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For MIG, for everything. I love you

with all my soul and all my heart.



Chapter 1
Natalie Fleming had done the impossible, and she couldn’t quite believe it. But as she stood there with her hands on her hips surveying the gleaming storefront of Scrumptious, she knew it was true. With less than three days to spare, she’d restored her boutique chocolate shop from the decimation and looting that had occurred after she’d been briefly murdered by a deedub.

The demonic leprechauns of hostile origin had declared her precious store a free-for-all after they’d mistakenly thought they’d finally brought her down, and it had taken a highly bribed restraining order and two weeks of twenty-four/seven work to clean up the utter devastation they had wrought to her dreams.

But she was only halfway there. Three days was all she had until the Michelin-O Gold Star Rating Team (the Otherworld branch of the esteemed ratings company) arrived to bless her establishment or shut it down forever.

How she was going to do it without her sous chef, she had no clue, but Gina Ruffalo had cheerfully volunteered to die instead of Natalie, and she was dancing in Afterlife with her true love and was entirely unavailable for emergency dessert creation.

Which meant it was up to Natalie to do the impossible. Of course, surviving a deedub attack had also been impossible, and she’d done that, so how hard could it be to create a mountain of mouthwatering, and highly magicked, desserts practically overnight?

Natalie grabbed her list of pre-looting inventory and hurried over to her walk-in freezer. She studied the list as she pulled the door open. She should start with the virility balls, because that was her most powerful creation—

“Hello, my dear.”

Natalie jerked her gaze up. A young man was camped out in her barrel of high-testosterone Belgian cocoa, chocolate smeared all over his face. A black Yankees cap sat askew on his head. A platinum skull and crossbones dangled from his left ear. A row of diamonds along the crest of his right ear. All youth with attitude. Invading her precious space!

Indignation rolled over her. Seriously? “I just got this place clean! You don’t have the right to eat my food! I have a restraining order from the Triumvirate. Punishment for violation is death, for heaven’s sake!” Yes, she’d felt a little uncomfortable with the death part, but she also knew that their fear of death was the only thing that would keep her safe. She hadn’t thought any of them would actually try to cross the line, not with that punishment. “Are you crazy…”

The words died in her throat as an old, well-repressed memory flared in her mind. “Oh, dear God.” Her hand went protectively to her throat. “You’re the one who murdered me.”

He bowed. “And your whole family, of course.”

Her mother and sisters bleeding on the kitchen floor, each of them infected by the deedub poison, cursed to die. The funerals, one after the other. Year by year, her family dying off, one by one. Her own gravestone, awaiting the moment when she finally succumbed—

“Didn’t you turn out to be quite the unexpected surprise?” He cocked a jaunty eyebrow and flashed his vampire-wannabes at her. “Surviving a deedub bite? How on earth did you deem yourself worthy of such an affront to the laws of the universe?”

His cocky voice was like a shock of lightning to her cotton candy brain. “You don’t get to have me!” She leapt back, threw the freezer door shut, and slammed the lock down.

The door to the freezer thudded as he slammed himself against it, and she jumped. The door bulged and strained against the hinges.

“Oh, crap!” She raced across the store and grabbed her purse, rifling through for her keys. She didn’t want to abandon her store, but if she stayed, he would kill her and then the Michelin-O appointment really wouldn’t matter, would it?

The deedub howled, and steel claws raked a triple stripe down the middle of the door. Steam rose off the steel, and it began to vibrate. “Oh, God.” She found her keys and raced across the store. Her car was right outside. If she could make it there—

There was an explosion behind her, and then the freezer door catapulted past Natalie’s head and crashed through the front window. Bins of chocolate flew through the air, clattering to the floor. One hit Natalie and knocked her down.

The deedub appeared in front of her in a burst of purple smoke, leaning casually against the doorjamb.

He grinned. “What? No hello? After all we’ve been through.”

