a stack of papers. My papers. Good grief, he was reading my thesis draft. He leaned his chair back on two legs and gave me a heart-stopping smile.

“An hour. I saw you earlier but didn’t want to interrupt you. Nice choice, by the way.”

Huh? I forgot about Irix actually finding a hundred pages of downy mildew research interesting and scoured my memory. “Yeah. I love margaritas, but the ginger really takes it in a whole different direction. I’d have thought tequila too strong a flavor profile for ginger root, but they balance out nicely.”

“I mean your choice of partner. I know you tend to take the diet approach to your succubus desires, and I’m pleased you picked a quality candidate to bestow your affections upon this time.”

What was he talking about? I hadn’t managed to ‘get-er-done’ with Ken... errr Rick, but maybe he’d seen me when that waiter had given me the eye? “Umm, it didn’t exactly happen. I promise that tomorrow I’ll double up. Today just got a bit away from me, and I’d really like to spend the rest of it with you, not trolling for partners.”

I smiled to take the abruptness out of my words, but Irix’s hands tightened on the arms of his chair.

“Amber, that woman you were with was perfect, and she was very receptive. Why didn’t you have sex with her?”

Oh shit, he meant Kai. “Well, she’s a woman, and I don’t have sex with women. Plus she doesn’t have sex with guests at the resort. Kai is my paddleboarding instructor.”

Irix tilted his head to the side, eyebrows arching upward. “Let me get this straight; you took a lesson from her and either went on to spend the entire day with her or arrange to meet up later for drinks, and you somehow managed to find out she doesn’t have sex with guests even though you’re not attracted to women.”

Yeah, that summed it up. And made me sound like a complete hypocrite. I squirmed, plopping down in the seat across from him to hide my discomfort. “Okay, I’ll admit I thought about making an exception, but she’s made it clear she doesn’t want a one-night stand, and I don’t want to hurt her.”

He watched me for a moment, and I felt as though he could see right down inside my soul. “She doesn’t want meaningless sex.”

“Yes, exactly.” I was so relieved Irix got it.

“Amber, what we do doesn’t have to be meaningless. In fact, it shouldn’t be meaningless. That’s what I mean about your fast-food diet. That sort of thing is okay when you’re in a hurry or it’s all that’s available, but when there are quality partners right in front of you, don’t choose the greasy hamburger.”

“It’s not about me; it’s about her. I don’t want to hurt her. I can tell there’s something between us, and I don’t want to take advantage of that and leave someone nice, someone I actually like, pining over me and filled with desire they can never truly quench, or hurt by my love ‘em and leave ‘em ways.”

Irix studied me a while longer. “Longing, memories that fill a person with emotion and stir their heart aren’t always bad things. With finesse, with a spirit of true affection, what we do is a beautiful thing. I just wish you saw it that way instead of some dirty chore you needed to do each day.”

I felt horrible, like I’d let him down somehow, like I was disrespecting who and what he was. He was right, though. It was a dirty chore to me, like taking out the garbage or eating my spinach. And I just couldn’t see it any other way.

“I don’t want things to be awkward between Kai and me. I like her as a friend, and I don’t want to lose that.”

For the second time today, I was getting that sorrowful look. It hurt as much as the first time I’d gotten it.

“A few things,” I said softly. There was no way to transition this conversation gracefully, so I was going for the rally-car-style U-turn. “We’re meeting Kai for dinner tonight. Can you not hit on her?”

His eyebrows rose, and suddenly there was a smirk gathering around the corner of his mouth. “Amber, I’m not about to take prey from you. If you’ve got your sights set on this woman, she’s safe from me. I’m always open to a threesome, or more, with you, but I’m not going to step on your toes.”

“It’s not that.” Feeling my face redden, I explained the situation — how Kai thought I was either some monster sleeping around on her military boyfriend or in a weird, kinky relationship.

“So you need to reassure her we’re a regular couple, and that we’re not going to drug her and rape her behind the hibiscus?”

He understood. What a relief. “Yes, exactly. I need you to keep the pheromones in check and not pick up any partners tonight. Oh, tomorrow morning, too. We’re meeting her at four to go see the fires in the cane fields. Then off to see the sunrise on the beach and grab some breakfast.”

“Four? As in four o’clock in the morning?” Irix sighed, rocking back and forward slightly in the chair. “Amber, I just want to be with you this week, to stay with you as much as possible before something happens and I need to dash for a gate to Hel. Anything that brings you joy I’m happy to partake in. I love a good sunrise, and breakfast is always welcome. I’ll live with getting up that early as long as someone has a good supply of caffeinated beverage handy.”

My heart warmed at the thought he felt the same way about me that I did about him. “So, no hitting on anyone while we’re around Kai, and no hitting on her either?”

Impossibly, Irix’s eyebrows rose even further. “Okay. I vow that I will not ‘hit on’ your girlfriend or anyone else while she’s within a twenty-foot radius.” He shook his head. “Just promise me you’ll find someone tomorrow afternoon? I want you to be at full strength, just in case....”

In case elves surged through the gates of Hel, which they had refused to do in over two-million years, just to hunt me down. In case elves paid a bunch of demons to scour the planet to hunt me down. In case a family of vampires found that my demon blood was tainted with vile elf and decided to hunt me down. Or I ran into Bigfoot or was abducted by aliens or chupacabras. I’d been paralyzed with these fears when I’d first learned I wasn’t human less than a year ago, but I now refused to live my life like every shadow held a threat. Yes, I had a contract out on me. Yes, there would eventually be demons who tracked me down to haul in my head for a bounty. But that wasn’t going to rule my life.

Still, Irix was right. I should keep myself at one-hundred percent.

“I promise.”

He dropped all chair legs back onto the ground and smiled. I felt my heart lurch. “You know, when you ask a favor of a demon, it’s tradition to offer one in return.”

The look on his face nearly made my blood boil. “Please accept my favor in return.”

His lips curled up in a slow, sexy smile that sent a jolt of electricity right down between my legs. “Two favors. One I would like to cash in now, and the other I will reserve for later.”

I licked my lips, my mouth suddenly very dry. “Deal.”

“Come here.” I did, letting him pull me onto his lap. “Mmm, you smell good.” He breathed into my hair. “Like caramelized sugar. It’s very demon. Suits you.”

He’d always commented on how I looked and smelled just like an elf. It was surprising to hear him express such attraction to my demon side. Shifting on his lap, I pulled his lips to mine for a kiss.

“I’d rather smell like you.”

Irix had once told me that elves smelled like their surroundings, and that when we were in bed after making love, I smelled like him. I thought it was the sexiest thing — that he’d somehow marked me through my odd, ever-changing aroma. I wanted that back. I was his, and I wanted him to know that with every breath he took.

“Well then, let’s remedy that situation.”

Snaking one arm under my knees and the other around my ribs, he stood and carried me into our room, kicking the sliding door shut with a flick of his foot. His mouth met mine with gentle exploration once we’d cleared the bedroom threshold, and his arm released my legs. Pivoting upright, the back of my legs hit the mattress just as I teased his tongue with mine.

“Wait.” I leaned back the scant few inches between him and the bed, crossing my arms to pull my shirt up over my head. “Kind of hard to smell like you while we’re still clothed.”

We stripped, kissed, hands touching skin and sensitive areas. Irix rolled on top of me, entwining his fingers in mine and pushing my arms above my head before holding them firmly in place. His palms pushed against mine, trapping them with the weight of his body. My back arched, breasts thrust upward. There was a moment of stillness, when the only sound was our breathing. Our eyes connected, his tawny irises thin lines around dilated pupils. I saw beyond his gorgeous eyes and perfect face to something deep inside — something volatile and yet strangely fragile. A muscle twitched in his jaw, and he slid into me, smooth and long. The friction of his girth, the feel as he paused just shy of my cervix rocked me.

“God, you feel good.” My voice was breathless. I lifted my hips as he withdrew, eager to have him back where he belonged.

Satisfaction flitted across his face before he bent his head to mine, trailing kisses from the corner of my mouth to the base of my neck. His rhythm built, faster and deeper as my body accommodated his full length. “And you feel perfect. Every night in Hel, I dreamed of you by my side. I dreamed of burying myself in your warmth, feeling your skin against mine. Damn, Amber, I don’t think I can bear to be apart from you again.”

I caught my breath at the revelation that his nights had been as tortured as mine, that he felt the same. I’d never heard the four-letter word from him, but this was close enough for me. Everything in my heart let go like a flood surge against a fragile dam. My fingers gripped his, my body coiling, tense.

“I want you. Always. Forever.” Everything broke into waves of sensation as I came. I closed my eyes, carried away with the feelings he created in me — physical and emotional.

He groaned, increasing his pace in a frenzy. I felt him swell inside me, shudder as his hands released mine. Freed, I gripped his shoulders, loving the smoothness of his skin, the scent of dark, bitter chocolate and rum that was so Irix, loving the way his soft hair tickled the underside of my jaw, loving him.

“I love you.”

I wasn’t sure at first whether I’d said the words or not. Either way, I wasn’t embarrassed. I did love him, and it was clear that whatever he felt for me was damned close. Irix’s head jerked up. His surprised gaze met mine.

I wanted to tell him it was okay, wanted to tell him he didn’t need to say it. Instead, his mouth descended to mine with a kiss full of desperate passion.

“I love you, too.”

It was mumbled against my lips, but still clear. My heart stopped then beat frantically like I’d been shot with adrenaline. Gripping his hair with my hands, I pulled him back to see his face. There it was again, that odd vulnerability underneath the playboy façade.

“I mean it,” I whispered.

“I know.” His expression softened. “But you’re so young. I’ll love you forever, but there may come a time when you—”

I slammed my lips against his to stop the words. No. I’d never. He might be two-thousand years old to my twenty-one, but I’d been raised as a human. To me, I was an adult and fully capable of recognizing my forever when I saw him. Irix was it. He’d always be it, but the only way I could convince him of that was through time.

Worrying his lip between my teeth, I pulled it as my mouth left his, letting it go at the last moment. “Don’t you dare doubt the strength of my feelings for you, demon,” I teased. “Now, get your ass in some pants so we can go eat pig and stuff that tastes like paste, and wiggle around a fire in cheap grass skirts.”

His smile warmed me down to my toes. “I’ll have you know, I look damned fine in a skirt.”

 

 


Chapter 5

 

Irix looked damned silly in the grass skirt. I hadn’t laughed so hard in my life as I did when we got up with the hula dancers for brief lessons. Irix devoured the attention, pretending to be uncoordinated as the women grabbed his hips and hands to show him how the dance was done. True to his promise, he kept the pheromones in check, offering nothing more than friendly attention to the others. I couldn’t ask for a more devoted boyfriend, and it was nice, for once, not to have dozens of women and men following him around like he was the pied piper.

This evening he wasn’t an incubus; he was just an extremely good-looking man, on vacation with his girlfriend. I couldn’t help the brief moment of fantasy as I watched him swing his hips, placing feet and hands in the positions for the story of the dance. If he were human, we’d live together, maybe get married. Darci would be my maid of honor, with Nyalla and Sam as my bridesmaids. Well, maybe not Sam. An imp at a wedding would be bad enough, but one at the altar would be disastrous.

Marriage, then kids. We’d cry over their hurts, celebrate their wins, babysit and spoil grandbabies. We’d age together, holding fast to our love though time ravaged our bodies and finally took them from us. If he was human.

If I was human. Irix wasn’t the only non-mortal in this relationship. I was even more a freak with my elven half. But for this moment, I could pretend and dream.

Kai held up a bottle of wine at our return — her payment if I managed to get Irix dancing in a skirt. What she didn’t know was there was no need for effort on my part. He’d always had a great sense of humor — so unexpected in a demon — and never was embarrassed to do something silly for a laugh.

“Pour that wine,” he teased without the slightest hint of sexual innuendo. “Dancing makes a guy thirsty.”

She laughed, and I was so happy to see she’d relaxed around Irix, as well as around me. When she first arrived, dragging the snorkeling instructor from this morning as a date, I feared we were in for a long evening filled with agonizingly painful silences. Luckily Aaron, in spite of a confused ‘I don’t know why I’m here’ introduction, was a social guy. And Irix put everyone at ease, even without the use of his incubus skills.

“Pig is ready,” Aaron announced. He’d been watching the food closely. No doubt watersports burned off a lot of calories.

Irix stood, placing a kiss on the top of my head. “Why don’t Aaron and I get us all food while you ladies make inroads on that excellent bottle of Riesling?”

I lifted my head and smiled at him, fantasy intact and going strong.

“I can’t believe you’re sleeping with anyone but him,” Kai said the moment the guys were out of earshot. So much for my fantasy. “That’s your boyfriend? Half the resort is having wet dreams over him. And he’s freaking a-mazing. The way he looks at you.... I’d cut off an arm to have a guy look at me that way.”

“It’s different. What we have with each other is not the same as what we do with others. Love is more than sex.”

Actually, with others it was more than sex, too. But love didn’t enter into those equations at all. I couldn’t truly make Kai understand without getting into the whole demon explanation. If she’d been freaked at me being a sleazy ho, at us being kinky swingers, I could imagine what she’d do if she learned we were demons.

She cast another glance toward Irix and shook her head. “I really don’t understand. But then, I don’t understand Belinda liking it when her husband takes a paddle to her rear end. If some guy tried that with me, I’d punch him.”

Yeah, I wasn’t really a fan either, although it was always kind of a turn on when Irix threatened it. Luckily, most of my partners didn’t have that as a fantasy. Oddly enough, a surprising number of men seemed to fantasize the paddling on their asses. Go figure.

“Seriously, you don’t ever get jealous?”

I opened my mouth to reply ‘no’, but Kai’s gaze was particularly intense. Even with the romantic lighting, I got the feeling she’d spot a lie. “Yes. I’ll be honest that sometimes I wish things were different.”

She sipped her wine. “Are you sure he doesn’t feel the same way? He adores you. Maybe it bothers him when you’re sleeping with other guys.”

“Nope.” That came out a little faster, and probably harsher, than I’d wanted. I took a gulp from my own glass and tried to make my reply less emotion charged. “It doesn’t bother him at all.”

Her hand shot across the table to grasp mine. “Amber, you don’t have to put up with this. If you don’t like the swinger thing, you don’t have to do it. He’s gorgeous, and I think he does love you, but there are other men out there — or women — ones who won’t demand this of you.”

The fantasy shattered. Because if Irix and I were both human, I wouldn’t put up with this.

I squeezed her hand. “Please trust me. I can’t explain this to you. I really can’t. But I meant what I said earlier; even if Irix and I weren’t together, he’d still need to sleep with multiple partners, and so would I. I don’t like it, but this is the way things are — for me as well as him. Having him with me, loving him, makes it easier. It means I can do the things I need to do and not worry about what society says, or that someone is going to think less of me because of it.”

There was one of those silences, poignant with the kind of understanding two women seem to have between them when it comes to men and love.

“I don’t think less of you. But if you ever need some space to breathe and think, you let me know.” A smile trembled on her lips. “I’ve slept in the surf shack a few times. Say the word, and it’s yours for the night.”

“I’ll drink to that.” With those words, the tension vanished, and we were just two young women drinking wine, laughing, and making inappropriate comments about the fire jugglers. Irix and Aaron worked their way back to us, plates loaded with food.

“’Bout time. I’m starved.” Kai grinned up at Aaron, and he nearly dropped her plate, his face doing the deer-in-headlights expression. I was guessing Kai probably hadn’t said more than two words socially to him before tonight.

The pork was divine. The poi, not so much. Irix made a face after taking a bite, carefully shoving the purple pile away from his other food as if he were isolating everything else from its contaminating influence.

“It’s kind of bland,” I commented. I’d had high hopes upon seeing the substance, which was the consistency and color of pudding. Well, it was a bit more mauve than pudding, but in the dim luau lighting, I gave it the benefit of the doubt. One bite removed all that doubt. Pudding, this stuff was not.

“Bland? Throw a pound of butter in it and maybe I’ll eat it.” Irix said, wrinkling his nose.

Aaron laughed. “You get used to it. I mean, they sell it in the grocery stores here in big tubs. You eat mashed potatoes? Sweet potatoes? Same thing, only runnier.”

“Hence the need for butter,” Irix added.

Kai waved her fork at the poi. “It’s a first food for babies here and actually is very versatile. The poi that’s been fermented is actually on the sour side. It’s delicious with salmon and other fish. I’m not a fan of this pasty stuff, but I always loved my grandmother’s poi.”

I mixed my grilled vegetables in the runny purple mess and took a bite. “Not bad. I think it’s one of those foods that needs something mixed in — like peas and rice.”

Aaron recoiled. “Peas and rice? You’re not human!”

No, I wasn’t, but we all laughed and took to brainstorming the best food to mix with the poi. Kai and I voted for the grilled veggies, Aaron said it was tolerable if he scooped some on the pork and washed it down immediately with a swig of wine. Irix said the only way he’d have another bite is if he were in a coma and someone stuck it in his feeding tube. Sometimes demons could be so stubborn.

“What’s going on down there?” I pointed to orange lights dotting the beach. “Is there another party?”

Aaron followed my gaze. “Yeah. Beach bonfires. They’re informal parties, although the resort has a big one they sponsor on Friday nights.”

“That one looks pretty big.” As I gestured toward a larger orange glow that looked a bit too close for comfort, sirens sounded in the distance.

“Ugh, that does look awfully close.” Kai tensed. “Some partiers must have hit the booze a bit too hard and let their bonfire get out of control.”

The beach wasn’t exactly narrow. How in the fuck had someone managed to spread a fire fifty feet into the brush line? Either they were having one hell of a party, or someone was playing around with flammables.

“Could have been fireworks,” Aaron noted, echoing my thoughts. “They tip over in the sand sometimes and shoot into the bushes.”

Idiots. I warred with the desire to go check it out, but Kai made the decision for me. Pushing back her chair, she frowned at the now-visible flames.

“I... that’s really near the surf shack. I should go, just to be sure everything is okay.”

“We’ll all go,” Irix chimed in, giving me a stern look. What the hell was that for?

I didn’t have time to question him. Abandoning the luau, we raced down the beach. I could feel Kai’s panic increase with every step. As we hit the end of the brick pathway and stepped onto the beach, she cried out and bolted. What had clearly been a beach bonfire had spread impossibly fast into the treeline. A lone man stood on the beach, beating at the fire with his shirt. I felt momentarily angry that his friends had run off, leaving one responsible partier to battle the blaze alone. Maybe if they’d stayed, this thing wouldn’t have gotten out of hand.

And then I saw what Kai had. Bits of burning palm fronds were dropping onto the top of the surf shack, and golden flames licked along its thatched roof.

“Irix, help!” I ran after Kai, putting every bit of my elven speed into the sprint and not caring if any of the humans saw me. I couldn’t do anything about the fire, but at least I could stop Kai before she ran into the shack.

A surge of energy whispered past me, setting my hair on end. The two trees closest to the shack cracked with a mighty sound, falling backwards. I winced. The shack was safe from any more burning leaves, but now the gardens behind the tree line ignited. I reached Kai and grabbed her arm, spinning her toward me. “Don’t. That thatched roof is going to come down on you. Whatever is in there isn’t worth your life.”

She twisted, pulling her arm from my grasp. “They’re my boards in there, not the company’s. I need to get them out.”

I might be fast, but I’m not that strong. I grabbed at her again, but she pulled free, and, with a quick twist of the lock, was through the door. I hesitated, thinking about the fire behind the shack as well as the growing one over Kai’s head. And then I ran through the door after her.

The sound of sirens and Irix’s panicked shout reached inside the shack, muffled by the crackling of the roof on fire. Bits of burning ash and plant matter floated down like pixie dust, and smoke hazed the darkness of the moonlit interior. Wood scraped noisily against the floor.

“Kai, hand me a board.”

She thrust one in my hand, and my eyesight cleared enough to see her, grabbing as many of them as she could in her arms. Then there was a deafening crack, and a beam crashed down with a shower of sparks. One of us screamed; I wasn’t sure who. There was another crack, and I reached out with my awareness, grabbing any bit of dormant or dead plant life I could find and willing it to life.

“Down!” I grabbed Kai and threw her and the boards to the ground. Everything happened at once. The ceiling fell, revealing the sky and stars. A forest of bamboo shot up, splintering the floor and arcing above us. Thick, green, waxy, and so close together they made a wall. The bamboo reverberated from the impact of the burning roof, easily shrugging off the beams and thatch with a quick bounce. Kai stared at me openmouthed, her face shadowed in the shelter of the mini forest I’d created.

“How? You?”

An explosion rocked our bamboo dome, and the orange glow on the outside of the bamboo vanished in a puff of smoke. Canes cracked and separated. I looked up. Irix loomed over us, furious.

“I ought to whip both of your asses so hard you can’t sit for a week.” He glared at us. Kai stared at him, her eyes wide. Then Irix turned to me. “Especially you. What were you thinking, running in here?”

There was that whole spanking thing again. I started to laugh, realizing I was right on the edge of hysterics, then stopped as I felt the heat of Irix’s anger. “I couldn’t just stand by while Kai went into a burning building. What did you expect me to do?”

“I expected you to use your fucking brain. You can’t heal or fix injuries like I can. And I can’t help you if you go up in flames. I don’t give a damn about this woman or her surfboards, but I do care about you. Stop risking your life for stupid shit.”

Kai gasped. I bristled. I know he was pissed, but there was no need to treat me like a child, and no need to turn into a total asshole. So I punched him in the shoulder. And it hurt — me. I don’t know if it did anything more than surprise him.

“Fuck you!” Sirens nearly drowned out my words, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw firefighters racing to put out the blaze in the tree line. “I’m not going to do nothing while someone runs into a burning building. This is who I am, and if you don’t like it, then shove off.”

Irix’s eyes blazed. He reached out to grab my arm and stopped, curling his fingers into a tight fist before dropping his arm. “You... I can’t take this, Amber. I can’t watch you throw your life away for these stupid humans.”

I snarled. “Up until last year, I thought I was one of these stupid humans. Don’t you dare speak about them in that fashion. Do you understand me?”

Kai and Aaron stood like statues beside us, their heads jerking back and forth as they tried to follow our confusing conversation. The air crackled with tension. Irix towered over me, staring me down. I faltered, for a moment doubting myself in the face of his power and two-thousand years of experience. Then I straightened my spine and glared back. I stood by my decision. And he’d need to learn to live with that.

“We’ll discuss this later. In private.”

I winced at the barely contained violence in his voice. Damn, this wasn’t going to be the pleasant evening I’d hoped for. Still, I had to do what I felt was right. Kai could have been severely injured when that roof went down — heck, she could have died. Turning around to admire my handiwork, I blinked. Holy shit, there weren’t just a few bamboo shoots; there was a whole forest of them amid the smoldering roof and twisted walls.

I’d accelerated growth in young plants before. I’d sprouted seeds. I’d even brought some pretty dire brown husks back to health, but I’d never grown a mature forest from long-dead, processed and poly-coated bamboo flooring.

Regaining control over my mental faculties, I helped Kai pull surfboards out from under the debris, passing them to Aaron. “We saved the boards,” I said, not sure whether I was talking to the still-furious demon or Kai.

“And almost got yourselves killed,” Irix ground out.

I turned to Kai for support and saw her still staring at me as she handed the boards over. “Amber, why is there a mature bamboo forest in my shack? And what was all that about how you used to be a human?”

Here comes the other conversation, the one where she runs screaming and never wants to see me again. I’d just gotten her to accept Amber-the-swinger. I had no idea how she’d feel about Amber-the-half-elf-half-demon swinger.

“Well, your floor is bamboo, and it was sort of a Hail Mary on my part to turn it into a protective shelter.”

She held tight to the last board, as if it were a shield. “And how did my floor become a live bamboo grove?”

I took a deep breath. “Remember when I told you I was a botany major in college? Well, I’ve got a bit of a green thumb, too.”

“I’ll say,” she muttered, passing me the last board. And that was it. No more questions, no look of fear, no running and screaming. We searched the debris as best we could, avoiding the still-smoldering areas, collecting paddles and gear that had escaped the roof collapse. The fire crew was busy taking care of trees and shrubbery that had caught fire when Irix had toppled the trees.

I looked around for the partygoer who had been single-handedly trying to stop the blaze, but he was gone. Not that I blamed him. He’d done all he could, and it would have been a shame for him to be arrested for the fire while his irresponsible buddies got away. We were just finishing with the last of the salvageable equipment when someone shouted, and a figure in fire gear ran our way.

“Makani!” Kai stood and wrapped her arms around the man who clearly was her brother. “We’re okay, and we got most of the boards out.”

He squeezed her tight and pulled back, staring at the tall stalks waving gently in the ocean breeze. “Where the heck did these come from?”

Kai shot me a quick look before turning back to her brother. “I don’t know. Mom would say our ancestors were looking over me.”

He tilted his head, regarding the bamboo. “Okay. Pretty freaky when fully grown plants appear out of nowhere, but, then again, everything about this fire was freaky.”

“Fireworks?”

I’d completely forgotten Aaron was here and turned to him in surprise.

“No,” Makani’s voice was thoughtful. “No sign of fireworks or any kind of incendiary device that I can tell. The original bonfire was well away from the trees, with only a few bits of wood. It was a small fire, and there’s not enough wind to explain how it grew so fast or managed to spread like that. It’s almost as though it had a life of its own.”

I shivered, wrapping my arms around myself. Hopefully that was just an expression, because I really didn’t want to contemplate a fire with a life of its own.

 

 


Chapter 6

 

By the time Irix and I headed back to our room, the smoldering fire was no more than a haze of smoke obscuring a strip of stars. The luau guests had meandered off to other activities, and my thoughts turned to Irix. He was still pissed at me, and although I was getting ready to dig in my heels for a fight, I’d had time to think about the situation more objectively. It couldn’t have been easy watching me run into danger. And I’d completely forgotten about his safety, and the repercussions of my decision on him.

Irix had felled two trees as well as created an explosion that put out the fire on the shack. When I’d yelled for him to help, I’d not remembered that in doing so, he’d be risking his life. Were his actions enough to bring about an angel’s notice? Would we be separated again after only a day together?

I twined my fingers in his. “I’m not sorry for what I did, but I am sorry for scaring you. Next time I promise I’ll try to come up with a solution that doesn’t risk my life.”

He grunted.

“If I can help, I have to. It’s who I am, Irix. And humans mean something to me. Their lives are important.”

He stopped, pulling me around to face him. “If I have to choose between you and a human, that human is dying. That’s who I am. You mean something to me. Your life is important. I won’t allow you to do that sort of thing again, even if it means you end up hating me.”

I squeezed his hand gently. “I’m a grown woman, Irix. I’ll try not to worry you or do something foolish, but I have to make my own decisions about what’s worth risking my life over and what’s not.”

A muscle in his jaw twitched. “Work with me, Amber. I’m willing to budge a bit on this, but only if we approach issues like this as a couple. Promise me you’ll include me in these sorts of decisions, and I’ll try and understand your need to save every blasted human, plant, and earthworm on the damned planet.”

I held back a smile. “Some situations don’t provide enough time for collaboration.”

His grip nearly crushed my hand. “Make time. I mean it.”

All I could do was try. “Are you going to be okay? I mean, do you need to head off to Seattle?”

Seattle was the nearest gate. Suddenly I realized Irix was trapped on an island with no easy way to escape an angel. Did he Own any sea creatures that he could turn into to flee to the mainland? What would happen if a winged being showed up at the resort tonight?

“Relax.” He kissed the top of my head and massaged my mangled fingers. “It wasn’t a huge display on my part, although I’m sure supernatural creatures everywhere are taking note of your work this evening. Quick thinking on the bamboo, by the way. Nice job.”

I warmed with his praise, so unexpected after his anger. “You sure you can safely remain here? I want you by my side, but I don’t know if there are any angels closing in on us as we speak.”

“Probably not.” He shrugged. “Not a lot of demons hang out in Hawaii. The whole island thing skeeves most demons out. Angels position themselves where they’re most likely to catch demons — around the major gates, big cities, and areas of war and turmoil. The nearest angel is probably on the mainland, and it would take a heck of a lot more from the pair of us to bring him winging across the Pacific.”

The tension dropped from my shoulders, and we walked in silence all the way to our room. Irix kept the lights off and flung open the curtains, revealing moonlit waves crashing along the beach. The ocean’s rhythm was a mantra of calm. Arms encircled my waist, and Irix’s cheek rested against the side of my head.

“Did I do okay tonight with your friend? Except for losing my temper and threatening to paddle her ass, that is.”

I turned in his arms, wrapping mine around his neck. You were awesome. You put both Kai and Aaron at ease. You made this the best impromptu double date ever. And when I needed you, there were no questions asked; you were there for me. Those were the words on my mind, but something different came out of my mouth.

“I love you.”

There. I’d said it again, and not after an endorphin-induced moment of orgasm.

“I love you, too.” His mouth met mine in a tender, gentle kiss. “And if we don’t retire soon, you’re going to be harder to wake than the dead tomorrow morning. And you’ll be pissed as hell if you miss the burning of Atlanta. I mean, burning of the sugarcane. Although the burning of Atlanta was pretty spectacular.”

I swatted him, for once feeling rather dewy-eyed at his memory from over one-hundred-and-fifty years ago. Others I loved might age and die before my eyes, but Irix had a demon’s lifespan. I hoped to share many memories with him — although, hopefully not another burning of Atlanta.

“Come on, swivel-hips hula-boy. Let’s go to bed.”

His arms tightened around me. “Elf-girl, from you that’s a proposition I can never refuse.”

 

 


Chapter 7

 

It was far too early in the morning for this, even given the time difference. I was in jeans, my hands buried deep in the sleeves of my hoodie as I cradled a steaming go-cup of coffee. Irix was obscenely chipper, commenting on the beauty of the orange streaking up from the horizon as well as the fresh ocean scent carried on the morning breeze. I just mumbled incoherent, monosyllabic replies, hoping Kai arrived soon.

My cup was half empty when the dusty, blue Jeep pulled up to the hotel entrance. Irix insisted I take the front, winking at me as he climbed into the back seat with the grace of a panther. I swatted his ass in general principle then hopped in, grateful to see a thermos propped against the center console.

“Coffee?” Kai offered, giving Irix a wary glance.

Ugh, all the “your boyfriend is amazing” washed away with one outburst of temper. Hopefully Irix could turn on the charm and redeem himself in her eyes; otherwise it was going to be a long, tense morning.

“Bless you.” I drained the rest of my cup, shaking the drops out onto the damp pavement before uncapping the thermos. Kai waited for me to pour and seal it back up, since the stiff suspension in the Jeep would have resulted in more coffee on my clothes than in my cup if she’d driven on.

“Good?”

I took a sip. Holy shit, this was some amazing coffee — thick and rich with a complexity the hotel crap lacked. “More than good.”

She grinned, pulling the Jeep around into the street. “We’re the only state in the U.S. that has the proper temperature and soil to grow coffee. Great quality, fresh roasted and ground makes all the difference.”

It did. I was in heaven. Even Irix, who was usually more of a tea kind of guy, had a cup. We motored along quiet in the dark of early morning, the only sound the rumble of the Jeep, and the occasional slurping of beverage. Beyond the areas lit by streetlight, nothing looked the same. Silent houses, fields of unidentifiable shadowy bushes and trees, mountains a deeper black against the dark sky — everything was shadowed and silent.

“Is your brother working today?” I asked, realizing this would be a long day for him after helping with last night’s beach fire.

“Yep. He works thirty-six-hour shifts, and they sleep in the station when they can.” Kai laughed. “Usually there’s a lot of sleeping and not much firefighting. That’s a good thing.”

It was. “Makani and Enakai. So you’re native Hawaiian?”

Kai shot me a mischievous glance. “Our mother is Japanese but considers herself Hawaiian in her soul. All four of her kids have traditional names.”

I laughed. “Good for her. Home is where your heart is.”

“Well, my mother’s heart is clearly in Maui, along with my father’s.”

I took another sip of the heavenly coffee. “Is your father native Hawaiian?”

Kai negotiated a tight turn. “Mostly. He denies it, but there’s clearly some European blood in our veins. Either way, I don’t make the fifty percent cut for special benefits.” She shrugged. “I’ll admit the free land would be sweet, but it’s no biggie.”

I looked over the door’s edge, down the steep rocky cliff to the surf below, imagining Kai’s childhood full of love and freedom.

“What about you?”

I shook my head. “Huh?”

“You. What are your parents like?”

I wasn’t sure how to answer that. Should I tell her of my human mother who loved me but was always perplexed by my odd influence over others? Of my human father that I’d killed when I was only five years old with a bolt of lightning? Or should I tell her of the elven mother I’d never met that was executed for protecting me, and the succubus sire that seemed to be my protector from afar?

I went with the humans, feeling oddly guilty over my split-second decision. “My dad died when I was pretty young. My mom is awesome, although she doesn’t really understand me.”

Kai’s laughter rang out over the noise of the open-air Jeep. “Oh, tell me about it. Mom thinks she’s Hawaiian, but she’s got this traditional Japanese streak that makes me want to throw a bento box at her head. And, let’s face it, I might be a proud Hawaiian, but I’m listening to Drake and Lil Wayne and wearing blue jeans.”

We weren’t so different. I shared a warm smile with Kai.

“What about you, Irix?”

I glanced back at my demon. He’d had a rather sappy expression as Kai and I chatted but stiffened at her question. I knew how demons raised their children — they didn’t. There was a sire that contributed genetic material, and another that compiled the appropriate mixture with their own. After that, the barely formed demon was shipped off to a Dwarven establishment that acted as pseudo parents to hundreds of demon infants at a time. In a good year, thirty percent survived infancy. Yes, they were that violent.

“I grew up in a sort of foster care facility,” Irix said hesitantly. “My... foster parents were well suited for raising the sort of individuals they received.”

Kai’s eyes widened, and she looked at the rearview mirror to see Irix. I could feel her sympathy, and it mirrored my own. I twisted around to reach back and grab Irix’s hand. He’d survived, but at what cost? How brutal had his childhood been? My heart went out to him, and I swore our children wouldn’t ever go through that.

Wait. Our children? Oh, for fuck sake, what put that into my head?

“You turned out okay.” My heart, all my love was in the look I sent Irix. “They did alright, or you did alright in spite of them. Either way, you’re perfect.”

Kai raised an eyebrow at me. “Around the next bend is where we’ll park.”

There was light in the distance, flaring up into a bright red and orange glow.

“Here we go.” Kai pulled over, the headlights illuminating the tall green cane on either side of the road. The fire looked to be about a quarter mile away.

We all got out. The aroma of burned sugar and wax filled my nose, and the faint haze watered my eyes. I blinked to clear them.

“The sugar company burns roughly forty acres each day during the harvest season. According to Makani, they check the fire and weather forecasts the night before as well as haze, pollution and smoke indices, and file a burn plan with the local agencies.”

“How do the locals feel about the cane burnings?” I was fascinated by environmental policy.

Kai smiled, running a hand over the thick stalk of a tall sugarcane at the edge of the field. “We all hate it. Even if you’re five miles away and don’t leave the house until ten, you’ll still be coughing and tearing up. What’s the alternative, though? If they shut down and sell the fields, we’ll have eight hundred people out of jobs and developers throwing huge discount stores and high-rises all over central Maui.”

“The devil you know,” Irix commented.

He was right. Personally, I would far rather see thousands of acres of cane and put up with the inconvenience of the burning fields than see thousands of acres black-topped over. But this was not my home. It was up to the people here to be the stewards of their land.

The delicate balance between human and environmental needs in New Orleans had been the same. My mind detoured abruptly, thinking of my friends there, Jordan’s proposal, and the vineyard internship I’d applied to. Thankfully, that decision was months ahead of me. And it was a huge long shot that I’d get that position at DiMarche.

Kai’s phone beeped, and she looked down at it. Her body stiffened as she read the text. “Oh my God. It’s Makani. There’s an emergency.” She looked at Irix and me, her face pale. “Somehow the fire jumped a break on the south side and is in a residential area — my residential area. He wants us to get out of here in case something happens in this direction.”

On cue, the sound of distant sirens filled the air. I caught my breath. “Is everyone okay?”

“I don’t know. My roommate is still home — she works nights. There are lots of retired people in the neighborhood, people with hearing aids and limited mobility. I don’t know how bad it is, how far the fire has spread into the neighborhood. I don’t know.”

Kai twisted her hands together, indecision lining her face.

There was one of those awkward silences, then Irix gestured toward the car. “Let’s go check it out. If there’s an issue, Amber can do an insta-forest, and I’ll blow stuff up.”

Kai gave us an odd look. “Okay.”

She was in the Jeep, the key in the ignition before I’d even put one foot inside. “They might have the area blocked off, but I just want to make sure, to check that everyone’s okay. How could this happen? The field fires have never jumped a break. Ever.”

Kai left the dirt road for a gravel one, the cane only on one side of the road as she headed toward the orange glow. Clusters of small houses dotted the other side, separated by long patches of brush-filled land and small farms. A light covering of ash speckled the road as we drew nearer. Gray lumps of ash dotted cars sitting in driveways, window air conditioners humming away on the filthy houses.

We stopped abruptly in front of a roadblock. Two soot-covered workers had angled their pickup across the road. One came to Kai’s door and leaned in, his face creased in worry.

“Fire’s jumped the break, ma’am. We’re supposed to keep everyone away until the police get here.”

I had to hand it to this company; they sure kept their cool and acted fast in a crisis.

“But I live there,” Kai pleaded. “My roommate’s still asleep. I need to get through.”

“Fire and Rescue is going door to door and clearing the houses. We have to make sure no one goes in there until they say it’s safe.”

Irix leaned between our seats and met the man’s eyes. “I’m sure you could make an exception for us.”

Pheromones curled thick and sweet through the air. I leaned against him and breathed in Irix’s rum, chocolate, male scent, wanting nothing more than to feel his arms around me and hear the murmur of his voice against my hair. Kai and the worker both wore an expression that I’m sure mirrored the one on my face.

“Please?” Kai’s voice was husky, and I suddenly envisioned her saying that word under very different circumstances.

“Yes.” The worker stared intently at Irix, his hand on the door trembling. “You can go in.”

We drove on, and I took a deep, cleansing breath as Irix dialed the seduction back considerably. I could have done that too, only it would have taken me longer, and my chances of failure would have been higher. He was good, really good. If Irix wanted something, he got it. When that demon turned on the charm, nobody denied him anything. This little demonstration made it clear to me how outclassed I really was compared to him — heck, compared to just about every other demon. He’d given me a considerable bump in energy last night to replace what I’d used creating the bamboo grove, but he was right; I needed to take better care of myself. I needed to make sure I was always at one-hundred percent, because without that, my chances of surviving any kind of confrontation would be nil. Compared to everyone else in the supernatural world, I just wasn’t that good — yet.

Sneaking a quick glance toward the rear seat, I snaked my hand back and grabbed Irix’s. He could be doing anything right now—sleeping in, having wake-up sex, eating eggs and bacon. Yeah, he loved me, but even with that, I had no idea why he was humoring me in all this. Maybe our argument last night had changed his mind. Maybe I needed to make sure I was holding up my end of the bargain instead of just paying lip service to the compromises that were the only thing that would make this relationship between us work.

“Thank you for coming with us this morning,” I told him as softly as I could while still speaking loud enough to be heard over the rumble of the Jeep.

He flashed me a quick grin. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world. Trouble seems to follow you around, elf-girl. And I do love trouble.”

Demons. “Just trouble?” I teased.

“No, I also love making sure you aren’t getting into trouble without me.”

I rolled my eyes and turned back around, hiding my smile. My demon. How I’d missed him.

We pulled up to a line of trucks and cars blurred in dark smoke. The blaze behind them was like nothing I’d ever seen before. It marched forward, consuming everything in its path, leaving small residual flames behind to lick at the ground for scraps. The sugar company’s tanker trucks frantically sprayed nearby houses while an official fire truck battled the blaze.

“Kai!” A tall blond woman ran up, practically tackling Kai as she climbed from the Jeep. “They got the Malones out, and Mr. Lee is already at work, but... their houses.”

The two houses being sprayed showed signs of more than ash. In spite of the worker’s efforts, the roof shingles were beginning to curl, the formerly white paint dark and blistered on the sides facing the flames. On the closest one, the wet deck still smoked, portions beginning to blacken.

