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To love means loving the unlovable. To forgive means pardoning the unpardonable. Faith means believing the unbelievable. Hope means hoping when everything seems hopeless. ~ Gilbert K. Chesterton


 
 
Dear Beloved Reader,
 
This is the second book in the ‘For the Love of Evil’ trilogy. I would highly suggest you read the first book, Daughter of Lust, before starting this one. For those that have read Daughter of Lust, let me be the first to welcome you back to all the wonders and nightmares of Hell.
 
Queen Ann


 
 
Chapter One
 
 
Natalia Shura, the half-demon princess of the High Court of Lust, stood beneath a large oak tree inside of a circle of protection with the children of the small village on the outskirts of her father’s territory in Hell. A light breeze penetrated the psychic shield around them, but nothing else got through without permission. The children, more than a dozen, sat on blankets and clutched each other or a favorite toy.
Natalia stroked the bright yellow braids of the little girl next to her, her gentle touch at odds with the fear that saturated the air like rain. Unlike a human’s blond, the little girl’s hair was indeed a true yellow, the color of dandelions in the summer sun. Apple-green silk ribbons with antihex patterns stitched into the cloth were woven into her braids. More protective charms were embellished into the fabric of the little girl’s dress, and Natalia could feel their power humming against her skin. All the children wore similar charms and spells of protection put on them by parents desperate to keep them safe. Natalia couldn’t blame the little girl’s mother for wanting to do everything she could to protect her child during these terrible times in Hell.
All around them, the adult devils of the village raced about at a frantic pace, trying to save everything they could from the approaching Chaos. Or more correctly, from the approaching bubble of Chaos. Wagons stacked with household goods rumbled past, and Natalia made sure all of her charges stayed within the confines of the circle. During an evacuation of another village last month, some children had been lost in the commotion, only to be found later, dead and partially eaten, in a flesh troll’s cave.
A rocking chair crashed off one of the overloaded carts and no one stopped to pick it up. Natalia stared at the abandoned piece of furniture and noted the marks worn in the golden wood from the hands of countless generations stroking the arms of the chair as they rocked. The chair broke with a snap as a beast resembling a cross between a rhinoceros and a pig, lugging the heavy weight of the town’s anvil, stepped on it.
Hundreds of soldiers joined in the evacuation, the second one Natalia had to oversee this month. Each wore the royal crest of her father, Asmodeus, a High Prince of Hell and keeper of the deadly sin Lust. All across Hell, bubbles of Chaos were erupting, destroying everything in their path. The only chance she had at saving the villagers was to relocate them closer to the palace, Asmodeus’s seat of power.
The bubble of Chaos approaching this village now trembled on the edge of town, beginning to swallow an outlying barn. Natalia watched in horrified fascination as the darkness inched and ate away at the structure. Black was the only word her mind could come up with to describe it, but black wasn’t exactly right. The use of the word black would indicate something capable of reflecting a color, something with depth and substance. The bubbles were Chaos in its purest state, a mixture of the raw energies God used to create the universe.
Heaven, Hell, and all of the Universe had been formed by God out of Chaos, reshaped into everything around her, and held together by the will and strength of the High Princes and the King. Together they ruled Hell, each gaining power from the deadly sin they had been given charge of by God. That energy, in turn, allowed each to shape his portion of Hell into his image. As the balance of power shifted due to the rise of opium use in the mortal world, portions of Hell were reverting back to Chaos.
Everyone waited for Satan, the King of Hell, to end his seclusion and do something, anything, to stop the destruction.
One of the little boys moaned and wrapped his cream-colored, scaled arms around himself. He—well he wasn’t really a he, but Natalia had had no better term for him—had human features for the most part, but his teeth and nails were long and curved. She knew from her studies about the different species of demons and devils that when he reached maturity, the cream scales would fall off and depending on what color his adult scales were, he would either become male or female.
“Easy. The princess won’t let anything happen to you,” Eline, her master of the guard said in a deep voice.
Dressed from head to toe in onyx-black armor, the golden script of Natalia’s name shone on his breastplate and shoulders. His long black hair hung in a war braid down his broad back. That silken rope of hair could be used in battle to choke an opponent. He radiated menace, his pale white skin shimmering with hints of gray, as he constantly scanned their surroundings.
Normally, this deep in her father’s territory she wouldn’t have to worry about an attack, but as Chaos unmade her father’s realm into nothingness, and the assaults from High Prince Belal and his allies increased, it seemed as if nowhere was safe. Even groups of angels had begun to attack Hell in increasingly bold numbers.
Through it all, there had been no sign of King Satan.
A matronly devil with threads of ivory streaking through her yellow hair swung down from her loaded wagon as it stopped in front of the group of children.
“Mama!” The little girl in Natalia’s arms cried out and tried to go to her.
Natalia held her back and let Eline stand in front of them. The little girl made a noise of complaint, but they had gone through this with every family who came to retrieve a child. The girl didn’t try to break out of Natalia’s grasp.
Eline blocked the child’s view of the woman. “What is the name of your daughter’s favorite food?”
The little girl stood on her tiptoes and whispered into Natalia’s ear. “Kelpie pie.”
“Kelpie pie,” the frightened woman said at the same time.
Natalia led the little girl to the edge of the circle and passed her through the protective barrier. Once the little girl stood on the other side, the mother grabbed her with a soft sob and held her close while the little girl cried as well. The mother babbled thanks to Natalia as her husband shoved them into the wagon with an anxious look over his shoulder toward the bubble of Chaos.
Eline pulled Natalia to his chest, and she breathed in the scent of metal and male musk. Through their psychic bond, she could feel his concern and impatience.
“You shouldn’t be here,” he said for the fifteenth time in less than an hour.
She rested her cheek against the hard curve of metal that made up his breastplate and watched as her concubine, Gregor, directed a group of demons and devils in the removal of the town’s keystone. The stone consisted of a massive block of silver-chased black marble, installed by Asmodeus when the village had been founded after God had sent his Fallen Angels to Hell. It formed a protective barrier around the village, marking it as Asmodeus’s territory and warning the other high princes of Hell that these were his people. Now the earth groaned as the men lifted it from the ground with heavy steel bars—and magic.
Natalia detached herself from Eline’s arms when Raum, her father’s general and her lover, approached the edge of the protective circle with his lover and concubine, Kirin. Both men looked sweaty, dirty, and grim. Raum’s pale demonic skin, with its hint of shimmering turquoise blue was the same as ever, but his normally pristine white hair lay caked with grime where it had escaped its braid. Kirin sported the beginnings of a nice sunburn despite his swarthy skin, and his black curls were plastered to his head with sweat.
Raum took a formal tone with her since they were in public. “Princess, it is time.”
She tried to move forward, but Eline blocked her and said to Raum, “What’s your favorite food?”
Raum’s lips twitched and a soft wave of energizing lust radiated from him. “Natalia.”
Eline snorted, but he let her pass through the wards of the circle and exchange places with Kirin. “We’ll stay here with the remaining children until the keystone binding is done.”
Behind him, Kirin sat cross-legged on the ground and children immediately clambered all over him as he laughed and began to sing them an ancient Greek marching tune.
Raum wrapped his strong arms around Natalia and she took a moment to stroke his back, both to reassure him and herself. The cinnamon smell coming off his skin marked him as a potential blood-bond mate, and the dark part of her soul purred in contentment. A shout calling for her echoed through the village and she flinched. “I hate this.”