Natalie scrambled to her feet. “I have a temporary restraining order. You’re not supposed to be here—”

He shoved off the doorway and charged her. Natalie lunged over the counter and grabbed one of her cooking knives off the counter. She spun around and—

He yanked the knife out of her hand and hurled it into the wall. “Don’t you Sweets ever get that we can’t be stopped? The fact you dodged death simply makes you more of a challenge. You know what men are like. The tougher a woman is to get, the more we want her.” He leaned forward and sniffed, no doubt trying to get a high off the scent of her blood, which was way too chocolaty for her own good, courtesy of her Sweet heritage.

She palmed his jaw, slamming his head back, summoned her magic, and directed her most powerful suggestion at him. Not that her power of suggestion had ever worked on a magical being, but theoretically it was
supposed
to. “Get away from me!”

But instead of succumbing to her command, he grabbed her hair and pressed his nose to her throat. “Just like Godiva. Richer than when you were a baby. You smell like a luscious, decadent woman now.” His fangs elongated, and he began to salivate.

She grabbed one of the diamond-crusted coffee cups reserved for her special customers and smashed him in the side of his head. He backhanded the mug and it flew across the room and clattered to the floor.

Was this really how it was going to end? At the dungeon-breath claws of the same monster whose poison had been killing her for the last twenty-five years? For three weeks she’d been free of him and his taint, and boom-ba-da-boom, it was over again?

He yanked her against him and aimed his teeth toward her throat, and she knew she’d just lost her chance at her second life, and she hadn’t even gotten started. Dammit! This wasn’t right! She—

“I’m afraid I can’t condone that kind of behavior,” a male voice interjected. “It’s not polite.”

“Nigel!” Natalie’s insides furled with hope and warmth as her attacker lifted his head to see who had interrupted them. She couldn’t see past the deedub’s shoulder, but she didn’t have to. She knew exactly who that voice belonged to.

The deedub growled. “Back off—” But before he could finish, a dozen tulip-shaped throwing stars flashed past Natalie and slammed into the deedub’s forehead, marking out the shape of a heart. He bellowed and clutched his cranium as it caught fire. He stumbled backward, and then the air was filled with sparks of light as more metal objects in assorted floral shapes whipped past her, hitting him in every part of his body.

The deedub screamed, the unearthly bellow of a demon thwarted. He stumbled back, flashing like bad disco, and then he blinked out of sight. “I’ll be back,” he shouted.

But she barely even noticed his howled promise of retribution.

Because now that the deedub was gone, she could see her rescuer. Standing before her, a small frown quirking his brows, was Nigel Aquarian, the best friend of her sister’s true love.

Never had the sight of the contemplative warrior been more beautiful. His dark hair was tousled, his leather pants creased, and his shoulders broad beneath his black T-shirt. On his cheek pulsed a pink rose tattoo that infused peace and serenity into the face of a man who should, by rights, be a cauldron of seething fury and anger, you know, given the fact he’d been tortured and betrayed for a hundred and fifty years by Death’s psychotic grandma.

But not Nigel.

Never Nigel.

He sauntered across the floor and crouched beside her, and her heart began to race. She’d seen him around the house dozens of times, but they’d barely spoken, even when they were in a room alone together. She knew him. He knew her. But they’d never connected. Not until now.

“Thanks.” Her body relaxed instantly, as it always did when he was near. “Your timing was fantastic.”

He winked. “I’m known for my timing. It’s one of my assets.”

She blinked at the sound of his rich voice. She’d heard him talk to others. But having him direct that deep tone at her was different. It felt like he’d reached inside her and plucked chords she didn’t even know existed. Suddenly all the tension she’d been holding the last three weeks vanished, and she knew she was safe, for the moment. “What are you doing here?”

“Your sister asked me to keep an eye on you while she was gone.” He crouched beside her, his thigh muscles flexing as he supported himself. “I was picking up some pizza from across the street and thought I’d stop in.” He cocked his head. “A man likes to feel needed, but I must admit to being a little surprised to find you being attacked by a deedub. Your sister implied you had that handled.”

“Yeah, well, the restraining order didn’t work.” She struggled to a sitting position, and Nigel’s hand moved as if he were going to help her. She caught her breath, exhilaration rushing through in anticipation. He’d never touched her before, and she’d thought about it often.