Kai gasped. I looked over and stared.

The fire. It was like Malakani had described last night. A tall column of flame that moved en masse through the brush, instantly consuming everything it touched. The smaller fires moved aside, reverentially clearing a path for the huge blaze. The fire fighters turned their hoses on the base to no avail. My skin tingled. The hair on my arms rose, and a chill ran through me as I felt a touch of energy unlike what I had ever felt before.

“Holy shit.” I hopped from the Jeep. “Is that... could that be a demon?” I asked Irix.

The incubus jumped out and edged slightly in front of me. “No. It’s some kind of fire being.”

Well, that was enlightening. “As in sentient living fire?” What else was walking around that I was unaware of? “Are these fire beings commonplace?”

Irix kept a close eye on the tall flame, nudging me over with his shoulder. “Not here. Like demons, they live in another realm.”

“And come through the gates?” I was flabbergasted at the thought of a living inferno suddenly appearing in the middle of Columbia Mall through the angel-gate.

“No, although I guess one might fall through a wild, naturally occurring rift. The only time I’ve seen one before was when it was summoned, and then it was contained within the magic-user’s circle. It was pissed, but under at least a moderate amount of control.”

Irix’s shoulder shoved me backward as he stepped in front of me. I just had enough time to see the flame dart across the wide driveway and attach itself to the side of Mr. Lee’s wet house. The firefighters yelled, everyone redoubling efforts to save the home. Another siren started in the distance, and I backed up.

This fire being was most definitely not under control. Had it found a flaw in the containment circle, killed the one who summoned it, and gone on a rampage? The only person I knew who had experience and knowledge of ceremonial magic was Kristin, and she was in New Orleans — four-thousand miles and a six-hour time difference away.

“How do we stop it?” The water seemed to be having minimal effect, and I doubted a bamboo forest would help either. Irix could blow it up, but an explosion of that size would not only take out a square block of houses and kill several firefighters, but it would also most definitely be big enough to bring an angel down upon our heads.

“I’ve got no idea.”

And my last hope, the two-thousand-year-old demon, who I’d assumed was a walking Wikipedia of knowledge, had no idea. I held my breath, watching the fire eat through Mr. Lee’s house as though it were a bowl of ice cream, then move across the neatly manicured lawn toward the Malone’s property.

And stop.

Consolidating itself, the fire leapt upward along a tall tree, turning the entire thing bright orange. Flaming leaves split apart and glittered as they fell to the blackened ground like the spray of fireworks. And then the fire being was gone, leaving nothing but smoking ground and tiny pockets of burning debris.

“What the fuck just happened?”

“Language.” The recrimination from Irix was mild. His attention was elsewhere as he left my side and walked toward the remains of Mr. Lee’s house. I, on the other hand, headed for the tree. Or what had been the tree. It resembled a charred telephone pole, lumps of black in the curlicues of ash surrounding the base.

“Poor Mr. Lee,” Kai said softly. “I don’t think there’s anything left to salvage at all.”

No, but heartless as I might seem, I had to put aside contemplating the homeowner’s tragedy to figure out what the heck had just happened.

“Do you remember what kind of tree this was?”

Kai looked up. “Pineapple.”

Did that have some significance? Had something or someone gained control of the fire being, calling it back just as it consumed this tree? Had Mr. Lee been the magic-user who had summoned it, and the being was satisfied once it took revenge on all his worldly possessions? A lowly tree couldn’t have banished the fire being — it had already burned acres of brush and trees before arriving here. Or maybe the fire being was after something that held great emotional significance.

“Did his kids plant the tree? Did Mr. Lee have a reason to be sentimental about it?”

Kai gave me an odd glance. “No. It was just a pineapple tree. I think it was here when he bought the place.”

So much for that theory. Now came the really awkward question.

“Did Mr. Lee dabble in the occult?”

Both women were clearly sizing me up for a straight jacket. “No,” Kai’s roommate said slowly, as if I were one card short of a full deck. “He mowed his grass, played golf, went to church on Sundays.”

“Amber?” I turned at the odd note in Irix’s voice. He was blatantly ignoring the yellow safety tape that workers were putting up around Mr. Lee’s house, but they were equally ignoring his trespass. His hand was flat on the charred section of what remained of Mr. Lee’s deck, oblivious to the fact it still smoked with heat. “Come see this.”

I cast a nervous glance around, doubting my ability to charm an angry fireman. They were all occupied, and no one seemed particularly interested in us, so I went to where Irix knelt, placing my hand on the deck beside his.

“Fuck! Ow, that’s hot!” I yanked my hand away, shaking it in an attempt to sooth the burn. Clearly I wasn’t impervious to heat as Irix was, and I knew I lacked his ability to heal myself lickity split. I wasn’t about to touch that deck again until it had cooled off.

But I didn’t have to. The one brief contact I’d had was enough. The deck wasn’t just burned from fire, it was burned from something very unnatural. “So this confirms your fire-being idea?” I asked.

Irix nodded. “Whether it was summoned or fell here accidently through a rift, it seems to be gone.”

Kai approached us, her face grim. “This is nearly a quarter mile from the edge of the burn zone. Even if the fire had jumped the break, it shouldn’t have been able to spread this far, this fast.” She wandered toward the burned ground, tracing the edge of wilted grass with her foot. Greasy black coated the toe of her sneaker. “Two fires — significant fires — one right after the other. This sort of thing just doesn’t happen in Maui.”

I know she was thinking arson, but my mind was headed in another direction. Had the beach fire been caused by the same fire being? Was there a mage-arsonist, intent on vandalizing, behind these events, or just some random, careless magical events? And the biggest question of all — was this fire-being truly gone for good?

 

 


Chapter 8

 

Use your core and keep the board angled to the waves.”

My thigh and stomach muscles screamed as the board tossed over yet another swell. All the confidence I’d managed to gain yesterday had been shot to hell the moment I got into open water. So much for my elven balance and grace. It didn’t help that Kai was distant and preoccupied. Not that I blamed her. Having a devastating fire so close to her house, watching neighbors’ houses in flames — I’d be preoccupied too.

“Did he hit you?”

I nearly lost my balance at her question, risking it again for a quick, questioning glance her way.

“Irix. He was pretty scary last night, and I get the feeling he’s not someone I’d want to mess with when he’s angry. I just want to know if he hit you like he threatened.” Kai glided up effortlessly on her board, her hands gripping the paddle like it was a weapon. “Because if he did—”

“He didn’t,” I cut her off, dropping to my knees so I could concentrate on our conversation without falling. “Yes, he’s intimidating when he’s angry, but he’s never hit me. Ever. And he never will.”

Kai raised her eyebrows.

“Where he’s from, how he grew up, violence is the answer to just about everything. Lots of them don’t survive to adulthood, and there aren’t social constraints about beating the crap out of each other — or even killing each other. He’s not that way with me, though. I know what he said last night at the fire, but that was just him being frightened about my safety.”

Water lapped over the edges of our boards as Kai stared intently at me. “I’m sorry he had that kind of childhood, but that isn’t an excuse. You swear he’s never hit you?”

I swear on all the souls I Own. It’s what a demon would have said, but I was only half succubus and would never Own a soul, even if I could. “I swear. He’s not that way with me, Kai. I swear it.”

She shook her head. “This isn’t a fairytale, Amber. You won’t tame the monstrous beast. No matter how much you try, your love won’t ever truly change someone.”

It was my turn to stare at her. How badly had that last relationship gone? From the bitterness in her voice, I got the feeling Irix wasn’t the only one with a hurtful past.

“I know,” I told her softly. “But you still have to try. You still have to love, even if there’s a chance it might go up in flames. You still have to risk your heart.”

She turned to look at the shore, her braid whipping over her shoulder. “Get on your feet. And move the board forward when you do. The faster you go, the more stable the board is.”

Conversation over. I gave a few long strokes with the paddle, braced my hands on the board, and jumped to a squat, slowly rising with the paddle like a kickstand in front of me. Once up, I angled the board parallel to the shore and moved it forward, bending my knees for balance. I’d taken a swim three times in the last twenty minutes. If the board hadn’t been tethered to my ankle, it would have been halfway to California by now.

“Turn. Turn, turn!”

A large swell hit. I jabbed the paddle into the surf and pushed. Too late. One edge of the board lifted. My feet slid, plunging me into the warm, salty water. All the balance in the world wouldn’t have saved me from that one. Heck, even Velcro feet wouldn’t have kept me on that board. If I could just manage to keep the thing pointed in the right direction, it would stop flipping me off the side.

I came up spitting water, clawing the drenched hair from my face.

“Need a break?”

I nodded, hating to admit it. Kai paddled toward me, her board like a leaf bobbing gently along the waves. I grabbed mine tight, using it to support my body weight as I rested. Funny how she was the one looking beautiful and exotic in her coral one-piece, where I was a half-drowned succubus-elf with wild blond hair that had escaped the confines of my braid long ago.

“You’re... improving.”

She was completely damning me with the faint praise. I raised an eyebrow, and she giggled.

“Okay, so you really suck. This might take a bit longer than I thought.”

“This might take a lifetime.” I laughed, sliding awkwardly back onto the board and struggling to keep it balanced as I knelt.

“So, I think we need to address the other elephant in the room and talk about what’s really going on with you and your hottie swinger boyfriend who has a temper but never hits you.”

I gripped the sides of the board on my hands and knees and risked a quick glance at Kai. She knelt on her own board, arms crossed as she rose and fell with the gentle waves.

“As in?”

“As in a bamboo grove miraculously appears from the floor of my shack a fraction of a second before we’re crushed by the flaming roof. Two burning trees explode, and, with a great stroke of luck, they fall backwards, away from the shack. The fire goes out with another convenient explosion. Irix says a handful of words and gets by the blockade — those same innocuous words practically cause me to orgasm. And then the second fire goes out in a puff before it consumes the Mallone’s house.”

“That last one wasn’t me. Or Irix.”

She pursed her lips and nodded. “But the rest was. I’ve seen some weird stuff before, but never like this, and never all at once. What is going on?”

My question exactly. “I don’t know if the fire last night was related or not, but there was something supernatural about the fire today. There was something sentient driving it — a fire-being of some sort. I don’t know how it got here, why it left, or if it will come back.”

There. That was it in a nutshell. Hopefully she’d forget about the rest, because I didn’t want to get into the whole ‘Irix is a demon and I’m half-demon” conversation.

“A fire-being?” Kai shook her head slowly. “So what do we do, just hang out and see if it returns? We’ve never had two fires back-to-back like this. What makes you think it’s going to stop at two?”

“I don’t.” I gripped the board tight as a larger swell hit, struggling to balance and stay on. “I left a message for a friend who might know something, but it’s two o’clock there and she’s at work.”

Kai looked at the horizon. “And your Super Botanist routine? The explosions? Irix’s ecstasy-on-two-legs trick?”

Great. Here comes the end of my friendship. Here comes the screaming and running away, or paddling away, as the case may be. No doubt tomorrow morning I’d come down to find Aaron was now teaching me to paddleboard. “The explosions were from Irix, trying to put out the fire before it consumed the shack, or killed us. He’s a demon, an incubus — which is a sex demon. So, like you said, he’s ecstasy-on-two-legs. He has other skills, though.” Like blowing shit up, changing form, and stealing things without getting caught.

“And you?” She was purposely not meeting my eyes. Heck, she was clearly refusing to look anywhere near my face.

“I’m only half demon — succubus, a sex demon, like Irix. The other half is elf, which is what gives me the Super Botanist abilities.”

Silence. The waves made a smacking sound against the side of our boards. A bird cried in the distance.

“So, the little prank you played on me yesterday where you dumped me into the water, was that part of your elf/demon thing? Super Botanist and Water Wizard?”

I tried to cut off the laugh before it escaped, and I wound up sounding like a goat. “I wish I was Water Wizard, maybe then I could stay on this fucking paddleboard more than two seconds.”

There was a moment of shocked silence, and then Kai burst into laughter. I joined her, and just like that, everything was back to normal.

“Well, you can work on your water-magic later. We only have another hour to get you proficient on that board. So get your cute butt up there and start paddling.”

I wiggled my ‘cute butt’ at her as I slid onto the board, scooting my knees under to carefully rise and stand. She was right; I did need to work on my skills with water. My less-than-successful lessons clearly pointed that out. Dipping my paddle into the water, I moved forward, trying to feel the rhythm of the ocean. The waves came in at odd angles with varying strength, but as I watched, I noticed a pattern. It was as complex as a symphony, but there was still a pattern.

Kai remained quiet during our lesson other than basic instructions and reminders, but I caught her watching me with an odd smile on her face. Had my revelations changed our relationship somehow? I was this cool chick she was kind of attracted to who had unconventional sexual practices and wasn’t human. Why wasn’t she more freaked out than this? I was used to people either running in terror or thinking I was a delusional whack job. She’d been more upset at the thought that Irix might have hit me than the fact he was a demon and I was a half-breed freak.

Kai whistled cheerfully as we packed up the paddleboards and stowed them in a temporarily repurposed supply room of the resort. I wasn’t sure how to take her unexpected good mood and frowned, not paying attention as I opened a closet to put the paddles away. The door flew out of my hands, and I shrieked as an avalanche of plastic pineapples came down on my head.

“Paybacks,” Kai called, turning to put her paddles in a different cabinet. “Pineapple shower in the storeroom.”

My mouth fell open. Had she just made a sex joke? About giving a blow job after your partner has eaten a ton of pineapple?

“I’ll admit it’s the least sticky pineapple shower I’ve ever had. And I didn’t even have to swallow.” I scooted the little plastic toys aside with my foot and shut the paddles in the locker.

Kai chuckled. “Any day I don’t have to swallow is a good day. With or without pineapple.”

I tossed one at her, feeling light and happy at our friendship. It sucked that our lesson was over and I wouldn’t see her again until tomorrow. I knew I needed to find a partner or two and get in some sex before Irix returned, but I’d rather hang out with Kai.

“So, you want to grab a coffee?”

Her question jolted me from my thoughts of sex. “I... yes, I do. Coffee. Lovely.” Kai. Sex. Damn, I wish those two could go together. Maybe, if things were different, it could have happened. Maybe.

We walked to the resort’s artificial waterfall, grabbing a couple of lattes and watching the giant koi swim about and the flamingos wade by. A Banyan tree hung over the naturalized pool, Spanish moss dripping from its branches.

“Not very Hawaiian,” I commented. From this vantage point, I could have been at a resort in the Caribbean Islands, or in Florida. At least they could have stuck a few orchids on the tables.

Kai waved at the Spanish moss. “Actually it is. Pele’s hair, we call it.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Girlfriend seriously needs some conditioner. And a trim. That hair is a mess.”

Kai smiled, ignoring my comment. “I grew up with one parent who had a little shrine in the pantry to the spirits of her ancestors, and another who told bedtime stories of Pele, Haumea, and Kamapua’a. My grandmother would be the first to say what happened the last few days was an angry god, or unappeased spirit. I’m Hawaiian in the sense that I cherish that part of my cultural heritage. I know the stories; I know hula, and I speak enough of the language to get by, but fire-beings and demon elves? I’m struggling to wrap my head around this, Amber. The only reason I’m not dismissing you as a nutcase is because I saw that bamboo. I saw it rise from nowhere out of the floor, growing thick and huge, as big as I’ve seen in Haleakala Park.”

I eyed my new friend, thinking about my revelations to Darci last summer, to her friends, who admittedly were more open than most to the existence of supernatural beings.

“I was raised as a human, with human parents. Even though I always knew I was different, it still was hard for me to believe what I truly was. I don’t like to tell people the truth, because I’m afraid it will freak them out and I’ll be all alone. Irix isn’t always around, and I get so lonely sometimes. I just wish I could be honest with everyone about who I am. I wish I didn’t have to lie in order to have friends in this world.”

My words were raw, honest. My breath burned in my chest from the confession. These were things Irix could never understand. It was so hard, walking around, hiding who I was from everyone. It was so hard having other women accuse me of being a slut because they’d seen me picking up a guy in a bar. I’d taken to limiting my sexual conquests as much as possible, hunting for partners in a different town each time. I just wanted for once to meet someone, like them, and not have to worry that they’d hate me if they got a glimpse of who I truly was.

Kai caught her breath. “I never thought about it that way.”

We sat, and I watched the flamingos, admiring their colors and graceful forms. Then I drained my coffee and stood to leave. This was stupid. I’d done the best I could. It wasn’t Kai’s fault if she didn’t believe me, but I couldn’t sit around and worry over whether I was about to lose her as a friend or not. It was what it was.

“Well, see you tomorrow morning— ”

“Do it again.”

Her urgent tone threw me as much as the words. “Huh?”

“Do it.” Brown eyes met mine, tentative sparks of trust in their depths. “Just so I know what happened last night wasn’t a figment of my imagination.”

It was a fair request, and thanks to Irix, I had enough energy to do something small and not be terribly depleted. I looked around for a plant I could work my mojo on, but the resort staff had been diligent about keeping their foliage healthy and pristine. There was nothing I could do that wouldn’t involve more energy than I felt comfortable expending.

But when there’s a friendship at risk, I tend to do reckless things. Walking to a mass of Spanish moss that draped six feet from a tree limb to brush the surface of the pool, I reached down and touched a strand.

Spanish moss isn’t really moss, but a member of the bromeliad family. So instead of spores, it reproduces through flowers and seeds. At my touch, at the stream of energy I lovingly poured into it, the gray strands sprouted light green nubs which expanded into tiny flowers. Sweet fragrance filled the air, and I stepped back, admiring my handiwork.

“There. That’s the best I can do without some hot oil and a flat iron. I don’t know how Pele feels about green, but now her hair doesn’t look like a bunch of dried up sticks.” I turned to Kai. “If you still have doubts, you can pick any plant you want, even walk down the beach and choose one. I’ll cause it to grow or multiply, flower or fruit. Anything but harm it.”

“No,” Kai said, her eyes fixed on the Spanish moss. “You’ve convinced me. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

She stood. “Oh, and please wear the white bikini with the orange hibiscus flowers you had on by the pool yesterday.”

“Because it shows off my tan?”

“No.” She shot me a quick grin. “Because your boobs look amazing in it.”

I struggled to breath, the aforementioned body parts becoming alert as I thought about her nudging the fabric aside with her thumb to touch.... I opened my mouth to call Kai back, but she was already skipping down the steps to the beach, her braid swaying, the black tip brushing the top of her ass. Talk about sex on a stick. Wow. Just wow.

 

 


Chapter 9

 

Irix wasn’t in our room, so I left him a note that I was going out for a recharge. Halfway to the pool bar, I hesitated. From Kai’s reaction yesterday, it might not be a good idea to troll for sexual partners right in my own backyard. I should probably take my pheromones elsewhere, otherwise I could end up with a lynch mob of Irix’s resort admirers, ready to take out that cheating ‘ho’.

Walking past a few more resorts, I finally found a beach hotel that seemed a suitable distance away. There were several spots by the pool, but I headed toward the beach and a huge grass-topped pavilion with ukulele music coming from tiny speakers. Perfect. Plopping onto a barstool with a view of the beach as well as the patrons, I ordered a drink and settled in for the hunt.

There were a number of potentials enjoying their noon happy hour at the tiki bar. Three middle-aged guys sipped their pints, more interested in the basketball game on the bar’s TV than the bikini-clad women on the beach, let alone me. Two young women were on their third dark-and-stormy and flirting with the bartender. The bartender was a definite maybe, but he’d already informed me he didn’t get off work for another few hours. I didn’t want to jeopardize his job by seducing him on the clock, so that left umbrella-rental guy or the attractive tourist chatting on his cell phone.

Umbrella-rental guy was an easy mark, already checking me out from his seat just outside the bar. No wedding ring that I could see, no socks with sandals, and he was grinning like a fool as he got up and strutted my way.

Hmmm. Easy. I could get this done and be back to work on my thesis by the pool in less than twenty minutes, but Irix’s recriminations rang in my head. This was exactly the sort of guy I’d been banging my entire senior year, and I probably did need to be a bit more selective. Fast-food hamburgers weren’t the only offering at this buffet. There were other choices. I just needed to get off my ass and work, for once.

Turning my back on the umbrella-rental guy, I faced the man arguing on his cell phone and let loose the pheromones. He flickered a quick glance in my direction then froze, taking a longer look. I sent him a slow, seductive smile, lowered my eyes and took a sip from my drink. To seal the deal, I licked my lips and stretched, arching my back to let my cleavage do the talking.

“Rudy? I gotta go. Get the shipment out the door by two, and send me the tracking info. No, I gotta go.” He punched the phone’s screen, tapped a button on the side, and shoved it in a pocket.

I smiled. “A gorgeous day in paradise, and you still can’t escape the office?”

He grimaced. “It’s not really paradise when you’re here for a sales-kickoff.”

I murmured in sympathy. “Are you off the clock now? Because I’d like to buy you a drink.”

His gaze roved over me, a smile curling his lips. “As of right now, my workday is over, and happy hour has commenced.”

Umbrella guy would have been a two-word pick-up line, a quick screw behind the beach house, and a see-ya never again. This guy would take some finesse to reel in. Still, I could feel his interest, the strength of the energy he held. Irix was right. Easy-sleazy was good for a quick snack, but sometimes a girl needed a decent meal to really feel satiated.

I drained the rest of my ginger margarita and waved at the bartender for two more. He eyed my new companion with a jealous scowl but promptly set about mixing.

“So... you here on an extravagant spring break?”

I bit back a smile, realizing the guy was trying in a roundabout way to make sure I was above the age of consent. The bartenders here didn’t seem to care, but I appreciated that my potential sexual partner had enough restraint to put the breaks on anything illegal before it got rolling out of control.

“My senior year in college. I wanted to cut loose one last time before I became a slave to the corporate world.”

The phone rang from his pocket, and he winced. “Yeah. Live it up now before any pleasure is constantly interrupted by business.”

“I thought you were done for the day?” Worried I was in danger of losing my prey to another work-related call, I turned up the pheromones a notch.

“I am.”

He took the phone out and silenced it, making a show of turning it off before stuffing it back into his pocket. “Now, where were we?”

I gave him a coy look. “You were going to forget about the weight of your responsibilities while I told you all the wild things I wanted to accomplish on my big fling here in Maui.”

The bartender chose that moment to shove our drinks in front of us, grumbling the whole time about how he could ditch work early if I really wanted him to. I glanced at the pineapple-shaped clock for the time, thinking if I rushed things along with this guy, I could return, bang the bartender, and be back to the resort in time to meet Irix for a late lunch. He’d be so proud of me — two quality sexual partners in one afternoon.

My businessman-victim remained ignorant of my plans as well as the bartender’s jealousy and concentrated on the rise and fall of my breasts. “I’m hoping I won’t just be enjoying these tales vicariously. Perhaps I can help you make some of these wild flings come true?”

“I’m sure you can.” I smiled appreciatively, putting as much suggestion as I could in my words without appearing too slutty. “Are you staying nearby?”

I pursed my lips as I sipped my drink, the man’s fantasies flooding into my mind. He wanted me on the beach at sunset, incoming tide lapping at our hips Thorn Birds style. Crap. I didn’t have the time to wait around until sunset, and I completely hated all that sand in my nether parts. Hopefully I could get him to change his mind, otherwise that bartender was looking better and better.

He gave me a sheepish look over the rim of his pint glass. “Yeah, but... who wants to be inside on a day like this? There’s a beautiful little cove down the beach with a tidal basin and some shady trees. How about we take our drinks and enjoy Maui in all its glory?”

Fuck. The dude really was fixated on the sex-on-the-beach idea. My ass clenched at the thought of grit and saltwater rubbing me raw. If only I were one-hundred-percent demon, I’d be able to easily heal any rash. And provide additional lubricant. I’d so much rather have sex with him in a proper bed. Or on a lounge chair, or soft moss, or bent over the railing of his hotel-room balcony.

But it wasn’t what I wanted — it was what he wanted. Again the sucky reality of my succubus-self intruded, wiping away my more human sensibilities.

I let the demon take over, releasing pheromones that had everyone at the tiki bar breathing heavy. “You’re absolutely right. It’s far too beautiful to be inside today. The sun warming the sand, dancing off the crests of waves in a sparkle of light — let’s walk to that little private cove and enjoy paradise together.”

Business Man downed his drink and stood, practically vibrating with excitement. I slid to my feet and felt a presence reveal itself, similar to Irix’s rich warmth, but with differences that made me wary.

Another sex demon? I hadn’t encountered a lot of demons in my life, but whoever this was, they were clearly not human. I turned, trying to look casual as I scanned the area, and saw her. She was tall and willowy, with golden skin, jet-black hair, and dark eyes that glared into mine. The sexual energy washed over me, hot and far more aggressive than Irix’s. She looked like a Hollywood version of Cleopatra standing there, and I was the nasty peon who’d dared to insult her with my presence. What the fuck was her problem? There were plenty of men, and women, here. Scarcity of willing sex partners didn’t seem to be a problem on Maui, and I doubted she cared whether hers were willing. Screw it. If she was going to be all pissy about my hunting here, then the best thing would be to take Business Man and get the heck out of the area.

“Come on, hon.” I entwined my arm in his, rubbing the side of my breast against his bicep.

The beach was empty for lunch, aside from a few diehard sunbathers and a handful of surfers. We strolled along the edge of the surf toward a rocky outcropping as I spun a fantasy of beach seduction – his fantasy of beach seduction, repeated back to him in my most sultry voice. Behind the red sea-marked rocks of the hidden cove was a tiny bamboo and palm shelter. He shed his sky-blue T-shirt, completely under my spell as I waded to the edge of the water, skimming my toes along the wet sand.

Warm hands caressed my back and loosened the ties of my swimsuit. I let the top drop into the water, carried to the shore in the gentle tide of our sheltered cove. The hands at my waist shook, working their way to the front of my body and upward to cup the underside of my breasts. Closing my eyes, I leaned against him, feeling his skin along mine, the abrasive scrape of his waistband, the press of his erection into my lower back.

“That’s mine. Get lost, bitch.”

Total mood killer, at least for me. My partner didn’t seem to notice the interruption, probably due to the huge volume of conflicting pheromones flowing from both me and the other woman. His fingers played around the edge of one of my nipples, and he bent his head to trail kisses along my shoulder.

“He’s not yours. Last time I checked, it was a free country. Get lost yourself.”

I turned it up to eleven and tried to tune out my competition. My partner clearly wanted the foreplay further in the water then back onto the sand so we would wind up having sex next to the rocks and palms. Hopefully I’d be too sexed up and high on his energy to be distracted by gritty, sandpaper-like penetration and sharp volcanic stones digging into my skin.

The warmth left my back and fingers pinched painfully as Business Man was abruptly ripped from me.

“Hey!” I spun about to see the gorgeous woman from the tiki bar liplocked with my partner. My partner. Damn it all. I’d picked him out, taken the time to carefully work my mojo. How dare she track me down and snatch my prey away from right under my nose.

The woman ignored me, shoving her tongue down my victim’s throat and aggressively grabbing his crotch. His fantasy shifted and changed from blond-on-the-beach to brunette. Oh no, not on my watch.

Striding out of the water, I grabbed a fistful of her black hair and yanked. “Bitch. Take your skinny ass elsewhere, before I knock your teeth out.”

My elf half was appalled at my aggressive tone, but that part of me didn’t exactly approve of my need to have love-em-and-leave-em sex with random strangers, either. The other half of me was furious. Rude, prey-stealing demon aside, I didn’t want this woman anywhere near me. Something about her made my skin crawl in a way none of the other demons I’d met ever had. I didn’t want her on my beach; I didn’t want her on my island.

Wait, my island? I was just as bad as she was if I’d started claiming the whole island as my territory. This was too much for me to handle. I was only half succubus and not about to get into a catfight with a full demon over some dude here for a sales kick-off meeting, let alone brawl over the right to hunt on the island. Better to swallow my pride and back down than have this all escalate into something that might wind up with me dead or with injuries I couldn’t heal.

That thought was slapped right out of my head. Literally slapped. Cleopatra had pushed the man aside and slammed her open palm against my cheek. My eyes watered, skin stinging.

Fuck this. I yanked hard on her hair, driving my fist into her chin with my best uppercut. Bitch wanted a brawl; she’d get a brawl. It didn’t help that Business Man was shaking off the pheromones, staring at the two of us with a mixture of lust and anxiety. Two gorgeous, partially naked women fighting over him was probably every man’s fantasy, but our attention was more on the catfight than on turning him on with erotic sand wrestling.

“Umm, I really need to get back and meet the guys from the southeast region for golf. Tee time, you know. Maybe later.”

“Stay,” we both shouted in unison. The guy froze as if he were glued to the sand, lust edging out anxiety. His sexual energy sparked, and we both tried to claim it.

“This one is mine,” I snarled. “Go fuck the bartender, or the umbrella guy. This one is mine.”

We spun on the soft sand, each gripping the other’s long hair and trying to land a decent blow. I tried to get us closer to the tree line, where I could use some of my skills to wrap her in vines or drop a tree limb on her head, but she dug her feet into the sand and held firm.

“Like fuck he’s yours. Bitch. You’re weak, and that elf-girl thing you’ve got going on isn’t fooling anyone, especially me.”

She thought I was faking? Oh, how funny. My demon side might be weaker than hers, but let me get within touching distance of one of those plants and we’ll see who comes out on top. Actually, my demon side was the one who wanted to strangle her with a hylocereus undatas, but my elf side wanted to negotiate. For once, the elf side won.

“Pick one — either this guy or the bartender. I’ll take the other one, and we’ll decide who gets to hunt on which section of the island.”

“You can both have me.” And now the guy’s fantasy of naked sand wrestling included a threesome happy ending.

Cleopatra’s eyes narrowed. I expected the “this island ain’t big enough for the two of us speech”, and I wasn’t disappointed.

“Go home to your dildo, little girl. Leave the actual sex to those of us who are out of diapers.”

We were spinning closer to the water, with our prospective sexual partner on the beach awaiting us, his swim trunks tented outward with an eager display of arousal.

“Not happening. How about we both do him? He’s willing, and I’m not averse to sharing.” Blech. I was actually very averse to sharing, especially with this nasty woman, but I’d be willing to soldier through the experience if it would end this stupid fight.

A blow hit my cheek and I fell backwards into the water, a sharp rock cutting into my back. I scrambled to regain my footing, expecting another blow at any moment, but none came. Shoving the hair out of my eyes, I saw Cleo standing in the sand, eyeing the water cautiously. Jerk. I was a soaked, sand-covered, tangled mess, while she stood on the shore with her dry clothing and cute little sandals. Pissed off, I stood and flung a handful of water at her, amused to see her retreat.

“Get out of here, or I’ll drag you in here and drown you like a rat.” It was a hollow threat. She was a lot stronger than I was, but I was hoping her girly-girl reluctance to get wet would give me the advantage.

She raised her eyebrows then spun about on her cute sandals to make her way to Business Man. “Come on, sweetheart. You’re all mine now.”

I struggled with the urge to jump her and try to gain the upper hand. This was humiliating. She was leaving with the guy I’d worked so hard to score — leaving me soaking wet, topless, with my scalp and face aching from our fight. Swallowing my pride, I closed my eyes and counted slowly to ten. When I opened them, the pair were gone. Backing down from a fight stung worse than my bruised cheek, but there were plenty of other guys on the island.

I scooped my wet, sand-coated bikini top off the beach and shook it before putting it back on. Then I walked back to the tiki bar and ordered another drink, smiling at the bartender.

“So... you still getting off work in a couple of hours? Maybe you can find someone to cover for you and sneak out early.”

 

 


Chapter 10

 

I heard the hotel room door open and shut from my spot on the lanai. Irix. I could sense him when he was still in the hallway, the attraction I felt for him soothing my frazzled nerves. Pivoting on my chair, I eyed the incubus as he poured himself a drink.

“Want one?”

“Yes please.” Rum and ginger would be nice. Hopefully the sirloin I had pressed against my eye wouldn’t drip blood into my glass.

“I had sex,” I announced with some pride. “A beach-umbrella rental guy.”

After the afternoon I’d just had, any success should be celebrated. Bartender guy had turned me down. Me. The combination of my bruised face, snarled hair and the fact that I’d just snubbed him for Business Man didn’t work in my favor. I could have overcome his resistance with an overdose of pheromones but knew the dangers in that approach. And I had my pride.

Well, not too much pride. Umbrella Rental Guy. Yep, it was back to greasy fast-food burgers for me.

And I now suspected that once the shiner around my left eye became colorful, I’d be less attractive to any future prey. Hopefully this steak thing wasn’t just some old wives’ tale.

Irix handed me my drink, looking puzzled at the piece of meat against my face. “Good job. I’m glad you’re getting out there.” He said this as if he were proud of me for taking my vitamins or eating my spinach. “Next time, find a better quality partner and tie them to you. Then I’ll have some confidence in your ability to take care of yourself.”

And there was the nagging Irix I’d grown to love. I stuck out my tongue, wincing as the motion worked the bruised muscles in my jaw. Cleopatra had fists of steel.

Irix sat across from me, looking at the steak. “Is that some new complexion treatment? Will you have radiant skin by nightfall?”

“Hardly.” I moved the steak to give him a good look at my swollen eye. I’m sure the shadows around it had deepened to a lovely shade of purple.

The incubus clucked in sympathy, leaning over to take my chin in his hand and examine my face further.

“Careful. My jaw has got a nasty bruise on it too.”

“Hmmm.” Irix sat back in his chair and took a sip of his drink. “You might want to keep away from humans with sadism fantasies until your ability to fix cuts and bruises manifests.”

I opened my mouth to correct him then snapped it shut. If I told him about Cleo, that another succubus had gotten into a fistfight with me over territory, he’d go nuts. It would be satisfying to watch him smear bits of Cleo across the beach, but I didn’t want Irix to fight my battles for me. It was bad enough that he constantly lectured me about my choice of partners, frequency of sex, and reluctance to lock in my energy sources by tying humans to me. I wasn’t a child, but if I let Irix handle this situation for me, I might as well be one. If I couldn’t hold my own against Cleo, then I might as well cash it in.

“Good idea.” I dropped the steak onto the table, doubting it was doing much to help speed the healing of my bruises. “Could you do me a favor and heal this for me? I’m going to have a hard time picking up men if I have a black eye.”

Irix laughed. “Not unless I was sure you could undo the damage I caused in fixing you. I wouldn’t want to risk the chance of giving you ocular cancer unless I was positive you could correct it before you died. So, no, you’ll just have to let it heal on its own.”

Damn. “So I let you bottle-feed me energy until I’m pretty again?” So much for not being a child.

A devilish grin curled Irix’s lips. “You’re more than pretty, sweetheart, even with a black eye. Don’t worry; plenty of men will come crawling.”

I snorted. Yeah. Right. Maybe I’d just put a patch over it and pretend to be a pirate. Or only hunt late at night in places with very poor lighting.

“I’ll prove it to you.” Irix’s voice grew dark and suggestive. “How about I come crawling?”

Oh, yes please. It didn’t pay to look too eager, so I pouted, looking up at my demon with sad eyes. He prowled toward me, tilting my chair backwards, and nibbling on my earlobe.

“So, are we staying in this afternoon?” Worked for me. That late lunch could just as easily become an early dinner.

“No.” Irix’s breath tickled the edge of my jaw, and I tilted my head, inviting him to continue his nibbling activities a little lower. “We’re going out.” His teeth scraped against my neck, giving me the impression that our going out was in the distant future.

My chair slammed down, all four legs again on the ground. I blinked, the seductive spell broken.

“Drink up. It’s a bit of a drive, and we need to get going.”

“Going where?” Yes, I sounded peeved. I was horny, damn it.

“To have lunch beside, and make sweet love under, a waterfall.”

I slugged down my drink and stood. “Well then, let’s get a move on.”

A big hat was out of the question with the Jeep Irix had stolen, but sunglasses and some well-placed concealer worked wonders on my bruises. I propped my feet on the dash and tilted my head back, glorying in the warm sun on my skin and wind ruffling the loose strands of hair as Irix drove. Catfight aside, it wasn’t shaping up to be a bad day. I’d gotten my succubus needs out of the way and was looking forward to the afternoon and evening with my demon. And even given my miserable watersports abilities, this morning had been fun. More than fun. I remembered Kai’s grace on the water, her easy laugh, her request concerning my attire for tomorrow’s lesson. The sun suddenly felt blazingly hot on my face, and I shifted, unable to sit still.

“Can I ask your opinion on something? As a sex demon?”

Irix nodded. “We might be lovers, but I still am responsible for your education. Of course. Ask me anything.”

I bit my lip, wondering how to word this. “I want Kai,” I blurted out, feeling very hot once more. “I mean, she’s my friend, but I’m attracted to her, and I’m not usually attracted to women.”

I wasn’t sure what else to say. Irix knew my issues with tying people, and we’d discussed how Kai didn’t want a one-night stand. I didn’t see any way anything beyond friendship could possibly work out for us, but he was the expert. And I trusted him to be honest with me.

“Tell me about her.”

I glanced over in surprise. “There was this spark the first time we met. She’s beautiful and so easy to be with. She’s funny, warm, and generous. She’s been hurt — I don’t know if her ex boyfriend was abusive or just an ass, but she’s afraid to love. Not just love, she’s afraid to risk any part of herself. She doesn’t give out any receptive signals, ignores advances, locks herself down into work and solitude with only a tiny circle of friends she feels safe with.”

I watched the scenery roll by, stuck my hand over the roll bar to feel the wind in my palm. “But she flirts with me. I think... I think if I kissed her, she wouldn’t say ‘no’.”

I expected Irix to tell me to go for it. I expected him to offer to join in. He surprised me.

“Wait for her to kiss you.”

“Huh?” I stared.

“She’s been hurt, and from what you’ve said, you’re the first person she feels safe enough to even think about being close to right now. Be receptive, and let her come to you.”

“I don’t want to hurt her.” I said the words so softly that it was a wonder he even heard them.

“Then don’t. Remember I told you what we do can be a gift? You have the ability to tie a human to you as tightly or as loosely as you want. You can make it conditional, or not tie at all. You can just give physical pleasure, or you can give so much more.”

I frowned. How could I give so much more? I loved Irix. It was hard enough wrapping my head around the thought we had sex with others; was he seriously saying we could love others too?

“In my two-thousand years, I’ve learned there are many ways to care about another being. Love doesn’t have to be forever and ever; it can be a flower that blooms at nightfall, filling the dark with sweet fragrance only to fade away at dawn. If Kai opens her heart to you, fill it. She’ll know what you give will fade at dawn and that life can become richer after an experience of fleeting beauty.”

I sat back to ponder Irix’s words. And think about my white bikini with the orange hibiscus flowers.

 

 


Chapter 11

 

I stuck a finger in one ear to muffle the noise from the waterfall, shooting an apologetic grimace at Irix. Damn he looked hot, standing hip-deep in the water, tanned, naked chest against a backdrop of African tulips, red ginger, and blue gum Eucalyptus.

“Can you hear me now?” Kristin screamed in my ear.

Irix and I had been heating up the water in our own special way when my phone had put rainforest sex on temporary hold. With the time difference, I needed to talk to Kristin now, or get up at two o’clock in the morning to reach her before work.

“We’ve got a problem with a fire spirit, and I need to pick your brain.”

I told her about the fire on the beach and what we’d seen that morning.

“From what you’ve told me, I think the fire on the beach was just a freak coincidence,” Kristin shouted. “Elementals need to be summoned. Like demons, they do whatever task is demanded of them, and then return to their realm. Unlike demons, if the magic-user screws up, they won’t go wandering around destroying stuff. They’ll just return on their own.”

“What about a wild gate?” I walked a few steps further from the waterfall, trying to block the noise without losing the weak signal. “Irix said there are rifts, and a fire spirit — an elemental — might fall though into this world.”

Kristin hummed. Or coughed. It was hard to tell. “Maybe, but it would just go back. They don’t want to be here. It’s painful for them. They want to do the job they’ve been summoned to do and return home.”

“Okay, so what’s your take on this? Is it gone for good?”

“I’d say yes. Magic-users summon a fire elemental to burn stuff. There needs to be an already occurring fire nearby for the elemental to link to. They do their job then are automatically returned home as part of the deal — no banishing ritual necessary.”

“So someone really hates Mr. Lee?”