The bubble of Chaos hovered closer now. The barn that had marked its edge when she’d last looked had vanished. Now the trembling darkness crept up the porch of the farmhouse. A brilliant blue sky still arched above, but it seemed as if the bubble of Chaos stretched impossibly high.
“I know,” Raum murmured in a low voice as they carefully made their way through piles of abandoned furniture and personal items.
The bulk of the villagers were gone and just a few desperate clusters remained, still trying to salvage what they could. Raw, emotional blasts of sorrow, rage, and defeat filled the air until Natalia could almost taste them, a bitter mixture on the back of her tongue.
Raum’s voice tightened with worry. “If there were any way I could do this for you, I would.”
Lifting the edge of her golden dragon-skin skirt, she stepped over a pile of discarded stuffed animals. While she would rather have been in work clothes, her men insisted that the people gained courage from her being their princess and that she had a duty to uphold the image of her station, even if she’d only recently learned that she was demonic royalty. “My father is meeting with ambassadors of the other high princes, and I’m his only living child. We have no other choice.” She slowed her pace as they neared Gregor. His soul brushed against hers, and she wanted nothing more than to run and throw herself into his arms. He was her concubine, bound by blood, and they shared a piece of each other’s souls.
Gregor’s normally deep red hair looked black, as it lay close to his skull with sweat. His shirt had been shed long ago, revealing a heavily muscled body built for fighting. He was something of a rarity in Hell, a human living among devils and demons. She paused and allowed her gaze to travel over him, letting him know she loved him and found him desirable. The jealousy Gregor felt over Raum sharing her bed continued to worsen, and she didn’t know what to do to make it better. Monogamy was unheard of among the royal houses of Hell, and as a princess of Lust, Natalia gained her power from having multiple partners.
Gregor came from a family of Russian drug lords who moved massive amounts of opium through the world for Belal. He had fallen in love with Natalia and paid the price, almost killed off by Belal’s minions before she’d rescued him. Now he lived in Hell as her beloved concubine and her father’s prisoner. Not an easy thing for a man used to ruling the world around him with an iron fist.
“My mistress, I need you,” he said, and held out his hand. His dark tilted eyes flashed with anger as he glared at Raum.
Raum tightened his grip and drew her into his arms for a kiss. His lips were hungry, demanding as he tasted her, but she could almost feel how he intended to annoy Gregor. Sure enough, rage and jealousy burned through the bond she shared with Gregor and she gently pushed Raum away. “For someone who is over two thousand years old, you sure act childish when you’re around Gregor.”
Shrugging, Raum didn’t even try to look sorry. “What can I say? He brings out the worst in me.”
The remaining villagers milled about, and she tried to put the confusing mess that was her personal life to the back of her mind. Compared to the destruction happening all around them, her love life seemed positively rosy. Well, maybe not rosy, but certainly not as terrible as the bubble of Chaos consuming their world…at least not yet. With a sigh, she stepped further away from Gregor and tilted her head in the direction of the crowd.
“This is neither the time nor the place. While you two are growling over me like dogs fighting over a bone, these people are fighting for their lives.”
Both men appeared chagrined and Gregor started to say something, but she held up her hand. “I don’t want to hear it. In case you’ve forgotten, I need to empty the cornerstone and I’m going to need every ounce of concentration to keep from ending up as either a dried-out husk or a drooling idiot. So Raum, if you would like to pick out a spot in my father’s gardens to bury me, by all means keep baiting him.” She caught her concubine smirking out of the corner of her eye and whirled on him. “And you, Gregor, if you want to spend the rest of your life changing my soiled diapers while I rot from the inside out, please continue to poke at Raum.”
The task ahead would call for all of her attention, all of her focus. She was about to become a vessel for her father’s power, and if she wasn’t careful, it would destroy her. While she loved her men, sometimes she really wanted to smack them upside the head. She started to walk away, but each man placed a hand on her arm at the same time, holding her in place.
“Please forgive me,” Raum said in a soft and seductive voice. She knew he wasn’t trying to be sexual at this moment, that his essential sensuality was as much a part of him as his blue skin and moonlight-white hair, but that didn’t stop the tingle of warmth in her belly.
“Us,” Gregor said from her other side and pressed her hand to his lips. “I’ll behave…until we’re safe. Then you can punish me for being so wicked by making me serve your pleasure until I can’t move.” He gave her a charming smile that made her heart beat a little harder.
“That’s hardly punishment,” Raum muttered but Gregor ignored him.
Holding each man’s hand, she hurried across the village, steeling herself as the stone came into sight.


 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
Natalia’s hand trembled as she placed it in Gregor’s, dreading the pain to come. Because she was only half-demon, born of a human mother, and had yet to make the transition to full demon, the spell she was about to perform was going to be difficult. But reabsorbing the power her father had stored into the keystone was essential. If that power wasn’t properly captured and returned to Asmodeus, it would explode at the touch of a bubble of Chaos and take a huge portion of land, and her, with it. Worse yet, the loss of that much power at once could send her father into a deep, almost catatonic sleep and leave them all vulnerable to Belal, High Prince of Hell and Keeper of the Deadly Sin Sloth, and his minions.
Standing tall, Natalia tried to emulate the effortless noble grace the ladies of the Court of Lust carried off with such ease. “On behalf of my father, thank you for staying behind to help. My guards and I will take it from here. Your families are waiting for you at the new village location. Please go with my thanks.”
Wemken, a village elder and minor devil, shook his head and crossed his arms over his narrow chest. “Begging your pardon, Princess, but we won’t be leaving until the job is done.” The other men muttered in agreement, and her heart swelled with pride and despair.
Gregor stepped forward and looked each man in the eye as he spoke. “What the princess is trying to say is this spell is extremely dangerous and she needs to concentrate all of her attention on it. If you are here, she will be worrying about you instead of the spell.” He stroked the golden collar around his neck, a visible symbol of his role as her concubine. “I know you want to help, and if you insist on staying behind, we could use your experienced eyes and hands to search every building to make sure no one is inadvertently left behind.”
Natalia let out a slow breath as the men broke off into pairs, planning how best to carry out the last sweep of the village. Gregor cupped her face in his hands and brushed his lips against hers, the warmth of his pleasure flooding her body in a rush of magic. Her protests died in her throat as he deepened the kiss, stroking against her tongue and demanding a response. Desire burned through her veins and settled between her legs, making her grow damp with need as he bit her lower lip. She could taste the salt of his sweat on his mouth and breathed in his musk. Male, he was so deliciously male.
When he broke the kiss and stepped back from her, his dark gaze burned into hers, promising a hot and savage bedding once they were alone. Images of her riding him while he was tied to her bed flashed through her mind, and she marveled at his power and control of their bond. She couldn’t send images to him yet, but Gregor had studied their bond with his usual brilliant determination and had figured out how to use it far better than she had. It came in handy when he had things to tell her no one else should hear, but was rather annoying when he used it to torment her with lustful images while she tried to conduct her duties as a princess.
Eline bit the side of her neck, making her shriek and jump. Both men laughed and she glared at them. “If you’re through trying to annoy me to death, can I get this spell done?”
Raising his gauntlet into the air, Eline motioned for the other guards to join them. The guards and her men formed a circle around her, completed as Raum and Kirin stood at her side.
“All the children are gone?” she asked as she tried to keep from fidgeting with her skirt.
The look Eline gave her was at once kind and firm. “Yes, Princess. All is ready for the spell.”
“All right.”