Then he dropped his hand, his gaze intensely watching her as she stood, as if ready to catch her if she needed it. “A restraining order,” he echoed, a small frown etched between his dark eyebrows as he stood along with her. He was so tall, looming over her. “You came back to work based on the assumption that a restraining order would keep you safe from homicidal demons with a chocolate addiction?” Fire simmered in the depths of his eyes, but it was a quiet flame. One that was utterly in control, soothed by the serenity of his spirit.

She’d always basked in the tranquility of his aura and inner peace, feeding upon his spiritual tranquility when her own soul was roiling with turmoil, and she cherished that. Thoughts of him had been her salvation so many times when she’d been succumbing to the deedub poison, terrified and spiraling toward death. She smiled, breathing in the peace she always found in his presence. It was as if he simply blocked all the negative energy, allowing her soul to rest. “But the TRO carries the threat of death—”

“It’s almost impossible to kill a deedub.” A few remaining steel tulips vanished into his blackened palms, absorbed back into the flesh that had created the weapons. “You must know that.”

“Well, that’s why I got the restraining order, because I can’t kill them myself, and I needed to open my store.” She sighed when she saw her front window was shattered. Brand new, with freshly painted gold lettering. It was now glittering on her floor and the sidewalk, like hundreds of rainbow crystals. But they weren’t rainbow crystals. They were carnage.

Scattered across her floor were barrels of her specially imported chocolate, the decadently expensive and powerful contents oozing out onto the floor. She couldn’t stop the wave of defeat that settled on her shoulders. “Look at this mess. How am I going to fix this in time?”

Nigel followed her glance, and he swore under his breath. “You’re lucky it was only your freezer and your chocolate—”

“No! I’m not lucky! It shouldn’t be any of it!” She grabbed a broom from the closet and strode across the room, biting back tears as she began to sweep up the glass. It was mixed with the chocolate, so she couldn’t even save the ingredients. “Do you think people would be upset if there were glass fragments in their desserts?”

Nigel raised his brows for a second before he apparently realized she wasn’t serious. “Opening your store isn’t wise right now. You’re still too hot—”

“I have to do it.” He thought she was hot? Sadly, she suspected that he wasn’t referring to her hourglass figure or flawless skin, but more likely the fact that her name had been on the front pages of all the papers after she’d dodged her deedub fate.

“You don’t
have
to do anything.” His boots crunched on glass as he walked across the floor and picked up one of the two-hundred-pound chocolate barrels as if it were a glass of milk. “Take a year off. Let things settle. The deedubs know where to find you here. Go on a tropical vacation until they forget about you.” He carried the steel tub to the freezer, striding across her store as if he’d been there a thousand times and had already staked his claim on it, even though this was the first time he’d ever set foot in it.

“A year? Are you kidding?”

“I’ll book you a ticket,” he said, his deep voice unyielding. “I’ll take you to the airport tonight.”

“What?” No! Panic rippled through her, and she knew these were her sister’s machinations. She and Jarvis had no doubt convinced Nigel to cart her off for her own good, because they all knew she couldn’t stop him. “Nigel!” She grabbed his arm as he passed by.

He stopped immediately, a huge warrior responding instantly to her light touch. It made her feel powerful, but not nearly as powerful as the burning gleam in his eyes as he stared at her, waiting for her to speak. His T-shirt was so soft to touch, and she could feel the hardness of his muscles beneath it. Something fluttered inside her, something at the core of what made her a woman. For a split second, she was tempted to move her hand two inches and touch his skin—

Dear God! What was she thinking?

She jerked her hand away, her cheeks flaming. God help her if she went down that path again. She didn’t want to awaken that side of her ever, ever,
ever
again. She took a breath and tried to focus. “My soul needs to work with chocolate. I need to craft my desserts and use my magic to help customers.” She willed him to understand, to let her be. “It’s like your art,” she explained urgently. “I need this store like you need art.”

Nigel ground his jaw, and he didn’t look pleased by the revelation. “I sure hope you don’t need it the way I need my art,” he muttered.

“What?” She was confused. This was the man who carried a sketchbook everywhere he went, who took time to bask in the beauty of his art right in the middle of battle, because it gave him such peace and focus. “What’s wrong with your art? It’s your salvation.”
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