Kristin snorted, at least I think she did. “Or Mr. Lee has an insurance policy he’s eager to cash in on.”

“How about if someone wanted to get the sugarcane company in trouble? Like developers that want the land or something? Maybe they’d summon an elemental and make it look like the field burning got out of control.”

“Nah. They would have made the elemental burn a whole lot more than one house. If you want to make a company look bad, you need to make the public safety threat truly frightening. Large-scale stuff. Go big or go home.”

Kristin was beginning to frighten me. For a big girl with perpetual sunburn and hair to match, she was surprisingly intimidating.

So, open-and-shut case. Beach bonfire gone bad. Insurance fraud or someone with a grudge against Mr. Lee, but elemental gone. I should be able to relax and enjoy the rest of my vacation, to disconnect from Kristin and go back to my waterfall lovemaking, but I was a creature of paranoia. Beyond my usual age-appropriate angst was the fear that the elves would track me down, that they’d hire a demon to take me out, that the vampires would eat me, that the angels would... I don’t know, invite me to tea or something. I’d lived the last year of my life looking over my shoulder, and I wasn’t about to stop now.

“So, just in case this is a magic-user holding a grudge for more than poor Mr. Lee, what do I do?”

“Well, you would need to wrestle control of the elemental away from the magic-user then send it home.”

I immediately had an image of me and some dude with a lightning bolt scar, locked in a half nelson. “Wrestle?”

“Energy, Amber. Use your power and will to break the ties holding the elemental. You don’t even really have to control it; once the tie is broken; it will willingly go back home.”

“Through a wild gate?” How the heck was the elemental supposed to get back if the magic-user hadn’t banished it? Wander around until it found the appropriate rift? Follow a trail of breadcrumbs?

“They can create a temporary gate of their own. That’s why if they fall through a wild gate, they’ll just rebound home. They don’t want to be here. They’ll do anything to slip their leash, and then they’ll send themselves back.”

“Okay, I get it.” I smiled and waved at Irix to let him know I was almost done. “But I’m still fuzzy on this wrestling thing. How do I use my power and will to break the leash thingie?”

Damn it all, this ceremonial magic stuff was so not my thing. Sex was my thing. And plants. If only I could zap Kristin here to hang around and guard against vengeful magic-users, just in case.

Kristin sighed or made an impatient noise or maybe just breathed. “You feel the energy around you; feel what you hold inside. Consolidate that, concentrate it to the edge of a knife, then find the thread that ties them together — the leash — and cut it.”

Clearly this was something best learned through doing, because I couldn’t envision the energy-as-a-knife stuff. I’d just have to hope the elemental was gone for good, and whoever had summoned it had had his, or her, fill of revenge.

I thanked Kristin and turned to Irix. With a quick toss, my phone was in my bag, and I was sliding into the water and into my lover’s arms. The waterfall roared behind us, misting his olive skin with fine beads of water. With a flick of my tongue, I tasted the cool wetness against the warmth of his chest. “Now. Where were we?”

***

There’s nothing quite like bouncing along an unpaved road in a Jeep, sun beating down on your shoulders as you loll in a sex-food-wine coma. To one side, a steep slope of jagged, black lava rock dotted with brush led to a turbulent shore. The beach was black sand and rounded black rocks, their wet surface glittering like dark stars. The rainforest ended rather abruptly as we reached the west side of the mountain, lush green giving way to barren rock and twisted trees. Horses grazed in the yellow grass, an occasional sign for a ranch propped next to a barely there dirt drive.

Irix’s hands on the steering wheel were just as entrancing as the scenery. I could look forever at the muscles in his arms, the shade of his skin in the sun, the way his hands moved — strong, gentle, firm. I watched him slide his fingers along the steering wheel, remembered those fingers on my body just a short time ago.

“Cow.”

The Jeep slowed and stopped. We stared at the bovine that had appeared from nowhere as we’d rounded a corner. It stared at us, eyes wide, ears back. Snorting, it edged past us, picking up speed to a fast trot once clear of the vehicle. I turned, wondering where the rest of her herd was.

“Shit!”

The sound of hooves on dirt and a chorus of bellowing cries nearly drowned out Irix’s curse. I snapped open the buckle on my seatbelt and stood, holding the roll bar and bracing for impact. The herd hit the Jeep with the force of a battering ram, rocking the car side to side as they squeezed between it and the cliff edge. Irix stood beside me, and I felt him gathering energy.

“Don’t hurt them,” I shouted, nearly falling as one of the cows slammed into the corner of the Jeep.

I’d grown up around these animals, playing in the farmers’ fields that surrounded our dinky rental house. These animals weren’t attacking us; they were fleeing something, frantic to get past us and away from... whatever. Domestic cattle didn’t spook easy. To get a herd panicked and running like this took a serious threat.

The last cow ran past, mooing after her herd as she desperately tried to catch up. As the hoofbeats faded away, I heard what had spooked them, and I, too, wanted to turn and run.

Fire. We were on a narrow, winding road with a cliff to the beach on one side and a wall of rock on the other. Whatever was around the next sharp corner, I really didn’t want to go driving smack into it.

“I can’t turn this around,” Irix said softly, as if the fire would hear us. “And I’m not sure how fast it will go in reverse.”

Or how well he could steer in reverse. As much as I didn’t want to go forward, the unknown danger was a bit less frightening than the thought of backing off a cliff.

Irix obviously felt the same. He slammed the Jeep in gear and gave me a grim look. “Seatbelt and hold on. If there’s anything blocking our path, I’m going to blast it.”

We tore around the corners, lifting onto two wheels as Irix picked up speed. The crackling sound grew. Waves of heat striped the cooler air. I gritted my teeth as we rounded the last bend and the open fields came into view.

Scorched grass spread out to our left, stretching toward the distant mountains. Ahead, mini fires framed a tall column of flame that seemed to be walking toward the road. I blinked, unable to believe my eyes. “Is that... that can’t be!”

So much for Mr. Lee being the only target. But why would a magic-user be pissed at a bunch of cows and their owner? What could the connection between an elderly Korean bus driver and a cattle rancher be?

Irix gunned the Jeep. Everything became a blur of bouncing. I held onto the door and dash handles with every bit of strength, thankful for the seatbelt keeping me from flying out of the car. As we passed the fire-being, I looked at Irix and saw a house behind him. It was one of those little one-story ramblers with a stone driveway and a few decorative trees. Two figures in the yard frantically hosed everything down.

“Stop!” I shouted. We slid sideways in a spray of gravel.

Irix grunted. “Let me guess; you want me to blow it up.”

It had worked with the beach fire; it might work with this thing — at least until whoever was summoning it brought it back.

“Only what you can safely do without bringing an angel.”

Irix exited the Jeep, leaving it running. Good idea — if none of this worked, we might have to make a quick getaway with additional passengers in the backseat.

While the demon eyed up his foe, I ran to help the homeowners — a man in his early forties and a teenager. “What can I do?”

The man didn’t break stride, throwing a sopping wet towel at me. “If sparks start to catch, put it out with this. The fire department won’t get here for at least another fifteen minutes. We’ve got to keep it from the house until then.”

I didn’t have the heart to tell him that based on what I’d seen this morning, the fire department wouldn’t be able to help. If the elemental was set on destroying the house, Irix was our only hope.

An explosion rocked the ground, sending bits of pulverized lava rock through the air like a sandstorm. I covered my head, listening carefully once my ears stopped ringing. There was still a pop and crackle, but it sounded more like what I’d hear in my fireplace than an inferno. Looking up, I saw Irix dusting off his hands as he stood in the field across the road. Little bits of brush and wood had been flung everywhere, but the only thing remaining of the fire was a cloud of smoke.

I whooped, jumping and clapping like a cheerleader. Then I ran across the road and threw myself into Irix’s arms. “Thank you,” I murmured as I squeezed him tight.

“Someone is racking up the debt in terms of favors,” he teased. “If this keeps up, I’m going to have a pretty little half-elf love slave.”

“You already have a half-elf love slave.”

I felt the energy like a sharp knife cutting through the air, felt the tension in Irix’s muscles. He threw me to the ground, shielding me with his body as heat roared by, and the fire-being appeared a few feet away. Irix grabbed my head, shoving it under the protection of his shoulder right before bits of burning brush and wood rained down on us. I squirmed, terrified. The fire was right on top of us, burning Irix.

“Hold still,” he hissed. I could hear the pain in his voice, but I did exactly what he said, huddling as small as I could beneath him. The fire roared in my ears, but I could still hear the shouts and screams of the two homeowners.

As soon as I felt the temperature drop a fraction, I squirmed, trying to get up. Irix stood, taking my hand and pulling me to my feet. His front was drenched, his shirt and pants hanging in charred tatters from his body. I was afraid to look at his back, knowing how badly burned he must be.

The fire had crossed the road, and the man and boy were frantically beating at the flames with wet towels. I didn’t know how much help I could be, but I couldn’t just stand by and watch the fire consume their house — and possibly them. I felt the demon energy inside me, embraced who I truly was, and saw. Everything looks different when viewed through the lens of a spirit-being, even a half-spirit-being. Irix practically blinded me with his crimson glow; the two humans were connected dots of blue; our surroundings carried a pastel wash of residual energy and imprinting. Normal fire looked gray, but the fire-being was a beacon of gold. Inside the flames, it changed — bipedal, then stooping to crawl. I searched, moving around to the side, in spite of Irix’s protests, but I could see no leash. There was nothing tethering this thing. It was free moving, undirected, unbound. Why had it not just returned home as Kristin had said? Why was it still here?

A high-pitched scream sent chills down my back. The teenager was stomping on his smoking towel, holding his hands stiffly. A tree fell behind him, covering him with a shower of sparks and surrounding him with fire.

I had no time to think, to plan. I just acted. Reaching out, I grabbed a bright red leaf of the scorched plant beside me and sent everything I had into it.

Hawaiians called it a Ti plant and installed it as a sort of blessing outside their homes. It was sacred to Lono, the god of peace.

And that irony didn’t escape me.

Back in Maryland it was a Cabbage Palm. Cordyline Terminalis. Its genetic signature flowed into me. In the fraction of a second it had taken me to touch the plant, I knew everything about it — as well as how to make it grow like crazy.

The ground erupted, broad green and red leaves spreading as the plants shot up to the height of the house. I kept going, plants crowding against each other so thick that a piece of tissue couldn’t come between them. The fire-being tried to burn them, but I held steady. Waxy stalks, lush, damp leaves. They rose taller, bending heavy, a wall of plants smothering and choking the fire-being. More. More, piling on top of each other, sprouting additional plants from the sides of the canes. I didn’t stop until I was shaking and on my knees, drained of everything.

“Help! Help!”

Oh shit. I’d trapped that poor teenager inside a jungle. The older man picked up an axe and began hacking his way through while I rolled over onto the charred ground and laughed. Hands jerked me up from the ground, wrapping around my waist to crush me in a hug.

“You are amazing.” Irix pulled back to look in my face. “I’m so proud of you. Look what you did!”

I looked. And couldn’t see anything from the ten-foot-tall plants with fat, three-foot-long leaves blocking out the house, the driveway, pretty much everything. The man called out, and the teen responded. I laughed again, struck by the absurdity of it.

“Think we better get out of here?”

I nodded, hearing sirens in the distance. Probably not a good idea for us to be here when the officials arrived. I’m not sure how the ranchers were going to explain the explosion of massive cabbage palms on every square inch of their yard. Of course, that wasn’t my problem.

But something else was. I was out of energy, and I had a feeling this fire elemental would be back. I needed to get a hold of Kristin for more information. Then I needed to find whoever was causing this and deliver some very tough justice.

 

 


Chapter 12

 

There was another fire.” Kai cast a nervous glance around the parking lot. She’d seen us pull in and had jogged out to meet us. The fact she hadn’t mentioned the battered, cow-poo encrusted state of Irix’s “borrowed” Jeep said a lot about her emotional state.

“Yeah. We were there.” I gestured at Irix’s ragged clothing, covered with singe marks and burn holes. He’d repaired his skin and hair on the ride back. Thank God he’d sheltered me from the fire. I might have survived, but I’d have an even harder time picking up men with third degree burns over half my body than with a mere black eye.

“You were at Makawao? The farmer’s market?”

“Noooo.” What the heck was she talking about?

“We were at a brush fire near Pa’ia, right on Hana Highway,” Irix told her. “It was that fire-being again.”

Kai rubbed a hand through her black hair, and I noticed the tense lines around the edge of her mouth. “This was a different fire. It started in the farmer’s market, from a cigarette tossed in a trash can, then just went crazy. It burned itself out after destroying half the fruit stands.”

“Do you think that was before or after our fire?” I asked Irix.

“Only one way to find out.” He turned to Kai. “I assume your brother is keeping you appraised. Can you ask him which fire was called in first?”

It was important to know if I’d managed to truly banish the elemental with my plants, or if I’d only blocked its momentum, sending it elsewhere. And that would completely blow Kristin’s theory to bits. If it could redirect, then it wasn’t targeting specific people or areas. Maybe this magic-user was more of a terrorist sort, wanting general destruction and not too picky over where or who it damaged. Or maybe it wasn’t a magic user at all.

“Sure.” Kai worried her lip between her teeth. “I don’t know for sure if the fire in Makawao is connected or not, but it’s too much of a coincidence not to take notice. I mean, we don’t have fires like this several times a day. It’s... .” her eyes met mine. “It’s weird.”

I reached out and put a hand on her shoulder, running it lightly down her arm. “I talked to my friend, and she had some ideas, but I’ll need to talk to her again. Maybe she’ll have some insight into what this is and how to get rid of it for good.”

“What does your brother say the officials think?” Irix asked Kai. “Are they linking these fires together?”

She nodded. “Arson was the official ruling. They’re thinking someone is behind the beach bonfire, and the cane fire that jumped the break. Makani thinks they’ll link this one also — and probably yours. Of course, they think a human is behind it.”

“A human may still be behind it.” I gave her the details of what Kristin had said, and the things that contradicted her theory.

“So, what do we do now?” Kai’s shoulders slumped. “We can’t take much more of these fires, and if it’s truly something supernatural, then no investigation from the fire marshal is going to help.”

“You find out which fire this afternoon happened first. Amber gets back on the phone with Kristin.” Irix smiled. “And the pair of us go and gather as much energy as we can in case this thing strikes again.”

Kai’s eyebrows shot up. “Energy?”

Might as well freak her out even further. “Energy. Which means that Irix and I need to go out and have sex.”

***

“This isn’t going to work,” I hissed. “Look at me. I couldn’t seduce a troll looking like this.” I’d smeared enough foundation on my face to cover the side of a building, and still the stupid bruises showed through. My only recourse was going to be heading to a bar where the patrons were very drunk and not particularly picky — which wouldn’t exactly get me the quality energy I was going to need if the elemental returned tonight.

Irix frowned. “Well, no, of course you can’t seduce a troll looking like that. Double your body mass and develop a sweat secretion that smells like stagnant sewage and you might attract a troll or two. You’ll have no problems with the human males as you are right now. You’re a beautiful, sexy woman, ready to fulfill their sexual fantasies. Where’s the problem?”

“The problem is that I look like a female boxer. A losing female boxer.”

He snorted. “Amber, seriously. You got a vampire hard. You could be missing three of four limbs and have any guy with just a smile. Have some faith in your succubus skills.”

I sighed. “Okay. But if I wind up with a slew of rejections, I’ll need you to reassure me of my attractiveness. Several times.”

“You got it, babe.”

He gave my ass a swat as I walked out the door, debating where I should head for some evening action. My stomach growled, and I wondered if I had enough time for a quick bite. Irix had given me keys to the stolen, I mean ‘borrowed’, Jeep as well as some of his energy. I was grateful for both. The Jeep would let me prowl away from the resort area and hopefully away from Cleo’s reach. The energy would keep me from collapsing before I could get the job done.

Grabbing a granola bar and a bottle of juice, I headed out, choosing to circle south and east around the West Maui Forest Reserve to some of the towns on that side. It meant I’d be driving about an hour and a half at least. But it was about as far off the tourist path as I could get. Kai had called as I’d left, letting me know the farmer’s market fire was right before ours. Everything seemed to be happening too fast, and I needed information. I glanced at my cell phone and grimaced as I dialed Kristin, realizing it was closing in on eleven at night there.

The ‘mmmm’ sound she made when answering the phone didn’t make me feel any better.

“Are you awake enough to talk? I’ve got an issue.”

I told Kristin of the day’s events and got a disturbing silence in reply.

“Kristin? You still awake?”

“Yeah, I’m just trying to figure this out. Is there some connection between any of the owners of the affected establishments?”

Kai or the bonfire group, Mr. Lee, ranchers, and a bunch of farmers selling at a market? “Not that Irix or I can figure out. Could it be some kind of mage-terrorist bent on general destruction?”

“Doubtful,” Kristin scoffed. “There would have been a demand of some sort by now — a ‘stop digging your pipeline under my sacred space’ demand. And honestly, most mages would be more subtle than this. Like they’d make the sacred space seem haunted or cursed, or make the accidents there so frequent and costly that the company digging stopped. This kind of thing wouldn’t be random. If a mage is summoning the elemental, he’s targeting it for a reason.”

“I’m just not getting it, Kristin. I mean, Kai lives near Mr. Lee’s place but she’s unconnected to the other two fires.” An idea came to me. “Do you think it could have something to do with the fire service? Like a mage who is also an arsonist and working for the fire department?”

I was really reaching with that one, and Kristin’s disbelieving sniff agreed. “That’s pretty farfetched. Are you sure it’s an elemental? I guess a mage could be summoning one of them over and over again, but it seems like a weird thing to do. Ceremonial magic takes a lot of energy. Summoning and binding an elemental twice or three times per day... that’s really beyond a mage. Honestly, that’s beyond even a group of them.”

“I... I don’t know.” I remembered something. “And there was no leash, Kristin. I looked. I opened myself to see the energy around me, and that thing wasn’t connected. It was wandering around on its own.”

Kristin let out a whoosh of air. “If it was an elemental and it wasn’t tethered, it would have just gone home. Are you sure there wasn’t a leash? Are you positive it’s an elemental at all?”

Shit. I was really hoping we weren’t back to square one, but it would be better to know now, before we went even further down the wrong path. “I didn’t see any kind of energy line or any sort of leash. And Irix called it a fire-being. I really don’t know enough about elementals, or any of the supernatural beings, to positively ID it.”

“Well, some demons and angels can manifest as fire. Are you sure it’s sentient? It could be someone who has a fire affinity just controlling and directing a natural fire.”

“It only appears if there’s a small fire first — like the bonfire, or the cigarette in the trash can of the Farmer’s Market. I’m positive it’s not a demon or angel. Irix would know that. Are there other things that could be fire?”

Kristin was silent, and I worried about what she was gearing up to tell me. “A demi-god, or an old god, perhaps? I’ve never heard of an old god manifesting in modern times, but they’re supposedly able to control elements, bind supernatural beings to serve them. They’re kind of like angels, only much more powerful.”

I didn’t want to think about something that was far more powerful than an angel. The idea scared the crap out of me. “Let’s forget about that idea and keep on the elemental one instead.”

“I’ll research it.” Kristin ignored my plea and went on. “I’ve got sources that can tell me what has to happen to awaken an old god, and I’ll start going through my mythology notes. I’ll check with Jordan, too. We invoke old gods quite a lot in Wicca, and she’ll have more knowledge than me on the framework of those rituals and what they entail.”

I was glad Kristin was sounding more awake, and grateful for all her help, but this talk of old gods was scaring me more than a little. But as freaky as the old-gods theory was, I had more than my fears giving me doubts. I’d felt the energy from the fire-being. It was strong, but not that strong. Irix had blown it apart on the beach, and I’d managed to beat it with a bunch of plants. True, they were short-term wins, but still wins. I couldn’t see that happening with an old god. Zeus, Isis, Thor — they all would have soundly kicked our asses.

I hung up, having the nagging feeling that I was missing something. But there was no time right now to think further. I’d arrived in Wailuku, and it was time to party.

I pulled onto Main Street and felt the tourist Maui slip away. There were grocery stores, fast-food places, schools, and a medical center. There was even a mall. Cleo would hardly be hunting for sexual partners here, when all the glitzy resorts were on the other side of the island.

I needed energy fast, so I drove along the primary routes, looking for a place with a good happy-hour deal, preferably one that ran from five until seven. Guys were easy to pick up at closing time. Heck, everyone was easy to pick up at closing time. The challenge was getting sober, otherwise-occupied men to think about sex — to actually do more than think about it. Guys pretty much always had sex on the brain, and getting them interested wasn’t a problem, it was getting them interested enough to turn off all the other things they had planned on doing that particular moment. Pheromones were very useful when it came to getting guys to ditch their buddies (or to bring them along), leave during the last ten minutes of a playoff game, or procrastinate on that corporate report.

So I led with my pheromones as I walked into the little roadside dive, sauntered to the bar, and ordered a draft. Twenty patrons. Fifteen men. From where I stood, I could see at least four that met my criteria. The noise was deafening — people laughing, slamming beer mugs down, scraping chairs across the floor. It had a happy, cheerful, more than slightly-inebriated vibe to it.

“Where’s a good party in town, boys?” I asked, taking a long pull from my beer.

“My house.”

“Right here.”

“My pants.”

I was going with the party-in-my-pants guy. He looked to be mid-twenties, his skin rich brown with hair to match. His face was broad, his smile equally so. Parking-lot fantasy. I couldn’t quite make out the details and rather hoped he wanted this to go down against his car rather than inside it. The guy wasn’t tall or fat, but I’d learned how difficult it was to make a man’s wildest dreams come true squashed between a gearshift and a glove box.

“Anyone else have a party in their pants?” I hadn’t sensed any reluctance when it came to sharing or taking turns from guy number one, and I figured I could maximize my time if I could swing a twofer. Or a threefer. I’m all about efficiency.

“Oh, heck yeah.”

And now I had two. Ernie and Parker, who worked together on an organic farm. Payment for their labor was in the form of food and shelter, which meant they didn’t have the funds to get out and about regularly — and rarely encountered available woman of reasonable age and attractiveness. They were staring at me as if they’d both won the lottery. I could have led them out the door right away, but I liked these party-in-the-pants guys. I wanted to build things up for them, make this last. Their energy shone, strong and plentiful. If I played this right, these two would help fill that emptiness my magic had caused. And maybe, just maybe, if I felt I could control myself, I might try a very slight tie.

Two hours later we were making our way to a battered pickup truck with Saul’s Organic Fruit emblazoned in dark green lettering on the side. I’d walked in for a hit-it-and-quit-it score but was actually having a great time. These guys were cool. We’d had a spirited discussion about environmental policy, rainwater management, and organic pest control methods. Two men after my own heart. We’d already exchanged cell numbers and e-mail addies, me promising to send them both copies of my thesis and them offering to share some data they’d been collecting on island fungus. For once, this was going to be fun. For once, I actually wanted a connection with my partners.

“Come here,” I wiggled my eyebrows at Parker, grabbing his once-white T-shirt with both hands and yanking him toward me. He smelled of rain and earth, of ocean breeze and beer; his t-shirt was stiff against my fingers from drying in the sun and wind. That wasn’t the only thing that was stiff. My mouth tasted his, and I rubbed myself against him. I felt Ernie behind me, his hand tentatively touching my shoulder then drawing back.

Oh no. It’s everyone in the pool. I let go of Parker’s shirt with one hand, reaching behind me to give Ernie an encouraging squeeze.

He groaned. “The most beautiful woman I’ve seen in months and a botanist, too. I must have done something very right in my life.”

My lips left Parker’s, and I freed my hands enough to pull my shirt over my head. Spinning around, I reached behind to work Parker’s belt buckle before pulling Ernie toward me.

“Less talk and more action, boys. I was promised a party, and I mean to have one.”

Parker assisted me with the belt removal and other intricacies involved in getting his pants loose around his hips while I explored Ernie’s mouth with mine. My hand lifted his shirt, before running up his toned abdomen and chest, then down again with a scrape of nails.

“You just don’t learn, do you?”

I nearly bit Ernie’s tongue in surprise at the lightly accented female voice behind me. Cleo.

“What about ‘mine’ do you not understand?” she continued. “I let you have that umbrella man out of the goodness of my heart, but I will not stand by while you poach my prey.”

Business Man had been overcome by our pheromones, but with these two, the attraction went deeper than my succubus skills.

Ernie broke our kiss and scowled. “Get lost, lady. We’re not harming anyone here.”

“Yeah,” Parker repeated. “Get lost.”

I was no longer lip-locked, but even sandwiched between two men, I was able to see Cleo. She’d recoiled at Ernie and Parker’s words, as if she could hardly believe any man could tell her to ‘get lost’. Narrowing her eyes, she cranked up the pheromones, with a most unexpected effect. Both men returned their attentions to me, their tentative, take-it-slow actions heading into overdrive. Hands and lips were everywhere. I suddenly felt like I’d been thrown into the middle of a porno flick.

“Mine!” Cleo screamed.

The guys ignored her and made the little pleasure noises that men make when they’re really into it. Sighs and moans, grunts and mumbled dirty talk. I returned their caresses, my endorphins soaring with the combination of their hands and the sweet stream of energy flowing into me. I was so turned on right now that I didn’t care if Cleo watched. Or if she continued stomping her feet and screaming, as she was doing right now. Whatever floats your boat, girlfriend.

A hand gripped my hair — and not in a good way. Pain knifed through my scalp as I was yanked out from in between Parker and Ernie. They protested, but whatever they said was drowned out by the slap across my face and the subsequent ringing in my ears.

Bitch. And that was the unbruised side, too. I lashed out, my nails raking skin. Cleo screamed, and another blow hit the bruised side of my face. Parker and Ernie each grabbed one of her arms, attempting to pry her off me, while I tried to free my hair.

“Stand and wait,” she hissed. I felt the compulsion in the words, and both of my knights stood down, staring blankly at the pair of us.

“You do not own this island,” I squealed, fighting the agony in my scalp. “Go find your own men, or prey, or whatever. I’ve claimed these men.”

“Not yet, you haven’t. And you won’t ever, not while I’m on this island. They are all mine. It’s all mine.” She spun around, and I scrambled to keep up, afraid half my hair and scalp would come off in the crack-the-whip maneuver.

This had to stop. Now. I wasn’t about to lose these two guys — two nice guys that I really liked and wanted — to a demon who embodied the very sin of greed. I couldn’t beat her in a physical fight without acquiring some significant injuries, and she was clearly much older and stronger than I was when it came to demon abilities. That only left my elf half. I hated that I’d become a proverbial one-trick pony, but lately that was the only advantage I seemed to have against my opponents.

Before I could plot a rampant growth of Koa or Mangrove, Cleo pushed me away, her hand sliding to the end of my hair. Then she kicked me. Breath left my lungs as I flew backward into the crushed gravel of the parking lot, my head jerking painfully from the loss of a chunk of hair that remained in the demon’s hand. I blinked, my face, skull, and chest throbbing. The succubus released the hair, sprinkling it like strands of tinsel onto the ground. Then she kicked gravel in my face for good measure.

“Now crawl on home, baby. And don’t let me see you here again.”

Fury roared through me, and I saw a glimmer of uncertainty in her eyes. I was going to annihilate this bitch with a plant. Hopefully one with vicious thorns.

Coconut palms. Ironwood. Heliotrope. Rush grass. These were the tools at hand.

Energy swirled from me in an angry coil. Her eyes widened, and she took a step backwards. “What are you doing?”

I was beyond any witty rejoinders or ultimatums. With a flick of my wrist, the tiny green leaves of a coconut palm seedling burst from the parking lot, tangling her in elongating fronds as it exploded to a mature size.

“Hey! What the—”

The last I heard was her shriek as the palm snapped to the side, launching her across the parking lot and into the darkness. She was a demon. She’d be fine... eventually. And maybe next time she’d be a little more accommodating when another succubus tried to come to a peaceful solution in a territory dispute.

Ernie and Parker blinked, looking around in confusion.

“Hey,” Parker said. “Where’d this tree come from? And why are you sitting on the ground.”

I got up and dusted my rear off. “Doesn’t matter.” I stalked to them, trying to appear as sexy as I could with my throbbing face and head. “Now, where were we? I think we were in the middle of a pretty sweet party.”

 

 


Chapter 13

 

Even after instantly growing a palm tree, I was still humming with energy by the time I pulled into the resort parking lot. Parker and Ernie had given everything from their hearts, as well as other important organs, and I was thrilled I’d successfully managed a mild, conditional tie. They’d always remember me, feeding me energy as they spanked the monkey or had one night stands, but when that special woman came along, the tie would fade into the background like a fond memory of a first love. I wouldn’t get any more than a trickle of energy from them after that, but it was the perfect compromise — one that wouldn’t cause me to lose any sleep. Hey, guys have to whack off to something, might as well be to thoughts of me.

The parking lot was well lit, and I skipped through the entrance and up the stairs. It wasn’t quite midnight. I’d check to see if Irix was back yet, and if not, I’d throw on a swimsuit and sneak into the Jacuzzi overlooking the beach.

The phone rang just as I was about to get into the elevator.

“Kristin? It’s six in the morning there. What happened?”

“I was up all night researching, that’s what happened.”

I’d thought she’d sound tired or pissed off, but the witch sounded downright energized. I was never that cheerful pulling an all-nighter doing my mildew research.

“I’m still working on things, but I think you may need to consider that this isn’t an elemental but a servant instead.”

“Huh?” That was the best I could do. Servant?

“There are two types of summoning. One is a forced favor. A demon or being is brought unwilling into this world and trapped unless it agrees to perform a service or do a favor. Only then will it be released and returned home. The other is a bribed favor. Some beings are more than willing to come do favors, but they have to be asked over and they demand a gift, a sort of offering.”

“So...?” I had no idea where she was going.

“Elementals and demons are forced. A demon can be bribed once they’re here, like if they’ve come through a gate or something, but when they’re summoned, they’re forced. Lots of other beings are bribed over, like some of the fae. Nine times out of ten, the entity refuses to accept and the ritual is a dud, but sometimes they do accept.”

I still didn’t know where she was going. “So you think this might be a fire-fairy, whatever the fuck that might be, and the magic-user offered it something in return for burning down a whole bunch of seemingly random places?”

“Yes, I mean no. Sheesh, I really need some coffee.” Kristin took a deep breath. “If the entity accepts and then the mage reneges on the deal for whatever reason — he screwed it up, he lost the item he pledged, whatever — then the entity is going to go on a rampage until it gets what it was promised.”

It was late, and I was buzzing far too much for this conversation. “So a mage pissed off a fire fairy, and we have to figure out what it was promised and give it to him. Or her?”

“I don’t know if it’s a fairy or something else. I’m still working on that. But if there’s another fire, look to see what it’s heading for. What appeases it? What makes it stop?”

Other than blowing it up or smothering it with an overgrowth of plants? “Thanks, Kristin. You’re the best.”

She was. I didn’t know many people who would stay up on a workday to help a friend. Kristin cared, as did Darci and Jordan and Kai. I don’t know what I’d do without friends like that.

Irix wasn’t in the room, so I left him a note and threw on my bathing suit, grabbing a bottle of chilled champagne and a bowl of cut fruit from the fridge. Sneaking through the resort’s beautiful gardens, I made my way to the silent pool and slowly bubbling hot tub. The underwater light shifted blue, then green, then pink, highlighting the tropical flowers that surrounded the pool in lush profusion. I opened the box beside the hot tub and flicked the switch, turning the jets on full. The pool lights were the only illumination besides the tiny pathway markers. I took a quick circuit to ensure my privacy then ditched the swimsuit, climbing into the hot tub naked and letting the bubbles take away the tension from my fight with Cleo.

What I’d seen so far of Maui had been stunning, but at that moment, nothing compared to the moon glistening off the gentle waves of the ocean, the islands of Lanai and Molokai dark shapes on the horizon. Coconut palms looked like black paper cutouts against the sky, and the only sound was the whisper of the wind off the ocean and the bubbling water around me. I closed my eyes and just felt.

I heard the splash of someone joining me and smiled, sensing Irix’s energy before he’d climbed in. His arms encircled me, pulling me onto his lap. Kisses trailed, featherlight, across my temple, and hands roved my body.

“Why, little elf-girl, where has your clothing gone?”

“To that bench over there,” I murmured, leaning into him. He was equally naked. I’d expect no less from an incubus.

“Hmmm, seems like you had a good evening.”

“Why, yes, I did.” I was feeling rather proud of myself. “Two really nice guys. I even worked out a way to tie them without wrecking their ability to have any kind of meaningful relationship in the future.”

“You’re learning.” I could feel his approval. Finally. “See how what you have is a gift? You’re not just taking from them; you’re giving in return.”

I snuggled into him, considering his words. I’d always thought what I’d given to be strictly physical pleasure — the type that men made up stories about in smutty magazines. That in itself was a kind of gift to a certain type of person. But I’d never thought about what I might be providing beyond that. Ernie and Parker — yeah, there was definitely lots of physical pleasure going on there, but there was more. I’d connected with them more than physically, and that made the experience all the more important for them.

Sometimes a perfect experience with the right partner changed a person in a good way. Even if it was only for one night.

“All right. I kind of see what you’ve been telling me, but this sort of thing isn’t going to happen regularly enough to sustain me. I mean, how often am I going to meet a Parker and Ernie? Or a Kai? I know I need take more than a fast-food approach to this part of my life, but how can I do that without spending every moment searching for perfect partners.”

Irix’s chest rumbled against me. “Tie. Even a loose tie gives you the ability to be more picky. Then be prepared to find those perfect partners where you can. Be open and receptive. Remember that sometimes sex heals, especially when it’s given in a loving, caring manner.”

“Okay, Doctor Phil,” I teased. “Did you find that perfect partner, or partners, tonight too?”

“Yes, I did. And quite a few not-so-perfect ones. I can’t afford to be picky when I’ve got a half-elf girlfriend using up all her energy to create a jungle out of nowhere.”

I laughed and spun about to face him, straddling his legs and wrapping my arms around his neck. “I brought down fruit and champagne. Shall we have a late-night snack?”

“Later.” Irix ran his thumbs across my cheekbones and down along my neck, leaving wet streaks on my skin that cooled with the night air. “First, I think I’ll have some of you.”

The jets, Irix’s hands, his mouth against mine and along my sensitive neck — it didn’t take long before I was wiggling down on top of him and rocking back and forth. The water sloshed over the edge of the tub with our motion, splashing as it hit the tile decking. I threw back my head, and Irix took advantage, kissing my neck and worrying the tender skin with his teeth.

I collapsed against him, feeling warm, wet, and satiated beyond belief. If only that stupid fire thingy and whatever was behind it were gone and Irix and I could spend the rest of our vacation like this, peaceful, relaxed and sensuous, cherishing each other’s presence.

I turned my head on Irix’s shoulder and felt his hand tighten right before he shoved my head underwater. My face pressed into his lap, and I felt a twinge of irritation. Really? I mean, if he wanted a blow job, there were more subtle, sexy ways to ask for it than half-drowning me.

The water lit up, as if the sun had suddenly risen, before reaching a painfully high temperature. I struggled against Irix’s hands, panicking. I was running out of air, my chest aching as I resisted the urge to inhale. What the fuck was going on? Irix held tight, shoving me further into his lap. My lungs burned. I scratched his legs, pounding on them with my hands, begging him to let me up. My thoughts scattered, blurring around the edges as my body screamed for oxygen. Just as I was about to lose my fight and suck in a lungful of water, Irix yanked me up.

I dragged amazing, wonderful, blessed air as fast as I could through my nose and mouth, gasping for several breaths before my brain kicked into gear. The air was searing hot, and what met my eyes when I opened them was a scene from a post-apocalyptic movie. Charred lumps of black, that looked more like lava rock than ferns and silversword, had replaced the color. The tile deck and pathways had buckled and melted. The little chrome and slate table where I’d placed our champagne was a twisted lump, the glass melted, and the fruit gone. The hot tub water that had bubbled around my neck was barely to my waist. But worse of all was Irix. I reached up and touched his face — swollen beyond recognition, the sections that weren’t charcoal black were blistered bright red.

“Are you all right?” My words were raspy, and the deepest fear I ever had in my life clawed inside, trying to get out.

With a flash of light, he repaired his burned face and upper body. I couldn’t help but cry out with relief, tears in my eyes.

“I didn’t want to expend the energy fixing myself until I was sure you were okay.” His gaze wandered with concern over my body. “It was all I could do to keep the hot-tub water cool, to try and shield you as best as I could.”

I looked around again. It was as if someone had come through with a gigantic flamethrower. “What happened?”

“Fire. That’s what.” Irix continued to check me over, this time with his hands. Even after what had just happened, I couldn’t help but think how good his nimble fingers felt on my skin.

“Am I right in thinking this was a hit? Maybe payback for this afternoon?” The burned area was confined to a ten-foot radius around the hot tub, stopping abruptly at the ruins of our snacks.

“It seems pretty obvious that this one was intended to either take us out, or give us a warning.”

I stood, resting a hand on Irix’s shoulder for support. Everything was still a bit woozy after my near-drowning experience. “And I guess you’re going to tell me that we’re done, that I’m not safe, and we need to leave this alone?”

Irix reached up and rested his hand on top of mine. “You’re not safe. I don’t think you’ll ever be safe, but I’m not about to talk you into leaving this alone.”

“Huh?” Where was the Irix that wanted to wrap me up and cocoon me from every little thing? The Irix that constantly worried about me.

“Amber, I’m a demon, and I’m pissed. This thing, or whoever is behind it, attacked me, attacked my lover. Some demons are good at running; I’m not. And you’ve got skills. You’re stronger than I ever could have imagined one of your age could be. As long as you keep your strength up, your energy levels high, and you don’t do anything crazy-reckless, then I’m behind you all the way.”

I smiled. “A warning, huh? That means it’s scared. Whatever, or whoever it is, knows we’re a force to be reckoned with, and it needs us gone. Fuck it; let’s take this thing down.

Irix stood, curling my hand in his and squeezing tight. “That’s my girl. This thing wants a fight? We’ll show it what a demon and a half-elf can really do when they’re motivated.”

I was totally onboard with that. Now I just had to figure out what or who this damned thing was.

 

 


Chapter 14

 

Remember all the up-down, up-down we did paddleboarding?”

I nodded, chest squashed against the surfboard as I eyed an approaching wave nervously. I was rethinking my tiny bikini, wondering how sexy I’d look flying backwards off a surfboard. Well, maybe if I lost the top, which was a distinct possibility, I could salvage the sexy factor.

“Amber, focus!”

I did. Sort of. It was hard to focus when Kai had abandoned her serviceable one-piece for a boy-short two-piece in a shade of turquoise that set off her tanned skin. She’d demonstrated proper surfing technique, hopping on her flying board like a Cirque de Solei gymnast. I blinked, trying to think about what I was about to do. Or not do.

“It’s the same as paddleboarding. Once you feel the wave pushing you forward, get up speed, jump into a crouch, then ease into a standing position. Knees soft. Got it?”

Riiiiight. My thighs hurt enough from the endless burpees I’d been doing at the end of each lesson. Burpees on the ground are one thing, but on a moving, floating paddleboard they were another. And on a board being pushed out from under me? I was going for some serious swims this lesson, no doubt about it.

Kai sensed my skepticism. “Remember, the board is more stable when it’s moving forward. You can do it.”

I appreciated her confidence in me, misguided though it may be. The wave arrived. I paddled ahead of it, picking up speed as it caught up to me. Then I rode it in on my belly.

“Okay, that was nice. Try to get on your feet next time.”

I paddled back out and into the line-up — which consisted of four kids with boogie boards, and a teenager who was wiping out two seconds into each wave. I was in good company. Kai had told me all the experienced surfers were down shore a bit where the waves were bigger and there was less chance of them getting fin-chopped by some jake. I had no idea what that meant but got the impression it wasn’t a good thing.

“Go! Go! Go!”

I instinctively started paddling, feeling the water gather me up and rush me toward the shore. Jump to crouch. Balance. Balance. Balance. Ease to a tall squat. And off into the water.

To my credit, or stupidity, I didn’t bail. The board shot to the right, and I flew to the left. An incoming wave hit me, driving me down into the rough coral and sand below. Without the rash shirt, I was going to have some serious abrasions by the time this session was over.