The four-foot by four-foot block of black-and-silver stone hummed as she stepped closer. The vibrations made her bones ache, and she tried to brace herself for what lay ahead. This would be the second keystone she’d had to absorb, and the first had left her in bed for a week as she recovered.
She whispered the words of the breaking spell, but they echoed as if she had screamed them from a mountaintop. “Come unto me, by my father’s decree.” The ache in her bones turned to a freezing burn as she placed her palms on the smooth surface of the rock and choked on a scream. Power rushed into her, racing through her body as it looked for a proper receptacle. The human portion of her soul died a thousand deaths beneath the onslaught while the shadowy, demon side of her nature turned into a bottomless pit and swallowed the energy whole.
One moment she wanted to shout her pleasure to the sky as the raw energy filled her, and the next she wanted to beg someone, anyone, to kill her. The torment went on and on as her hands remained stuck to the stone. Good thing, because the human side of her mind tried to pull her body from its grasp. She thought she screamed, but it was a dim sound beneath the roar of magic.
The pressure wasn’t as bad as the first time, but she still wept in gratitude as the torrent of energy faded to a trickle. The new pathways the blast of power had burned into her hurt, and she moaned as someone gathered her into their arms. Her face pressed into a warm chest, and she knew right away by the smell of his skin and the deep comfort enveloping her that Gregor held her.
Voices yelled in fear and a heavy pounding seemed to come from all around, forcing her to open her eyes. “What’s going on?” she cried in a ravaged whisper.
“It took a long time for you to empty the stone.” Gregor looked at her, the whites of his eyes big with fear. “The Chaos is almost upon us.”
Her head weighed a thousand pounds as she strained her neck to see. On three sides, the Chaos hovered less than a dozen steps away. The keystone had been reduced to pile of dull gray sand.
“Oh, God,” she said and turned back to Gregor. “Get us out of here.”
He backed up with her in his arms and growled, “We’re trying. The bubble has us trapped. The only way out is through the side of a brick house. Unfortunately, the brick has wards on it and breaking it down is taking precious time we don’t have.”
Strength began to return to her, quicker than before, and she raised her head up to look. Raum, Kirin, Eline, and a half-dozen guards were tearing at the wall in a frenzy.
“Why don’t they open up a portal?” she asked. A small hole appeared in the wall where it was being battered by the pommel of one of the guard’s swords.
Gregor stared at the men, then said in a voice laced with distrust, “Raum said we don’t know if the Chaos can use portals, so he didn’t want to give it an opening to your father’s palace.”
The thought of her new home being unmade caused a shudder to race through her. “No, that would be horrible.”
“Bring the princess,” Kirin shouted, and her world lurched as Gregor sprinted with her in his arms.
Eline went first, squeezing and pushing past the edges of the hole as the other guards worked to make it bigger. Sunlight streamed from the other side, and she barely had time to register what happened before she found herself pushed into Eline’s arms and past the shattered brick. They were in the abandoned kitchen of one of the homes. Broken plates and abandoned cutlery crunched beneath Eline’s boots as he shifted his hold on her.
“I have you,” he said, and backed away from the hole in the wall.
On the other side, darkness framed the remaining men as Raum ordered them through one by one. Kirin and Gregor were the last to come out into the kitchen and the bubble of Chaos seemed to be right on top of them. The last bit of earth disappeared from her view beyond the opening as Raum grasped the broken edges of the wall to pull himself into the home.
An instant before he did, she got a clear mental picture from her bond with Gregor. In it, Gregor pushed Raum into the Chaos and a fierce joy tinged with regret and guilt raced across his thoughts. Time seemed to slow as Raum hung on the precipice, scrambling to get through the hole when he had nothing behind him to step on.
Gregor held out his hand to Raum and Natalia tried to yell out a warning, but she was afraid if she did, Raum would lose his concentration and fall. With their bond still wide open, Gregor’s anger poured into her as he caught Kirin’s pleading gaze. With a muttered oath, Gregor hauled Raum through the opening hard enough that he landed on the floor with a thump.
Profound relief took the little strength remaining in her legs, and she leaned her head against Eline’s hard breastplate. The tears she had been holding at bay coursed down her cheeks as she realized how close Gregor had come to killing Raum, and how badly she had misjudged his ability to share her with the other man.


 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
Natalia spent the ride back to the palace alone in her carriage, claiming exhaustion after the draining of the stone. In reality, she couldn’t stand the sight of either Raum or Gregor.
For the past eight months she’d been in Hell, scrambling to learn as much as she could about being a demon princess and trying to help her father retain his power. The fight became more dire by the day, and as her father’s only living child, she had a vital role to play in protecting their people. The last thing she needed was two of the men she loved being a breath away from killing each other.
What she’d thought were just some bad feelings between Raum and Gregor had changed into true hate. Even now, with her shields shut down as tight as she could get them between herself and Gregor, she could feel his seething anger at not killing Raum and his self-disgust for his momentary weakness. Her concubine truly, deeply loved her but he was human and had been raised and groomed to be a powerful mafia lord, not, in his words, a “kept man.” Sharing the woman he loved with another man, or in this case demons and a damned soul, went against everything he’d been taught about how a man behaved.
Raum wasn’t helping the situation, either. While he was a potential blood mate to Natalia, he didn’t have the same right to her affections Gregor did as her concubine, but he still loved her and she loved him. Considering Raum had a concubine of his own, he knew how she felt about Gregor. He would no more harm Gregor than he would harm her, but if Gregor continued to try to keep them apart, she was afraid Raum would do…something. She didn’t know what, but she could sense his patience with her concubine reaching the snapping point.
She sighed and thumped her head against the gilded window frame of her carriage. She would talk to her father when they returned and ask him for advice on how to handle this love triangle. Well, actually, it was a love pentagon, because she also had carnal relations with the captain of her guard, Eline, and Raum’s concubine Kirin, but they didn’t seem to bother Gregor as much. It was probably because Gregor had become friends with Eline’s concubine and knew Eline loved her very much, and Kirin was the closest thing he had to a friend in Hell. Raum loved his concubine as well, but because Kirin was another male, Gregor didn’t view their relationship the same way.
If only she could get him to understand that her heart, her emotions weren’t those of a true human. She had more than enough love for all of the men, and she loved them each in different ways. The dark part of her soul, her demonic essence, viewed each man as her lover. Raum was the master of her heart, and when they were together she yearned to submit to him. Gregor was the keeper of her heart, the man she trusted beyond all others. Because of their psychic bond, she knew without a doubt Gregor would never hurt her. And last but not least, Eline guarded her heart. Like a knight of old, he would fight for her to the death.
Eline rode on one side of her coach, mounted on her Nightmare. He was the only person other than Natalia that Nightmare would let ride her, and they made quite a picture together. The liquid black silk of the horse’s coat blended into Eline’s shiny, onyx-black armor. His demon-pale skin had hints of subtle gray to it, and he constantly scanned the surroundings. He was such a handsome man. The memory of his powerful thighs flexing against her bottom as she rode him seared through her. An echo of her lust must have reached Eline because he turned to the carriage and caught her staring.
Embarrassment heated her cheeks, and she slumped back, staring out the opposite window as his muffled laughter came through the window. She pretended she didn’t hear him and resisted the urge to stick her tongue out at him. She kept on waiting for one of them to demand that she be theirs alone, but other than Gregor, everyone seemed perfectly content to share her time. Though she’d been in Hell for months now, it didn’t change the fact she’d been raised in the mortal world, where a woman indulging in her passions got labeled as a whore. Some members of the Court of Lust would view her blushing as a sign of her humanity, a weakness to be exploited for their own benefit.
She closed her eyes and took in deep, cleansing breaths in an attempt to clear her mind. Her soul held a staggering amount of power, and she needed to keep her focus on it. The sumptuous silver silk seats embroidered with her father’s crest in scarlet thread were far more comfortable than anything she’d ever felt on mortal earth and the countryside slowly rolling past her window was as beautiful as any she’d seen. Too bad the peaceful image was ruined by one of her personal guards riding next to the coach, his black armor gleaming as he constantly scanned the surrounding area. She was tempted to ask him to move, but an unobstructed line of sight seemed like a petty request when it could make her vulnerable to attack.
The energy from the stone shifted in her body, and she groaned softly as her bones ached. If only she had made the transition to full demon, she would be able to do this and so much more for her father. Every day, she heard about how she was too mortal to do this type of demonic magic, or too human to endure that particular spell. It frustrated her that no one could tell her when or even if she would ever make the full transition.
She glanced at her pale arms, trying to imagine her skin lit with the iridescent shimmer that all full demons had. Her short nails would become golden claws, and she would even develop retractable fangs. Already her eyes shifted colors when she was in the grips of a strong emotion, but she had yet to master the ability of speaking in others’ minds—something all true demons learned not long after puberty. The best she could do was a vague trickle of emotion, so subtle that the person she tried to communicate with couldn’t even be sure if it was their emotion or hers.
The wheels of the carriage clattered as they went from the dirt road to the giant paving stones leading to her father’s palace. She leaned her cheek against the window, looking into the sky where the shining black towers pierced the gold-and bronze-laced clouds. Somewhere inside, her father waited for them. The closer they got to the palace, the more the energy strained to escape her grip—as if sensing its true master nearby.
Raum helped her from the carriage with Gregor a split second behind. She took Raum’s hand as he led her down and didn’t miss the murderous glare Gregor gave his back. Kirin stood off to the side, and his hand stroked his hip where his sword would have been. Eline gave her a questioning glance, but she shook her head minutely. He bowed and left, leading Nightmare into the stables.
“I want you to come to my estate after this, Natalia,” Raum murmured as he slid his lips over her knuckles. Passion filled his voice and phantom hands caressed her hips. “Let me take care of you.”
A pleasant burn resounded through her body, and she had to stiffen her spine to keep her focus. “I need to finish setting up my apartments in the palace.”
Gregor gave Raum a nasty smirk. “Yes, we need to pick out our bed.”
Raum’s smile revealed his fangs. “Make sure it’s one big enough to hold me, and Kirin as well. I know how much you love being pressed between us.”
Gregor’s face flushed, and he took a small step forward. “Funny, I’ve never needed another man in bed to satisfy her. Is Kirin your stud horse? Does he have to finish the job you can only start?”
Kirin gave Gregor a hard glare. “That was uncalled for.”
Natalia leaned back against the side of the coach, clutching her aching head as they argued. Their anger, resentment, and jealousy battered at her shields, and each harsh word became a small cut on her soul. She whimpered but the soft noise was drowned out beneath the increasing shouts of all three men as their anger exploded. At the harsh scrape of steel being drawn out of its sheath, she struggled to open her eyes past the pain. Raum had drawn his sword about halfway out, but Kirin stepped in front of Gregor with his hands held out, fighting to keep the men from each other.
She tried to speak, tried to stop them, but it was all she could to control the power inside of her, surging and lurching like a restless animal against the bars of its cage. Black spots danced before her eyes, and her body became a battleground. What would come first? Would she pass out, throw up, or be incinerated from the inside out by her father’s power?
“Silence!”
The stern female voice rolled through the stone courtyard, rebounding until it echoed with the power of a deep compulsion. Man and demon alike clapped their hands to their ears, and Natalia crumpled to her feet, her forehead pressed to the smooth stones. Immediately, hands grabbed at her and the men started to snarl at each other again, but in much lower voices this time.
“Back off. I’ve got her.”
“Get your damned claws off her, she’s my mistress and the palace is our home.”
“You’re nothing but an ignorant human—”
Galina’s silken voice cut through their growls. “Have you lost your minds? Look at what you’re doing to her!”
Natalia struggled to sit, ignoring the male hands attempting to support her. She reached out and Galina, her father’s head concubine, clasped her hand and helped pull her to her feet. As usual, the beautiful woman was magnificently dressed in an almost transparent peach gown that showcased her spectacular body, but only a fool would miss the strength and power emanating from her. “Thank you.”
“Captain Eline, your lady needs you.”
Raum stepped into her line of sight, his sensual mouth tight with worry. “I—”
“You’ll return at once to your estate until the high prince summons you.” Raum started to protest but Galina held up her hand. She narrowed her eyes at him and said in a warning growl, “That is a direct order from the high prince, General Raum. Ignore it at your own peril.”
Natalia scarcely paid any attention to the drama around her. The ache in her bones was back again, worse now that they were at the seat of her father’s power. His essence had been poured into the stones of the palace and the energy inside her wanted to return to its source. She could almost pinpoint where her father was, somewhere far above them in the westernmost tower.
Big arms lifted her, and she pressed her face against the smooth metal covering Eline’s chest. He smelled of man, leather, and a scent she could only identify as hers. As she clung to his powerful frame, taking strength from their connection, she heard Galina talking with Gregor in a low voice. “Pull yourself together. She needs you right now. The power of the cornerstone is trying to break free and your anger is destroying her shields.” Gregor said something too soft to hear and Galina sighed. “I know. Trust me, I know. After we get this over with, I promise I’ll have a talk with him.”
At some point Eline had taken off his gauntlets, because he began to softly stroke her hair back from her face, careful not to disturb the dragon-skin diadem covering the top part of her head. Even when he began to walk he didn’t stop the slow, steady drag of his fingers as he ran his hands over and over in a soothing motion. Oddly, it reminded her of the way her mother had stroked her when she was sick, and her heart ached for one more touch of her mother’s hands. She wondered if her mother and the man she’d known as her father had been given a proper burial and what the people of Kazan, Russia thought about Natalia’s disappearance. Did they think she killed her parents?
Goose bumps broke out over her body as they entered the transportation orb that would take them to her father’s section of the palace. Transportation—yet another bit of magic she was too human to do. Even the lowest devil could use the orbs, but she had to be escorted through them. They exited the mist and she turned her head to see what level they had come out in. Rather than approaching her father’s personal suites, they were on one of the many public areas that serviced the inhabitants of the Court of Lust. Even after spending the last few months in Hell, she still hadn’t seen all of the palace.
This particular area boasted silver-laced black marble floors reflecting the people strolling over it almost like a mirror. High above, a magical night sky with the twin moons of Hell glowed down, providing a soft, cool light. White stone pillars, carved to resemble trees, held up the ceiling behind the illusion. Among the bare branches of the trees, will-o’-the-wisps glowed in different jewel-toned lights. Damned souls, devils, demons, and a scattering of human concubines gathered in small clusters of conversation beneath the tree boughs.
“Where are we? What are we doing here?” she asked in a soft whisper.
Eline kept pace with Galina. “This is the Minor Court of the Succubus. The high prince is meeting with the queen of the succubi and we are to meet him at her chambers.”
All too aware of the crowd tracking their progress, Natalia didn’t ask any more questions. A pretty maid in a black dress and lacy white apron dropped into a curtsy as they passed. Natalia turned her head and looked around, noticing a distinct lack of males on this floor.