I came up coughing and pushing hair from my face. My sinuses and throat stung with salty water. My ankle jerked sideways, pulled by the leg rope, as the board tried to make it to shore. Damn it all. I’d almost had it.

Kai rode up to me, hopping off her board as the wave petered out. She gave me a quick once-over and shook her head. “How can somebody who can grow a forest with one touch not be able to ride a wave? I’ve seen you tightrope walk the stairway handrail, climb a tree like a monkey, run like an Olympic sprinter. You are poetry in motion on land; why can’t you be the same on water?”

“I don’t know,” I sputtered. “It’s just not my element.”

Twisting her wrist, she splashed a handful of water into my face. “I don’t believe it. You’re half-elf. Fae. That’s sylphs, water nymphs, fairies, pixies, and a ton of others I didn’t read about in high school. There’s no stinking reason beyond your own pigheadedness that you can’t get this.”

I touched the water, really felt it. The molecular structure flew into my mind. Minerals, animals, and interesting coral formations clinging to the underwater volcanic rock were pictures in my mind. I felt them all.

“It moves, and the pattern is so long and complex that I can’t predict it in enough time to ride the wave.”

She tilted her head. “Oh, give me a break. Stop analyzing patterns and just feel.”

I contemplated that, the Zen method of surfing.

“When you have sex as part of your sucky-demon thing, you don’t analyze patterns and predict responses, do you?”

I snorted. “No. Well, I see their fantasies, what they want and need, but once we get into it, I just sort of go with whatever feels right.”

“You see their fantasies and….” Kai shook her head. “Never mind. You need to do the same with surfing. Just go with whatever feels right.”

I heaved myself back onto the board. “Clear my mind and all that shit?”

“Maybe a pint of vodka would help,” Kai muttered. “Yes, clear your mind and all that.”

I paddled out, trying to find my inner Buddha, and waited in line with the kids. My turn came. A decent wave, well positioned and heading strongly toward the shore, approached. I turned and gathered speed, letting the wave push me forward as I hopped to a crouch, arms spread like a featherless bird. I wiggled like a worm on a hook, the board swaying back and forth, but somehow I managed to make it more than two seconds before flying off.

I came to the surface, swept the wet hair back from my face and gave a resounding ‘woohoo!’

Kai came up beside me like a goddess, jumping off and giving me a high five. “Nice job. And how is it that you still look breathtaking with a bruised face, black eye, and surf rash?”

I tucked wet strands of my hair back into my braid. “Mad skills.”

She nodded. “I’ve held my tongue, but you know I need to ask: are those bruises from Irix?”

“No. They’re from someone else. I wish I had Irix’s fixing skills, then I wouldn’t have these stupid bruises. Or the aching legs.” I had no idea if that skill would ever manifest. Being only half a demon limited those abilities considerably.

“Well, I’m just glad he has them, and that he acted fast last night,” she commented reaching out to gently touch my cheek.

I had told Kai about our hot tub attack. The resort staff had assumed some electrical malfunction had caused a fire and were relieved it had happened at night when no one was around. Even though we’d gotten out of there, streaking naked through the hotel, I’d wanted Kai to know. It was probably one more freaky nail in the coffin of our friendship, but I’d wanted to be honest with her. We were kind of in this fire-spirit thing together, and no matter how much it might widen the rift between us, she needed to know.

And she needed to know something else too. I had selfish reasons. I was hiding this one from Irix, but I seriously needed some girlfriend help.

“My injuries aren’t from the fire spirit or from Irix. Aside from my newly acquired surfing rash, they’re inflicted by another sex demon — a succubus who’s decided that she personally owns every man on Maui.”

I expected Kai to freak out, order me to keep surfing, or change the topic. I didn’t expect her to raise her hackles and bare her teeth like a rabid mastiff.

“Who? What? You’ve been getting beaten up by another woman?”

Crap, I sounded like such a pansy. “I’ve given as good as I’ve gotten. Well, maybe not the first time, but last night I grew a tree and catapulted her into a field.”

Kai raised an eyebrow. “So the first time she beats the snot out of you. Last night, you’re down but manage to prevail. What do you think is going to happen when you go out trolling for sex today? Huh?”

I’d been dreading that, trying not to think about it. There was more than a good chance Cleo would show up today, and this time a paltry coconut palm wouldn’t take her down. That trick was only good once.

“I’ll wind up with more bruises, possibly a broken bone or two.” I shrugged with fake nonchalance. “Sucks, but I’m not about to hide in my room and let her win.”

My speech was rewarded with a fist pump.

“Oh, heck yeah! Don’t let that two-bit ‘ho win. You need a wingman, or, rather, a wingwoman. I’ll come along, and we’ll see how cocky she’ll be against the two of us.”

I really didn’t know what to make of Kai’s sudden turnabout. It seems when it came to a catfight, the underdog side carried a lot of weight.

“Kai, she’s a succubus — a full demon. You’ve seen just a fraction of what Irix can do. She’s a big dog, and I’m a Chihuahua. I got the jump on her last time with a bit of luck. It won’t happen again, and, no offense, but a human sidekick isn’t going to sway the odds much in my favor.”

We had a little intense staring match. Kai smiled. “Get your cute butt out on the waves, and let me worry about it. I’ve got an idea. A little bit of shopping after our lesson and we’ll head out together. If things go the way I think, then Ms. I-Own-The-Island won’t even show up.”

I hesitated, just for effect. “Okay, kemosabe. Surf. Shop. Then we ride off into the sunset to pick up men.”

***

Shopping with Kai was fun. We grabbed a couple Italian ices, hit up a boutique where I scored a silk sarong with a leafy pattern. Kai picked up an odd assortment of items at the food mart.

“So, where’s the hunting today? Do you have a spot in mind, or will you let me suggest somewhere?”

My friend seemed oddly eager to bring it on with Cleo. I was worried about her, but underneath that, I was thrilled she was accepting me, freak that I was.

“I usually do my best work in bars. Everyone’s inhibitions are loosened, and there is a certain expectation of pickups. That’s where Cleo seems to be, though, so maybe I should try something else. I’m open to suggestions.”

Kai shot me a twisted smile. “Leave it up to me; I’ll find a place.”

Okay, there was an intriguing bit of mystery going on. “I’m in your capable hands.”

***

This was the weirdest pickup spot I’d ever been. I’d met men in bars, at the gym, at bowling alleys, even at libraries. I’d never picked up a sexual partner at a deserted beach.

Well, in all honesty, it wasn’t completely deserted. A few dedicated individuals were black silhouettes against the dazzling reflection of sunlight on the surf. I watched them with a twinge of envy as they effortlessly eased into a wave, slipping into the barrel then streaking ahead of the curl before cutting back. They made it all look so damned easy, easier than even Kai had. These guys were awesome, and I had an urge to seduce them, but they were already married to a more seductive woman than I could ever be — the ocean.

Rustling behind me. I spun around and saw Kai drop an armful of bags from the food mart and a huge, thick blanket.

“Picnic? What an awesome idea.” I helped her spread the blanket, using the rounded, surf-smoothed black lava rocks to hold down the edges. Out came bread, cheese, fruit, and a bottle of wine.

“We’ll need to swig it from the bottle. I forgot to grab cups.”

She hadn’t forgotten a corkscrew, though. I opened the bottle as Kai put the food out. We sat in silence and ate, passing the bottle between us. The sun on the curling waves shone blinding white. Incoming surf shifted the lava rocks, making them rattle as the water receded. It sounded like a thousand maracas against the roar of the ocean. The surfers moved farther out and down the shore, and I realized there were no bags or gear on the little beach, just Kai and me with our picnic and a bottle of Pino Grigio. Was this her idea of a pickup spot? Who the heck was I supposed to pick up?

Oh.

For a half-succubus, I could be a real idiot sometimes.

“Can you... do you see my fantasies?” Kai’s shy smile wobbled a bit before she busied herself with the cheese slices.

Yes, I could.

“It’s so beautiful here,” Kai babbled, taking a quick sip of wine. “Not a great place to jump in because of the rocks, but a great spot to watch the surfers and sunbathe. These rocks, the black sand, it all heats up, and when you lay down, it’s like being at a spa.”

“Then let’s do some sunbathing.” I stood and untied my bikini top, shedding my shorts along with the lower part of my swimsuit. Kai’s eyes grew wide, and she gulped wine.

She was nervous? I was the one buck naked, sprawling on a beach of hot lava rocks and gritty black sand. The only thing keeping me calm was the succubus confidence that this would all come together in beautiful harmony.

I tucked my palms under my head and looked at Kai from beneath half-closed eyes. “Well, come on. And bring that wine with you.”

She hesitated then rose gracefully and padded on bare feet to my side, wine extended. I took the bottle and watched her undo the back of her bathing suit, pulling it over her head with shaking hands. Hooking her thumbs in the waistband of her shorts, she shimmied them down, turning to the side and giving me a view of her slim profile.

I patted the sand beside me. Kai lowered herself gingerly, shifting a few stones for a more comfortable surface. We lay there, listening to the clatter of the rocks, the sun warm on our skin. I was completely aware of her next to me, of the rise and fall of her breasts with each breath, of the concave curve of her stomach and the angles of her hips, of the muscles along her arms and legs and the restless twitching of her feet. Slowly rising to my elbows, so I didn’t disturb the serenity of the moment, I took a drink of wine and looked across the black sand.

But my eyes returned to Kai. It was as if she was part of the beach, of the island itself, like she was one of the old gods whose souls were forever tied to the fire and rock, the wind and surf, the flora and fauna. Her eyes were shut, dark lashes a short fringe against her broad cheekbones. Her braid extended sideways along the rocks, a darker black than the rocks and sand.

“Stay there” I wedged the wine safely between some larger stones and rose. Her eyes fluttered open, full of nervous anticipation. “Close your eyes and relax.”

“Okay.” She closed her eyes, but the previous ease fled, leaving her tense.

I crawled, picking up the end of her braid and loosening the elastic. With gentle fingers, I untwined the tresses, spreading them out in a fan of wavy black above her head. Then I ran my fingers through her hair, scalp to end, smoothing the tangles as I gloried in the thick, heavy strands. It was like ropes of silk, so different than my fine blond locks. I rubbed the wavy mane between my fingers, thrilling at their texture and glossy sheen. I separated each strand, lovingly running my fingers along them as I arranged her wavy dark hair above her head. Working my way around, I ended up by her side, leaning over her as I worked.

She sighed, a smile curving the edges of her lips. I continued to caress her hair, amazed at how sensual such a basic act could be.

“There. You look just like a mermaid come to shore with hair spread out and your tanned body an offering to the sun.”

Her eyes fluttered open, looking into mine. My hands left her scalp to trace the lines of her face, one of my fingers exploring the curves of her upper lip. She said nothing, just watched me intently while I touched her.

Then I lowered my mouth to hers, my hair a golden canopy around us.

She hesitated, a breath against my lips, then kissed me back, tongue dancing with mine as her fingers curled in my hair. I know Irix said to let her kiss me first. I know I should have paused to ask if this was okay, if she really wanted to break her rules and do this with me, but somehow this felt so right. For once it wasn’t the horny succubus who was full steam ahead, but me. I’d never been swept away by anyone but Irix before, and part of me was shocked. I’d come to terms with loving someone and having sex with others, but loving someone and having a very different sort of love for another? I wasn’t sure how to handle these feelings, but there was no way I could stop now — Kai’s enthusiastic response had sent my body into overdrive.

Balancing my weight on my knees and one hand, I freed the other to roam lower, down the column of her neck, feathering across the delicate shoulder bones to palm the firm swell of her breast as my tongue flickered over her lips. She murmured against my mouth as I ran my fingers lower to brush the bud of her nipple with my thumb.

Then Kai yanked her mouth from mine with a gasp. “I want to touch you.”

“Patience,” I teased, kissing her pointed chin. “I get to do everything I want to you first, then, when I’m good and done, you can have your turn.”

Kai’s mouth set in a stubborn line that nearly made me laugh. Not willing to give her the chance for argument, I swung a leg across her waist, straddling her and bending my head to her breast.

I loved them, firm and smooth under my hands, the tips tightening to rounded points as I ran my tongue across their surface. She gasped, becoming pliant beneath me, and I lost myself in her warm scent, in the taste of the sea on her skin, in the way she rolled against me, whispering soft encouragement.

Her hands glided through my hair, caressing the sides of my face and along my shoulders as I slowly worked my way downward, mouth following my hands as I tasted every inch of her skin – the hollow of her belly, the curve of her waist, as well as the edges of her hip bones. I skated my hand along the muscles of her leg, curling back along the inside of her thigh as I worked my fingers upward. She shuddered, moaning with abandon as I placed my other hand on her taught stomach, resting on my knees to look up and meet her eyes. “Kai, you’re beautiful.”

I don’t know whether it was the pheromones or my words, but for the first time, she completely relaxed, her eyes warm and full of emotion as they met mine. We both smiled, and at that moment, everything else fell away — the fire-being, Cleo, the price on my head. I knew it was the same with her, that every hurt and doubt she’d had vanished. Irix was right; what I had to give was a gift. That expression on Kai’s face, the softness about her lips and eyes, it powered through me, lighting me up more than I ever thought possible from anyone but Irix. Unable to hold back, I lowered my head and kissed down the triangle of soft brown curls, skirting around her sex to touch her inner thighs with my tongue and teeth while my hand explored her warmth. My fingers danced over her folds, teasing with a light touch as she jerked upward, trying to urge me on.

My tongue joined my fingers, stroking, savoring every inch of her with my hands and my mouth, and she stilled, gasping as I worshiped her. Then she came with a breathy shudder, heat rolling like a fire across her skin. As it ebbed away, I felt the sweet strength of her energy, given freely.

Her eyes were liquid, slightly unfocused as they met mine. Her hand reached out to give my hair a gentle tug. “Come here,” she commanded. “It’s my turn now.”

***

The sun was dropping on the west side of the island as we sat, wrapped together in the blanket, drinking warm wine. The tide was coming in, teasing our toes with warm, salty water. The ebb and flow of the waves was our music as they rattled the rounded lava and smashed against the larger rocks. I felt drunk off the power of the energy she’d shared. Happily, giddily drunk.

No Cleo. No fire-being since last night. Kai warm beside me under the blanket. It was peace destined to end.

 

 


Chapter 15

 

I climbed out of Kai’s jeep after a more physical goodbye than we’d ever had before and pranced into the resort lobby. Pranced. I felt like a fucking lighthouse beacon, or one of those flashing neon signs. Heads turned as I walked past — more heads then when I’d had the pheromones cranked up. If I had been Selma Hiyek buck naked, I wouldn’t have attracted as much attention.

And I loved it. Damn it all; no wonder Irix had been hounding me to up my game. Was this how he felt all the time? Probably more, since he had nearly two-thousand years on me. I could pick up the world and carry it around. I could pull the stars from the heavens and string them into a necklace. I could snuff that fire elemental like a birthday candle. Each moment that passed, the power Kai had given me settled and grew, filling me with a sense of invincibility. I couldn’t wait to show Irix. But, of course, he wasn’t in our room.

I paced around like a caged tiger. It was late afternoon, and I’d texted him that I was going to be out with Kai until dinner. The thought of waiting and working on my thesis for two hours drove me nearly insane. I needed to do something — something beyond wear a path through the plush carpet. So out I went.

I was smart enough to realize I couldn’t drive in my high-as-a-kite-on-sex state, so I took a taxi. It’s a wonder the guy didn’t wreck — his gaze stayed glued to me in the rearview mirror as he negotiated traffic seemingly by psychic power. Some sense crept through my insane ideas of invincibility, and I asked him to let me off in Lahaina. It was only a few miles from the resort, and I knew I was risking an encounter with Cleo, but I just didn’t give a fuck.

The little beachfront restaurant was packed with diners having a late lunch or just enjoying the view with a drink. Men in shorts sat at the bar beside guys sporting garishly bright swimming trunks. Women wore breezy cover-ups over their bathing suits. This was clearly a tourist spot, and I was hesitant as I stood in the doorway, feeling very much like a piranha in a koi pond.

I didn’t hear music screeching to a stop. No crowds of people turned to stare at me. No one came rushing over to throw my ass to the curb. What they did do was eye me from behind menus and the shelter of sunglasses, as if I were a celebrity they were trying hard not to stare at. The drunk feeling was doing more than making me an eye magnet and filling me with a sense of power; I could see the energy in the humans, the quality and quantity, the color that hinted at their emotional state. It would make hunting for sexual partners so much easier. Why hadn’t Irix told me about this? Now I finally knew what he meant when he chastised me for my starvation diet. Well, diet no more. I had two hours to kill, so I walked in.

A succubus doesn’t need a seat at the bar — even a half-succubus. I squeezed between two men, smiling apologetically at each in turn. They scooted sideways, not so far that their arms didn’t brush mine, and smiled back. Two sets of eyes roved over me as I leaned forward to summon the bartender.

“I’ll have that Maui Brewing thingie you’ve got on tap”. The local beers were amazing, but I could never remember their names. Not like I could remember the names of towns, prominent landmarks, or half the mythological figures either. Hundreds of thousands of plant names — both common and in Latin — were like second nature to me, but these Hawaiian names were hard.

The bartender slid the pint over to me, and I was once again grateful that alcohol didn’t have any long-term effects on me. If I had a few of these, I’d get tipsy, but never sloppy drunk, and never hungover in the morning.

“Well, hello there, beautiful.”

I froze at the husky, feminine voice then slowly turned. Cleo. Seriously? How the fuck had she found me? Was she stalking me all over the island?

She blinked as I faced her, backing up a few steps. Surprise flashed across her face before being replaced by the usual cocky arrogance. This bitch was driving me nuts.

“Can I at least have one day without getting into a brawl with you?” Admittedly, my voice sounded pleading rather than the forceful tone I’d been aiming for. I’d prevailed against her the last time, but I doubted I’d do so again. And even with a win on my side, I’d still gotten the crap beaten out of me.

Cleo stared at me, cocking her head to the side and taking another step back. The air of confidence cracked; under it I saw uncertainty, wariness, and... loss. This was something I could take advantage of, but instead of forging ahead with an attack, I tried for peace.

“It’s a big island. Big enough for both of us. Can’t we coexist without constantly coming to blows?”

“Maybe.” As if her expression hadn’t been odd to begin with, she nodded slowly. It was as if she were hinting to me, prodding me to resolve this. My elf-half jumped at the chance at reconciliation, no matter how short-lived it might be.

“Can I buy you a drink?”

She smiled, and I suddenly realized why so many men fell at her feet. The power she emanated was palpable, but it was her smile that made me want to kneel down and worship her. She promised adoration, devotion, and an eternity of affection in that smile.

“I will accept your offer, sister. And I apologize for not recognizing you at first. You look very different from when we last saw each other so long ago.”

Umm, whatever. She’d thought I was faking my elf half at first, and now she was confusing me for some other succubus. Demons were so fucking weird. And Lord only knew what the significance was of what I’d just done. I’d have to ask Irix later if my buying her a drink equated service for a decade, or my firstborn son, or a quickie in the back alley. Whatever. It was too late to worry over, so I flagged down the bartender and ordered my third-favorite Hawaiian drink — pineapple juice, mango, and vodka.

“Lovely.” Her cherry lips were seductively wrapped around the straw as she took another sip. With a wave of her hand, the two men I’d been eyeing vacated their seats and stood like adoring statues beside us.

“Please.” She gestured to one stool then swept onto the other as I sat. “Now that we are finally at a truce, what brings you to Maui? And when are you leaving?”

So much for apologies and our sisterhood. I ignored the less-than-subtle dismissive tone and eyed her. “Are you a local?”

Cleo had always looked like a Hollywood version of the queen, as opposed to a true Egyptian, but now that I got a closer look at her, I could see the south Asian influence, not the Japanese or Korean background I’d seen in many of the natives this past week. No, Cleo almost seemed as if she had some Tahitian or Samoan blood in her veins. Or in whoever veins she was copying at the moment. Sex demons chose their human form with great care, but it was never their true form.

“Yes. I am Hawaii.”

And she clearly didn’t speak English very well, in spite of her excellent accent. “Well, I’m here on vacation with my boyfriend. I’ll be leaving in a few days, so hopefully we can extend our truce until I fly away, never to return.”

Her teeth were amazingly white as she smiled. “I am willing to consider the possibility of a truce, as long as you vow never to return to the islands without my invitation.”

Invitation. Riiiight. Eventually she was going to fuck up and some angel was going to dust her ass or chase her back to Hel. She could pee in the sandbox all she wanted, but, eventually, a bigger dog was going to knock her out. I gave her two months max — long before I ever planned a return trip to the island.

I eyed her over my beer and asked the important question on my mind. “You gonna stop cock blocking me?”

The confusion on her face was comical.

“I mean, will you stop interfering in my pursuit of sexual intercourse with residents of the island?” The men next to us perked up considerably, scooting closer to my stool.

Cleo scowled. “These men are mine. You want all the best ones. I won’t let you take them and leave me with the dregs.”

“That’s what you’ve been doing to me. Come on. There are tons of quality guys on this island. Throw a sister more than a bare bone.”

Instead of protesting, or yanking more of my hair out of my scalp, she recoiled at the word ‘sister’, giving me a wary look. “I would definitely give my sister more than a bare bone. Tell you what, let’s ditch this disgusting watering hole and head to the Four Seasons.”

Holy shit. Four Seasons was where the money-is-no-object people stayed. Not that money equated with the best quality of sexual energy, but it was certainly better hunting grounds than trolling the island street corners.

“How about we reward these two patient men who have been our adoring slaves since we took their seats, and then we’ll head to the land of the rich and famous?”

Cleo swiveled on her seat and eyed the men behind us — the men who had silly grins and hopeful looks on their faces. “Agreed. But I get the married one. I like the married ones.”

Damn. I hadn’t even caught that. I glared at the now red-faced man, looking pointedly at his lack of ring. Cleo might be a bitch of the first rank, but I could learn a lot from a succubus like her. “Deal.”

Thirty minutes later we were sauntering out arm in arm, both glowing from sexual energy and the excellent champagne Cleo had managed to score and haul into the storeroom where we rocked two men’s worlds. I never knew boning a guy with another couple fucking right next to me could be so hot. We left that storeroom a mess — shelves knocked over, champagne spilled everywhere, two exhausted men sprawled naked on the floor.

“Love never felt this good,” I sang, uncharacteristically off-key. Damn, how much champagne had I drunk? I should have been more careful. Clearly the sex high I was on didn’t mix well with alcohol, because I was pissed beyond rational thought. “’Cause you dance... and something, something, baby, baby.” The lyrics were completely escaping me. Not that I was sure exactly what song I was singing.

“I’m not walking all the way to the Four Seasons,” Cleo complained. She sounded a lot more sober than I did, but her lurching walk betrayed her.

“I took a taxi here.” The thought made me giggle. Maybe we could hitchhike. I was willing to bet that if either one of us flashed a passing car, we’d get a ride. Actually, we’d probably cause a fatal accident.

“I’m not taking a nasty taxi.” Cleo made a dismissive motion with her hand and nearly punched me in the face. “Why do they always smell like garlic? Why, oh why? I long for the days of a chaise carried on the muscular shoulders of young men, surrounded by fragrant flowers and the scent of sex.”

I snorted, realizing too late that such an unladylike noise would be far beneath my new mentor, my new best friend, my sister. Yes, I loved Cleo like a sister. How had I not realized that before? “Chaise. Like that’s gonna happen. Can you hotwire a car? Irix can hotwire a car. He steals them all the time, only he says it’s borrowing.” I snorted again. I was drunk, really, really drunk. I couldn’t help it. “If it ain’t nailed down, he takes it. Hotwire us a car, and let’s go fuck some rich guys.”

Yeah. The tiny part of my brain that wasn’t drunk let me know I’d need to sober up fast, because no pheromones were going to get me laid when I was this sloppy drunk.

“Who is Irix?” Cleo made kissy-lips and wiggled her eyebrows — and almost fell over a crack in the sidewalk.

“My man. My main squeeze.” I sighed. “He’s the hottest guy I’ve ever met in my whole life, my long life of, like, forever. I love him. I want to just spend the rest of eternity locked in a bedroom with him.”

“Really?” Cleo bounced off a tree trunk and paused to curse at it. It withered under her recriminations. “Gorgeous. Awesome sex. Hot-wires cars. Does he give you tributes? Presents worthy of your divinity?”

I healed the tree once she’d staggered a few more steps down the street. Yeah, I should have been conserving my energy for future encounters with the fire elemental, but I couldn’t let this poor palm take the brunt of her drunken wrath.

I wasn’t a flowers and chocolate girl, but Irix had always taken care of me. “He shares his energy, paid for our vacation. He’s kind of bossy sometimes, telling me what I should and shouldn’t do, but I know he’s looking out for my best interrrr... int-er-ests. Yeah, my best interests.”

“I like the older, confident ones,” Cleo announced, linking her arm in mine. “Conquest isn’t as sweet when the men knuckle under too easily.”

I laughed at the thought of Irix knuckling under to anyone. Yeah, he’d shown me glimpses of vulnerability, told me he loved me, but I knew if I turned bitch on him, he’d kick my ass.

“What the fuck are we doing walking to Four Seasons? Let’s just blip there. You know, snap our fingers and blingy-blingy?”

The suggestion sobered me up. Well, slightly. “I can’t do that. The whole teleportation thingie? Nope. I don’t even think Irix can do it. You’re, like, an angel if you can.”

It didn’t even cross my mind that she’d suggest it. Really? Teleportation? The only demon I knew who could do that was Sam, and she was Satan and an Angel of Chaos. If Cleo could do it, what the fuck was her level? Or was she just bullshitting me or probing to discover my level?

“Fine. Whatever.” Cleo stepped in front of a moving Honda and slammed it to a stop. I watched the driver face-plant into the steering wheel and bounce back against the seat. Then Cleo strode to the driver’s side and yanked him out. “Hike it, motherfucker.”

She tossed the man to the side of the road and slid into the driver’s seat. “Not exactly a chaise on the shoulders of attractive muscular men, but it will do.”

No, a twelve-year-old Honda Accord didn’t equate to a parade procession with four Fabio hotties at the helm, but I’d take it. I slid into the passenger seat, shaking my head to try to clear it of at least the alcohol. The world still buzzed around me in a swirl of confusion as Cleo weaved her way down the streets.

Cleo was a terrible driver. I held my breath as we touched the guardrail then swayed back toward the oncoming traffic on my side of the car. The good news was, the adrenaline-fueled car ride was doing a lot toward sobering me up. “Jesus, Cleo. Watch where the fuck you’re going. Do you even have a driver’s license?”

“No. Why would I need for humans to give me permission to operate their conveyances?”

I guess she had a point. A terrifying thirty minutes later we stood in front of the Sheraton, looking out at the dark shadow of an island.

“Where are the boats?” Cleo demanded.

The illustrious Four Seasons that Cleo had wanted to visit was on Lanai, a privately owned island right off Maui. A ferry ran there, but I had no idea where to catch it, or when it ran. I guess Cleo, living up to the name I’d given her, expected one to show up on shore just for little old us.

“There are some boats.” I pointed to three large catamarans and a speedboat, bobbing at anchor about sixty feet out. “Irix would just swim out and steal one if he wanted to go to Lanai.”

She nodded. “I like this Irix man. Resourceful. Determined. Why is he with you?”

Bitch. Although I was getting the feeling it wasn’t personal. Cleo was a total narcissist, the worst egomaniac I’d ever seen. In her eyes, everyone else was a lowly, useless peon.

I decided to ignore her dig. “So, get to swimming, sister. Go steal a boat if you want to go so badly.”

Cleo eyed the water as it rolled gently in on the glistening sand. “You swim out and get it for me. I hate the water. You know that.”

I rolled my eyes, remembering her reluctance to get her cute shoes wet. Of all the places for an aquaphobic succubus to pick to live, this one chose an island. “No way. I’m not going to the Four Seasons looking like a drowned rat.”

“I command you.”

Oh, for fuck sake. This was going too far. “Besides the fact that I’m not your bitch and am not swimming out there to steal you a boat, I can’t get it to shore. It’s too shallow here. You’d still need to wade out to get in.”

“Then get me a canoe and take me there.”

I crossed my arms over my chest and gave her my best ‘not-happening’ look. “Let’s forget about the Four Seasons and just go to the Hyatt. They’ve got those cute penguins in the lobby.”

Cleo stomped her foot on the ground. “I want to go to the Four Seasons!” she screamed. “Take me to the Four Seasons!”

My drinking buddy had turned into a toddler. Suddenly Cleo was no fun. “Why don’t you stand here and scream curses at the ocean while I go to the Hyatt and see if there’s any action?”

I turned to go, and her hand closed on my arm. Great. More bruises. The ground rumbled, and I shook my head. “You better dial it down a notch, sister. Keep up with the temper tantrum and we’re going to have an angel show up and take your head off.”

She released me, staring with strange intensity. “Angel?”

“Yeah, you know, big androgynous dudes with wings? The things that would kill you if they got wind that you were prowling around the island.”

“But it’s my island.” Her voice rose in pitch again but wavered with indecision. “Mine. It’s mine.”

She was fucking nuts is what she was. And I was getting scared — more scared than I’d ever been when she’d been beating me up. There was something in the orange glow of her eyes that let me know she was more than a tad unstable, and with the appropriate trigger, her explosion of temper wouldn’t be restrained by fear of any angel.

“Tell you what. Let me check the ferry schedule for the Four Seasons, and we’ll hit it up tomorrow. It’s kind of late, and Irix is expecting me back anyway.”

It was eerie how quickly she settled down. Smoothing her hair back with a graceful hand, she smiled. “Yes, of course. Go on back to your Irix, and I will see you soon.”

I turned, holding back from running down the beach as fast as I could to get away from her. Once I felt I was a safe distance and out of view, I let loose, racing with all of my elf speed to our resort. Breathing hard, I walked through the lobby and made a detour as I saw Irix at the poolside bar, chatting up one of the waiters.

He knocked over his drink as he turned to see me, his golden eyes huge. “Now, that’s what I’m talking about. Do you have any idea how gorgeous you are powered up like that?” His gaze swept over me, smoldering as a sexy smile curled his lips. “Damn, I want to take you right up against this bar, with everyone watching.”

The idea did a lot toward restoring my equilibrium. Irix, driving into me from behind while I braced my hands against the oak bar. Ignoring the beer that pooled along the cocktail napkins and menus, I grabbed his shoulders and kissed him, letting the glorious contours of his mouth soothe the uneasiness caused by Cleo’s erratic behavior.

Soothe, but not erase. Irix was far more perceptive than I gave him credit for.

“You okay?” He cupped my face in his hands and eyed me with concern.

I laced my fingers in his, pulling his hands away so I could lean against his arm and rest my head on his shoulder. Should I admit there was another succubus on the island, and that in spite of our weird truce, she scared the fuck out of me?

“Yeah. I had a great afternoon with Kai, but kind of a weird evening.” I hesitated, wanting to tell him to stay out here as long as he liked, but needing him to be with me. Desperately needing him to stay with me.

He tucked a strand of hair behind my ear and leaned down to kiss me. “Let’s go up. You can tell me all about it, and I can drizzle warm coconut oil all over your body and give you a massage.”

Mmm, that sounded incredible.

“Or pour you a hot bath with rose petals floating on top in the candlelight. I’ll be your humble attendant, servicing your every need.”

That sounded even better. “How about both?” I was rather greedy, after all.

“As the goddess commands.” He pulled my head up for another kiss. He’d somehow managed to wedge me between his thighs as he sat on the barstool, and I noted a very promising bulge against my lower stomach.

We walked to our room, Irix’s arm around my waist as he held me tight to his side. Something sent prickles up my spine as we left the bar, and I glanced back. Cleo sat at a small table, partially hidden by the blooming Ixora. Her eyes glowed red with lust — proprietary lust.

 

 


Chapter 16

 

The fire elemental? It’s the servant of an old god. You need to find the magic-user that woke him or her up.”

I sat in the dark, Irix a shadowy lump under the covers. The only reason I’d answered the phone at four in the morning was because I needed answers, and I knew Kristin wouldn’t call this early unless it was important.

“Awesome. Give me his name and address, and I’ll get right on it.”

“Ha, ha. I’m working through my contacts in the magic community, ‘cause it’s not like every Tom, Dick, and Harriet knows how to awaken these things. I’m trying to narrow down a list of likely gods.”

“Wait, what? Slow down.” I dug a hand into my tangled hair. It was too early for this kind of conversation. “Are you saying that not only is there a fire elemental, or servant, or whatever, but an old god? As in Zeus and Poseidon old god?”

“Yes, although it could be from any pantheon. The fact that the god has fire beings as servants narrows it down a wee bit.”

Coffee. I really needed some coffee. And maybe bacon. Cradling the phone against my shoulder, I slipped from the warm bed and padded toward where I knew the coffeemaker to be. “Fire beings? So it’s not just one fire thing that keeps coming back over and over, but different ones? And what the hell is the god doing while all this is going on?”

“It depends.”

Damn it all. Was she a mage or a lawyer?

“Once we narrow down which old god it is, we’ll know its strengths and weaknesses, its personality, and if it’s one we can negotiate with or need to defeat with force.”

The coffee machine gurgled, filling the room with a glorious aroma. Irix stirred under the blankets. Just the scent of caffeinated beverage caused my brain to kick into gear. Finding the mage who woke this old god would take forever, and there was no guarantee he or she was still on the island. But we couldn’t keep playing Whack-a-mole with these fire spirits, wasting our energy against a seemingly endless resource. Taking out the old god seemed the most direct route to resolving the problem, but hello — old god? Young or old, I really didn’t want to face off against anything powerful enough to be called a god. Whether it was the Zeus kind of god or the Aphrodite kind of god.

“But if we find the mage that woke it — this god, I mean — then we don’t have to deal with it? Either negotiate or try to beat the snot out of it?”

Kristin’s moment of silence didn’t do much for my confidence. “Well, if we knew what the mage offered, that would help. And assuming this mage was strong enough to wake up an old god, then he or she would most likely be able to put it back to rest.”

“How do I find this mage, Kristin? And find him before half the island turns into charcoal?”

“I’m working that angle. Let’s get some basics here, in case we’re facing a worst-case scenario and you need to deal directly with the old god. What color was the fire-being?”

I eyed the coffee maker, willing it to hurry.

“It was normal fire-colored color. It resists attempts to put it out with water. It comes and goes abruptly, without any rhyme or reason that I can figure out. It’s taken out a house, a surf shack, and attempted a ranch house, so maybe it is targeting man-made structures?” I hesitated, remembering something I’d almost forgotten to tell her. “There were no fires today. What does that mean? The last fire was the one that targeted Irix and me in the hot tub, but there hasn’t been one since.”

“It means the god knows you’re delivering a smackdown on his servants and is giving you a harshly worded warning. As for the twenty-four-hour reprieve, well, it could be that the god has received his offering and returned to rest, or it’s a minor god and you’ve inconvenienced him enough that he needs to gather power for another attack.”

I liked that last possibility, although the first sounded pretty good too.

“Or it’s busy doing something else and will redouble efforts tomorrow to make up for the delay.”

That I didn’t like. A lot.

“Tell me more about the fire beings you’ve seen. Humanoid shaped or a tower of flame or just an independent grouping of flames?”

“The ones I’ve seen early on start as a wall of flame but become a humanoid shape. The one at the ranch was fluid, always remaining a cohesive unit even though it set everything it touched on fire.”

Kristin made a series of ‘mmm’ noises. “There are other causes we might need to consider as to why an old god is running around. Was there a resurgence of worship where a group of followers woke a dormant god? From my research, it seems old gods reside among us, but without an appropriate amount of worship from humans, they go to sleep.”

That was definitely a question for Kai. Even if she didn’t know of any pagan groups on the islands, she could probably put me in touch with someone who did.

“Another thought — some old gods have triggers that will awaken them — like violation of sacred spaces or an issue concerning their signature element or environment.”

“Super mage with an unknown ulterior motive. Worshipers or desecration. Got it.” Three scenarios, all of them nearly impossible for me to track down.

“I’ll text you a list of old gods in order of probability. Well, in my opinion, anyway. It’s a big list, but really anything beyond the top five is really only a remote possibility.”

“So what would cause a servant to stop? An opposing power? The original offering? I’m trying to figure out why these fire entities abruptly vanish instead of burning the entire island down.”

“It could be the god doesn’t want to destroy the island but is using the fire being as a warning, a way of insisting on receiving his offering and his due. Although, now that you mention it, if the servant came across the offering, gold or gems or whatever, then it probably would collect the offering and return to the god.”

“So the servant would see it as an appeasement.” My head spun, but I had no time. Research would have to come hand in hand with stopping this ‘whatever’ before it caused any more damage, or killed again.

“How do I get rid of a god?” That was the million-dollar question. Kristin had mentioned negotiation and force. Hopefully whatever we were facing would be amenable to negotiation. Sex demons were diplomats. Irix had told me they were used throughout Hel to resolve conflicts between two warring parties. I could do that. Mediation. Yeah. That would be much better than trying to fight a god in hand-to-hand combat.

“I’m thinking their Greater Banishing Ritual of the Pentagram might work.”

“So, do you know any Golden Dawn folks in Maui?” Kristin wasn’t here, and I sure as heck didn’t know how to do a banishing ritual. If the fire being came back tomorrow — today actually — I needed to be prepared. I was still humming with energy, but I’d need that if Irix and I had to ‘negotiate’ with an ancient god.

“None who are willing to intervene. I can send the ritual to you and walk you through it, though. Of course, you’ve only got a short window of time to find and incapacitate the mage, or convince the old god to go back to rest.”

Holy shit, this just went from bad to worse.

“But I don’t know if we’re dealing with a mage or worshipers, or even who the fuck this god is.”

“Yeah, that. I’m working on that one.”

“Thanks, Kristin.” I hung up, feeling even more helpless, more powerless than I had before.

“Bring me a cup and come back to bed.”

My breathing turned ragged at Irix’s sleep-darkened voice. I did as commanded, smiling as I added sugar, cream, and a shot of rum to one mug. There was something so intimate about knowing how your partner took his coffee.

“I heard your side of the conversation. So we’re pretty much just waiting on further information from Kristin?”

I handed him his coffee and slid into bed beside him. Mmm, the sheets were still warm. “I’ll see what Kai knows about historic landmarks or historic places under threat. It’s Maui. I can’t imagine anything would have happened to a sacred space without a million gallons of ink being shed on it. She might also know if there are any growing pagan groups on the island.”

Irix wiggled his eyebrows at me over the rim of his coffee cup.

“What?” I poked him, wide awake at this point and ready for a little morning fun. He sat his mug on the nightstand and rolled over, wrapping an arm around my waist.

“I’m hoping you do more with Kai than quiz her about this stuff.”

“Of course. She’s attempting to teach me to surf. And although those attempts are wasted on a woman of my clearly opposing talents, I need to try my best.” I knew what he meant, but teasing Irix had lovely repercussions.

“You gonna fuck her again?” His voice purred in my ear.

I recoiled in pretend shock. “Language! Besides, what Kai and I do is no such vulgarity. Making love, dear Irix. It’s called making love.”

“Mmm. Tell me all about it and I’ll reenact the entire scene on your body.”

I rolled him over, climbing on top. “I don’t kiss and tell, at least not about Kai. If you beg very nicely, maybe I’ll tell you about the nice gentleman I enjoyed in a storeroom.”

He stretched his arms up, tucking his hands under the back of his head. My eyes roved, admiring the way the muscles stood out on his arms and chest.

“Show and tell? I would beg most sweetly for show and tell.”

I smiled, running a hand down his chest, feeling the dusting of soft, dark hair under my fingers. “Well, you don’t have any clothing for me to remove, so I’ll just fast-forward to the part where I took him in my hand like this.”

Irix’s hips jerked as I grasped him and slid my hand along his length.

“Please tell me there’s a blow job in this story.”

“Later.” I smiled, stroking him. “Then Cleo—”

Shit. Cleo. I remembered my fear over her tantrum last night, the way she’d been eyeing Irix. I’d wanted to handle the succubus myself, but I was in way over my head. Worst timing in the world, but I needed Irix to know about the other demon.

“I’m sensing there isn’t a blow job in my story. At least not this morning.” Irix’s voice was oddly gentle. He reached out and touched my thigh. “Who is Cleo?”

I told him the story, from the first meeting in the tiki bar to the succubus’s creepy behavior last night. By the time I was done, Irix’s fingers were bruising my thigh, a muscle ticking along the edge of his jaw.

“I’ll fucking kill her.”

“Which is why I didn’t tell you about her days ago. You can’t jump in to rescue me every time some demon bitch gets in my face. I need to take care of these things myself.”

His golden eyes narrowed. “Is that so? Then why are you telling me about this Cleo now?”

I opened my mouth then shut it. Because she was scaring me? Because she could easily kill me in a fight? None of those things had changed from day one. But one thing had changed. “She’s... I think she has a thing for you. Last night she kept asking about you, and the way she was looking at you was very proprietary.”

The hands at my thighs relaxed. I felt Irix’s laughter rumble through his chest before he even made a sound. “Oh, Amber. If I had a coin for every time some demon had the hots for me, wanted to have me as theirs and theirs alone, I’d own all of Hel. Being a sex demon sometimes means you have to beat other demons off with a stick.”

“I think she wants to beat you off without a stick.” I scowled. “This isn’t some demon with a boner; she’s crazy. She thinks she owns the island and every man on it, and I’m guessing she’s now including you as one of the beings she’s laying claim to.”

“Demons are crazy. I’m crazy. And you’re half crazy.” His caresses became seductive. “Did this Cleo appear when you and Kai were making love?”

“No.” Thank the heavens. In spite of Kai’s indignation, I doubted the pair of us could have done more than put a scratch on Cleo.

He picked up one of my hands and put it back between his thighs. “Then you and Kai have a lovely morning and afternoon together. We’ll go out for an early dinner then hunt together. If this Cleo shows up, I’ll let her know how I feel about demons who assault my half-elf love slave.”

Relief flooded me. As scary as Cleo was, an angry Irix was downright terrifying. “Your love slave thanks you.”

He rocked his hips, pushing himself firmly into my palm. “Then get to work thanking me. And don’t forget the blow job.”

I bit back a smile. “Yes, sir.”

 

 


Chapter 17

 

I awoke, Irix’s arms and legs a tangled mess over my body, which would have been nice had I not been trying to grab my chirping phone.

“Kristin?” He muttered sleepily as I looked at the text, one of his thighs still draped across my leg as if it were unwilling to let me go.

“No. Kai.” I looked at the time and swore, fighting to get out from under Irix’s leg. We’d slept late, and I needed to get going.

Irix released me, and I nearly fell from the bed. “Ah, yes. Time to surf and make love.”

I shot him a grin and hastily threw on my bathing suit. Kai had told me to meet her out front of the lobby. Which had my hopes soaring that we’d be ditching the surfing action and just making love.

Those hopes were dashed the moment I saw her jeep with two surfboards strapped on top of the roll cage bars. Kai was at the wheel looking at me, an uncertain smile on her face. Instead of the usual long braid, her hair was pulled into a loose, messy bun at the nape of her neck. Several locks had escaped the elastic and framed her face.

“Here. I brought coffee.” Her smile was shy as she extended the steaming go-cup. I could see her worry, her fear I’d discount yesterday as a mistake and deliver the just-friends speech. Instead, I hopped in and ignored the coffee to grab the back of her head and pull her forward. Our lips crashed together, and in spite of the awkward confines of the jeep interior, I did a good job of conveying just how happy I was to see her.

I shouldn’t have wanted her again. Normally I had sex then had no interest in ever seeing my partner again. I’d take what I needed, tie them to me — there was just no need to go through it again. I still wanted Kai. I felt the heat of her body, the curl of sexual energy spiraling my way as I kissed her. Even if I had drained her of everything she had, tied her to me like a slave, I would still want her. Oddly, an action that had always been nothing but a chore had become something else with her. Kai fed far more than my succubus needs.

She made a happy murmur as I broke our kiss, keeping our lips only a few inches apart, just in case she wanted to continue.

“Is this your new way of getting out of surfing lessons?” she breathed, her eyes on my mouth.

“I’m hoping to distract you.” I kissed her again, sliding my hand down the back of her head to curl my fingers in the thick hair coiled at her neck.

This time when I broke our kiss, I felt the hard plastic of a coffee travel-mug wedged between us.

“Later,” she purred. “Surfing lessons first.”

She shoved the coffee into my hands and started the Jeep while I slumped in my seat trying to pout. It was no use. There might be a fire servant and some god-of-unknown-origin in my near future, but it was a beautiful morning in paradise. I was here with the demon I loved, and I’d made a new friend – a sexy, amazing new friend. Surfing was a small price to pay.

The morning air was cool against my skin as we ate up the miles in the Jeep, taking the circuitous route I’d become so familiar with toward the east side of the island. As we rounded the mountains and made our way past the fields of sugarcane, traffic picked up. It seemed morning rush hour on Maui was a bit later than the mainland. Remembering what Kai had said about tourism and agriculture being the major industries, I’d assumed everyone was at work before sunup, but there seemed to be enough corporate and retail types to fill the roads at eight.

We parked in an area alongside a tour bus, and I raised my eyebrows. I’d gotten used to falling off the surfboard in front of the resort guests. Showing my ineptitude to a busload of tourists was going to be a lesson in humility.

“Don’t worry.” Kai hopped out and began untying the boards. “They’re here to see the sunrise. They’ll be gone before we hit the water.”

Sure enough, lines of blanket-laden, sleep-deprived people were walking up the narrow staircase as we headed down. They huffed up the stairs two, sometimes three, abreast, causing me to accidently bang them aside with the surfboard under my arm. Accidently. Yeah. That demon half was going to really get me in trouble one of these days.

I was so busy trying to knock tourists down the stairs that I didn’t notice the beach until my foot hovered over the last step.

I took a deep breath and let it out in a whoosh of disbelief. “You’re joking.” The beach looked like the resort ones — red-gold sand, sun nearly blinding on the ocean surface. That’s where the resemblance ended. Where the resort waters were sheltered with gentle swells, this side of the island had the full force of the Pacific hammering its shores. Waves arched tall then curled over in a waterfall of white and blue. As a surfer caught a wave, I realized with a heavy feeling in my gut exactly how tall these waves were. No, they weren’t thirty feet or anything, but any wave tall enough to create a tunnel for a surfer to shoot through, even bent over, was too big for me.

“Go big or go home.” Kai commented. “Out of the baby pool, girl. I’m tossing you into the deep end.”

Deep end my ass. “You want to kill me, don’t you? Why don’t you just knife me, or fill my coffee cup with cyanide? I’d enjoy that sort of death a whole lot more.”

I found myself talking to Kai’s retreating form. As pleasant as it was to watch her backside as she jogged into the water, I knew she’d eventually come back to haul me in with her. Better to get this over with.

We swam out, and I bobbed, pushing my board through the waves as we watched a couple of other surfers.

“See how they gather speed then cutback? It’s rhythm that keeps them staying in the sweet-spot. Think of it as playing with the water. Dancing, with the water as your partner.”

I completely understood what she was saying, but whenever I got on top of the board, it was less like a dance and more like a Three Stooges routine.

“Get ready.”

I got ready.

“Go!”

Kai had timed her command to account for not only my delayed reaction, but my initial hesitancy in reacting at all. Feeling the water building behind me, I paddled then jumped to a squat and waved my arms around frantically as I tried to dance with the wave. There was no elegant drop, no bottom turns or cutbacks, no carving. I stood. I rode. I jumped off. At least I didn’t fall off.

Kai cheered when I paddled back out to meet her in the lineup. “You’re a regular Namaka!”

“Who?” My mind raced. Wasn’t that the Hawaiian goddess of two left feet?

“Na-maka-o-Kaha’i. The goddess of the seas.”

“Really?” Goddess of the seas sounded pretty good.

Kai’s face wrinkled. “Uh, no. But you’ve made a lot of improvement.”

Okay, so not quite ready for divinity yet.

“You’re still too close to the whitewash. Now you’ve proved you can make it to shore without flying off, try to stay on the face. Surf down the line, not toward the shore. Angle your board across the wave when you take off.”

I waited my turn, nervousness rising as I watched the others surf. This was ridiculous. I was a half-elf, still buzzing full of energy and power. Dancing with the wave? Clearly the waves and I didn’t agree on the steps. Maybe I needed to let the water lead? Mamba, salsa, whatever — just let the water guide me.

“Go, go!”

Shit. I paddled and sprang to my feet. Closed my eyes. Danced.

The water came alive under my board, cradling it with gentle hands. For the first time, I stopped reacting and felt the subtle motions. It was less about balance and more about giving way to the forces moving me along. After the initial drop, I felt the change in the water as it began its roll toward the shore. Shifting my weight, I felt the board turn, catching additional speed as it glided along the face of the wave. We waltzed for a bit, and then I felt my partner begin to leave. Instead of my usual mad, abandon-ship method of ending the ride, I opened my eyes and knelt, turning to kick out over the top and paddle back to Kai.

There was no cheering this time, just my friend’s rather shocked face.

“That was fun. Next time, I might actually try keeping my eyes open.”

***

I panted on the shore, feeling the sun drying the water from my skin. It had been a great morning. The best I’d had since the first day I’d picked up a board. A girl could get used to this surfing thing — even a land lover like me.

Kai rode one more wave in, striding from the surf with her board tucked easily under her arm. She looked like a Sports Illustrated swimsuit cover, or a goddess rising from the ocean. Kai was the embodiment of Namaka, where I was She-Who-Grows-Plants. Yeah, there totally had to be a goddess named that in some pantheon. I’d need to ask Kristin.

The thought of Kristin sent a sober chill through me. “I hate to ruin our morning, but can we talk about the supernatural fire situation? I could really use your local knowledge.”

Kai had dropped her board to the side and sprawled across the sand. It clung to her wet skin like glittering gold.

“I checked with my brother, and there haven’t been any more fires since the hot tub one at the resort. I was hoping that was all over.”

“Me too.” I went on to tell her of my early-morning conversation with Kristin.

“Well, Maui has a truly diverse ethnic and religious population,” Kai mused. “I haven’t heard of any one gaining unusual traction.”

I figured as much. “How about the sacred-space theory? Do you think a local god or goddess got pissed off at someone digging up their tree or smashing up the side of a mountain for a highway?”

“Have you noticed how long it takes us to get from one side of the island to the other?” Kai laughed. “We’re an island full of hippies and environmentalists. Anyone who digs up a tree would have a lynch mob on their hands.”

“But the sugarcane? And the aqueduct system? There are some human enterprises that don’t exactly compliment the natural rhythms of the island.”

“Our ancestors underestimated the binding nature of legal contracts.” Kai ran her fingers over the jagged red surface of a rock. “But in time, all wounds are healed. It may take a decade, a century, or thousands of years. Nature is on a timeline beyond our scope, and we’re arrogant fools if we think our damage does anything but hasten our own end.”

“Nature, or old gods?” I mused.

“Like Namaka, Pele, Lono, and Kanaloa?” She smiled. “Pele created these islands. Driven from her family home, she could find no sanctuary, so created her own by bringing volcanoes up from the ocean.”

I wasn’t surprised she was exiled, from the stories I’d heard of her. The only thing that surprised me about this Pele woman was that any of the natives had stayed, with her stealing all the hot men and turning the reluctant ones into trees.

“The volcanic rock is her flesh. Pele is the island — all of them, actually.”

I snorted, thinking she’d need to fight Cleo for it. As long as Irix didn’t get to the succubus first. “Pele sounds like the sort that would be pissed off if someone built a road through her flesh. Doesn’t she curse tourists who smuggle lava rocks out in their suitcases?”

Kai laughed. “That’s a fabricated legend to keep tourists from hauling every rock and stick back to the mainland. Yeah, we love our bad-girl Pele stories, but our gods and goddess are the soul of the islands, not some being to wake up and smack down the humans, or burn a farmers’ market.”

I stared out at the waves. “I think it sounds pretty far-fetched too, but given you’re teaching a half-elf/half-demon how to surf, and that a fire monster has been relentlessly igniting the island, I think we need to consider it.”

A hand took mine. Kai’s thumb traced a line down to my wrist. “We haven’t had a fire for nearly two days. I’m going to hope that whatever weird stuff caused that thing to burn my surf shack, Mr. Lee’s house, a farmers’ market, and a rancher’s field is over.”

I gripped her hand. “I hope you’re right.”

She pulled free and sprang to her feet. “Good. Now get back out there. I’ve got two more days to make a kick-ass surfer out of you.”

 

 


Chapter 18

 

I skipped into the resort feeling on top of the world. I wasn’t at the pro-surfer level, but I had managed to improve to the point where I didn’t feel like I had ‘newbie’ stamped across my forehead. Kai and I had an amazing lunch together then returned to the beach for more surfing and other, more intimate, activities. For someone who’d always hated the idea of sex on the beach, I was loving it. Seems that Kai had changed my mind about a lot of things.

It was going on two days since the last fire. That, along with the amazing day I’d had, were doing a lot to give me an optimistic view of the whole mage-god-fire problem. Maybe Kai was right and it was all over. We hadn’t gotten to the bottom of the mystery, but that was okay in my book. I could move on. I’d be happy to put it all behind me and just enjoy the rest of my vacation. Yep. Positive thinking, and nothing but an incredible dinner with Irix ahead of me.

And then a figure in the lobby burst my happiness bubble. I stopped abruptly, scanning for some place to hide. What the hell did she want? She’d only appeared when I was picking up men before, and I’d hoped not to encounter her again without Irix by my side.

Irix. Horrible jealousy roared through me. I knew he loved me, but we weren’t exclusive. Cleo was gorgeous and far more powerful than me. If he decided to have sex with her, there wasn’t much I could do about it. He was a demon — a sex demon. This is what they did, and I’d just need to learn to live with it.

Fuck that.

I strode right up to the succubus and got in her face. Her smug look gave way to one of confused wariness before she composed her expression.

“I’ll do men in a storeroom with you. I’ll drink, carjack Hondas, and party with you, but I’ll be damned if I share my man with you.” I snarled, practically close enough to bite her. “If I catch you within a hundred feet of Irix, I’ll fuck you up. Got it?”

She raised both an eyebrow and a shoulder. “Don’t you think the man in question has any say as to who he associates with? Maybe we should let Irix choose?”

A wave of shame came over me. I didn’t want him to know I was an insane, jealous woman. Once again, I’d look like a toddler in a tantrum and not an adult half-demon. Still, I had to draw the line somewhere or I’d go insane. And I was drawing the line with Cleo.

“He doesn’t get to choose. I let you take that businessman from me. I let you choose which guy you wanted last night. You don’t get Irix.”

She sniffed and shouldered past me. “Whatever.”

Oh, them’s fighting words. I reached out with all my elf-speed and grabbed her arm. Tight. I’m not physically strong, but it was enough to stop her. “Don’t you fucking ‘whatever’ me, bitch. You so much look at Irix and you won’t need a ferry to the Four Seasons. I’ll drag you there through the water by your hair, all sixteen-and-a-half miles.”

She blanched at ‘forced swim’ then glared at me. The lobby floor rumbled. I narrowed my eyes and reached out with my energy. Plants crept across the shaking tiles toward us. We struggled in our silent contest of wills, bits of plaster flaking from the walls as the shaking increased. Vines twined their way up Cleo’s legs. It seemed we were at an impasse, but then I remembered her absolute dread of water. It wasn’t my element, but all the surfing I’d done today had given me awareness of the liquid around me.

The five-gallon, decorative glass decanter gave way with a sharp crack, spilling water and lemon slices across the floor. Cleo squealed, jumping back to avoid the liquid that coated the floor, breaking her concentration. The earthquake stopped, and the succubus tore the vines from her legs, her cheeks red.

“You’ll pay for that,” she shot back over her shoulder as she stomped from the lobby.

I had the sick feeling that whatever Cleo’s payback, it wouldn’t be plastic pineapples in a locker.

***

I thought I was calm by the time Irix walked through the door, but I wasn’t. He kissed me, and I couldn’t help checking him out, looking for the demonic equivalent of lipstick on the collar.

“What’s wrong?” His brow furrowed. “Didn’t you have a good time with Kai? Did Kristin get back to you? Has the fire servant struck again?”

“No, everything’s fine. I just... . Who did you have sex with today?”

“Mmm, story time.” He pulled me close, hands slipping under the edge of my T-shirt. “Which do you want to hear: zipline naughtiness, cocktails on the catamaran, or afternoon delight?”

Wow, he sure got around. Three, and it wasn’t even dinnertime yet. His hands reached to unsnap my bra, but I pulled away. “I mean demons. Have you had sex with Cleo — today or any time at all?”

His frown cleared, and his eyes danced with amused comprehension. “I have not had sex with any non-human beyond you since I got on this island. I can’t speak on whether or not I’ve ever slept with Cleo. Once I can identify her, I’ll be able to tell you if we’ve ever shared carnal relations.”

I took a calming breath, feeling like a total fool. “Sorry. She cornered me in the lobby. That woman really knows how to get to me.”

“That’s what demons do, sweetheart.” He pulled me into his arms again. “They scent out your weaknesses and prey on them.”

I guess I sort of did that too, although at least I was giving pleasure and not throwing someone into a jealous panic attack. Well, the girlfriends of my partners maybe, but not the partners themselves.

Irix pulled my hair aside and kissed my neck, alternating feather-light brushes of his lips with sharp nips of his teeth. I shivered.

“I know your weaknesses,” he murmured. “And after dinner, I promise to prey on every one of them.”

My legs felt weak. “Let’s hurry up and have dinner, then, because I’m ready to be preyed on right now.”

***

Irix waited patiently, sipping guava juice and vodka while I read Kristin’s text.

Brigid, Hestia, Vulcan, Pele, Kojin (a Japanese god of fire). There are another fifty old gods affiliated with fire, but they aren’t regional to the area, so wouldn’t be likely to wake due to a desecration. They are also not commonly known, so I doubt a group of any worshipers is large enough to wake them. These are my top five. I’ll get back to you on the produce affinity. 

“Three goddesses and two gods,” I told him, pocketing my cell phone and walking through the door.

We were dressed to the max, Irix in a gorgeous suit and me in a hand-embroidered, full-length halter dress that shimmered with gold thread. A dinner out, Irix’s way of reducing stress without us being naked and horizontal, although, that was probably on our agenda later. I shivered with anticipation.

“Sea bass? Prime Rib? Tuna?” Irix tucked my hand into the crook of his arm.

“Anything but burgers. No fast food tonight.”

“Hopefully no fast food for a long time.”

I sighed. “Well, I might need to gorge myself on everything available, fast food as well as sea bass. An old god – I don’t even want to think about it.”

“When you don’t want to think about it, it’s time to do just that.” Irix helped me into the car – a huge BMW sedan this time – and walked around to slide into the driver’s seat. “So, five gods and goddesses. What do you know about each of them?”

“Brigid is a Celtic goddess, and like Vulcan, she rules the fire of the forge. She also has a lot in common with Hestia – hearth, healing, some aspects of childbirth. Wiccans invoke her a lot for the ‘fire’ of inspiration, passion, and creation. Same with Hestia, who is also invoked for peace and sanctity of the home. If we’re looking at a group of worshippers, I think Brigid or Hestia are the most likely.”

“And Vulcan?”

I shrugged. “The Roman god of volcanoes, the forge, and the more destructive aspects of fire. I can see him being a main suspect given the damage – that doesn’t seem like Hestia or Brigid as far as how the Wiccans perceive them. If it’s Vulcan, then I’m thinking we might be looking at an old-god summoning by a super-mage. Not many outside of metalworkers would want to worship him, and I can’t imagine there being enough metalworkers in Hawaii to awaken him.”

“That leaves Pele and Kojin.”

“Pele is pretty much the local Hawaiian Vulcan as far as I’ve read in the tourist brochures. Since she’s a volcano goddess, and the islands are volcanic rock, I’d probably make her my number one choice out of the five. Even if the native Hawaiians don’t worship her per-se, there are probably enough hippie and surfer types who would throw enough energy her way to wake her. I don’t know anything about Kojin, but there’s a significant Japanese population here.”

Pele. My mind screeched to a halt then replayed the legends I’d heard. Pele, the temperamental, jealous volcano goddess, the one who created the islands. Pele who threw a fit when she didn’t get a man she wanted. Pele who thought the world revolved around her.

Holy shit. I’d been such an idiot. How could I have not seen this?

Irix pulled into a parking space. “So, in order of likelihood, Pele, Kojin, Vulcan, Brigid, Hestia?”

“Pele.” I could barely get the name out.

“Yeah. I mean, she’s in the local pantheon, and she does have the whole volcano-fire thing going. She’s our top suspect.”

“Cleo,” I gurgled, my mind racing. “She’s not a succubus; she’s a goddess. She’s Pele.”

Kristin was right; the last attack had been personal – maybe more than personal. But why hadn’t Pele killed me last night when she’d had ample opportunity? If the goddess hated me enough to attempt to boil me alive in a hot tub, why share drinks with me, participate in tandem sex in a storeroom, then drunkenly plan a party at Four Seasons? It was like some kind of twisted frenemies thing.

Oh my God. Tandem sex. I’d boinked a guy next to a goddess doing the same thing. Ewww.

Irix shot me a quick glance, similar to what someone might give a mental patient. “You said she was a succubus. There’s a big difference between demon and goddess. Not that I’ve ever personally met a goddess. I’m just assuming they’d be more like a souped-up angel than a succubus.”

I was feeling light-headed. “I’ve only met two demons – you and Sam, and she’s an imp. Cleo didn’t come across as any more powerful than you, and she had this whole sex-vibe going on. She stole my prey, forbade me from hunting on her island. I just assumed she was a crazy-ass greedy succubus.”

Irix let out a deep breath and rubbed his hands along the steering wheel. “Are you sure? Because if this succubus is really a goddess, then that’s a bit of a game changer.”

“You think?” The sarcastic words flew out of my mouth, and I grimaced. “Sorry.”

He shook his head. “This might rule out negotiation. And until I get close enough to her to gauge her power, I’m not going to suggest an offensive strategy.”

“So we’re back to finding the mage and hoping he knows how to send Pele back to sleep, or at least appease her with whatever he’d initially offered.”

Like we’d ever find the damned mage. He could be anyone. Heck, he could be gone by now, off to New Jersey or something. No, we were going to have to deal with Pele directly, and my stomach rolled just thinking about it. Maybe she wasn’t as strong as I thought she was. If Irix could get close enough to check her power level, then we’d have a better idea, but I didn’t exactly want Irix that close to her. I didn’t want Irix within five miles of her.

Suddenly I remembered what went down in the lobby and really did feel like I was about to puke. “I threatened her. Just today, I ran into her in the lobby and had a jealous moment.”

Jealous moment. Understatement of the century.

Irix’s mouth tightened. “Threatened her how?”

“I told her if she got anywhere near you, I was going to kick her ass. She really gets under my skin, and I had a weak moment.”

“Well, that’s not too bad.” Irix’s expression was thoughtful. “As threats go, that was pretty minor.”

I squirmed. “Then there was a weird Mexican standoff where she started an earthquake and I tried to tie her up in vining plants. She backed off when I broke a water container and flooded the floor. Cleo, I mean Pele, evidently doesn’t like to get wet.” Which made sense for a goddess of volcanoes and fire.

“And?”

I closed my eyes. “She stomped out saying she was going to make me regret it.”

After a moment of silence, Irix put the BMW into park and pulled the key from the ignition. “Guess we should go eat then.”

“Wouldn’t it be wiser for us to run and hide? Take the next plane off the island?” My stomach rumbled, but I was more concerned about a vengeful goddess incinerating us while we were eating steamed shrimp than my need for food.

“Yes, but we wouldn’t make it to the terminal before you remembered you have to save every human, plant, and mineral on the island and made me turn around. I figured I might as well save us the drive. And I’m hungry.”

“I’m scared.” I was, and Irix’s casual acceptance of the situation wasn’t helping.

He reached over and pulled me across into his arms. “I may have never faced a divine being before, but I’ve been in far worst situations than this with demons in Hel. There’s a reason she’s toying with you. Whatever it is, it’s something we can work to our advantage.”

I realized Irix was right. Why hadn’t Cleo killed me in the lobby when I’d nearly gotten her shoes wet? Why hadn’t she killed me the other times I’d defied her? Thinking back, the hot-tub incident was really more of a warning, otherwise the pair of us would have been dead. Why wasn’t I dead?

“Okay.” I gave Irix a tight hug then pulled back and straightened my back. “I’m still scared, but I’m seeing a glimmer of hope in the situation.”

“That’s my elf-girl.” He smiled and tugged a lock of my hair. “There’s a way out of this, and we’re going to figure it out. Just not on an empty stomach.”

We got out of the car and walked hand in hand into a hibachi restaurant. Hibachi. Restaurant.

“This is not a good idea,” I hissed, wincing as flames jumped on the table grill to my left. Everyone oohed as the chef flipped shrimp across the flames from spatula to spatula. “Can’t we go somewhere without fire, like a raw-foods place?”

“They serve sushi here.” Irix’s voice teased, but the muscles in his arm were just as tense as mine. “Amber, there is fire everywhere – people lighting cigarettes, candles, barbecue grills. If she’s going to attack, it’s going to happen no matter where we are. At least here we’ll be on guard and surrounded by readily available fire extinguishers.”

We sat at a huge square table with two other couples and a family of four. The kids were practically bouncing off their seats in excitement, sword fighting with their chopsticks and drinking red fizzy drinks sporting jaunty umbrella decorations. Panic crept in again.

“Irix, there are kids here,” I hissed. “Kids.”

He gave me a stern look. “There hasn’t been a fire in two whole days, and the only time it was targeted at us, there were no bystanders. She may be possessive and temperamental, but she doesn’t seem to do mass murder.”

In the crowded farmers’ market, there hadn’t been any casualties, but that rancher’s kid had come very close to being crushed by a burning tree, and if I hadn’t helped, he might have died from smoke inhalation. Maybe Pele wasn’t targeting humans, but an accident was bound to happen eventually.

Still, from her past actions, it didn’t seem likely the goddess would send her fire servant into a crowded restaurant. No, a more likely scenario would be our car exploding, or me spontaneously combusting in the parking lot.

Irix squeezed my hand. “Trust me. I’ve seen enough warmonger demons in my days. Plague demons too. She didn’t strike you down in the lobby when you argued, and she hasn’t gone on a killing rampage. If she’d wanted to kill you, she would have done it already.”

“Okay. You’re right. I’m overreacting again.”

“Yes, you are.” Irix plopped a bottle of sake in front of me.

“I can’t drink that. What if something happens? I need to be completely sober.”

“No, you don’t. You’re wound so tight that I don’t trust you not to blow the whole place up. I’d prefer you drunk. Besides,” —his voice turned teasing— “Pele wants me. No way she’d risk burning me to bits. Sex with a burnt-to-charcoal demon wouldn’t be fun.”

“She’s already cooked you twice. Maybe she does want you charred and crispy.”

“Then she’s pretty darned kinky.” Irix nudged the sake. “Drink. Eat. Relax. We’ll strategize later on a full stomach.”

I poured the sake into the little cup and was amazed at how steady my hands were as I took a drink. The cool, smooth liquid hit my empty stomach and shot through my veins. Our chef appeared with a bow and a brief knife-and-spatula juggling routine. He drew a smiley face with a squirt bottle of oil then set it alight. I jumped, thinking this chef had a lot in common with my nemesis. Pyros, both of them, although I doubted Cleo ever did the smiley-face thing.

It was okay. Nothing happened beyond some sizzling beef and pork on the grill. I took a huge breath, held it, then let it out, trying to purge all the stress from my body with the exhale.

“So, tell me about the surfing lessons.”

Irix, trying to take my mind off the mini bonfires around us. I smiled, grateful for his calm. “I suck, although today I seemed to suck a whole lot less than I did when I got here. Maybe by the end of our vacation, I’ll be doing aerials.” I laughed. “Or not. I really do suck.”

“I can’t believe that. You’re a speedy, tree-climbing, agile-as-a-monkey half-elf. Surfing should be as easy as walking.”

“Unfortunately not. But what I lack in skill, I make up for in my knowledge of surfing terms and etiquette.”

I told him all about the heinous sin of dropping in, the rules of right-of-way in the lineup, what a duck-dive was, and when to kick out. All the while, I steadily drank sake, not even blinking as another bottle appeared before me. It was working. I was relaxed, but Irix better be alert and on his game, because it would suck if I had to grow a forest of bamboo in a hibachi restaurant while drunk.

 

Knives flipped in a whirl as our chef sliced and diced, moving meat and vegetables around on the grill. The kids cheered, and with a quick smile their way, he piled the rings of onions into a little mountain. My breath locked in my throat as I realized what he was going to do. With a flick of his wrist, he’d poured oil into the center of the stack of onions. Flames erupted from the middle, shooting up.

“Pele came back to Maui,” he told the kids. “This her volcano.”

The kids clapped. I guzzled sake. The little onion volcano sputtered, the flames dying into a puff of smoke, and I relaxed. It was okay. Nothing beyond sautéed onions. A spark leapt from the column of smoke. I shrieked, tossing my water onto the onions. Water beaded, sizzling and dancing across the hot surface. The chef froze, knives in each hand. Everyone stared.

“Sorry. Muscle spasm.” I put the glass down and gulped the rest of my sake. Crap, I needed to stop freaking out. Nothing had happened in two days, and whatever revenge Cleo had for me, it would probably be a whole lot more personal and painful than burned onions.

“Bathroom,” I whispered to Irix, scooting my chair back. What I really needed was fresh air, but a splash of cold water on my face would have to do. Just a few moments to get a grip on myself, then I’d shovel down grilled shrimp and vegetables with the rest of the patrons.

“You okay?” Irix motioned to my empty water glass with concern.

I smiled. “Yeah. I’m fine. Get me another sake though, would you?”

There was nothing untoward as I made my way to the restrooms. I paused by the door, walked in, then scrutinized myself in the mirror. I looked like crap. My bruises were healing under concealer and foundation, but there was a panicked look in my eyes and tense lines around my mouth. Steadying my heartbeat with a few deep breaths, I turned on the water and splashed my face. Better. No more panicking. I might be young. I might be only half demon, but I had skills. And so had Irix. And if the worst happened, I had a whole lot more than a glass of water in my arsenal.

Finally calm, I used the facilities and washed my hands. The door opened, and the click of high heels echoed through the room barely a second before a seductive curl of power touched me. No, she wasn’t going to take me out by turning a crowded restaurant into an inferno, she was going to kill me in the women’s room. Why not? It wasn’t like our contentious relationship hadn’t been one huge stereotypical catfight since the beginning.

After my freak-out over the onions, I was surprisingly calm. Cleo leaned against a stall door after giving it a quick inspection and watched me dry my hands. She didn’t seem particularly angry – more determined. And wary.

“Your Irix is the most intriguing man on the island. He’s certainly the best looking man on the island.”

Okay, talking as opposed to blowing me into a million chunks or setting me on fire. Talking was good, even if the topic was my boyfriend.

“That’s because Irix is an incubus.” I paused at her confused expression. “A sex demon.”

Her eyes widened. “I was mistaken. He’s the most intriguing man on the planet. Beautiful and skilled in sexual intercourse? I must have him.”

The talking was taking a dangerous turn. I’d try to keep a rein on my temper, but I wasn’t about to hand over Irix like a breakfast sandwich. “And what if he’s not interested?”

She waved a hand. “Nonsense. He’ll fall in love the moment he sees me. I have the looks and the passion to match his. We’re meant for each other.”

“And if he says ‘no’, is he going to join the collection in your arboretum? A pine, or an oak tree, perhaps?”

Suicidal, I know, but I’d rather go out with a bang than a whimper.

Cleo had the grace to look embarrassed. “That was a phase I was going through. Now when I lose my temper, I just set things on fire. Not that it matters. He won’t say ‘no’. They never do – at least not for long.”

We were clearly at an impasse as far as Irix was concerned, but at least we were still talking. Tension thickened the air, but neither of us had lost our temper – so far. This fascination with Irix was a new thing. I needed to discover more about her, her motives, the mage who’d awakened her, and what he’d offered.

“So why are you here?” I waved my hand around. “Why show up and start burning up the island after resting for so long?”

She shifted her weight, eyes not meeting mine. “Fire is what I do. Earthquakes, volcanoes, fire. These have always been my islands. I made them, and all who dwell here – including the humans – are mine.”

“Why now? What do you want, besides Irix?”

“The same thing you want – to live, to have the respect and fear of those I rule.”

I got the whole ‘live’ thing, especially knowing there was a price on my head. I even got the respect thing. But fear? Cleo wanted control, and everyone I knew that wanted control had a deeper reason. Insecurity, fear, a need for predictability and order made humans crave control. I assumed goddesses weren’t that much different.

“The moment I stepped foot on the island, I heard stories of Pele. Heck, even the hibachi chef is making mini onion volcanoes in your name. Every year tourists mail back lava rocks because they are afraid of Pele’s curse. Half the plants on the island have some legend tied to you. You can’t get much more fear and respect than that.”

She shrugged a shoulder. Her whole posture screamed nonchalance, but there was a pleased smile hovering around her lips.

“Why now? Why come here now, and why burn the possessions of people who clearly revere you?”

The smile turned into a tight frown, and the air crackled. “Not your business, sister. All you need to know is that I’m awake and I’m taking your man.”

Irix. Shit, I’d been holed up in this bathroom for far longer than expected. If I didn’t get out of here soon, he’d be liable to come looking for me. And I really didn’t want him near Cleo.

“We’ll table that one for later discussion.” I pushed away from the sink and headed to the door only to find the doorknob smoking and red-hot.

“Do not walk away from me when I am speaking with you. It’s rude.”

That was dangerously close to something my mother would say – and Cleo wasn’t my mother. I couldn’t leave without severely burning my hand. Heck, I wasn’t sure I could leave even with burning my hand. The sensible thing to do would be to apologize and make nice with Cleo. It’s what my elven half would have done. Unfortunately, my demon half seemed to be calling the shots lately.

“What’s rude is accosting me in a bathroom, threatening to steal my boyfriend, then refusing to let me return to my dinner.”

More than the doorknob began to smoke, light-gray tendrils wafting up from the baseboards and trim. “What’s rude is your insolence and lack of respect while you are visiting my islands.”

She had a point, although up until tonight, I hadn’t known they were her islands. And as far as I knew, being a guest didn’t involve turning over one’s boyfriend to the hostess. I doubted that was in even the strictest of etiquette books. I opened my mouth to try to diffuse the situation, but my words were drowned out by a high-pitched shriek.

Both Cleo and I blinked. Then the sprinklers kicked in, dousing the pair of us with water.

It was cold. I caught my breath, instinctively raising my arms to cover my head. Cleo screamed loud enough to be heard over the fire alarm and flailed about like an electrocuted banshee. Words in what I could only assume were Hawaiian poured out of her, fast, loud, and angry. I knew she had an intense dislike of water, but from the way she was acting, I expected her to start melting like the wicked witch.

Instead she turned to me, still beautiful, even with drenched hair and clothing. She shook – either with fury or cold, I didn’t know — and said something I decided must be a string of curse words.

I might not understand what she was saying, but the message came through loud and clear.

“This wasn’t my fault. You set it off with your melted doorknob and smoke show. I can’t even turn it off. I think the fire department has to do that.”

“You.” The words were hissed, but somehow I still heard them over the deafening alarm and loud spray of the sprinklers. “You once again show your disrespect for me. Just as you always have. I may be your little sister, but I am also a powerful goddess who will not stand for such behavior. You attack me in my own home, on my islands? This is war.”

Holy shit. We’d been fine, just talking, and I’d thought maybe, Irix issue aside, we might be on the path to peaceful negotiations. And now it was all over thanks to fire code requirements.

“I didn’t do it! I promise, Cleo, err, Pele. I didn’t do this.”

Just then a sprinkler head snapped, and a gush of water dumped down right on top of the goddess’s head. Oh for fuck sake. Could I have any worse luck?

Yes, yes I could. Pele screamed, fire erupting from her. I ducked under the sinks, rolling across the wet floor. We were locked in a bathroom. There were only so many places for me to run and hide, and if this fire was anything like the fire servants who had been setting Maui ablaze, all the water in the toilets wouldn’t help me.

I huddled under a towel dispenser, readying my energy as the fire rolled along the wall where I’d just stood. I prepared to fight – and to die – but Pele must have decided that vengeance could wait for a drier opportunity. With a wave of her hand, the fire coalesced into a humanoid shape and slid to the door, burning right through it.

Cleo ran, and I saw what was on the other side of the door. Panic. Patrons running and slipping on the wet floor as the staff tried to hustle them out. Hibachi grills steamed, and damp clouds of gray filled the air, hindering the evacuation. The servant had burst through the door like a fireball then split into several beings, each intent on consuming the restaurant as quickly as possible.

I stood, completely soaked and barely able to see from the heavy downpour of the sprinklers and the fog of steam. The sinks were white blobs in a dark, shapeless countertop. I grabbed an edge, envisioning the bathroom layout in my mind as I felt my way along the counter.

The doorway was hot, crumbling into charcoal under my hand. Once into the main room of the restaurant, I hesitated. Which way was out? I could see glowing red lights, but the steam and smoke made them indistinct blurs. Were they exit signs or the decorative neon lining the room? Taking a chance, I headed toward one, banging my hands and legs on chairs and table corners as I made my way forward.

A hand grabbed my arm, and I nearly had a heart attack.

“Amber! Damn it; where have you been? The whole place is on fire.”

Duh. And what did he mean ‘where had I been’? I’d told him I was going to the bathroom and never returned. But now wasn’t the time to get into an argument.

“Can you see? I’m disoriented from the smoke and can’t find the exit.”

He picked me up, tossing me over his shoulder in a very uncomfortable and unromantic move. Then he blew a hole through the wall. The explosion shook the building, and I covered my head as lamps and ceiling tiles rained down around us. Concrete debris filled the air, eliminating whatever scant visibility remained. Irix walked forward, climbing over chunks of rock, cement, and metal rebar as we exited the building. Then he kept going until we were well away from the action.

By the time he sat me upright on the ground, I was coughing and spitting, wiping thick white dust from my skin and eyes. My entire body, dress and all, were covered with wet white ash. And Irix was just as bad. Looking down at me, he smoothed the wet hair from my face then kissed me lightly.

“Next time you go to the bathroom, I’m coming with you.”

 

 


Chapter 19

 

People were clustered in groups outside the restaurant, huddling near their cars as they watched or looked for family members. Smoke poured from the building, flames visible through the big windows. Fire sirens screamed over the building alarm.

“She accosted me in the bathroom,” I told Irix, clutching my arms around my chest with a shiver. “We were talking, and I think we were actually getting somewhere when she got angry. Not as angry as I’ve seen her before, but mad enough to smoke. That set the sprinklers off, and she thought I did it on purpose, like a declaration of war.”

I turned buried my head in Irix’s chest. “It was going so well, and now it’s even worse than it was after our lobby argument. She thinks I attacked her.”

He rubbed my hair, swaying as he held me. “You’re going to need to humble yourself to make this right. That’s not easy for a demon to do, and it’s darned near impossible for an elf to do. Can you?”

I thought about how short my temper had been when it came to Cleo. This was a misunderstanding. I hadn’t attacked her, never meant to go on the offensive. If I had to do a bit of groveling, I’d just need to suck it up and do it. “Gifts? Demons like gifts, and I’m assuming goddesses do too.”

I felt him nod. “We’ll strategize later. Right now there’s at least one fire servant tearing through the restaurant that the fire department isn’t going to be able to stop, and given Pele’s mood, I doubt she’s going to call it back.”

Pulling away from Irix, I turned toward the fire. Kristin had said the offering would make it stop, but I didn’t know who the summoning mage was, let alone what he used as an incentive to wake Pele.

“Should I try my plant magic?”

Irix shook his head. “You’re going to need every ounce of energy, in case things with this goddess go even further south. Let’s observe, see what happens, then I’ll blow it up once the humans are safely out of the way.”

Blow it up. The first little explosion of Irix’s at the beach fire had worked, but the one at the ranch hadn’t. In order to make sure these fire servants left and stayed gone, he was going to need to pull out all the stops. It would take a big explosion, probably a series of big explosions, to make this all go away. And that would definitely alert the angels to his presence.