As usual, a hiss of whispers followed in their wake as they passed. Gossip was always a favored pastime of any royal court, but when that court hovered on the brink of war, rumors seemed to take on a life of their own. She wanted to tell Eline to set her down so she could project strength by walking on her own two feet, but she was afraid she would fall and that would be even worse than being carried. Galina and the other ladies of the court had tried to teach her the manners of a noble, but Natalia had a hard time remembering what to do. As Asmodeus’s only living child, she should be a symbol of his power and strength, but unfortunately all most demons and devils saw when they looked at her was her humanity.
Energy hummed and shivered over Natalia’s skin. Eline must have noticed it because his grip on her tightened and he resumed stroking her face. Nausea began to knot her stomach and she groaned softly as the motion of Eline’s gait made it worse.
“Almost there,” he whispered against the top of her head. “Just hold on a bit longer, my princess.”
They reached a set of silver double doors engraved with sinuous forms of nude women arranged in graceful poses. On either side of the entrance, five guards stood in full battle armor. The helmeted figure to the right of the door stepped forward as they neared. It was only when the figure spoke that Natalia realized the guard was a female.
“Greetings, Princess. The High Prince Asmodeus and Lady Pyriel are awaiting you inside.” She knelt and held out both of her hands. “Captain Eline, I would be honored to escort the Princess inside.”
Natalia looked in confusion at Eline and he said in a low voice, “Men don’t…do well in the presence of the succubus queen. Especially not in her private chambers.”
“Oh, of course.” She slowly slid down his armor-covered torso, faintly wishing they were alone and she could feel the magnificent body beneath the metal.
Eline placed a gentle kiss on her inner wrist. “Lady Pyriel is one of your father’s staunchest allies. Nothing will happen to you while you’re in her care. I will wait out here.”
The female guard held out her arm, and Natalia was of a mind to refuse it, but the power from the cornerstone seemed to be traveling through her limbs right now and she could scarcely feel them. It was akin to having a leg fall asleep and trying to walk on it. She took the guard’s offered arm and held on tight as they entered the suite where her father waited.
The scent of incense, rich and delicious, filled Natalia’s nose as they entered the room. She turned her head, searching for her father, and gasped. They were in some kind of elaborate and massive bedroom, dominated by a bed big enough to hold ten people. In the center of the bed, atop black silk and cream furs, sat one of the most beautiful devils Natalia had ever seen.
The crimson gleam of her skin was the only bright color in the room and it shone with a soft glimmer, as if she’d been dusted in powered rubies. Her long, black hair flowed over her shoulder, blending into the silk sheets beneath her. A diaphanous scrap of fabric covered her lush body, but it revealed more than it concealed. Desire unfurled in Natalia’s soul and chased away the nausea with its slow burn. Sensuality radiated in waves from the woman on the bed, and she smiled and preened beneath Natalia’s increasingly admiring gaze.
The Lady Pyriel’s voice unfurled in Natalia’s ear like a stroke of fur. “To invoke such a response from your daughter is high praise indeed, my liege.”
An answering pulse began between Natalia’s legs. She flushed and kept her gaze on the floor as the guard handed her off to her father. Dressed in his usual black-and-silver dragon-skin tunic, Asmodeus matched the interior of the bedroom perfectly with his shimmering platinum skin. The guard bowed, and the door shut with a heavy thump as she closed it behind her.
The curled ram’s horns atop Asmodeus’s head gleamed as if they were made out of silver and his mouth tightened as he held her hand. “Thank you, my daughter.”
She pressed her forehead to his chest, sighing when he hugged her close. Trying to remember the correct social phrase to say strained her already aching mind but she was all too aware of the presence of Lady Pyriel and the deadly game of politics her father played. Every word, every nuance would be studied and dissected. “It is my pleasure to help in any way I can, my father.”
He chuckled and seated them both on the couch. “That, I highly doubt.”
Natalia blinked in surprise and the succubus on the bed laughed. Asmodeus placed his hands on her shoulders and she flinched, knowing what was coming next. “Let me relieve you of your burden.”
She couldn’t help tensing, or the soft whimper that escaped despite her best efforts to choke it back. Taking in a long deep breath, she slowly allowed the power to escape through her mouth, riding the current the air she expelled from her body. Asmodeus sucked in that same breath, swallowing the energy back to its source. Even though her eyes were closed, a bright light still shone through them, as if she were looking into the sun.
Her lungs burned, ached, as they became the conduit for all that power. Even as the energy raced out of her, it left nothing but pain and discomfort in its wake. Only a tiny amount remained and her body shook so hard that if her father hadn’t been holding her she would have fallen from the couch.
“Enough,” Asmodeus ordered. He placed his hand over her mouth, blocking the power there. “Give the rest to the Lady Pyriel.”
Natalia made a protesting noise behind his hand, but when he turned his power-filled gaze upon her, she squeaked and nodded. With her lips closely pressed together, she stumbled to her feet and made her way across the room while fighting to remain conscious. Lady Pyriel crawled down the expanse of the bed, each roll of her hips a sensuous dance no one alive, or dead, could resist. To her amazement, the succubus had a long tail the same color as her black hair and it followed the erotic sway of her hips. The tip narrowed to an arrow shape and the angles gleamed in the light with the cutting edge of a blade.
Lady Pyriel leaned closer, gently cupping Natalia’s face with her hands. Her deep plum-colored lips sparkled as she smiled. “I think I’ll take this drink straight from the cup.”
Before Natalia could protest, Lady Pyriel gently placed her mouth against hers and the decadent velvet of her lips caressed her as the succubus began to kiss her. Soft, gentle, easy, the succubus touched her with consummate skill. She found herself responding to the other woman, burying her hands in the succubus’s silken hair and tugging her closer, slanting their mouths for a deeper kiss.
With a warm sigh, Lady Pyriel opened her mouth and Natalia eagerly explored the delicate secrets within, forgetting about the power still stored inside of her. Instead of the burning release that seared her from the inside out, the power turned into something resembling thick, sticky honey as Lady Pyriel licked it from her mouth.
The door opened, and the sounds of the hallway filtered into the room a moment before it closed again and the presence of her father left the room. All thoughts fled her mind as the succubus rubbed the tips of her breasts over hers, the thin layer of silk and dragon skin doing nothing to dull the sensation.
Pyriel’s tail wrapped around her, the sharp tip barely caressing her calves. Their kiss intensified until Natalia clung to the succubus, the shadowy part of her soul purring with pleasure at the lust rushing off the other woman. She traced her fingertips over the delicate jaw and down the smooth column of her throat to her full breasts.
The succubus broke the kiss and arched back into her hands with a low moan. The scent of their arousal blended into the air and Natalia was surprised at the sweet, almost perfume-like smell of it. Her mouth watered, and she lowered her head, clasping the dark erect nipple of one of Pyriel’s breasts into her mouth, sucking at the tip through the thin fabric. Her awareness of the succubus expanded until she took in every nuance, every hint that the other woman’s body gave her about how she liked her pleasure.
To her surprise, the succubus seemed very, very sensitive to even the lightest touch. A mere lick across the nipple did more for her than a hard suck. Following instinct, Natalia lightly ran her hands down the indentation of the succubus’s waist, stroking gently at the skin hidden beneath the gossamer of her gown.
Pyriel took in a deep breath and grasped Natalia’s hands gently in her own. “Princess, please tell me what you see.”