Cleo couldn’t mean to burn the whole island down. She’d have to stop eventually. Although, by the time her temper cooled, a significant portion of West Maui could be nothing but ash.

“Let’s wait. Maybe it will die down after the building falls.”

We watched as the fire trucks arrived, moving the people further back. There was confusion as nearly two-hundred diners plus staff tried to find their families in the crowd. The professionals got right to work, breaking windows and doors down to send the water shooting into the fire. One man spoke to a woman in a suit, calming her as she gestured wildly toward the building.

I crept closer, trying to listen in. Irix gripped my arm, ready to yank me back if I decided to do something reckless and suicidal.

“—came out of the bathroom like a fireball. We’d gotten a lot of the diners out by then, but it was so steamy and smoky, I don’t know if everyone made it out.”

I wondered what they made of the huge hole Irix had punched in the side of the building. No doubt they were going to think this was the product of some terrorist attack – fireballs and exploding walls.

The fireman turned and motioned to his crew. Three grabbed tanks and axes, heading for the door. They were going to go in. I winced, hoping there was no one left inside and that they got the heck out once they realized this fire was unstoppable.

I turned to Irix. “You can’t blow it up with the firemen inside or this close to the building.”

Obviously. We were just going to have to wait and hope the fire didn’t spread beyond the restaurant. I hated that idea, though. What if it got stronger? There were three servants in there instead of the usual one. If we let it go on any longer, would we be able to stop it at all?

“I know you’re somewhat flame retardant, but could a demon actually stand in the middle of a fire?”

Irix’s hand tightened on my arm. “No. We need our physical bodies to house our spirit-selves, or we die. Most demons can suffer some pretty intense burns and recreate our flesh, but remaining in the flame would kill me. Why? What do you have in mind?”

“Is there any way you could get in and blow it up from the inside without burning to death? Maybe if you do several small explosions from inside, it would be more effective and not as likely to bring a host of angels down on us.”

Irix frowned, thinking. “Possibly. Of course, I could find myself trapped in there with a pissed-off fire spirit.”

“Three.” I winced at his expression. “There are three in there.”

“Three.” He shook his head. “As much as I love you, Amber, I really don’t want to burn to death. Let the building burn. The other fires eventually died out. This one will too.”

The flames doubled in size, roaring out the window as if they were attacking the streams of water. The firemen shouted into walkie-talkies, and two of them came stumbling from the building. Backing away, I shielded my eyes. Damn, that thing was hot.

There was a groaning sound, and then part of the building collapsed a shower of debris and sparks filling the air. Everyone screamed.

Three firemen had gone in, but only two had made it out. My suicidal rescue impulses leapt into action. I took a few steps forward before Irix grabbed my arm and yanked me back.

“What do you think you’re doing?” he snapped.

He knew what I was doing. “One of the firemen is still inside. He didn’t make it out.”

“Are you joking? There’s no way you can go in there.”

He was right. The heat practically blistered my skin from fifty feet away. I couldn’t save the man without burning to death, but by the time the other firemen got the blaze under control, this guy would be dead.

I grabbed Irix’s arm. “Can you go in and save him without dying?”

Irix glanced toward the partially collapsed building. “You’re joking me. It’s collapsed. I’m not going to be able to get in and out without burning to death.”

“Okay.” I squeezed his hand and watched the fire burn out of control. I loved Irix. If it came to a choice between him and a fireman, Irix would win every time. I hated staring at the fire, knowing someone was going to die, but neither one of us could walk through that and live.

Irix made a frustrated noise. “Touching a charred porch, dashing across some burning coals barefoot – yeah, I’ll do that, especially if you ask nicely. And I will risk my life, go to the depths of Hel to save you and make you safe. But I’m not going to waltz into a wall of flames and carry out a two-hundred-pound human.”

“I said ‘okay’. Seriously. I don’t want you to die. I looked around the perimeter of the building. Maybe if I grow a bunch of oak trees, it will shelter him from the fire enough for his buddies to get him out. Kind of like what I did at Kai’s surf shack.”

“No. I need you to save your energy. He’s got some kind of breathing apparatus on. He’s suited up. They’ll get him out.”

I felt so helpless. “Maybe my elven skills extend to fire? I seem to be getting some control over water in the last few days. I can try and see if I can manipulate it, reduce it or make it vulnerable to the extinguishing chemicals.”

Irix grabbed both my arms. “Stay here. Elves burn. Their control over the elements doesn’t extend to fire, and I’m not about to allow you to risk your life in the hope you can fix yourself. You’re staying right here. If the guy dies, he dies. This fire will eventually stop, just like the others did. And you are going to stay right here.”

I recognized that tone of voice. It meant that if I tried anything, he’d physically drag me to safety. Irix wasn’t above knocking me over the head either. He’d never done it, but I knew how ruthless he could be.

“This is the first time the fire has taken a life.” I put my face in my hands. “It’s one thing to watch it burn down Mr. Lee’s house or Kai’s shack, but I can’t just stand here emotionless while someone dies.”

“You can’t do anything about it. It’s not within your skill set, and I’m going to keep you from doing something about it. So your conscience is clear.”

No, it wasn’t, but try explaining that to a demon. I looked over his shoulder at the blaze, winced as more sections of the overhang came down. That poor man was in there, trapped under something and slowly burning, slowly suffocating as his gear failed.

Irix released me with a harsh curse. “You owe me, Amber. You owe me, and I’m talking more than just a favor here.”

What the heck was he talking about? “Owe you for what?”

“I’m going to go in and try and save your guy. No promises, but I’ll try.”

I stared at him. “Irix, don’t. I feel helpless. I’m angry and frustrated. But that’s nothing compared to how I’d feel if you died in there.”

He scowled at the fire. “I won’t die. I’m just going to burn for the third time this vacation. It hurts like fuck. It smells horrible. And I rather like this suit. But for you, I’ll do it.”

Grumbling something under his breath, Irix moved me back into the shelter of the ladder truck. “Stay here. I mean it. Do not follow me in. If I find you one step closer than this, you’ll spend the rest of our vacation locked in the bedroom. Got it?”

I bit back a smart reply and nodded, watching as he darted around the truck and into the flames. The fire chief yelled out then threw up his hands, mumbling something about fools and suicide.

Fire roared, flickering through the broken windows and the splintered roof joists. I couldn’t see the fire-beings, had no idea which of the myriad of flames devouring the building were supernatural and which were regular. Seconds seemed like hours. What the hell had I been thinking to let Irix risk his life for somebody I didn’t even know?

Another beam crashed and the crowd screamed. I slapped my hands over my mouth as a figure wreathed in flames appeared in the doorway. Something fell from his arms, rolling across the singed ground – the fireman, his suit smoke-blackened. His colleagues ran to him, and the figure, Irix, inexplicably turned around and went back into the inferno. What the fuck was he doing? I clenched my fists, wishing we’d just walked away. Screw this island and its humans. I didn’t want to lose the love of my life, the being I hoped to spend tens of thousands of years with to a stupid goddess’s temper tantrum.

A series of small explosions shook the building, and for a second, the fire died, becoming an enormous cloud of smoke and debris. Then, like a movie in reverse, the smoke was sucked back into the building with a burst of light. As if angry it had been denied, the fire roared with increased vigor. Firemen shouted, trying to target the largest flames with their hose. Irix appeared again, this time carrying a bundle wrapped in soaked towels. The flames snuffed out from the few remaining scraps of his clothing as he staggered across the lawn while onlookers and firemen stared open-mouthed.

I stared too. He was practically naked, his skin black and smoking. Handing the bundle to a paramedic, he faced me and grimaced. The remaining skin around his mouth cracked and oozed. Fear stole my breath. What if he couldn’t fix himself? What if...?

“Gorahuptit.”

Huh? I stared at him horrified. He looked like something out of a zombie movie. I knew he was a demon, but I couldn’t wrap my head around the thought that he could be walking and somewhat talking, that he could survive this, let alone ever look like Irix again.

In a flash, he stood before me, gorgeous and unmarked – and completely naked. “I said, the explosions took out two, but there’s still one of them in there, and it’s pissed. Oh and I found a little kid unconscious under a table.”

Oh, God. He’d saved a little kid as well as the fireman. I wanted to jump him right then and there. Irix might be a demon, might steal stuff without a qualm, be selfish, but he was the most amazing man I’d ever met.

“Hand me a blanket or something, will you, love? No sense in distracting these good humans from their work with my godlike body.”

Sheesh. I rolled my eyes, but, in all honesty, I was thrilled to see his godlike body, the skin flawless without a hint of burn. I reached for one of the blankets and froze. The fire had become fiercer — as if it were angry. As if it were a living thing.

“Amber. Blanket. Sometime before I start an orgy, please.”

“Look.” I exhaled the word, pointing as a wall of flames detached from the building and strolled across the stream of water as it headed toward the crowd – toward us. Strolled. As if it had legs. Shit, this fire-being got stronger and more resistant to our attempts to stop it every time it appeared.

Irix let out a stream of atypical profanity and grabbed me, shoving me behind him. I’ll admit, it was a nicer view than I’d had before, and I appreciated his act of protection, but who would protect all those people?

The onlookers ran. The firemen changed tactics, shouting orders as they targeted their streams of water into the fire creature. It was unaffected, reaching out toward a man who ducked under the ladder truck. I felt the heat of it, unlike any natural fire I’d ever experienced.

“It’s spreading. And it’s not just burning everything in its path, it’s trying to grab and kill people.”

Irix had done all he could with his small explosions, and a large one was still out of the question with all the people nearby. I looked around, frantic to find some type of plant I could erupt into a jungle, but the fire had already taken out all the containers of flowers around the entrance. The nearest green thing was a scraggly Kukui tree nearly two-hundred feet away. By the time I managed to grow a grove through the blacktop of the lengthy parking lot, I’d be too tapped out to smother the fire monster.

And then I’d be completely vulnerable to anything Cleo decided to launch at me later. Unlike her, I didn’t have limitless resources.

Every one of my muscles tensed, releasing as I saw the man roll out from under the ladder truck seconds before flames surrounded it. The firemen redoubled their efforts, but the smell of burning rubber and electrical wire went up with a wave of black smoke. One by one, the giant tires blew, the enormous truck creaking as the heat from the supernatural flame melted metal.

“What do we do?’ I whispered, desperately wanting to cover my eyes and wish it all away. “It’s going to kill people. What do we do to stop it?”

“Nothing.” Irix grabbed my arms, hauling me away from the fire. “We don’t have a plan, and I’d kill more people than the fire servant with an explosion big enough to take it out. We can’t do anything to help, and I’m not about to watch you worry yourself into doing something stupid.”

“We can’t leave!”

“Oh, yes we can. We’ll leave, call Kristin, do research. Regroup and face it all when we’ve got a snowflake’s chance of success.”

“What if the fire servant doesn’t stop? We may not have time to regroup.” I dug in my heels and tried to gain leverage against Irix’s momentum.

“I don’t care.”

He spun me about, tossing me over his shoulder in an impatient move I’d come to recognize as oh-so-Irix. As I bounced against his back, I saw a figure walking toward the fire – a guy in worn jeans and sweat-stained shirt with a ball cap on his head. Something about the way he moved, the profile of his face in the flickering firelight stirred my memories.

I squirmed against Irix’s back “Stop. I recognize this guy.” And he was going to get himself killed. What the hell was the man from the beach fire doing here?

Irix growled low, his arm around my legs tightening. “Not my problem. I’m not going after him.”

“Stop, damn it.” I smacked his back. “It’s the same guy from the beach. And he’s carrying a big bag.”

Irix stopped and turning to look. I twisted my back, peering around the demon’s side. For the first time, I realized how we must look. The other restaurant patrons were wet and dirty too, but they weren’t being carried by a naked man.

Under the parking-lot lights, I could see much better than I had been able to on the beach. The man had the kind of tan leathery skin that comes from decades of working outdoors. His clothing clung to him, damp with sweat. As he neared the blaze, he pulled an object from a bag and tossed it into the fire – something the size of a melon. The servant reached a curl of flame towards the man as the firefighters shouted for him to get back.

He obeyed, walking slowly backward while tossing items toward the column of red-orange fire. Stepping over a brown lump in the road, he threw the remaining contents of the bag on the ground and hurried further away. The fire-being consumed the lump on the ground then vanished into a puff of smoke. All that was left was what appeared to be a natural fire, burning the remains of the shopping center.

“What the hell was that about?”

Irix was still holding me over his shoulder. I’d watched the entire thing upside down, but thought what the man had thrown looked like... pineapples?

“I have no idea.” Irix responded slowly. He shifted his grip and gently set me down. “Did that guy just make the fire servant go away with pineapples?”

“It was the man from the beach bonfire that first night, the only one of the partiers who stayed to try and put the fire out before it spread.”

That first night. He hadn’t been a responsible-acting partier, and that fire hadn’t been just a drunken party seized by the fire servant. It was the first fire. And our beach bonfire guy was our mage.

 

 


Chapter 20

 

If he’s our mage, then we need to follow him.” Irix said.

“Wait.” I ran and kicked the charred lump, frowning as I saw soft pulp in a spiny husk. It was a pineapple. The man really had been throwing pineapples into the fire. As bizarre as that idea was, it made sense. I knew that food was often used as an offering to the lord and lady in Wiccan rituals, and I assumed it would be just as likely in ceremonial magic. So, from what I’d just seen, I could assume that pineapples had satisfied the fire servant and had sent it back. But what would satisfy the servant’s mistress?

I’d need to puzzle that one out later. Right now, Irix and I needed to make sure our suspected mage, the man who’d somehow appeased a fire being with a pineapple, didn’t likewise vanish before our eyes.

I jogged to keep the man in sight while Irix went to get our car, snatching a blanket from the fire truck on his way. As Irix pulled up beside me, I saw the man hop into a small white car and head south of Lahaina.

“What’s this?” I picked a small box off the dashboard as Irix pulled out after the white car.

“While you were in the bathroom, one of the waiters told me someone had hit our car. I went out to see what was going on, and that was on the dashboard. The car didn’t have any damage, and I didn’t want to leave you alone in the restaurant too long, so I didn’t bother to open it.”

It was weird that Irix would care about the condition of a stolen car, but once he acquired things, he tended to think of them as his. Demons were very possessive about their belongings, and Irix was no exception. I ran my fingers over the glossy, black box. Nothing seemed untoward. It was just a box, and whatever it held wasn’t magical.

I popped the lid and nearly lost my temper. Inside was a beautiful braided-leather men’s bracelet with black, pockmarked stones threaded through the band. Lava rocks. I pulled the bracelet from the box and something hit the floor, clinking. Reaching down, I knew exactly what the object was the moment my fingers closed on the angular metal shape.

A key. No doubt a room key. How ridiculously old-fashioned, since all the good hotels used swipe cards. Not that Cleo really expected Irix to use it – there was no note about which hotel or room number, after all. This gift might have been delivered as if it were for Irix, but it was actually for me. It was a slap in the face. A beautiful personal gift, and an invitation to show me she had every intention of taking what she wanted, even if she had to kill me first.

“A bracelet?” Irix frowned.

“Cleo.” I put both items back in the box and tossed the whole mess into the backseat. “Bitch still thinks she’s going to have you. Evidently, you’ll fall in love with her sooner or later, and she’s patient enough to wait centuries while your love grows in the depths of her fiery dungeon.”

“It’s you I love, Amber. And I can take care of myself.” His hand reached for mine, and he curled my fingers in his. “Do you know how many demons have fancied me? Decided they could possess me through blackmail or force? This Pele-Cleo woman may be a goddess, but she can’t be any more cruel or devious than ancient demons. She can scheme all she wants; she won’t have me.”

I gripped his hand, reassured. I was just as jealous and possessive as a full demon, but Irix was two-thousand years old. He didn’t need me to fight his battles.

We followed a careful distance behind as the mage looped around past Iao and into the area of central Maui that was home to thousands of acres of sugarcane. He turned off the main road and drove along a winding stretch that led further into the flat, central section of the island. It was tricky to keep a visual on him on these less-populated roads without tipping him off that we were trailing him. Finally we saw him turn down a gravel road lined on either side with tall trees — tall pineapple trees.

We parked on the main road. I hopped out and was surprised to see Irix do the same.

“Umm, hon, you’re naked in a blanket.”

He looked down then shut the door. “Yes, I am, and you’re wet and covered with dirt and concrete dust. Let’s go.”

If we had to run, he’d probably ditch the blanket for freedom of movement. So I’d either show up, to possibly question a suspected mage, accompanied by a naked demon or one wrapped in a charred blanket. “Maybe you should stay in the car.”

Irix crossed his arms, and the blanket hit the ground. “You’re fucking joking. I’m not sitting in the car while you run after a man we suspect woke a dangerous goddess and unleashed a bunch of fire servants on the island.”

I bit my lip. When Irix dropped the f-bomb, he was really pissed. “What do you think this guy is going to do when a woman covered in concrete dust and a naked man accost him to ask how to appease Pele before the island goes up in smoke? Or she kills me? I’m not going to talk to the guy unless I have to, but he’s more liable to talk if there isn’t a naked guy with me. And I can defend myself.”

I could, but it involved a lethal level of electricity. Hopefully it wouldn’t come to that.

The demon huffed and yanked the car door open. “If you’re not back in ten, I’m coming after you.”

Ten minutes wasn’t much time, so I left him climbing back into the car and took off down the lane, tucking the hem of my long dress into the waistband for better mobility. A quarter mile in, I darted off the road, weaving in and out of the tree grove to stay hidden as I caught up with the white car. It moved at a snail’s pace on the bumpy road, so I slowed to a fast walk and moved from tree to tree in the darkness of the canopy. Turning, the car pulled down a dirt road, which was nearly indistinguishable from the spaces between the trees in the orchard, and rounded a bend to park in front of a one-story ranch-style house.

The building was in disrepair. Two-by-fours held up the porch roof, and the steps to the door sagged sideways. Paint peeled on the wood exterior, and a blue tarp was nailed to a section of the roof. For a magic-user, this guy seemed to be living rather poorly. Perhaps he hadn’t gained the type of magical skills that would increase his income.

What had he been doing at the fire? Maybe he wasn’t our summoning mage but a Good Samaritan shaman, taking care of a destructive supernatural entity. But then, how could he have known what sort of creature lurked in the fire and how to appease it? I hoped this man could give us a clue on how to put this whole thing to rest. Maui had seen enough fires in the last few days.

The guy didn’t look like a shaman, or a mage for that matter. I hid behind a dilapidated barn and got a closer look at him. He was thin, his overlong brown hair nearly the same color as his tanned, leathery skin. Popping the trunk on his car, he left it open and walked to the house, limping slightly. Shaking hands opened the front door. Either this guy was coming down from a serious bender or he was scared.

I voted for scared as I watched through the window while the man scurried about stuffing more pineapples into duffle bags. They didn’t look like particularly healthy pineapples either. Perhaps Cleo’s fire servants didn’t require quality fruit offerings. Loading his arms with bags, the guy headed for the front door, struggling to open it while heavily burdened.

Should I approach him? We were in the middle of nowhere, a quarter mile from the road. I didn’t exactly have a good excuse to be accosting the man at night outside his house. The whole car-breakdown scenario didn’t seem solid. In an age of cell phones, no one outside a slasher flick would walk a quarter mile through a dark pineapple grove to knock on a ramshackle house for help.

I made my decision and jumped into the shadow of the barn just as he got the door open and headed to the car. The duffle bags of pineapples went into the trunk, along with something that looked suspiciously like a shotgun.

Was it ten minutes yet? I held my breath as the man got in and started the car. As funny as it would be for a naked Irix to come running down the driveway at this point, I was hoping my demon stayed stealthy. I wasn’t ready to approach this man and question him in the dark, but I was completely ready to search his house. As soon as he drove off, that is.

It took a while for him to get the car moving, but eventually he rolled slowly down the bumpy, unpaved drive. Should I wait for Irix? I could try to sense magical energies that might mean the house was warded, but it wasn’t like I did that sort of thing often. It might be best to wait for the more experienced demon to help me. Although the guy didn’t seem like a mage to me. Or a shaman, or even a follower of Wicca. He just seemed like a grungy farmer with a bunch of overripe pineapples in his trunk.

The porch steps sagged alarmingly as I climbed them, and the door lock gave way to no more than a firm push. Not that the man needed to worry. This hardly looked like a house that someone would plan to rob, even if they managed to find it this far off the road. The door opened to an open-plan main room with a dining area in an oversized kitchen. Hallways to the right and left must lead to bedrooms. There were no stairs, not even a hint of a basement. I’d need to check if there was a cellar with outside-only access, but it looked like a simple layout and a basic, no-frills house so far.

Using my cell phone for light, I looked around and was immediately overwhelmed by the stacks of papers over every surface. Didn’t this guy ever throw junk mail away? Did he really need the Costco sale flyer from three months ago? The whole thing confused me. I’d expected a mage to have a more organized place full of herbs or spell components, to have a circle or pentagram inscribed on the floor, to have a library of leather-bound grimoires. This guy had nada. Well, nothing beyond fungicide catalogues and a sink full of dirty dishes.

A light flashed through the front windows. I heard the sound of tires on gravel and panicked, running back and forth in the main room, cell phone in hand. There was nowhere to hide in this damned house. Maybe if I buried myself in a pile of junk mail, he wouldn’t notice me.

A car door slammed, and I risked a quick glance out the window, hoping Irix had decided to drive up after me rather than jog up the driveway naked. The white car out front dashed my hopes. Had he seen the light from my cell phone? There wasn’t a back door; how the heck was I going to get out undetected?

I heard steps on the porch as my mind raced through all my defensive capabilities. As the knob turned, I did the first thing that came to mind and launched a stream of pheromones at him like nothing I’d ever done before.

The door handle stopped moving, and there was a loud thump. My concern for the man warred with my desire to hide. Concern won, and I looked out the window.

Well, he was alive at least. The man had collapsed and was lying on the decking, moaning and squirming as he tried to dry-hump the two-by-four holding up one corner of the porch. Clearly I’d overdone that one. I dialed back the pheromones, but the man continued his rather alarming erotic display.

“Well, that was a bit extreme. I think a naked guy at his doorstep would have been a better option than throwing him into an ecstasy loop.”

I turned. Irix stood beside the white car, neither naked nor wrapped in a blanket. His odd appearance temporarily supplanted my concern over my victim. “What in God’s green earth are you wearing?”

He waved a dismissive hand. “Clothing. I stood naked by the side of the road and borrowed it from some humans in a passing car.”

I knew what Irix’s borrowing entailed, but I was reasonably sure that whatever woman he’d ‘borrowed’ this muumuu from had been completely willing. Hopefully he’d at least reimbursed her in his own special, incubus, way.

My attention returned to the man whose pants had developed a rather sizable wet spot. “What do I do with him? How can I turn it off?”

“You’ve already turned it off. It’s just a matter of letting him wear himself out. He’ll be fine in a few hours.”

I stared at the man, appalled. “A few hours? I’ve never had this happen before.”

“If you’re going to pour that much pheromone out there, you’ve got to follow up. This is what happens when you crank it up to eleven and don’t fulfill your victim’s fantasy.”

This was worse than blue balls. “Is there anything I can do for him?”

Irix shook his head. “Too late. Even if you try to have sex with him now, he won’t respond. Like I said, it’s an ecstasy loop. He won’t hurt himself, and he’ll eventually wear out and take a big nap.”

I turned away, unable to watch any longer. “I snuck in to search the house, but he came back, and I was trapped inside.”

“Find anything interesting?”

“No, but I just started.”

Irix followed me in and looked around the room. “Then let’s search the house. There might be something under all this junk that gives us some answers.”

It was a good idea, although the thought of going through this man’s personal possessions while he was writhing around the floor of his porch seemed a bit wrong. Irix didn’t think twice and headed to a cheap oak-laminate desk. He sorted through papers while I tackled the man’s bedroom.

Messy bed. Clothes on the floor. Empty beer bottle beside the alarm clock on the nightstand. Girly mags next to the bed. It was a typical guy’s room, reminding me of my brother Wyatt’s when he’d been in high school. I went to the second bedroom and found it was used as a storage room. Plastic tubs and cardboard boxes were stacked in a corner along with a surfboard and an assortment of car parts. Or maybe tractor parts. The only thing I recognized was an alternator.

I returned to find Irix rooting through a checkbook.

“Hey, is that really necessary?” I felt guilty about going through the man’s personal finances. Searching his house for a grimoire was one thing, eyeing how much he paid for cable was another.

“Yes, it is.” Irix waved a stack of papers at me. “Dennis Hayworth bought this farm five years ago, and it’s been hemorrhaging money ever since.”

I looked out the door at the man. He was sound asleep. “So? Farms are a tight-margin business. What does his lack of success have to do with his knowledge of supernatural entities?”

“Because his lack of success ended a few days ago.”

I shook my head, not understanding. “Like a huge deposit in his checking account? Maybe he sold his crop. Maybe he made a deal with a demon. I’ll admit, the timing is suspicious, but without anything else... .”

“Here.” Irix thrust the papers into my hand. “There’s something very unusual that happened with this farm.”

It was a lab report from a leaf sample. Anthracnose. I winced. “It’s a disease caused by the fungus Colletotrichum ananas. I wouldn’t expect to see that here, since it’s mainly caused by high humidity and doesn’t usually appear on the leaves until later in the summer. Still, it’s treatable. It would probably take out this year’s harvest, but with appropriate intervention, the trees should recover and produce next year.”

“With previous years of losses, maybe he couldn’t afford to wait for the treatment.”

I nodded, reading the papers. “Ugh. This isn’t a new development. It seems the trees started showing signs two years ago, and the standard treatment isn’t working. Over half his grove is infected.”

“Sounds like a solid motive to me.”

But motive for what? I could completely see Dennis Hayworth would want to cure something that could destroy his entire pineapple farm, but why call on a volcano goddess and her fire servants for a fungus?

I moved a stack of papers aside, sat on the cluttered sofa and read the lab reports.

“The question” —Irix said as he sorted through a stack of books— “is what would a farmer call on if he needed to cure a diseased grove of trees?”

“An elf? Certainly not Pele.” I’ll admit my tone was acerbic, but I’d just driven a man to hump his porch support and was digging through his personal belonging as he lay outside sleeping. “I can’t speak for Mr. Hayworth, but I wouldn’t turn to a temperamental fire goddess for agricultural help.”

Irix shot me an amused smile. “Besides an elf. I’ve been summoned a few times, and Mr. Hayworth’s home doesn’t seem to be typical of a magic-user. I’m wondering if perhaps there wasn’t a mistake in the ritual, or if the man has a poor grasp on local mythology.”

I halted mid-report and looked up. “Screw up or not, he got a volcano goddess. The big question in my mind is what did he offer her? It had to have been more than a handful of pineapples or she would have been gone by now. He must have promised her something and didn’t deliver.”

“Or performed a vaguely worded ritual that allows her to stay.” Irix picked up a handful of books and began to leaf through them. “If these old gods are anything like demons, they’ll take advantage of any loophole.”

That too. I frowned at all the fungicide catalogues, feeling a pang of sympathy for Mr. Hayworth and his failing pineapple farm. According to Kristin, it was difficult to get these rituals to work. How had an obvious amateur managed to awaken a vengeful volcano goddess? The thought scared me. If Hayworth could do such a thing, how many other dangerous beings could be summoned or awakened by people who had no idea what they were doing? Suddenly the price on my head seemed small potatoes in comparison.

“There’s nothing here.” Irix tossed the books onto the desk. “All we’ve got is that something happened a week ago that cured the blight on this farm and caused Pele to show up. Maybe it wasn’t him. Maybe a competitor did this to ruin him and he’s just defending himself with the pineapple offerings.”

Could be. I hadn’t found anything indicating this guy was into black magic – or any kind of magic. “Or he hired someone to bless the farm, or pray the fungus away or something, and wound up with Pele along with a disease-free crop.”

“Then why isn’t the priest throwing pineapples in the fire? It’s not like this guy has a problem anymore. Pele is burning down farmers’ markets and hibachi restaurants, not pineapple farms.”

She had seemed to focus on man-made structures. The beach bonfire was the only one that affected a naturalized area, and if my suspicions were correct, that was the ritual fire.

I shrugged. “Maybe the priest doesn’t know what he’s done? Hayworth must have some sense of humanity about other people’s property or safety, otherwise why would he have shown up at the Hibachi place? He must have figured out what happened and is trying to help.”

Either Hayworth was a good guy who’d made a terrible mistake, or a sleazy farmer taking magical short cuts and putting the island at risk. Either way, his appearance at the fire tonight led me to believe there was something worth redeeming in the guy. Although we were unlikely to find out with him comatose on the porch in sex-induced slumber.

Irix snorted. “We need him to stay here, and guys that screw up like this tend to run for it. Hayworth may be the only one who can tell us how to send Pele back to rest, and he’s certainly the only human we’ve met so far who knows what’s going on.”

I pursed my lips. “So we take his id and passport just in case?” That would probably stall him for a day or so, depending on how quickly the DMV worked on Maui. Of course, we’d have to find it in this mess of a house.

“I was thinking more of duct tape and rope. We could stick him in one of the outbuildings, and I’ll question him tomorrow morning, once he’s slept off his insane masturbatory activity.” Irix gave me a stern look.

“Um, no. I’m okay with you questioning him, but I’m not okay with the rope and duct tape. I’ve got to live among the humans, and I don’t want to spend the next ten years in prison.”

Irix rolled his eyes, which looked silly given his current attire. “And stealing his identification isn’t a crime? Even without a driver’s license, he could hide on the island and we’d waste precious time trying to find him. Duct tape and rope. That way he stays put, right where we can find him when we need to.”

I scowled, putting on my best ‘immovable-object’ face. “Irix, I’m serious. We’re not doing something that amounts to kidnapping in the eyes of the law.”

“Fine.” Irix turned around and grumbled about my stubbornness and how he really didn’t care if the whole island burned down anyway. Which was true. He was only bothering to do any of this because I wanted him to. Yes, he found some of this interesting, but I could tell he’d rather be drinking daiquiris and fooling around poolside.

“I love you.” That got another grumble. “And I really appreciate you helping me out with this. When we get back to the hotel, I’ll let you tie me up instead. Deal?”

He turned, an unholy light in his eyes and a little smile hovering at the edge of his mouth. “And duct tape?”

“No way.” That stuff hurt like crazy when it was removed. “Let’s move this guy to the bedroom so I don’t feel quite so guilty, and we’ll come back in the morning for you to interrogate him.”

“Okay.” Irix grinned, and I shivered at the ruthless note in his voice. The incubus was downright scary, even when he was wearing a floral-patterned muumuu. “But if this guy doesn’t cooperate, I’m going to show him that a volcano goddess isn’t the only bad entity on this island.”

We drove back to the resort in silence where I took a much-needed shower while Irix crashed on our bed. He was a gorgeous tangle of sheets and tanned skin, and I eyed him appreciatively as I tiptoed past to dry my hair by the window. Moonlight sparkled on the tips of the waves, and tiki torches flickered orange against the dark, lighting a section by the pool where a party was winding down.

It was so peaceful. And peace was all I wanted. Irix was right. I needed to humble myself to Cleo, to take a step toward reconciliation. I glanced at his sleeping form then threw on a cotton dress and some flip-flops, snatching something off my dresser on the way out.

I skirted the pool and the few party stragglers, making my way to the area where they’d held the luau. Off to the side of the raised stage was a firepit, its stones cold and dark. Picking up a palm frond from under a tree, I laid it on the firepit and gently placed my gift on top.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I didn’t want to fight with you. Please forgive me.”

I stood there, hoping the goddess would appear. When I began to shiver from the cool night air against my still-damp body and hair, I turned to leave.

The next morning, the little gold orchid barrette was gone. The firepit was scorched black, palm-frond ash in the center. Glowing coals spelled one word across the rock. “No”.

 

 


Chapter 21

 

It’s Pele,” I told Kristin.

Kai waited patiently, surfboards in hand as I took the call. She’d wanted to cancel our lesson after hearing the details of last night’s confrontation with the goddess and the resulting fire. Worse, the hibachi place wasn’t the only victim of Pele’s wrath. Fires had sprung up all over the island, tearing through Kahului as well as some of the smaller towns. Her anger had fizzled right before dawn, ending all the fires and leaving everyone on edge about where the next one would occur. The arson was now being blamed on a team of individuals – motive still unknown.

After hearing the news and seeing the goddess’s message, I’d wanted to cancel too. But I needed this. I needed to wrestle with the sea and a fiberglass board as opposed to a hot-tempered deity. And I needed Kai – her easy laughter giving me hope it would all somehow turn out okay. She meant Hawaii to me, not Pele.

“I’ll work on it,” Kristin vowed. “If there’s some way to get Pele to go away, I’ll find it. In the meantime, did you get the protection ritual I e-mailed?”

“Yeah. I got it.” I had my doubts about its effectiveness. Kristin knew her stuff, but trying to power a ritual with enough juice to protect the entire island from fire wouldn’t be simple. Add in the fact that as a non-human I may not even be able to power it at all, and the whole thing seemed like a waste of time.

“The protection is triggered by energy output, so hopefully people will still be able to flick their Bics and light their gas stoves.”

“I got the package you overnighted too.” Good old Fed X — New Orleans to Maui in less than twenty-four hours. It held little vials of liquid, small enough for me to slide several into my shorts’ pocket.

“Throw them at the fire servant. Just in case the protection ritual doesn’t work.”

Because it wouldn’t. Work, that is. Ugh, I needed to have a more positive attitude. It would work, and so would the protection ritual. And now that Pele seemed to have finished with her temper tantrum, she’d come back to discuss this all in a reasonable fashion and agree to leave willingly. Yeah.

“The offering is pineapples,” I told Kristin. “Last night, some farmer threw pineapples into the fire servant, and it went away. I couldn’t find anything at his house, but we’re going to question him later.”

“Pineapples.” Kristin’s voice was thoughtful. “If it appeases the servants, it may appease the goddess.”

Doubtful, but I’d give it a shot. Although whether I was supposed to serve them to her on a platter or throw them at her head, I wasn’t sure. After last night’s activities, I was voting for throwing them.

“One thing that’s bothering me. This mage seems like an amateur at best,” I told her. “There’s nothing at his place that even hints magic-user. Maybe he partnered with someone else, or just got lucky?”

“Could be a partner. I doubt an amateur could do this solo. It’s a very difficult and precise ritual. Although weirder things have happened.”

If there was anything weirder out there, no doubt I’d encounter it later. That seemed to be the way my life was working out.

“Given what we saw in the guy’s paperwork, I’m assuming if he hired someone, it would have been to heal his orchard of blight.”

“Huh?” I could practically hear Kristin scratching her thick strawberry-blond curls. “A volcano goddess with fire servants? You summon one of them for passion or renewal – like when you want to start anew after a scorched earth sort-of thing. Not for healing plants.”

“Well something worked. The guy went from an orchard full of infested trees and fruit to a healthy harvest in a week.”

“Hmmm.” Kristin fell silent, and I could hear the faint noise of a dog barking in the background. “Do you know what ritual he used? Maybe it was some kind of combo spell.”

“Nope. I’ll give you a call after we talk to the pineapple farmer.”

“Leave a message. I’m in meetings most of the day, but I’ll check my cell. I’ll do some research, but if I knew what spell he used, I’d have a better idea how to undo it.”

“Thanks, Kristin. You’re the best.”

“Talk to you later, Amber. Don’t forget to have some fun with Irix. You are in Maui, after all.”

“Will do.” I was trying, but the little moments of fun were falling victim to the fire too.

Kai raised her eyebrows at me as I tossed my phone on a towel and reached for my board. “Pele, huh? Why couldn’t it be the goddess of rainbows and unicorns, or the god of gentle breezes and warm summer days?”

We walked slowly to the water. “Are there gods like that? Every one I’ve read about seems to be thunder, lightning, war, fire, and general devastating mayhem. Even the kinder, gentler fertility gods have a nasty streak.”

“Yeah, but if I had to face a destructive-nature kind of god, I’d want Thor, not Pele.”

I snorted. “Who wouldn’t? That guy is hotter than a ghost pepper with tabasco on it. I’ll take the thunder and lightning as long as I get to bang him first.”

“And that hammer... how phallic is that?”

The warm water gently tossed my board as we paddled out. “But only the worthy get to hold it. Not that I’ll ever know if I’m worthy, since I’m stuck with bitchy, aquaphobic, volcano woman instead.”

“Pele.” Kai shook her head. “So, let me get this straight — a farmer who doesn’t seem like a mage did a ritual to call on Pele to cure his anthrax-nose?”

I giggled. Couldn’t help it. This whole thing had me on edge, but Kai had a way of making me laugh at even the darkest problems. “Anthracnose. Colletotrichum ananas fungus.”

“That’s what I said. Anthrax-nose. Hmm, I don’t know of any Pele legend where she cures blight or provides a good harvest. Pele tends to be a bit of a hoarder, and she’s got a thing when it comes to attractive men – regardless of their mortality. She’s the goddess who erupts Kilauea and rains hot lava on your house because you disrespected her. She’s the goddess who turns men who spurn her into trees. Not the type to dance in fields of flowers and make pineapples grow, if you know what I mean.”

I did. And the whole idea of a volcano showering me with molten rock because Cleo had gotten her hair wet from a fire sprinkler gave me the shivers.

“So if not Pele, then who? The farmer had blight, and then he didn’t. Maybe there is another god or goddess involved?”

“There really isn’t a native Hawaiian deity that handles that sort of thing. Tiki handles good luck, hence the Tiki figures every tourist goes home with. Possibly Lono. Some legends have him as an agricultural god, but primarily he’s the god of peace. Then there’s Haumea. She’s a fertility goddess, but of childbirth. She’s the mother of Pele and her siblings – kind of a general mother figure.”

“Pele has siblings?”

“Five or more, depending on which legends you follow.”

“A sister? Maybe an older sister?”

“Uh yeah. Namaka.

“Namaka — as in the goddess of the sea Namaka. No, that can’t be right.”

Kai wrinkled her brow and straddled her surfboard. “Pele has two sisters who are well known. Namaka is the older one. Pele tried to take her husband and Namaka exiled her and chased her across the ocean. The other one is a little sister – Hi’iaka. Pele carried her across the ocean in an egg and raised her on the islands.”

I gave up paddling further and let the waves rock me. “This is going to sound really weird, but Cleo kept calling me sister. Last night she even referred to me as her older sister. You don’t think she could possibly be confusing me with Namaka, do you?”

Kai burst out laughing. “Girl, you can barely stay on your surfboard. Namaka, you are not.”

“I know that. You know that. But I’m thinking our volcano goddess doesn’t. I’ve been tossing water at her since day one. She’s called me sister numerous times, and I don’t think she means it in a street-slang kind of way.”

My friend shook her head. “You’re blond and fair skinned. The entire pantheon looks like the island natives. Why would she think you’re Namaka?”

“Because she’s been dozing for a few-hundred years. Things have changed, but she’s learning fast. The legends of Pele tell of her appearing as an old lady, a beautiful young woman, even a dog, so she can change her appearance. Who’s to say her sister hasn’t decided to walk around as a blond for a while?”

“Maybe. You know, if Pele thinks you’re Namaka, that puts you in a good position to negotiate.” Kai shot me a sly smile. “She’s one of the only siblings Pele is afraid of. Namaka exiled her, chased her across the ocean, forcing Pele to create the islands. She lived all alone here in exile until the humans came. She’s probably wondering if you’re going to run her off the islands, chase her off to some place where she’s all alone again.”

Alone. Pele had her faults, but perhaps there was something behind her abrasive attitude. Maybe she was afraid. And lonely. And maybe I was an optimistic fool.

“Let’s surf.” I looked out at the surfers in the lineup. “We can get in a few waves and still make it back for my interrogation of a pineapple farmer.”

***

I waited for Irix in our room, reading as much as I could Google on Hawaiian legends. There really wasn’t a fertility god or goddess like in Greco-Roman pantheons. Could we be facing two gods instead of one? We desperately needed to find out what Dennis Hayworth had done – or if someone else had done it for him.

By the time my incubus returned, I’d taken to pacing. Had Hayworth botched a Wiccan ritual? Had he summoned the fire-being instead of a fertility demon? Had he bought a cursed amulet over the internet?

Irix crossed the room and gathered me into his arms, kissing the top of my head. “No more fires this morning. I found out the cane plantation cancelled their scheduled burn for today, citing dangerous environmental conditions.”