Natalia placed her hand in the center of the succubus’s chest and pushed her back onto the bed. After all the testosterone-laden drama of the day, Pyriel’s lush body and gentle nature appealed to Natalia as much as a cool drink of water on a hot summer afternoon. “I see a beautiful woman with skin like rubies and hair as dark as the night sky.”
The succubus’s eyes widened in surprise as she pulled Natalia onto the bed with her. “You really see me?”
Natalia removed her boots and tossed them onto the floor. The will-o’-the-wisp lights dimmed to a faint milky-white, floating like stars in the darkness over the bed, bathing them in their silvery glow. Tugging the succubus closer, the women lay breast to breast, hip to hip. Never before had she been attracted to a female in this manner. Oh, there was the whore she’d shared with Gregor, but even then it had been mostly about his pleasure. This woman, this devil, called to something inside her soul.
She smoothed a dark strand of hair off the succubus’s cheek, marveling at how velvety her skin was. “Why wouldn’t I see you?”
A flush darkened Pyriel’s cheeks, and Natalia was surprised to see she blushed dark, similar to a bruise spreading across her shimmering ruby flesh. “When a succubus, or an incubus, are with a human, that human tends to see their heart’s fondest desire. Most mortal men would run away, shrieking in fear if they saw me for who I truly am, and I would starve. Instead, I appear to them as the woman they’ve always dreamed of, a temptation impossible to resist.” Her fingertips stroked along the neckline of Natalia’s gown, leaving a pleasant tingle in their wake. “Only a devil or demon can see beyond my glamour. I-I thought you might be too human to resist my magic.”
Natalia’s first reaction was immediate denial. “No, that can’t be it. I am far too human. I can’t do any demonic magic, and just look at me.”
Pyriel’s laugh held the edge of a purr. “Oh, trust me, I’ve been looking at you and I see far beyond the surface.” Her tail traced a line down Natalia’s back and the cloth of her gown parted beneath the razor-sharp edge. “You burn with power, Princess. I think you will surprise a great many people.” She leaned in and suckled on the side of Natalia’s neck. “Let me serve you. Let me feed your never-ending hunger for lust. I understand what it’s like to burn with hunger.”
“Please.” She sighed as Pyriel pulled the ruined gown from her body and laid her back on the silken sheets among the furs and pillows. The greedy sound Pyriel made deep in her throat stroked at her desire and brought it roaring to the surface. It crashed over her body in a wave and her suddenly sensitive skin almost burned. “What did you do?”
“You gave me permission to serve you, and in doing so allowed my powers free reign to give you pleasure.”
She moaned and twisted as Pyriel traced intricate patterns on her thighs with the tips of her nails. She leaned forward and nibbled on Natalia’s collarbone, sending pulsing waves of need through her body until she fisted her hands in the other woman’s hair and tried to direct her lower. The succubus laughed softly and blew a breath over Natalia’s nipple, stiffening it further. Instead of sucking it into her mouth, the succubus began to bite around the mound of her breast in ever decreasing circles, slowly getting closer to the now-aching tip.
When Pyriel’s lips finally enveloped her nipple and sucked hard, Natalia arched off the bed with a low moan, her hips thrusting, straining to be filled. Pyriel ignored her pleas and continued to torment her, moving from one breast to the other, adding teeth and pain until Natalia panted with desire. Pyriel moved over her stomach, rubbing her face across Natalia’s skin and ghosting her fingertips over Natalia’s mound.
“So smooth,” she murmured against Natalia’s hip.
Her clit pulsed, ached with each beat of her heart, as she eagerly spread her legs and wrapped them around the succubus. The other woman’s body felt so different from her male lovers’ hard frames, and she delighted in the soft curves. Even though she knew the succubus was far stronger than she looked, Natalia couldn’t help but worry she would hurt Pyriel.
Her want had her arching herself toward Pyriel as the devil kissed her inner thigh. “You are so wet, Princess. Your moisture has dripped down all the way to that delightfully rounded bottom of yours, just begging for….”
One slender finger probed her anus, and Natalia hissed out a breath. That gentle touch awoke more nerve endings until she thought she might pass out from the pleasure. After all the strain on her soul today, her entire being hungered for the lust the succubus gave off, drinking it down in never ending gulps of pleasure. As her demonic side expanded its control, Natalia’s perception heightened until she could feel an edge of the succubus’s essence. Pyriel had been made to give pleasure and that was what she loved to do. Pyriel’s thumb began to slowly massage the swollen flesh around her Natalia’s clit. She closed her eyes and moaned.
“Princess, look at me,” Pyriel said in a soft voice.
Straining to focus past the pleasure, Natalia tried to make sense of the silver object Pyriel held in her hand. It was a long, slender shape that narrowed on the top and flared out at the bottom before becoming narrow again. It reminded her of a large, silver mushroom.
Pyriel’s tail tickled up her thigh and she dug her heels into the other woman’s bottom, trying to pull her closer. The succubus laughed and held the end of her tail, fitting the silver shape onto it, covering the sharp edges at the tip. Natalia tried to figure out what Pyriel had in mind, if it was some type of jewelry the succubus wore, or a safety device to keep from accidentally injuring her.
Natalia’s eyes grew wide as Pyriel’s tail slid between their bodies and nudged at her sopping wet entrance. The brush of the cool metal against her heated flesh had her gasping as Pyriel began to lick her juice off her mound with long swipes of her tongue. She tried to thrust herself on to the tip of Pyriel’s tail, but the other woman teased her entrance, putting enough of the silver object into her to cause her inner muscles to clamp down, then pulling it away and leaving her achingly empty. As the succubus did this, she teased the hood of Natalia’s clit, tugging that hard bud back and forth until she thought she would lose her mind.
A low growl came from deep in Natalia’s throat and a surge of strength washed through her body. She grasped the succubus’ head in her hands and ground her clit against her lips. Excruciating pleasure shot through her nervous system as Pyriel held her clit between her teeth and teasingly flicked her tongue across the fully exposed bud while thrusting the hard, cold metal deep into her body.
Natalia screamed. Pyriel held her legs apart with both hands, her nails digging in until Natalia thought she would lose her mind. In and out the silver phallus plunged, warm now with her body’s heat. She hunched forward, rocking her hips against the succubus’s eager mouth as she neared her orgasm. Her whole body tensed, muscles already sore from the day’s activities screaming in protest, but she was helpless against her need to orgasm.
With a final hard suck, Pyriel buried the silver phallus as far as it would go and Natalia screamed. Contractions ripped through her in waves as the succubus continued to suckle on her clit. She’d almost be done, and the other woman would do something clever with her lips or teeth.
“Enough,” she pleaded and tugged at Pyriel’s head until she let go of Natalia’s throbbing clit with a last sweep of her tongue.
Pyriel tenderly kissed Natalia on her lips and whispered, “You honor me with your release, Princess.”
Blissfully floating in the afterglow of her orgasm, Natalia was still deeply connected to the succubus’s desires. Heat flared in her body, a warm ember being stroked to life. Pyriel was filled with need, aching with it. When Natalia caught a whisper of what the other woman desired, she couldn’t help but smile. “Pyriel, do it. I can read in your mind what you want. Give me the chance to pleasure you as you’ve pleasured me.”
The succubus swallowed, her eyes filled with desire mixed with apprehension. “Princess, you don’t serve me, I serve you. It would be…unseemly for you to do…that to me.”
Natalia giggled, the irony of a succubus finding a sexual act unseemly tickling her. “Pyriel, sit on my face. That’s an order.”