That helped, but when any spark could fuel the appearance of a fire servant, we still weren’t anywhere near being safe. The protection ritual of Kristin’s would need to wait until midnight tonight. Until then, we were on alert, ready to dash off to any fire so I could throw vials of spelled water at it, and some of the produce Irix had detoured to pick up from the store on his way back.

“Did you get the pineapples?” We’d wanted additional ammunition in case Pele started up again. We only had so many vials of magical water. If pineapples could help, then pineapples it was.

“In the trunk. I even paid extra to get ones grown on the island, just in case Pele and her servants are picky about the origin of their offerings.”

Ugh. There weren’t a lot of pineapple farms left on the islands. Like the sugarcane, pineapples were a tight-margin business. Hayworth was on the edge of bankruptcy after a few bad years. He’d stuck it out, but most corporate farms had packed it up and sold to developers long ago.

“We need to get as much information from Hayworth as possible. I’ve picked Kai’s brains and been on the internet for the past hour without getting any closer to solving this thing.”

It was so frustrating. And every passing moment brought us closer to the next fire, and Cleo’s inevitable revenge attempt.

Irix stroked my hair, and I leaned into him, regretting that our vacation had gone this way. For six months I’d yearned for him, and here we were, knee-deep in another supernatural crisis.

“The world always has a way of correcting itself,” he whispered. “I’ll do everything I can to help you make this right, but if it grows beyond our abilities, know the pendulum always swings to center.”

He was a two-thousand-year-old being, ancient compared to me. His words might be rather angelic in nature, but I still took comfort that he’d seen horrible things turn right over time. I was still on human-time, though. I didn’t want to wait for the pendulum to swing, and it terrified me to think of what an angry volcano goddess could do to the islands and their residents before the tide shifted.

I leaned against Irix. “Let’s go. The sooner this is over, the sooner we can go back to sex and sprawling on the beach.” Wishful thinking on my part, but I had to stay positive.

He grinned, cupping my face in his hands as he kissed me. “Deal.”

We took the jeep to Hayworth’s place, me a nervous wreck of worry the whole way. Would he recognize us through the sexual haze of last night? What would Irix need to do to make him cooperate? I didn’t want to witness Irix when he was going full-out demon, but it might be necessary. A whole lot more than Hayworth’s sanity was riding on this. The farmer wasn’t in the house, but all his stuff was still there. After a short drive around the pineapple grove, we found him spraying some young trees on the east side of the farm.

The farmer turned to us, eyes narrowing when he saw me.

“Private property. If you want a tour, talk to your hotel people. If you want to buy a pineapple, go to the grocery store.”

Nice, friendly sort of guy. Aloha to you too, buddy.

Irix waved for me to go first. I took a step closer to the man, thinking to try the gentle, less violent approach first. “I’m a botany senior working on my thesis, and I was wondering if I could ask you a few questions about your farm?”

I could see the scowl from his profile. “I’m busy working. I don’t have time for questions right now.”

There was a worried note in his voice, and I noticed what he was spraying. Putting a hand on the tree next to me, I felt it – thick blackness, like tar, creeping up through the bark.

“There aren’t a lot of pineapple farms left on the islands, and I hear that even the cane company is probably pulling out in a few years. Must be hard to make a profit.”

He stopped spraying and turned to me, blinking in surprise before his face settled into a scowl. “I’m not talking to you. Do I gotta take a restraining order out, or something? Get off my property.”

Time to pull out the big guns. Not those guns though. I’d traumatized the guy enough last night with my pheromones, no need to start that up again by flashing him.

“Got a bad case of anthracnose in those trees. Hope it doesn’t mess up your young fruit.”

Dennis Hayworth started, eyes shrewd. “Guess you really are a botanist. Yeah, it’s been plaguing my orchard for years. I thought I finally had it under control, but it’s starting to come back in a few of the trees.”

I picked up one of the little bottles of concentrate next to his truck. “Thiophanate-methyl. You’re using the right stuff. If it keeps coming back, you may need to destroy fruit, do a heavy prune, then spray for several months.”

The man relaxed slightly. “I tried that last year. Sacrificed three quarters of my harvest to try and beat this thing. Still came back.”

I winced. The only other solution was to clear out his entire orchard, treat the soil and leave it fallow for a few years, then replant. At that point, he’d probably be better off selling it to developers.

“Is your university working on anything new?” He climbed down from the truck bed, his voice hopeful. “I’d be happy to do a field trial on anything you’ve got in the works. I’m desperate.”

Desperate enough to attempt divine intervention. I honestly didn’t blame the guy.

“Maybe.” I waved my hand at the other trees, still healthy and full of fruit. “You must have done something right, though. Last year the whole orchard was three trees from a slash-and-burn remedy, and now you only have the fungus in a handful of trees. What brought the other ones around so quickly?”

He stiffened, his eyes narrowing. “Are you a reporter? Someone from the Ag Department? I haven’t done nothing wrong. No illegal chemicals, nothing. Now get on out of here before I call the cops.”

And here was where I played hardball. “I saw you. I saw you at the beach fire outside the resort, and I saw you last night at the hibachi restaurant. You were a desperate man, less than a month away from losing your farm. What made you think a volcano goddess could help?”

He’d blanched at the first part of my speech, only to regain his composure by my last sentence. “I’m a nice guy. I tried to put out a beach fire some kids started and did what I could at the building fire last night. I don’t know what you think that has to do with my farm or volcanoes, but you’re wrong.”

I stepped closer. “You helped last night by throwing pineapples into the fire. That’s an odd sort of intervention. Miraculously the fire vanished. Come on, Dennis. You bought a ritual, or found one somewhere, or somebody helped you. You asked a goddess for help, and she cured your grove. Unfortunately, she’s also unleashed some nasty fire servants on the island.”

And she wants to kill me. I kept that part to myself, since I didn’t think Dennis Hayworth gave a damn about my life-or-death situation.

“Yeah, well this goddess did a lousy job since I’m still out here spraying. You’re crazy, and I want you to leave.”

Okay. I’d done the best I could. Time for Irix to step in.

Power filled the air, making everything seem darker. My legs felt twenty pounds heavier. Irix crackled, his eyes a deep glowing gold.

“You called on the wrong divine being,” Irix proclaimed, his voice practically vibrating the air. “Pele? A volcano goddess? What was she supposed to do against a virulent fungal infestation?”

Hayworth caught his breath and stepped backward until he was pressed against the side of his truck. “I didn’t mean to bring out a volcano goddess. I did a fertility ritual but couldn’t pronounce the names, so I substituted. Pele is all over the place here. She’s the local bigwig, so I called on her. Besides, her name is easy to pronounce.”

Idiot. How this guy managed to pull off the ritual at all was beyond my comprehension.

“We’d like a copy of the ritual as well as the name of the person you got it from.”

“I got it out of some book.” Hayworth jerked his head side to side. I moved opposite Irix to flank him in case he bolted. “It’s just a silly legend. I felt stupid doing that ritual but figured it wouldn’t hurt. Things got better, but now I’ve got three trees dying, so, clearly, this Pele is a hack.”

I caught my breath, looking around defensively for a retaliatory wall of fire.

“If you didn’t believe it, if it’s all just a legend, then why were you throwing pineapples at the fire last night?”

The farmer opened and shut his mouth like one of those plastic talking fish. “Pineapples have a lot of water in them, so I thought they would help. It’s the only thing I had in my car.”

Liar. Even I could tell he was lying, and I had no extra special abilities in that area. “Pineapples? Seriously?” I rolled my eyes.

Irix wasn’t as amused as I was. He approached the farmer then shot out a hand to grab the man’s arm. In one swift movement, he’d twisted him around, angling the man’s arm upward and pinning him against the edge of the car.

“I’m calling the cops!” the man yelled.

“It’s difficult to call the police when you lack fingers,” Irix mentioned casually. “In fact, it’s difficult to do a lot of things when you lack fingers. I suggest you tell us right now what happened.”

“It was in a book.” Hayworth gasped, arching his back to relieve the pressure on his shoulder. “I bought a book off the internet.”

Irix pressed him harder against the truck. “What happened?”

The farmer grunted. “I did the ritual on the beach. Used pineapples as the offering. But then the fire went crazy and spread across the beach and into the trees. I tried to put it out but couldn’t.”

“That’s when your pineapple trees were cured?” I asked.

He nodded, swallowing painfully. “Yes, the next morning. I didn’t think anything about the other fires until yesterday when my trees started to get sick again. I figured maybe I didn’t offer enough pineapples. So I listened to the police scanner, and when I heard about the fire last night, I went there to make another offering.”

Irix eased up on the man’s arm, and we exchanged puzzled looks. Pele certainly seemed greedy, but I doubted all this was over a bunch of pineapples. Once again I examined the sick tree. Three of them, after the fungus was eradicated from the entire grove. How could that have happened so quickly?

“Tell you what. I’ll cure this tree in return for the spell book you used.”

Irix let the man go, and he rubbed his shoulder before replying. “You don’t exactly look like a pesticide rep, or one of those fungus scientists. How is a college student going to fix my tree?”

I pointed. “This one. Right here, right now. Do we have a deal?”

His expression turned calculating. “I’ve got three sick trees. Heal all of them and you’ve got a deal.”

I’d healed a diseased tree in New Orleans, but it had taken a terrible toll on me. Even though I was humming with energy, healing three trees would put me at a significant disadvantage if I had a Cleo run-in this afternoon.

“One. If you help us get rid of Pele and her fire servants, then I’ll cure the other two.”

The farmer glared. “How do you expect me to get rid of her? I gave her the pineapples. I don’t know why she’s still here.”

I didn’t know why either. Hopefully once I got the spell and conveyed it to Kristin, she’d have a solution. “We may need you to do the ritual to reverse this. I don’t want you disappearing, so it’s one tree now and the other two after.”

“Reverse it?” Hayworth picked up his sprayer and headed for another tree. “Forget it. I don’t want to reverse the spell. I’ve got no idea what happened and how, but my trees are better than they have been in years. I don’t care if she runs around burning up restaurants; there’s no way I’m reversing that.”

I looked at Irix, and he punched a fist into his palm, nodding toward the farmer. I shook my head, not quite ready for brute force.

“I cure one tree for the spell book. How’s that.”

Hayworth laughed, hosing bark with the sprayer. “Knock yourself out, girl. It’s not like I’m going to turn into a witch or something. You cure a tree, and the book is all yours.”

I approached the tree and placed a hand on it. The fungal infection hit me like a fist, knocking the breath from my lungs. I’d never felt anything so strong. Leaves, twigs, fruit buds – the fungus rarely caused permanent damage, but this particular strain seemed determined to whither this tree to nothing. I could even feel the cankers that were a few weeks away from forming on the trunk. Whatever benefit Hayworth had received from his ritual, the disease had come back ten times stronger.

I opened, letting the blackness pour into me and leaving the tree a clean vessel. My vision swam with the intensity of it, my stomach knotting in pain. Hungry, the disease spread through me, trying to take hold and claim my body for its own. I struggled to fill my lungs then closed my eyes to concentrate as I breathed out and took control.

They were like small ‘c’ shaped worms, immature ones still attached to the hyphae. Conidia, asexual chlamydospores. These fungal spores spread through mitosis and wreaked havoc on plants and fruit. They were also hardy little suckers. I burst each one, tearing them down into simple atomic structures, then further, into a sort of primeval energy. The anthracnose had made me feel filthy and nauseous, made me want to scrub with bleach, inside and out, until I bled. Now, instead of filled with foulness, I was filled with something else – energy I struggled to hold and control. I panicked, instinctively knowing if I wasn’t careful, I could blow up an acre of this guy’s orchard.

“Steady,” Irix murmured against my ear. I felt him as if he were part of me. His being took the weight of the energy, helping me keep it contained.

Feeling like an overripe melon about to burst, I concentrated on channeling the energy, transforming it into healthy cellular structure and nutrients as I pushed it back into the tree.

The last speck of energy left me, and I clung to the tree trunk for support. I didn’t feel like I was on the verge of puking anymore, but a nap sounded really good. A nap right here, right now, under this pineapple tree. Irix’s arms went around me. His lips pressed to the side of my head, and he sent a trickle of energy through my skin. It was like cool water on a hot day, and I smiled at him in gratitude.

“Wow. Just... wow.” Hayworth’s voice sounded like he was a few-hundred yards away — and in a wind tunnel. He touched the tree’s bark. “And you even cured the fruit. That’s amazing.”

It was. Leaves that had been covered with brown, twigs with black spots, misshapen and stunted fruits – they were all the glowing picture of health. It was as if they were part of a horticultural exhibit. Or as if an elf had worked her magic.

I caught my breath and managed to stand more upright. “Now, the spell you worked?”

“Oh, yes. Yes, of course.”

We followed Hayworth through the field and into the house. He went to the shelf with the touristy, brightly illustrated Hawaii books and pulled one down.

“Here.”

It didn’t look like any grimoire I’d ever seen. The ‘spell book’ was paperback, colorful scenes of luau entertainment on the cover. Harnessing the Power of Hawaii, by Celestina Starlion.

What. The. Fuck. “This... this is what you used for the ritual?”

“Yep.” He pointed to a jagged strip of sticky note protruding from the top. “A deal is a deal. The book is all yours.”

Irix and I exchanged baffled glances.

“And you didn’t do anything else?” I asked. “Didn’t pay a sorcerer you found on the internet to help you?”

“Nope. I was ready to abandon the farm and move back to California with my sister. I figured this was worth a shot. I put my whole retirement savings into this place, but it’s worthless with the grove diseased.”

“Well, you’ve got a fresh start now. I’d recommend you destroy the two infected trees. And your tree spacing is a real problem, as are your irrigation sprayers. With that constant dampness on your leaves, you’re going to be susceptible to anthracnose. Thin your grove, change to drip irrigation, and in the fall, rake and burn all fallen leaves and twigs, and this fungus won’t come back.”

He nodded. “I’ll consider it. Now, if you’ll excuse me... .”

Normally the dismissal would have irked me, but I was anxious to get back and see what Kristin could tell me about the ritual this man used – and hopefully how to put Pele and her servants back to rest.

 

 


Chapter 22

 

Irix dropped me off at the resort and left to pick up supplies for our fire-protection ritual tonight. Kai met me in the lobby, and we went to my room to eat room-service lunch and wait for Kristin to return my call. Once we’d tucked into our burgers, I pulled the spell book from my bag and tossed it onto the table between us.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Kai said, regarding the book with disdain. “Harnessing the Power of Hawaii?”

“Here’s the ritual.” I turned to the marked page.

She scanned it. “Kalanimainu’u is a lizard goddess. She doesn’t have anything to do with agriculture.”

Kalani-what? No wonder Hayworth couldn’t pronounce her name. I leaned over and looked at the book upside down. “Who should he have called? Haumea? Or Lono?”

“Maybe Lono.” Kai shrugged. “Like I said, Haumea does childbirth. Lono has some minor responsibility for agriculture, but he’s not really a plant deity. He’s the god of peace and winter rains.”

“Rains?” I winced. Aranthcnose was exacerbated by wetness, so calling on a rain god probably would have been just as bad as a volcano goddess. Or a lizard goddess.

“Yeah. Which is why he’s occasionally attributed as a harvest and fertility god. The winter rains are key to the growing season here.”

“So Celestina Starlion should have probably made the ritual for Lono?”

“He’d be one of the better ones to appeal to for a good harvest. He’s not as well-known as other gods and goddesses, but, in a way, he’s as popular as Pele. Nearly everyone on the island has a Ti plant near the entrance of their house. It’s a kind of blessing, to bring the home peace and good luck.”

The red Cabbage Palm I’d forcibly grown during the fire at the ranch was also called a Ti plant. How poetic that I smothered a destructive fire with a symbol of peace.

Kai smiled nostalgically. “The coming of Lono begins with the rise of the Pleiades. It’s kind of a four-month-long Hawaiian new year that we call the Makahiki season. A Lono figure is created and carried around from district to district. Long ago, war was forbidden during the Makahiki season, and all work was halted while the Lono-Makua was in your district. Now we just party it up – lots of games, sporting events, and feasting. It’s a total blast.”

Drat. Too bad I wasn’t dealing with him instead of Pele. Lono was easy to pronounce. What a shame Hayworth hadn’t invoked him instead of the volcano goddess.

“Well, the farmer substituted Pele for your lizard goddess, and evidently offered her pineapple in return for curing the blight in his orchard.”

Kai gave me an odd look. “I can see Pele taking an offering of fruit. When the volcanoes were active, farmers used to leave offerings at the base to try to persuade her not to burn their fields. It doesn’t make sense that she’d respond to a request to rid trees of a fungus. It’s not within her area of control or expertise.”

So why had she responded? That was another question I’d need to ask Kristin.

“What makes Pele back off in the legends? What has appeased her in the past? Because these pineapples don’t seem to be doing the job.”

“Her temper eventually burns out, so time. Lots of groveling and worshipful adoration. Or we could go find Kamapua’a.”

“The pig god?” There were several areas in central Maui named for Kamapua’a – usually ones where there was an abundance of mud.

“The pig god. He and Pele had a very tumultuous and somewhat tragic relationship. Pele was attracted to Kamapua’a because he was stronger than she was. She’s all about control, and he’s the one lover she never could force into obedience. Their affair ended badly, but she still loves him. They’re both too proud to ever make any attempt at reconciliation, though.”

My heart wrenched for the pair of them. “Where is Kamapua’a? Do you think there’s any way we could get them back together?”

Kai shrugged. “He could be anywhere. Some say he’s with the wild pigs in southern Maui. Others say he left the islands once Pele broke things off. I’m not sure I’d want the pair back together again anyway. There’s a lot of screaming and thrown objects in that sort of relationship, if you know what I mean.”

I did. “We may not have enough juice to put Pele back to rest. I’m looking for any angle I can find to negotiate our way out of this. Brute force is a last resort.” And a suicide mission. Brute force would most likely result in us dead with Pele still burning everything in sight.

Kai pulled the spellbook closer. “Speaking of juice, I’m done working for the day and could seriously use a drink if we’re going to discuss vengeful goddesses and magical spells.”

“Coming right up.”

Kai snagged a fry off my plate and paged through the book, reciting several spells out loud as I mixed up a batch of rum, pineapple, and mango juice.

“Who is this woman?” Kai flipped the book over to read the back copy. “It’s like she read a Wikipedia entry on Hawaiian gods and churned it in a blender with a bunch of neo-pagan spells.”

“Read the ritual the farmer used.” I handed her the drink.

She turned to the marked page and read:

“Circle of life turn day to dusk

Strength and health through seed and husk

Two halves as one make life anew

A piece of each joined through and through

I cast this spell that more shall live

To seal our pact this offering I give

E Kalanimainu’u, e taumaha wau ‘ia ‘oe

Kalanimainu’u, I call on you to bless my endeavors to grow and multiply

 

“Sheesh. That’s just awful. And it isn’t any kind of Hawaiian prayer.”

“Isn’t that one phrase Hawaiian?” I peered over her shoulder.

“Well, yes, but it reads funny, like it’s been lifted out of something else.”

“Like what?”

Kai shook her head. “I don’t know. It translates to ‘Oh, Kalanimainu’u, I offer this to you.’ It’s ceremonial in tone. Maybe it came from a history book? A museum booklet?”

“So the incantation isn’t traditional. What about the ritual tools? ‘An egg or the item you seek to multiply or heal, sage and lemongrass as incense, and four green candles.’

“They’re not traditional either. A thousand years ago, we didn’t have candles or sage or lemongrass. An egg might have been included in an offering, but the rest? No.”

“And he substituted,” I mused. “Kalanimainu’u became Pele, and the offering was a pineapple.”

The phone rang. I dove for it, thrilled that Kristin had managed to call me back. “You’re on speakerphone, girl. Kai is here as my friend and Hawaiian-mythology expert.

“Cool. I just got off work and read your e-mail with the ritual.” I could hear traffic in the background.

“And?” I prompted

Kristin laughed. “You’re joking. Aside from the few phrases at the end, it’s a Wiccan fertility ritual. And it’s not for plants or wealth; it’s for pregnancy — hence the egg. Is your farmer pregnant?”

“If so, he’d be giving birth to a gecko. Kalanimainu’u is a lizard goddess. But wouldn’t the change in deity name alter the results?”

“Not really. In Wicca, power comes from within the practitioner. Results from invocation are strongly influenced by what the caster believes the deity or spirit can do for them. You can substitute Thor, Pele, Quetzalcoatl, or Zeus in there, but if the caster believes they’re getting fertility help, then it’s still a pregnancy ritual.”

Mmm, Thor. I’d totally wind up pregnant if I did a Thor ritual.

Kristin’s words made me wonder. “How much would the ritual have to change for it not to work, or for it to do something unexpected?”

“It’s intent and faith that makes the spell. That’s how Wicca works. As for other magical systems, change one word, mispronounce one syllable, and all bets are off. Ninety-nine percent of the time, nothing will happen. One percent of the time, you’ll get something weird, like a bag of seeds or a glut of pineapples.”

Or a Pele who takes your pineapple and won’t leave. “What if the caster isn’t religious, or a practitioner, but just some guy trying to get a bit of help on his farm? Would the spell work like a Wiccan was casting it, like a mage was casting it, or something else?”

“That’s tricky. The spell is Wiccan in nature. No ceremonial magic practitioner would perform a spell like that – there’s too much left open to misinterpretation and not enough structure. So if the farmer had faith it would work, the spell would probably perform as a Wiccan one, and he should get some measure of health back to his orchard. If he didn’t have faith, then nothing should have happened. I don’t know about those last two lines, though. Those could be activating something in the native pantheon that I’m unaware of.”

I glanced at Kai. She shrugged. “It offers Pele a pineapple in exchange for growing and multiplying his ‘endeavors’. Again, not her thing. Maybe there was a second ritual? Or by an incredible coincidence, the spraying caused his trees to have a miraculous recovery the morning after the ritual.”

That would be one hell of a miraculous recovery. Nothing beyond magic could heal an entire orchard that fast – especially trees as badly damaged as Hayworth’s had been.

Kristin sighed. “Maybe it’s a coincidence. Maybe someone else summoned a plant god, and not the farmer.”

“Who? I can’t imagine anyone except Hayworth would care enough to exert magical influence to save his farm. He’s not exactly a nice guy, and his family is back on the mainland. It has to be this ritual, which means Pele.”

“Well then, you’re going to have to ask the goddess what’s going on. Why would she agree to do something so far away from her area of responsibility, and for a lousy pineapple? And the ritual is done. She healed the trees, got her pineapple. Why hasn’t she gone back to rest? She’s breaking contract by staying.”

I grimaced at the thought of trying to have a civil conversation with Cleo after last night. But Kristin was right. The goddess was the only one who could answer those questions.

I said good-bye to Kristin and clicked off the phone. “What do you think?” I asked Kai.

“I think maybe we should do another ritual and ask Lono to bring the rains and chase the volcano goddess away.” Her tone was wry as she flipped through the book. “Or stock up on massive amounts of fire extinguishers, and pineapples.”

“I’m not bringing any more gods or goddess into this. We’ve got one too many as it is. Heck, I’m worried enough about this protection ritual tonight. Who knows how that’s going to go.”

“Well, as your token human for tonight, I’m doubtful it will even work. I’ve no experience in magic. You’re a half-elf, and Irix is a demon. I’m thinking a better idea would be to drag Hayworth down to the beach and offer him up to Pele as a sacrifice.”

I laughed. “She won’t want him. He’s not good-looking enough for her. She goes for the young, virile, sexy types. Besides, as abrasive as Hayworth is, I can’t really blame him. The guy was about to lose his life savings in that farm. Tons of people do spells they find in books or off the internet as a last resort. It’s not his fault this one actually worked.”

Kai shot me a perceptive look. “You’re too nice, Amber. Hayworth is an idiot. This is my home, my island, and I’m not about to watch it burn to the sea because some mainland farmer can’t manage his crops.”

She was right. And I wasn’t about to give up while Maui was in danger. Kai snapped the book shut, and a piece of paper slid from it onto the floor.

“Hey, what’s that?” I reached down and picked it up. It was jagged at one end where it had been torn from a notebook. I unfolded it and saw neat writing – a copy of the fertility ritual. Of course Hayworth hadn’t wanted to lug this big book into the field for his ritual any more than I wanted to drag it around in my bag. He’d copied it for reference. And he’d changed a few things beyond just the offering and the deity’s name. I wouldn’t have noticed if I hadn’t read the original spell a million times already.

“No candles,” Kai noted, scooting close to read the paper.

“He used cane brush and pineapple twigs instead. And he burned the offering.” I pointed to a few lines scrawled at the bottom. Burned it. That would reinforce the whole Pele theme. “Is this Hawaiian? What does it say?”

Kai frowned as she read. “It seems your farmer was hedging his bets.”

“He’s asking for another god’s help too?” I looked through the Hawaiian text, hoping to find a second spirit that might have actually been responsible for healing the trees. It made sense – one spirit takes the pineapple and heals the trees, and Pele comes in on the fringes of the ritual. “Is it Brigid? Hestia?”

“No. We’re stuck with Pele, and only Pele. But I knew I recognized the earlier phrase – it is part of an offering incantation to Pele. We don’t use it here, since we don’t have an active volcano. On the Big Island, it’s used to appease the goddess and quiet the volcano. Farmers give her an offering from their crops, and, in return, she spares them from fire. But Pele is a capricious goddess, and your farmer left one word out of his incantation.”

“Which word?” I asked with dread.

“Some. The offering is “some” of their crop. This idiot offered Pele his entire crop, and everyone else’s on the island. Assuming she’s a real spirit, she’s come to claim her due.”

 

 


Chapter 23

 

I shoved the paper at Dennis Hayworth. It had taken me a while to locate the farmer. Kai and I had wandered through rows of pineapple trees until we found him sorting fruit and raking twigs and leaves into piles.

My head throbbed. Each tree I’d walked by had suffered some degree of the fungal infection. The only healthy tree in the whole damned place was the one I’d healed this morning. What had happened to cause the fungus in two trees to re-infect the entire lot in a matter of hours?

“Is this the ritual you did?” Kai shoved the paper at the farmer, unaware of what I saw on the trees. “Did you say it exactly as you wrote it, or did you make further modifications?”

Hayworth ignored the paper. “You!” He pointed, taking a menacing step forward. “What did you do? My entire orchard is reinfested.”

I backed up a step. “The tree I healed is still fine. I didn’t do this.”

“You cursed me. You cursed my farm, and now everything is dying again.”

“I didn’t!” I put a few more steps between the farmer and me. If he got physical, I could defend myself, but I didn’t exactly want to kill this man with a bolt of lightning because he took a swing at me.

“Maybe Pele didn’t get enough pineapples.” Kai still held the paper but was watching the man carefully. It was nice to know she had my back. Or front.

He turned to Kai, his wrath at me momentarily forgotten. “I offered a pineapple and delivered. I even went back last night and threw more of them into the fire. I gave her what I offered.”

“You offered the entire island.” Kai waved the paper in the man’s face and growled. “Not just your crop, but everyone else’s as well.”

“Doesn’t matter.” He spat then glared at me. “The trees are dying. I did a spell for healthy trees and harvest. Whether you cursed them or Pele went back on her word doesn’t matter. Dead trees means the deal is off.”

I frowned. Had Pele revoked her cure because she hadn’t gotten what she’d been promised? According to Kai, the ritual had offered her the entire island. What did Pele want to do with it? Burn it to barren rock? I couldn’t believe she’d want to be lonely on a dead island. What constituted her ‘having’ the island?

I needed to talk to the goddess. Not that she was going to be in a talking mood, given how we’d last left things. The message in the burning coals this morning had made that quite clear.

“Can you please look at the paper,” Kai pleaded. “We need to know exactly what you did so we can figure out how to fix this.”

“I don’t care. You can’t ‘fix’ this. My trees are infected. I’m ruined and broke. And I’m not going to mess with any more of this magical stuff.”

He turned away and picked up his rake. I had to do something. I had to figure out a way to show him he had a stake in all this.

“Infected trees are better than ones that are burned to the ground.” Hayworth paused, rake in hand. “I cured one tree. I can cure more, but not if you don’t help us, and not if Pele continues unchecked and burns your orchard down. Did you think she’d ignore you, the one who brought her here? She’s going to turn on you, make you suffer. You’ll lose everything to her flames.”

I should have been an actress. I would have easily won the Best Demon Liar Ever award. There was no way I could cure his entire orchard. The amount of energy it would take was beyond what me, Irix, and a whole host of demons combined could muster. And I had no idea what Pele’s intentions were concerning Hayworth’s farm and his person. It was a plausible threat, though, given her famous temper and love of vengeance.

The farmer blanched.

“Your pineapple trees,” I said softly. “I can cure them all. The only tree in this whole grove that isn’t infected is the one I healed. The disease would be gone, and it wouldn’t come back. No more spraying. No more throwing away hundreds of fruit. Or you can tell us to go away and wait for Pele’s wrath.”

He looked up. “Okay. I’ll help. But I want the whole orchard healed.”

I took a deep breath. Impossible, unless I stayed here and slowly cured one tree at a time while screwing everyone on the island for energy. Luckily neither of us had mentioned a time limit. It would take me about a year. Less if Irix helped.

“Deal.”

Hayworth dropped his rake and snatched the paper from Kai. “The spell had to be done at night, and I was worried I might accidently burn the pineapple trees down, so I did it on the beach instead of the farm like I was supposed to. Oh, and I did wind up using some candles I found in my kitchen – a yellow and a red one.”

Sheesh, this guy had thrown everything but the kitchen sink into this ritual. “Did you honestly believe it would work? Did you have faith the spirits would come to your aid?”

“No,” he scoffed. “I’m Lutheran, but when you’re in Hawaii and there’s idols all over the place, dancing and fire stuff... when in Rome, you know. I figured it might just work. What did I have to lose?”

Kai bristled at the man’s disrespectful tone, her hands curling tight. I needed to move this along before she lost her temper.

“So what happened during and after the ritual?”

“There was no wind that night, but sparks kept flying into the brush. I put them out, so nothing got out of control. At the end, the fire went crazy. Flames were ten feet high. Then they walked across the sand and into the trees.” Hayworth shook his head. “Thought I was seeing things. I tried to put the original flames out with my shirt, but I couldn’t do anything about the crazy fire in the trees. When the fire department arrived, I got the heck out of there.

“When I went back the next morning and looked where I’d built the bonfire, there wasn’t anything left. No ashes, no charred wood. The pineapple was gone. The trees were all burned, as well as the surf shack, but where the bonfire had been, there was nothing but clear white sand.”

“And you thought a pineapple offering would be an adequate exchange for eradicating the fungus from your farm?”

“Yeah. That was the ritual. I give Pele a pineapple and my orchard is healthy again. She could have said ‘no’. In fact, that’s what I assumed would happen. The whole thing seemed kind of stupid, but if natives traded off their lands for a bunch of beads, maybe a goddess would heal my farm for a pineapple.”

Kai snarled. “You idiot. You offered the whole island to her, not just one pineapple.”

“I didn’t offer the island. I don’t own the island. How can I give away something I don’t own? And I gave the fire one pineapple. That was what the spell said – one. Stupid goddess. How could she think I would let her have my whole farm?”

I didn’t know much about demi-gods, but with demons, the devil was in the details. I was ready to leave and concentrate on how to work the spell tonight, and how to get Pele into civil discourse, but Kai wasn’t done with Hayworth.

“If you’d done more than read tourist books, you would have realized what Pele was like and stuck with some other god, like Lono, instead. She’s jealous, grasping and greedy. She’ll take whatever she can get – including someone else’s spouse. She’s a goddess. You don’t bargain with a goddess.”

“I didn’t,” Hayworth shouted. “I did the ritual in the book. Nowhere was there a warning about substituting stuff. Sue that Celestina woman if there’s a problem. It’s not my fault.”

“Whoa, whoa,” I waved the two apart. “Let’s figure out how to stop this thing, then we can point fingers and cast stones.”

I turned to Hayworth. “Was there anything you read about sending the goddess back?” It was a long shot, but it was worth a try.

“Just keep feeding her pineapples? I don’t know. I asked some Hawaiian goddess for help; I didn’t think about having to send her back.”

Now I took a calming breath and turned to Kai.

She lifted her hands helplessly. “Pele will want the sacrifice she’s been offered. Maybe you can get her to agree to a substitution. Find some good-looking guy with a suicide wish. That might work.”

She’d jump at the chance to walk away with Irix, but that wasn’t going to happen.

“Are there any instances of Pele being tricked? Of her being appeased by something other than the originally promised offering? Besides throwing a gorgeous guy at her, that is?”

Kai grimaced. “Yeah, there are stories of her being tricked, but they didn’t end well. Pele always finds out, and her revenge is brutal.”

I felt a headache coming on. A goddess with no sense of humor, a hot temper, and a taste for other women’s husbands or lovers.

“So what is the fire servant exactly? A minion of Pele’s? Some kind of manifestation?”

“I’m assuming it’s one of the fire spears, wielded by her army. Legends say that notable warriors serve as ghost soldiers after they die. If you have an ancestor who is one, then you are safe. Otherwise, you should hide in your house when you hear the war drums and see fires on the hillsides.”

Hayworth looked at us as if we were aliens. “I can’t have been the only one in the history of the Hawaiian islands to make this mistake. How do you natives send Pele back to her volcano to rest? And how do you deal with her ghost army?”

“We grovel and ride out her temper tantrum. Pele doesn’t want to destroy the island and be left alone on a barren rock. I’m not saying she wouldn’t do it if she was suitably angry, but she’d feel bad about it afterward.”

So the key was not to make her suitably angry. I.E. make sure she doesn’t get drenched with the fire sprinklers. I was going to need to find Pele – Cleo — and talk her off the ledge. Then hope that college mediation course was worth the tuition. But first I need to put some safeguards in place, just in case our temperamental goddess became angrier. Sort of a plan B. And possibly a plan C.

“We’re going to do the protection ritual tonight, and a second ritual. I’ll e-mail Kristin and ask if she can’t come up with something that’s a reversal of the ritual in the book. We’ll do that one on the beach, in the exact same spot as the first one.”

“And what do I do?” The farmer sounded reluctant, but I knew he’d do anything to safeguard his farm.

“Gather as many pineapples as you can – diseased, healthy, it doesn’t matter. You’re going to help Kai set up the offering, and then you’re going to help me with the ritual.”

He did the first ritual, there was a good chance he’d be able to make this one work – Lutheran or not.

“What time did you do the original ritual?” I asked Hayworth.

“Midnight.”

Good. The fire protection ritual was at sunset. That gave us plenty of time to gather the materials for both rituals and get from one place to another.

“So beach at midnight.” I waved a stern finger at Hayworth. “Be there early.”

He nodded. I looked at the sun dipping lower as we walked back to Kai’s Jeep. This was going to be a hectic evening, gathering supplies and racing from one ritual to another. Hopefully one or both of them would work. Hopefully we’d send Pele back where she belonged. And hopefully we’d all survive.

 

 


Chapter 24

 

I felt vaguely car sick as my eyes went back and forth between the brochure and the map. Kai’s Jeep wasn’t ideal for navigation. I would rather we had taken Irix’s stolen BMW, but the location we were going to required a bit of off-road travel. Getting stuck wasn’t an option when we had to be back at the beach by midnight.

Seven Sacred Pools sounded suitably powerful. I’d had to purchase a tour package from the taxi-driver’s tour company before they’d tell me exactly where the powerful magical spots were on the island, and which was the best for raising water energy.

“You know it’s a scam.” Kai had been repeating variations on this theme since we’d left. “Ohe’o Gulch is beautiful, but there was nothing ‘sacred’ about it until marketing got hold of it and decided it would make the perfect tourist destination.”

“We don’t have time to find someone who knows the ley lines and can show us the optimal spot for the ritual,” I explained once again. “Kristin said the ritual would work anywhere, but a place with powerful water magic would be best. Seven Sacred Pools of water? It’s better than doing this around the bathtub.”

We were both a little short-tempered. Kai was irritated I hadn’t come to her for the sacred spot info. I was just irritated. It was a long shot that this ritual would work, and a longer shot that the one tonight would work. Part of me thought I should just save my energy for fighting off the firestorm Cleo was going to bitch-slap me with. Eventually. Why hadn’t the goddess come after me yet? When I’d flung her into the forest with a palm tree, she’d retaliated the same night. I hadn’t heard a peep out of her since last night. Where was she?

And when was the big anvil of fire going to drop on my head?

“Stop arguing.” Irix was clearly amused as he sat in the backseat and listened to our conversation. The Jeep wasn’t big, and he was wedged in with boxes and bags holding our supplies. As usual, he appeared relaxed and sexy, even with bags full of twigs and candles squashing him.

We all grew silent as we passed the site of the ranch fire. The blackened fields seemed vaster than I remembered. The ranch house was still surrounded by massive Ti plants, a rough path hacked from door to road.

Kai laughed. “You did that? You weren’t kidding. Wow, those people are going to have amazingly good luck with the size and density of their Ti plants.”

“I hope so.”

We rounded the corner and began a long climb, cliffs on one side and a gorgeous sunset over the ocean on the other.

After a few jarring miles, Kai pulled into a small parking area. “We’ll hike in from here. You can actually see the lower pools from the road, but there’s no parking. Heck, there aren’t even shoulders on that section of the road.”

We hopped out, each grabbing a box and slinging a few bags over our arms. This was going to suck, hiking in with all this crap. Worse would be hiking out in the dark with it all. It’s not like we could leave garbage behind in a national park.

Half a mile seemed like a death march when lugging a box. The bags smacked against my legs with every step, and I stumbled over every rock and root, unable to see my feet past the damned box. I arrived winded and sweaty, my arms aching. Kai and Irix both looked as if they’d taken an easy stroll in the park. Clearly I needed to step up my workout routine.

I dropped my box and gasped, sore muscles forgotten. No wonder thousands of tourists tromped up here each year. No wonder they called it ‘sacred’.

The stream started up mountain, cascading in a series of waterfalls as it made its way to the sea. Lining either side of the stream was a wide wall of black lava, deep cracks dividing the surface into large geometric blocks. I reached down to touch the dark rock, marveling at the surface worn smooth by centuries of flash floods. Pele’s skin. Under the lush green ferns, the forests of bamboo, the grassy meadows was lava – old red lava and young black lava, pockmarked, rounded, ground to sand. This was her island. The very foundations of life here sprang from the lava of her creation. She didn’t need some silly, desperate farmer to give her this land. It was hers to begin with.

What did she want?

“We better set up.” Irix watched me expectantly, his face showing concern.

“Yeah. Let’s get started.”

The Ohe’o Gulch was more than just picturesque waterfalls. The seven pools were each beautiful and distinct. Some were barely more than large puddles, a resting place for fast water before it hurtled down another cliff. Others were deep ponds edged by tall rock faces perfect for cliff jumping. We’d selected one of the central pools, smaller but with a view of the lower pools and the setting sun over the ocean. Here the rock was flat and vegetation free – perfect for safe burning. It was also the easiest spot to get in and back out onto Hana Highway where we’d parked the car.

We marked the center spot for our ritual, and Irix began to place the sticks for the fire. Birch, oak, maple, and cherry, along with a cane of sugar, and the top of a pineapple. When Kristin had given me the supply list, I’d been worried we wouldn’t be able to find the non-native woods, but judging from the appearance, it seemed a home-improvement store was missing some of their flooring samples. Irix, my beloved klepto.

I used a string and chalk to mark the circle. Once drawn, Kai pulled out her compass and placed bundles of wood at each of the four quarters. We stood inside the circle – well, Kai and I stood inside the circle since Irix had an understandable dislike of being in the center of one. As the sun touched the water on the horizon, I spread the salt around the circle and began the incantation. Kai lit the central fire then used a branch to light the southern bundle of wood.

Southern spirits, gods of fire and might, give us dominion over flame and spark. 

Taking a burning branch from the south, Kai lit the western bundle.

Western spirits, gods of water and song, give us dominion over flame and spark. 

We continued until all four quarters were lit. Then we sat. The fires crackled around us, shadows lengthening as the day gave way to dark. Night fell. Insects sang. Kai sat across from me, and in the firelight, I could swear I saw her ancestors in the ghostly shadows behind her. She was Hawaii just as much as the ground we sat on. Pele might have created these islands, but Kai was the life that grew from the barren rock.