Pyriel’s full lips twitched with a smile. “I suppose if it’s an order.”
“It is. Oh, and give me the phallus. I want to put it in your bottom while I taste you.”
A shudder ran through Pyriel’s lush frame, the ruby of her skin glimmering in a million pinpoints of light. “Yes, my princess.”
The sweet scent of fruit grew stronger as Pyriel knelt over Natalia’s head. In this position, the secrets of her body were wide open and Natalia took a moment to admire her. She now could understand some of her lovers’ fascination with her pussy, because she found Pyriel’s wet folds beautiful. Bare of hair, the woman’s cream had a slight shimmer, like liquid pearls. Her clit poked out of her red folds, a slightly darker color, closer to the red of wine than to ruby. The succubus’s pussy looked incredibly soft, and Natalia slowly teased one of her fingers inside.
Pyriel made a guttural noise deep in her throat, and Natalia clutched the silver phallus as the succubus dropped it into her palm. The other woman widened her stance and Natalia gathered the slick moisture from her pussy and spread it around the tight entrance to her bottom. Pyriel twitched and sighed above her and Natalia inhaled the delicious scent of her arousal. Once again it smelled similar to a fruity perfume more than musk and she leaned up to take a long lick. A happy moan escaped her mouth against the other woman’s quivering flesh, and she took another taste. The flavor of ripe, dark fruit with a slightly salty taste filled her and she eagerly licked at Pyriel’s body.
The beautiful devil bent forward and braced her hands on the headboard, her breasts hanging down and wobbling as she twitched with each lick. Natalia removed her mouth and grasped the phallus, licking her lips as she wet it in Pyriel’s juices. When it glistened with moisture, she pressed it against the succubus’s bottom and slowly pressed it in until the fat mushroom head breached the tight muscles of Pyriel’s anus.
With a hiss, the other woman switched her position, turning around so her mouth descended on Natalia’s still-throbbing pussy and thrusting her wet core against Natalia’s mouth. She became lost in the brush of silken thighs against her face, the soft slide of Pyriel’s hair across her stomach, and the taste of the succubus filling her mouth. Add to that the way she massaged the base of Natalia’s clit, and she found herself racing toward another orgasm.
Shoving two fingers into Pyriel’s pussy, she pumped them in and out, responding to the thrusting of the other woman’s hips. She could feel the phallus through the thin membrane that separated her fingers from the metal in the other woman’s bottom and she had the delicious thought that if her men were to take her at the same time, they would be able to feel each other’s cocks as they fucked her.
The thought of that rough, sinful pleasure had her sucking on the succubus’s clit as if it were a little erection. Seconds later Pyriel screamed her release against Natalia’s flesh, her tongue lashing at her clit until Natalia arched and bucked as her own blissful orgasm swept through her. The two women shuddered and moaned, their pleasure rebounding between them until Natalia had to push the exotic devil off and break the connection before she passed out.
They lay there panting long enough for the sweat to chill on her body. Natalia shivered and pulled Pyriel toward her, spooning the other woman, careful to avoid the deadly spike on her tail. The succubus purred happily, and Natalia pulled a thick white fur lined with black silk over them, burying her face in the damp softness of Pyriel’s hair.
“Sleep, my princess,” the other woman murmured as she held Natalia’s arms tight around her. “Nothing will harm you here. I swear it.”
A light tingle of magic followed those words, and Natalia decided not to fight it. She gratefully embraced the spell that pulled her into a much needed rest, her body and spirit fully sated and relaxed. Dimly, she was still aware Pyriel stroked her arms with a butterfly-soft touch, all the while humming some nameless song that reminded Natalia of the wind whispering through the trees at night.


 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
“Princess, wake up.”
Natalia grumbled and burrowed deeper into the soft bed, her body blissfully ache-free and the shadowy part of her soul well fed for once. The slide of the silk sheets against her body felt so good. All she wanted to do was lay here in the darkness and let her thoughts drift.
“Princess,” the soft voice said again, and Natalia vaguely placed it as belonging to a beautiful woman with lips as ripe and sweet as plums. Pyriel. She was sleeping in Pyriel’s bedroom. She wiggled her backside into the hollow of that woman’s stomach.
“You’re enough to tempt a saint, but you need to wake up.”
A moment later, cool air hit her back as her blanket was jerked off and sharp teeth bit into her bottom. “Ouch!” she screeched and scrambled up the bed, holding her butt.
Pyriel, now dressed in a black leather gown, grinned at her and tossed her a royal-blue silk dress. “Put that on, Princess. I confess when I see you all trembling and flustered it’s hard to overcome my selfish wish to keep you here forever. Unfortunately, I think your men would attempt a rescue and spoil our fun.”
Natalia grumbled, but she slid the dress on and flopped back into the mass of pillows at the head of the bed. “What time is it?”
“You’ve been asleep for ten hours. Galina will be coming soon to escort you to meet with your father, but there are some things you need to know before you leave.”
The familiar ball of tension that seemed to be with her every minute of the day reappeared in her gut and chased away some of the hard-earned relaxation her time with Pyriel had given her. No matter where she went, no matter what she did, she couldn’t escape her responsibilities for long. She sat up and smoothed her hair back the best she could. “Please continue.”
“I didn’t intend to bed you.”
“I see.” Natalia stiffened and began to slide off the mattress, in as dignified manner as she could, considering her dress kept getting twisted around her knees and her hair fell in disheveled tangles around her face.
Before she made it to the edge, Pyriel dragged her back to the center. “No, I’m explaining this all wrong.” She pulled Natalia into her arms and rested her cheek on top of her head. “What I meant was I don’t want you to think I intended to seduce you for any form of political favor. You…your passion surprised me. Nothing is more flattering to a succubus than to be wanted for who we are, not who you think we are.” She chuckled and placed a kiss on Natalia’s cheek. “And you’re all too tempting with that beautifully rounded body of yours.”
Natalia blushed and sat back so she could face the other woman. “Why did my father have me give you a portion of his power?”
Pyriel’s lips curved into a decidedly smug smile. “Because succubi and incubi are of the few creatures that can sometimes reach opium addicts and incite lust.”
“What? How?”
“In their dreams. We can break through the body’s physical barriers of addiction and seduce their thoughts, remind them how good sex feels.” Pyriel sighed and rubbed her mouth. “Sometimes it works and the addict will seek out a partner upon waking, but for the most part they revert right back to their addiction.”
Natalia held the other woman’s hand in her own, stroking her thumb across her palm. “Still, it’s more luck than anyone else has had. So what does my father’s power have to do with it?”
“Did they tell you I am considered the leader of my people?”
“Yes.”
“Well, it’s similar to how your father’s followers gain their strength from him. My succubus sisters gain their strength from me. By giving me a boost of his power, the high prince gave me the ability to strengthen them as well to aid in their efforts to seduce the opium addicts.”
“But why didn’t he give it to you?”
“That I don’t know.” Pyriel slid off the bed and pulled Natalia with her. “Maybe he knew I needed to see you as something other than the all-too-human princess. Maybe he knew I’ve been lonely. Maybe he knew your men have been more of a stress on you than usual and you needed a break. There are more possibilities than stars in the sky, but I am thankful I had the chance to taste your soul.” She cupped Natalia’s face in her hands and held her gaze. “You have a strong, honest spirit and I hope it survives Hell.”
“Me, too,” Natalia muttered.