Her skin glowed like mahogany in the flickering light, her eyes as dark as the lava around us. I felt the tide of power rise from the ground, spiraling into us from the confines of the circle. I didn’t have to say a word. Kai silently rose, taking the pail of water we’d scooped from our sacred pool as she went to the edge of the circle.

We control the flame. From smallest spark to raging fire, bend to our will and obey. 

One by one, Kai doused each fire with the sacred water while I repeated the incantation and directed the energy. Having made her circuit, Kai returned and poured the remaining water from her bucket onto the central fire. Smoke and steam erupted in a hiss, plunging us into darkness.

And silence. Energy whirled around us, trapped in the circle. My eyes adjusted to the darkness, and I saw Kai, opposite the fire pit, an indistinct gray figure. We froze in a moment of reverence, and then I reached out and dragged my fingers across the salt and chalk.

Insect song broke the silence, nearly deafening in contrast.

“Did you feel anything?” Kai whispered. I felt like whispering too. It was like being in church. Our voices seemed a jarring disruption to this holy moment.

Yes, I felt something. Although I wasn’t sure it was the right something. I just didn’t know enough about this magic stuff to tell. Once again, I wished Kristin or Jordan were here to guide me.

“I don’t know if it worked, or how long it will last,” I murmured. “Time will tell.”

Irix appeared beside me, silent as he put an arm around my shoulders. I felt his approval, his pride. Warmth spread through me. “You did good, elf-girl.”

“One more to go.”

We scoured the surface of the lava for any debris, using our cell phone lights to see, and packed everything into the cardboard boxes. The wet, charred bits of wood had soaked through the paper bags and boxes by the time we arrived at Kai’s Jeep, leaving black smudges across my waist and up my arms.

We were silent on the ride back, the mood somber and thoughtful. I don’t know if it was the ritual, the deep dark of the still and moonless night, or the quiet of the landscape, but I could tell it weighed heavy on us all. I breathed a sigh of relief as we entered Lahaina with the bustle of tourists and the glow of streetlights. By the time we arrived back at the resort, everything felt normal – well, normal for a vacation where we’d spent more time dealing with a goddess and her fire minions than sunning on the beach.

We took a quick break, agreeing to meet on the beach at eleven-thirty to prepare for the midnight ritual. I headed down early, sitting on the sand to watch the waves roll in and think about what the next few days might bring. If the fire-protection spell didn’t work, then we’d be glued to a police scanner, racing about Maui with little bottles of magic-fire-away. If it did work, Pele was going to be pissed. The moment one of her servants rebounded, she’d know. If the reversal spell worked, we could all relax, and if it didn’t, Pele would most likely come after me sometime soon.

I was a half-demon with a price on my head, so I was pessimistic.

“Cleo?” I whispered. I hadn’t sensed her around, and I was sitting next to the dreaded water, but I still hoped she could hear me. “Cleo, I’m sorry. Please, let’s talk.”

Nothing. Time to try something different.

“Pele, my sister, come and talk with me. I promise I won’t throw water at you if you don’t try to burn me.”

A warm breeze ruffled my hair and sent strings of lights around the resort pool dancing, but there was no sign of the goddess. I sighed and marked the ritual site with neon, glow-in-the-dark chalk powder that Irix had picked up at a contractor supply shop. It didn’t look particularly sorcerer-worthy, but with moonrise on the other side of the island, I couldn’t guarantee we’d be able to see the outlines of the markings well enough to keep from scuffing sand over them or stepping over them altogether. Breaking the circle before the ritual was complete would be bad, bad news, according to Kristin. I only hoped none of the hotel guests noticed the intricate, glowing symbols and hexagram and thought we were a bunch of Satanists.

Although, on Maui, nobody might care.

I had a cheat sheet, because Kristin had gone on and on about grades of order, adeptus minor, Kabbalistic crosses, planetary powers, and balance energy stuff that sounded a lot like something an angel would say. This was so far out of my comfort zone that I needed to steady my hand as I drew the symbols. The ritual was nothing like the Wiccan ones I’d attended with my friends. Even the placement of the elements was different – according to zodiac alignment as opposed to the four quarters. After I’d drawn the circle, I placed the sign for fire in the east, earth in the south, air in the west, and water in the north. I’d never be able to remember which little squiggles meant what and would need to rely on my written notes read by dim starlight.

Once the elements were drawn, I created the hexagram as two interlocked triangles – one representing fire and the other water. It was starting to make sense. Balance. Substitution of one energy for an equal amount of another. It sat well with my elven soul, reminding me that this type of magic, as well as what the elves practiced, all echoed the teachings of the angels.

“We’re here.” The box Irix sat on the sand made a clink noise, and he took a few steps back from my intertwining lines of chalk dust. “That thing makes my skin crawl, and you haven’t even charged it yet.”

How many times had he been summoned into something like this? Forced to do another’s bidding before he could return to Hel? I know he hated being anywhere near a summoning/banishing circle. The one Kristin had done in New Orleans when we’d needed to return to Hel had been fake, but this was the real deal. I paused and flexed my fingers, looking at the symbols and thinking of the power in these lines of chalk. To bring a being of spirit here, to trap them into service, to force them to return. I only hoped that Pele was subject to the same rules that governed angels and demons. And that I was doing this right.

Kai stepped carefully over the glowing lines to hand me items from the box. We’d needed something to symbolize Maui, to consecrate and purify, to protect the island. Kai had picked out a kukui lei, the brown nuts polished to high gloss. We also needed something to symbolize Pele – a statue carved from Acacia Koa wood that had been harvested from the island. And, just in case, three crates of pineapples. If Pele showed up in a bad mood, we wanted to be prepared.

I positioned the statue and the lei. Then Kai left the circle while I drew emblems for the planetary powers at each angle of the hexagram.

Once the circle was complete, we stood, watching and waiting. At the very last moment, Hayworth arrived. The man stood on the opposite side of the circle from Irix with his hands shoved deep into his pockets. I had no idea what I could have the farmer do in this ritual. It was so complex, I wasn’t even sure I would get it right.

“Pineapple?”

He handed it to me, leaning across the lines of chalk so as to not smudge them. I cringed as I took the fruit, feeling the blackened flesh where the fungus had taken hold. I placed it in the center where the sun symbol was, right next to the kukui lei and the Pele statue, to represent the initial offering.

I took a deep breath and brought the energy up to the surface of my skin. Facing east, I held my left arm across my body and pointed upward with my right, feeling like I belonged on the magician Tarot card.

“Yod. Nun. Resh. Yod.”

I recited the zodiac signs from the hexagram along with their attributes, glancing occasionally at the paper that was barely legible in the glow of the chalk. My arms went out to my sides to form a cross with my body to make the sign of Osiris. Then I reversed with my left arm up and my right across my body, switching the paper to the other hand. Now I felt less like a Tarot card and more like a traffic cop.

More arm movements, this time with some head rolls to accompany the zodiac invocations. I bit back a laugh, desperately wanting to shout out “Y. M. C. A.”.

Finished with the calisthenics, I drew a hexagram in the air at each direction with my index finger. Kristin had said a wand worked best, but since I didn’t happen to have one of those handy, my finger would evidently suffice.

Done. The energy still hummed through me, but it felt... flat. Was it supposed to feel like this? I sent a trickle of energy out around the circle. The symbols and lines lit up a brilliant white. The banishing space was charged and secure. Now it was time to work some magic. Squinting to read the unfamiliar language of the incantation, I traced the main hexagram with my finger and stooped to pick up the kukui lei, saying the words to protect the island. For the second time, I charged the main hexagram then picked up the Pele statue.

“Don’t you dare.”

My spine stiffened. She was here, and I had nearly completed the ritual. Should I continue and hope I’d done it right, or break the circle and negotiate? From the corner of my eye, I saw Irix ready to defend me from any attack. Kai moved around to guard my back, a pineapple in each hand. Hayworth had disappeared. Coward.

And Pele – Cleo, because she would always be Cleo in my mind. The goddess stood to the east, where the element of fire lay in this ritual, her black hair lifting in the light breeze, her dark eyes an eerie orange glow. People had suffered because of her. Businesses and homes were lost. The fireman and the child from last night were still in hospital, along with others from her fiery tantrum. She’d rebuffed my overtures of peace, refused to back down. There was no indication in her stance that she’d yield. I should complete the ritual and send her back to rest.

Then I thought of her exiled from her family, the men who had spurned her, the love affair that hadn’t had a happy ending. She was such a bitch, but there was something about Cleo that I liked, that I admired, even. And no one should be forced to sleep forever. I hated that people did this sort of thing to Irix. Here I was doing the same thing – forcing another to bend to my will.

I made the only decision I could and put down the Pele statue, reciting the words to end the ritual and breaking the circle with a swipe of my foot.

“You’re burning the island,” I told Cleo, my voice soft. “Last night, a child and a firefighter almost died. Why would you destroy that which belongs to you? Why would you punish the people who adore you?”

The goddess raised her chin, her eyes haughty. “I am the islands. Their bones are mine, of fire and lava. My fire and lava which you claim destroy the land are, for me, tools of creation.”

I remembered my discussion with Kai, my pang of sympathy for how lonely the goddess must have been, chased from her home and exiled with only her fire and lava to keep her company.

“They are part of creation. It takes more than just fire.” I waved my hand at the elemental symbols. “Air to breathe life into your flame. Earth combined with fire to create the lava that becomes these fertile fields. And water to balance your nature and allow your creation to bloom, to sustain life.”

She stared at me, her expression unreadable.

“Alone you are only flame. With some of your siblings, you are three of four elements. Three still leaves you on a barren rock in the middle of the ocean. You need water. And you need these humans who have made your name known across the world. Don’t hurt them, or you may find yourself lonely and empty once more.”

She took a deep breath, the light in her eyes flickering. “Last night was in self-defense. You attacked me, and I did what I had to. It’s your fault if two humans nearly died. You fired the first shot.”

“The sprinklers are a human device. They are afraid of fire burning their buildings, so they put them in for protection. If you hadn’t melted the doorknob and smoked up the bathroom, they wouldn’t have gone off.”

It was the wrong thing to say. Cleo glared, her eyes flaring to red-orange. I cut her off before she could protest.

“They’re afraid of water too. They build dams and levees to control it. They live in terror of flash floods and hurricane surges. Humans want balance.”

She tilted her head. “You have killed too. With your floods and storms, many sailors have perished in your depths. Many humans have been swept to their deaths in your waters.”

I clenched my jaw. I was Namaka in her eyes. I was the goddess of the sea. Water covered over seventy percent of the Earth. No wonder she was jealous. And water had killed far more in the history of the world than fire ever had. “Yes. I’m not proud of the lives and property that water has destroyed over the ages, but none of it was deliberate.”

Her eyes narrowed. “I defended myself.”

“And what about the other fires?”

“The humans have crowded every inch of me. I cannot even stretch my limbs without burning down someone’s dwelling or business. The damage was minimal.”

I bit my tongue before I told her that my definition of minimal was quite different than hers.

“I won’t force you back, but instead will ask you. Please return to your rest.”

I saw the smoke rise from her, the flames twisting along her hands and legs. “You, who cover the earth with your body, you, who have never rested ask me to return to slumber? How dare you.”

Damn. I probably should have kept going with the ritual and the statue. This was going downhill fast.

“You were awakened to consider a request, a plea. You accepted that request – to cure an orchard of blight in return for the offering of a pineapple. Service has been rendered, and now it is time for you to sleep again.”

“No,” she snarled. “I won’t. It was a lousy pineapple, and I’m not done curing the orchard.”

“Then you’ve broken faith.” I saw Irix move closer, his eyes golden in contrast to Cleo’s fiery red. “You accepted the offering. Your servant last night accepted additional offerings. The price has been paid, but the service you rendered wasn’t sufficient.”

“Neither was the offering.” Fire leapt up her body, covering it like a second skin. “I wasn’t offered a pineapple; I was offered the entire island.”

I winced. Just as Kai had said; Cleo had clearly understood the fine print of the verbal contract just as well as a demon would. “You already have the island – you are the island. You’ve received your payment. Time to deliver your promised service and return to your rest.”

It was another long shot, treating this goddess as if she had been a demon brought over in a summoning circle. It was the best I could do. None of us had any experience dealing with a being of Pele’s level.

The glow of fire covered her entire body like a brilliant garment and illuminated the beach. I felt the heat on my skin, saw Irix and Kai take their positions. Cleo’s eyes met mine, and for an instant I saw behind the fire, saw beyond the narcissistic arrogance, to someone who was trapped. Trapped by what? Instinctively, I reached out my hand, wincing at the intense heat on my palm. Cleo looked down at my hand, her gaze traveling up my arm to my face.

“No.” The words were hushed, but the actions following weren’t. Cleo became flame. Then she exploded into a ball of fire.

I yelped, throwing myself backward into the sand. Irix sprang forward to shield me. Kai backed away, pitching pineapples. She had a good aim. One of the fruit hit Cleo in her fiery shoulder, another smacked into her hip.

The goddess staggered, swatting at the burning fruit as she turned to face Kai.

“Get back!” I shouted. Kai didn’t retreat. Spinning once, she avoided the flame Pele shot at her and snatched two more pineapples out of the box, throwing them as she moved away. This time her fruit missed the mark.

“Kai!”

Irix made a grab for me, but I evaded him, sprinting to get between Kai and the angry fire goddess. Kai stumbled. Realizing I’d never make it, I did the first stupid thing that came into my head – I tackled Cleo.

We both went down. The stench of burning clothing, burning flesh, burning hair filled the air. Irix grabbed me and pulled, but Cleo had twisted around, and she held me tight. I burned, and then something clicked inside me, like a puzzle piece snapping into place. Steam surrounded us. Someone screamed; I wasn’t sure if it was me or Cleo.

Everything died. Extinguished. An inferno one moment, steam the next, then nothing but a beautiful woman sprawled in the sand, my face inches from hers. Cleo’s mouth opened into an ‘o’ of astonishment before snapping down into a tight line of fury. Had the fire protection worked, or had something else put out the fire?

The ground rumbled. Irix finally managed to yank me free of the goddess. He wrapped his arms around me and threw me clear. I came down about twenty feet away, rolling as I landed.

“She’s done nothing to harm you,” Irix snarled. “From the first day you saw her, you’ve verbally and physically attacked her, and now this? She tries to resolve this situation peacefully, and once again you lash out.”

I tried to pull myself into a sitting position. Kai had run to my side and helped, murmuring gently and hovering over me as if she didn’t quite want to touch me. I looked down and saw why. My hands and arms were swollen and red with huge blisters. My shirt was black and fused to my skin in places. Staring at the burns I began to feel them — pain like a hundred knives cutting into flesh.

Through the blur of agony, I saw Irix change. No longer was he the beautiful sex demon in human form. Leathery wings sprang from his back. His face elongated into a sharp beak, and scales covered what had once been skin. His fingers extended, curving into sharp ten-inch talons.

Cleo’s eyes widened, the fire rising around her as she backed away. “Like Kamapua’a. You are no mortal.”

“No, I’m not.” Irix snapped his beak. “And if you hurt her again, I’ll hunt you down and kill you.”

The fire intensified. She hesitated, as if uncertain whether to attack Irix or not, then raised her hands. The flames vanished. I blinked, fighting back the pain and trying to see in the sudden dark.

Cleo waved her arm at me, her voice shaky. “I despise you. Are you trying to put me away somewhere so you can claim everything as yours?” She gestured to Irix. “The best men are yours. Most of the planet is yours. You kill more than I do, yet the humans frolic on your surface. They see you as sweet and loving, a life-giving mother, where I am restrained and locked away. You wish me gone, don’t you?”

“I don’t.” I gasped, trying to speak through the agony that had spread over every inch of my body.

“You do.”

She took a few steps toward me, and Irix locked himself in place, raising his hands in warning.

“Fine.” Cleo’s eyes glowed red-orange. “I won’t suffer the indignity of being chased across the ocean again. You want this island? Take it.”

In a blaze of flame that extended nearly twenty feet high, the goddess was gone.

I screamed when Irix picked me up to carry me. He’d transformed back into his human form, but I was in too much agony to do more than vaguely notice. I remember Kai crying, insisting I had to go to the hospital. I remember Irix putting me in the tub and gently washing the sand from my burns. I remember him peeling the melted shirt from my skin. Thankfully that was the last thing I remembered before I slipped into blissful unconsciousness.

 

 


Chapter 25

 

I awoke on sweat-drenched sheets. Heat radiated from my skin, and I shivered uncontrollably, my teeth chattering. Kai bent over me, a cool, damp washcloth in her hand. Irix sat on the bed stroking my hand. He looked rough. His hair was rumpled and dirty, dark stubble along his jaw and chin. He smiled when he saw me awake. It only deepened the tired lines around his mouth and eyes.

“It’s about time, elf-girl. Your healing abilities finally manifested, but they’re not exactly speedy.” He gestured a hand along the length of my body. “I’ve never seen a demon repair damage while unconscious and with a high fever. It must be an elf thing. Damned inconvenient if you’re in the middle of battle or among enemies.”

“Damned inconvenient even among friends.” I looked down at my hands and arms. The blisters and swelling were gone. My skin looked sunburnt and was peeling. Not the most attractive look, but I’d take that over oozing blisters any day.

“You must have some natural resistance to fire,” Kai told me. “If that had been me on top of Pele, I would have had third-degree burns over my entire body.”

It was a sobering thought. I reached out and gripped her hand, the flesh on my palm smooth and ultra sensitive. “How long was I out?”

Irix grimaced. “Three days. I changed our flight.”

Crap. I needed to be back to school yesterday. And there was that other, little, matter. “Is Pele gone? She said she was leaving.”

Kai and Irix exchanged a look that sent worry deep into my gut.

“There are no more fires,” Kai said. “But I don’t think she’s left the island. Haleakala is smoking.”

The volcano — the one that hadn’t been active in hundreds of years.

“That’s not your problem,” Kai added. “She’s not burning down businesses. We live on an island with a volcano. This is her domain, and it’s a risk we take that any of the volcanoes on or around the islands could become active.”

True, but she’d said she was leaving. I frowned, trying to recall the conversation from the ritual on the beach. “Irix, what happens if you’re summoned and you can’t do what’s requested of you?”

“You don’t get to go back to Hel until you figure out a way to do it. And you can’t just ignore the command to go frolic around with the humans, either. Bad things happen, and the longer you go without performing the service, the worse luck you have.” He shrugged. “Humans aren’t all that creative, though, and it’s usually easy to satisfy the terms of the contract, either yourself or by trading favors with another demon who can do it.”

I nodded. “She’s stuck here. She accepted the pineapple, accepted the terms of the contract, but she can’t perform the service in return. She can’t heal the trees.”

“Wouldn’t that work to her benefit?” Kai asked. “Pele doesn’t want to go back to rest. If she can’t heal the orchard, she’d need to stay here indefinitely. That’s what she wants.”

Understanding dawned in Irix’s eyes. “If she’s at all like angels and demons, she can’t not perform the service. The longer it goes on, the more her luck fails. Bad things happen.”

“Bad things like sprinklers going off over your head. Like nearly being forcibly banished,” I commented.

“Like having your sister tackle you and put out your flames.” Kai shot a quick glance at Irix. “Like having a giant bird-man threaten you.”

“Exactly.” I sat up and went to swing my legs out of bed. It was then I realized why I was shivering so badly. I was naked, and the air conditioning had been turned to sub-arctic levels. Kai was actually wearing a sweatshirt and jeans.

My skin pebbled. Other things became hard enough to cut glass. “Why is it forty degrees in here?” I grabbed a blanket and wrapped it around myself.

“Because you were running a fever that would have boiled your brain had you been human.” Irix walked over and adjusted the thermostat. “We were worried, so we lowered the temperature. At one point, we even packed you in ice.”

“When the blisters went away, we figured the fever was your way of healing – like a souped-up metabolism or something.” Kai gave me a sheepish smile. “We still kept it cold in here, just in case.”

I stood, holding Kai’s shoulder for balance. “The only way we can get Pele to go back to rest is if she cures the orchard of blight, satisfying the terms of the contract. She can’t do it herself, and the longer this drags out, the worse things will get – for her, and thus for the humans on this island.”

Irix turned to me, a muscle twitching in his jaw. “Oh no. That’s not going to happen. I know what you’re thinking, and I won’t allow it.”

“What is she thinking?” Kai’s head turned back and forth between us. “What won’t you allow?”

My eyes met Irix’s. “The goddess can’t cure the pineapple trees, but I can.”

“No,” he snarled. “You can cure one tree, maybe two if you’ve built up your energy storage. You just used up a significant amount of your reserves healing yourself. Curing one tree almost brought you to your knees. Don’t make deals you can’t close on, Amber.”

“I can give you more energy.” Kai reached out to caress my shoulder.

“It won’t be enough.” Irix’s voice was calm but firm. “She’d need to tie every person on the island, and even then it would take her months to heal those trees. That’s too long.”

It was. “You’ve given me energy before,” I reminded Irix. “I don’t necessarily have to get it from sexual intercourse. You’ve given energy to me when we haven’t been having sex.”

He ran a hand through his hair. “But we were intimate. You need that bond, Amber. And I don’t want you having sex with that goddess. I don’t want you anywhere near that goddess. She got herself into this mess. She’ll just have to figure out a way to get herself out of it. Without us.”

“I agree with Irix,” Kai said. “Pele hasn’t done much to gain my sympathy, and neither has Hayworth. He took off the moment Pele arrived, abandoned us to deal with her alone. I don’t care what happens to him or his farm. Pele will survive. She’s a goddess. There’s no need to risk yourself further on her behalf.”

“Yes, she’ll survive,” I said. “But will Maui? You heard Irix; bad things are going to continue to happen to her. This is Pele. We know how well she deals with bad things. The volcano is already coming to life. Even if she doesn’t go back to burning down businesses and homes, how bad are things going to get if Haleakala starts spewing lava everywhere?”

Kai’s fingers tightened on my shoulder. “Bad. Things will get very, very bad.”

 

 


Chapter 26

 

Irix fumed, his hands nearly crushing the BMW’s steering wheel. I watched him out of the corner of my eyes, trying to project harmony. And keep my mouth shut. I got the impression that one more word out of me and we were going to be driving to the airport, not Haleakala.

There had been a lot of shouting in the hotel room as I’d showered, dressed, and eaten three meals brought by room service. Kai, that traitor, had taken Irix’s side and had been just as loud in her arguments. At one point, Irix had brought out his usual threat of locking me in the bathroom.

Eventually I won him over. Sort of. He’d drive me, stay close enough to help if there was trouble, but far enough away that it wouldn’t seem like we were ganging up on Pele. I’d been informed several times that if I got myself killed or burned again, he’d never forgive me.

I wasn’t sure Kai would forgive either one of us. We’d both insisted she stay behind. The pineapples that had worked so well with the fire servants didn’t seem to do anything but piss Pele off. There wasn’t anything Kai could do to help, and she couldn’t defend herself if things went south. I didn’t like the idea of her out in the middle of nowhere, on top of a volcano that could erupt at the whim of a temperamental goddess.

Irix pulled into the parking area and nearly ripped the parking break from the floor of the car as he set it. Smoke curled from the peak ahead, and signs all over the parking area declared the spot temporarily closed due to volcanic activity. I hopped out and cast one last look back at Irix who stood with arms folded across his chest. Light flashed — he had reverted to his demon form, wings stretching out before folding tightly behind him. He was ready for trouble, but this was the second time he’d transformed himself. Add to that the explosions he’d produced across the island, and the angels had to have noticed. My heart sank, thinking that once again he’d need to dash back to Hel or face death.

I climbed up the rocky slope to the crater, shivering. Even with the noonday sun, it was chilly up here. The wind sweeping unhindered across the island didn’t help. But, oh man, the view. The valley below was thick with clouds, peaks rising above them. The sun was in a clear, deep-blue sky, the ocean merely a darker blue line on the horizon.

The Haleakala Crater reminded me of the Mars exhibit at the Air and Space Museum – all red pockmarked rocks and burnt-umber sand. The cinder cone was a huge dished-out section at the top of the crater, the rocks and sand streaked with orange, black, and white. I walked around the edge to the figure seated on a glistening, black chunk of lava.

“It’s beautiful up here. Not a drop of water in sight.” I sat on the lumpy ground, well aware my position was significantly below hers on the rock.

“That’s how I like it.”

I picked up a handful of orange, pebbly dirt and let it sift through my fingers. “I’m sorry for everything that has happened this week. The humans need you. Fire is their greatest tool. They never would have advanced to where they are without it. They need you just as much as they need me.”

She exhaled, a short and bitter laugh hitching the end of her breath. “I know. It was childish to let my anger and jealousy of you harm them and their endeavors. Unworthy of me, I’ll admit.”

That was a relief. I watched the low clouds imprisoned in the valley below. “So, do you want to return to your rest?”

She bent to pick up a rock, her black hair cascading in a curtain around her face. “I can’t. I’m trapped. I cannot cure that man’s pineapple trees. I’ve tried over and over, but the disease always returns.” Sitting back upright, she examined the rock, her face inscrutable. “Plants are not my strength. I was foolish to take the deal, but it has been so long since someone called to me for help. I wanted to help. And I wanted to walk this world again.”

There was sincerity to her voice, and sadness. There were millions of Pele tchotchkes on the island. Everyone had a Pele story to tell. They all revered her, but no one ever called on her. She was of the past, and I couldn’t blame her for wanting to be in the present. I wasn’t sure what to say in response.

The red rock in her hand softened, dripping from her fingers to the ground, where it sizzled as it hit. “I am sorry too. I get so jealous. The sailors, the surfers all call on you. You get to walk the world without sleep. And you always get the best of the men.” She nodded toward the valley. “He waits down there for you, your Irix. You, with all the power of the sea in your hands, and that demon would defend you with his life. If only I inspired such devotion in my lovers.”

“What about Kamapua’a?” I remembered Kai’s story of the goddess’s tumultuous affair with the hog-god.

Cleo snorted. “He’s a pig.”

I shrugged. “Aren’t they all?”

There was shocked silence, and then she laughed. The woman was beautiful when she laughed, all the husky passion more powerful than even my pheromones. She was truly a goddess.

“Yes, they are. Did you know I turned him down when he proposed? We had a huge battle, and when I saw his power, I couldn’t help but be attracted to him in spite of his ugly appearance.” Cleo glanced sideways at me and wiggled her eyebrows suggestively. “He becomes beautiful when he’s overcome by lust. And his prowess more than makes up for his boorish nature.”

“That’s love.” I smiled up at her, feeling the odd bond we shared wipe away the fear and awe her presence usually inspired. “Why don’t you go find him? I’ll bet if you strut by his home just out of reach, he’ll come running.”

A dreamy look came into her eyes before she shook her head. “Someday, when I awake again. The farmer’s trees are beyond my abilities, but I’m unable to leave until I complete the contract.”

“What if the trees were cured? Would you go back to your rest then?”

She sighed. “I don’t want to, but I will if that’s the bargain I must make. I’ll admit failure and return to my rest before you swallow the sun with your vast sea. Again.”

I glanced up at the bright orb. “Swallowed every night only to be reborn each morning. There’s no getting rid of you, sister, or the sun,” I teased.

She shocked me by reaching out and grabbing my hand, her face averted. Her fingers were soft and smooth, warm like a blanket fresh from the dryer. “I miss you. Even if you are annoyingly cute and cheerful. And wet.”

I’d had the idea since before we drove here, but had been afraid to voice it. I was too nice sometimes, a Pollyanna when it came to forgetting people’s dark sides. I did it with Irix, and I didn’t want to do it with Cleo. Irix I trusted. I wasn’t sure I could trust this goddess, but I had to follow my instincts.

“If I heal the farmer’s grove for you, will that satisfy the terms of your contract? Will you be able to stay then? I won’t demand that you leave.”

She started, her hand suddenly hot in mine. “Why would you do that for me?”

I shrugged. “Maybe I like having you around. Sometimes. Not all the time. And not when you’re trying to steal my man away from me or burn my hair off.”

She chuckled. “So, peace?”

“Peace.” I gave her the hippy hand signal for said word. “Do we need to call in Lono to witness this or something? Vow it before a Ti plant?”

“Ugh, no. I can’t stand that guy. He’s no fun at all. I’ll just take your word for it.”

We stood, and I hesitated before turning toward her. “Got a bit of a dilemma, though. I don’t have enough energy to heal his tree grove. Do you think you could give me a boost?”

Hopefully I wouldn’t have to get intimate with her to share her energy.

She wrinkled her face. “How do you not have enough energy? What did you do, drown a small continent last night?”

I tried to look casual. “I’m just coming off hurricane season, and there was that big storm in Southeast Asia. I’m a bit low.”

Cleo’s sigh dripped with exasperation. “Okay, just don’t grab my breasts or anything. Hands only. I’m not getting it on with you.”

I bit my lip. “Damn. Are you sure? Because it might be fun.”

I felt a sharp elbow in my ribs, hard enough to nearly knock me off the crater. “Pervert.”

I did smile then. “Pot and kettle, sister. Pot and kettle.”

***

I gasped when we turned down the lane toward Hayworth’s house. Black cankers covered the trees. Spotted leaves and twigs carpeted the ground, leaving the trees practically bare. The fruit was stunted and misshapen.

“You’re going to kill yourself,” Irix growled as we passed row after row of diseased trees. “Either she’s going to fry us both with an overload of energy, or you’re going to burnout curing the entire orchard at once.”

“It’s her biting your head off praying-mantis style that I’m worried about.” We’d reluctantly decided the best way for me to use Cleo’s energy was if Irix acted as a middleman. Sex demons exchanged energy via sex. Irix and I had already established a bond, but neither of us had such a bond with Cleo. Both the goddess and I were more than reluctant to get it on with each other, and Irix had basically announced sex between me and Cleo would be ‘over his dead body’.

So that left Irix and Cleo. I’d never seen Irix ‘doing the deed’ with anyone except me. The idea of him and Cleo made me nauseous, but there was no other way to transfer the energy.

Of course, Cleo was thrilled. She’d vanished as soon as we’d made the arrangement to meet her at Hayworth’s orchard. No doubt she was waiting, all sexy with black lacy underwear and red lipstick. I’d need to restrain myself from killing her.

We parked at the side of the dirt driveway and walked down the rows of trees to the center of the orchard. Cleo was already there, clothed in flames. Hayworth sat a few feet away, caged by a ring of carefully controlled fire.

“He tried to run away.” The goddess sneered. “What a worthless human. I’m almost embarrassed for answering his plea.”

I nodded, taking a deep breath and steeling myself for what was to come. “Let’s get this over with, shall we?”

Cleo smirked. The fire garment vanished, leaving her gloriously naked – all brown skin, black hair, and flashing dark eyes. She beckoned to Irix, a naughty smile curving her full lips. The air grew electric, charged with the heady aroma of her pheromones. I caught my breath, drawn in by her seductive beauty. No wonder moths flirted with death around a flame. Death would be an adequate payment for one touch of her hand.

I was so outclassed. Putting a hand on one of the trees, I glanced at Irix and saw him watching me. Not Cleo, me.

“Ready?” The soft word said it all. Sex didn’t always equate to love, and even if it did, there was more than one kind of love in the world. Loving wasn’t a zero-sum game. Caring was a bottomless well of emotion. He could enjoy sex with Cleo – heck, I’d enjoy sex with Cleo right now – but it wouldn’t threaten what we had any more than my love for Kai threatened it.

I did love Kai. And I loved Irix. And someday we might add to those who had claim on our hearts. None of that weakened what we shared. In fact, it strengthened it.

“Ready.”

Irix approached Cleo, pulling his shirt over his head in a move that made the muscles bunch in his arms and shoulders. Her eyes snapped to the muscles in question, taking him in.

“Beautiful,” she murmured as she reached out and traced her fingers lightly over his chest. “Please allow me to remove the rest.”

Not waiting for his response, the goddess knelt, reaching up to unsnap Irix’s jeans. With a careful pull of the zipper, she eased the pants slowly down, her long hair brushing against his legs and feet.

I could almost feel the softness, as if it were my skin being touched by her hair. Jealousy had vanished the moment she’d touched him, and all I felt was lust. Watching them together was oh so sexy. I never thought I’d be so turned on by watching my lover with another woman, but I was.

On her knees, she looked up at Irix from beneath dark lashes and smiled. Her hand brushed up the inside of his thigh to cradle his balls, while the other gently stroked the length of his cock. He watched her as intently as I did, his breath hitching as she took him in her mouth.

I’d expected different of Cleo. The entire ride to the orchard I’d envisioned her demanding Irix service her, or her riding him from on top. I’d never once thought she would be so turned on by giving, or that watching them would make me want to touch myself, to time my orgasm with theirs.

Irix’s eyes closed, that muscle working in his jaw, from pleasure this time instead of anger. His hand smoothed back her hair, gently tracing the lines of her face and neck. Cleo made a small sound of satisfaction, and I felt it – felt the energy flowing from her to Irix and then to me. It was like a sonic boom, and I stumbled from the impact.

Every neuron fired at once, and I gasped. Irix threw back his head. Cleo drove him balls-deep into her throat. Climax rushed through me, raising every hair on my body. And I let it go.

In a wave, the energy crashed through the orchard, red-orange and gold. Trees shuddered and steamed. I shook, ecstasy turning to agony as the energy overloaded my synapses. It poured from me – from my mouth and eyes, my feet and hands. Every cell vibrated and ejected the energy in a desperate effort to survive. All the while my brain, my spirit-self, organized and sorted atoms and molecules, creating, rebuilding, eradicating.

When the last screamed out of my body, I found myself holding the trunk of a tree – a healthy living tree with deep-green leaves and thick, heavy fruit. A breeze blew, carrying the sweet scent of green and pineapple.

“You okay?”

Irix’s voice was husky. I smiled, seeing the typical heavy-lidded expression he got after a particularly good roll in the sheets. Cleo gave the tip of his cock a quick lick and grinned at me. I grinned back, every last bit of possessiveness and jealousy gone.

“Yeah. I’m fine.” I was more than fine. I’d never done this without ending up dizzy and exhausted, no matter how much energy I was carrying. Right now I felt ready to run a marathon. Even my nasty sunburn was gone.

Cleo stood, patting Irix on the shoulder and tilting her head to give his ass an appraising glance. The ring of fire containing Dennis Hayworth vanished into a puff of smoke. He stared openmouthed at the trees then bolted. I dusted off my hands and smiled in satisfaction.

And a song rang through my ears like a chorus of thousands. The air buzzed with a tight electricity. I gasped, panicking as I recognized that energy, knew exactly what would appear before us in mere seconds.

Irix swallowed hard, a resolute look on his face.

Cleo sprang into action. She flicked her wrist, and Irix was gone and I was next to the goddess, her arm draped around my shoulder.

A light so bright I had to shield my eyes glimmered before us, coalescing into an androgynous being with skin like marble and white-blond hair. Cleo tilted her head, watching with curiosity, but I’d been down this road before.

“Hey, what’s up?” I asked the angel.

He seemed frozen like he truly was a statue – a statue of astonishment with his mouth hanging open and blue eyes wide.

“Elf.”

“Yep,” I replied cheerfully. “Just helping out some trees with a friend.” No demon here. Go away. Go far, far away.

He snapped his mouth shut and composed himself. “Are you the same elf that was in New Orleans?”

“That’s me.” I smiled, feeling like my lips were about ready to fall off my face with fear. “I get around. Gotta do what I can to help the environment, you know?”

The angel narrowed his eyes. “So I hear. A demon has been sensed here. I’ve come to bring it to justice.”

Cleo laughed. “A demon? I would hardly tolerate such a thing on my island. You must be mistaken.”

He frowned. “And you are?”

“Cleo,” I chimed in. “She’s a fire goddess. Gave me the extra oomph I needed to heal these trees.”

“A goddess.” The angel raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Looks more like a witch to me.”

I felt the heat rise from Cleo’s skin, saw a faint tendril of smoke. So I gave her a quick kick and froze my hideous smile into place.

“Well, it was nice meeting you... angel person. Have a nice day. See you soon.”

He ignored my less-than-subtle hints to go away. “I’m here looking for a sex demon. Have either of you seen an incubus or succubus?”

Cleo snorted. “No. That’s me. I do a lot of... sex magic. Because I’m a sex witch.”

The angel blinked. I felt a zap of electricity, as if he were searching us, searching the area. Cleo sucked in an affronted breath and snapped up a shield, rebounding the energy to the angel.

He angled his head, regarding her. “All right. Seems you witches and elves have the situation under control.”

The angel vanished, and I slumped with relief. “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

Cleo gave me a quick hug. “It would be horrible of me to turn your boyfriend over to his enemies after giving him a blow job. Besides.” She batted her eyelashes. “Irix is a beautiful, sexy man, and that blurry pale thing was simply repulsive. Blech. Was that one of those angels you told me of?”

“Yep.”

“Well, stay clear. I don’t like the looks of that one at all.” Cleo surveyed the orchard, nodding. “Thank you, sister. I owe you one.”

Before I could reply, she was gone, leaving me stranded at Hayworth’s orchard without the keys to the BMW. With a laugh, I pulled out my phone and dialed for a taxi.

 

 


Chapter 27

 

I left my carry-on bags with Irix and walked back through the terminal to pick up a bottle of water and magazine. He’d planned to stay with me another week at college before he headed to his New Orleans house to take care of a few things. He’d also promised to be at my graduation, and to follow me if I ended up getting that internship in California.

I’d had a tearful good-bye with Kai, with promises to visit. She was rooting for a Napa Valley internship but said with some savings she’d be equally excited to visit me in New Orleans. Kai, Darci, Jordan, Kristin and my other friends, all at the house I’d share with Irix – the thought warmed my heart.

A bag of trail mix, water, and a couple of trashy magazines later and I was heading back, eyeing the gates as I passed to see where the other travelers were headed. Seattle. Denver. San Francisco. I paused to see a woman sitting alone at an unmarked gate, her head bent as she read a newspaper. Changing course, I walked over and sat next to her.

“Thought you were going back to the Big Island?”

Cleo shrugged, folding her paper. “I’ve spent a lot of time in Hawaii. Time for me to travel a bit.” There was an awkward silence as the goddess looked down at her hands. “I just wanted you to know that I’m very grumpy when I come out of my rest. And the whole pineapple farm thing had me a bit on edge. I’m sorry if I was a little harsh.”

I guess that was as close to an apology as I was going to get. Hey, she was a goddess. “I’m not much of a morning person either.” I looked up at the blank destination sign. “Where are you headed?”

“I haven’t decided yet. Indonesia looks promising, as does Chile.”

Active volcano spots. Go figure. I was especially relieved that she wouldn’t be on our plane.

“Be good, okay? Don’t make me hunt you down and chase you across the ocean. And stay away from married men – they’re nothing but trouble.”

Cleo grinned. “I like trouble. Too bad your Irix wasn’t interested in something long-term or I would have been tempted to steal him away – tempted enough to risk you drowning me.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “I thought you didn’t care whether the guy was interested or not?”

She shrugged. “I’m tired of turning men into trees and plants. Rejection sucks. And no matter how satisfying my revenge is, it’s all a bit embarrassing to be running around after a man who doesn’t return your interest.” Cleo shot me a wicked glance. “I’m too old for that shit.”

I laughed at her modern speech, colored by her odd accent. “Yeah, me too.” I stood. “Safe travels, sister.”

“Safe travels. See you soon.”

I shivered, giving her a sharp look, but Cleo had returned her attention to the newspaper. Wandering back to Irix, I thought about the situation. An old goddess wandering the world unchecked. It made me uneasy, but who was I to say she had to go back to sleep for thousands of years?

Irix was playing a game on his phone while everyone at the gate stared at him, longing in every face. I’d forgotten how interesting plane rides were with him. No doubt many of these passengers would be joining the mile-high club before we touched down on the mainland.

Sitting, I looped my arm around his and leaned against his shoulder. “I’m glad you’re here.”

I was. Glad he hadn’t needed to dash back to Hel. Glad Cleo hadn’t dragged him off as some sort of love slave. Glad he found something in me worth sticking around for.

He put down his phone and rested his head on mine. “There’s nowhere I’d rather be but by your side, Amber. Nowhere.”
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