Pyriel placed a quick kiss on top of her head and her tail wrapped around Natalia’s waist, tugging her close. The women shared a soft caress, and Natalia tasted that hint of fruit on the succubus’s lips. “You taste different than anyone I’ve ever kissed. Sweet and…delicious.”
Laughing softly, the other woman stroked Natalia’s arms, reawakening the slow burn of desire that never seemed to fully sleep since she’d entered Hell. “It’s one of King Satan’s jokes.”
“What?”
“When he created us with the High Prince Asmodeus, they flavored our bodies to taste like the forbidden fruit. Rather appropriate for succubi and incubi.”
Natalia stared at her then started giggling. Chatting with her about court gossip, Pyriel helped her fix her hair and finish getting dressed. It almost reminded her of talking with her friends back in Kazan and her heart ached for a time when her life had been much simpler. She wouldn’t give up the love of her men for anything in the world, but sometimes she wished she still lived in a world of blissful ignorance, unaware of how complicated things were.
Just as Pyriel finished arranging her hair, a knock came at the door. The succubus’s nostrils flared and she sighed. “Galina is here. I wish we had more time together.” She traced the tips of her fingers down Natalia’s neck. “I know the demands on your time are great, but if you and your concubine ever wish to come visit with me, I’d be honored.”
Natalia sighed and brushed some imaginary lint from her dress. “I don’t know if that will be possible. My concubine…he…well, he doesn’t want to share.”
Pyriel laughed and held her hand as they walked toward the door. “I’ve found men often view sharing their lover with another woman to be quite different from sharing with another man. Just think about it and know I’m here if you ever need a safe place to feed.” A shimmer of flame flashed through her dark eyes. “I promise no one will disturb us.”
Before Natalia could answer, the succubus opened the door to reveal Galina standing on the other side, dressed in a flowing hunter green silk gown with hints of lemon yellow shimmer. As usual, she wore her long, honey-brown hair loose so it fell to the backs of her knees.
With her gaze averted, Galina said, “Princess, your father wishes to have a word with you.” Galina almost turned her head to look at them, but caught herself at the last moment. “Thank you so much for taking care of her, Pyriel.”
Wondering why Galina wouldn’t look at the succubus, Natalia gave Pyriel’s hand a small squeeze before dropping it. As she stepped through the doorway, she felt as if she were returning to the real world, the one where she was the princess of a kingdom under siege. Her senses sharpened and the constant tension she carried with her returned, but at a manageable level. If nothing else, her time with the succubus had given her body and spirit time to heal.
“It was my pleasure, Galina.”
With that, Galina turned to look at Natalia. “If you will please follow me, Princess.”
Pyriel blew her a kiss before closing the door. A brief pang of sadness ran through her, but it was quickly buried beneath the anticipation of speaking with her father and seeing Gregor. Now that most of her anger had been burned off she wanted to talk to him, to try to fix whatever had been slowly going wrong between them over the past few months.
“Galina, you’ve been a concubine for a long time, right?”
The other woman nodded and peeked at Natalia out of the corner of her eye. “For around seven hundred years.”
Natalia swallowed and tried not to stare at Galina as they approached the transportation orb. On either side, guards knelt as they passed and Galina took her hand. They entered the cool mist and Natalia lost track of time as they traveled to their destination. A century, or maybe a minute later, they stepped out of the orb onto her father’s private level of the tallest palace tower. Deep blue marble traced with silver reflected their images as they crossed the vast foyer. Some servants and guards moved quietly about.
Galina slowed their pace and waved the guards back. “Why do you ask?”
Just to be on the safe side, she glanced around to make sure no one was near enough to overhear and took a step closer until their shoulders were almost brushing. “I-I was wondering if you had any advice on how I should deal with Gregor.”
Galina’s full lips thinned to a line. “Do I have permission to speak freely, Princess?”
Natalia had to resist the urge to roll her eyes. “Of course. That’s why I asked for your advice.”
Without another word, Galina tugged her into an alcove that opened up to a balcony looking out over the land. They were above the clouds, and Natalia’s stomach dipped alarmingly at the glimpse of the ground far, far below between the deep blue marble rails. Wooden benches strewn with cushions lined the wall of the palace and a few sat near the railing. Actual grass grew on the ground, so it was as if they were on a floating park in the middle of the sky.
Thankfully, Galina chose a seat against the wall so Natalia’s stomach stopped threatening to empty its contents. She managed to keep from clutching at the edge of the bench but she did grip her hands into fists on her lap. Overhead on a spire, a gargoyle perched in the sunlight, sleeping and absorbing the warmth of the day.
Galina’s sharp tone startled her out of her fear of the balcony falling off the edge of the tower and plunging them to their deaths. “You are making a huge mess of things with Gregor. If you didn’t need him so much, I would have asked your father to remove him from your care a long time ago.”
“What?” The shadowy part of Natalia’s soul woke with a vengeance at the mention of anyone taking Gregor away from her. He was hers.
Something must have shown in her face because Galina gave her a satisfied nod. “You don’t enjoy that idea one bit, do you? Well, how do you think Gregor feels? He has to see you in constant danger, danger he can’t protect you against, and has to share you with other men.”
Guilt pierced her even as she tried to defend herself. “But you said monogamy is practically unheard of in Hell. I can’t give up Raum, and I couldn’t give up Eline even if I wanted to, and I won’t. He’s bound to me as much as Gregor is.”
“This isn’t about the other men.”
“Then what is this about? I’m confused and trying to make this better, so please help me, or I will find someone who will!”
Galina took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Forgive me, Princess. I see many things in Gregor that remind me of myself when I first became your father’s concubine. It makes me…protective of him. Gregor is all too human and has been raised to be a leader. In his world he was the ruling power, the one to be feared and obeyed. Here he is seen as your possession. Do you have any idea of what that does to him?”
Stung, Natalia sat up straighter. “I haven’t done anything to make him feel that way.”
Galina shook her head. “Yes, you have. You try to keep him out of danger, to coddle him and keep him safe like some prized pet.”
“Well, what do you want me to do? He’s only human! He would be destroyed by the weakest of devils, let alone our enemies.”
“That’s another thing you need to keep in mind, Princess. Not only did he give up the mortal world for you, he turned his back on his family. However and whatever we think about them, these were people that he still loves and he can’t see or speak with any of them for fear of harm coming to you.” Galina gave her a narrow-eyed look that made Natalia feel like she was five years old and getting lectured by her mother. “So you have a strong, powerful man who is now considered a bauble on his mistress’ leash, all alone in a world where he is seen as the enemy. A weak, vulnerable enemy.”
Natalia slumped back against the bench, turning her face to the warmth of the sun as what Galina said sank into her mind. “I never thought of it like that.”
Galina snorted. “So I noticed.” She patted Natalia’s hand. “With all that is going on, you’ve been unable to be with Gregor and strengthen your bond as much as you usually would. And I couldn’t intercede until you asked for my help. After all, you are a princess and I am but your father’s humble concubine.”
Now it was Natalia’s turn to snort. “We both know you’re far more than that.”
Galina stood and briskly rubbed her hands together. “Your father has news to tell you that cannot wait. I-I think I have an idea on how to help Gregor, but I’ll need your father’s permission first.”
Natalia stood as well, smoothing the folds of her borrowed dress. She placed her hand on Galina’s arm. “Thank you for talking with me.”
“You’re welcome. Gregor is a good man with a good heart. He deserves a chance to prove himself.”
With those enigmatic words running through her head, she scooted through the archway, glad to be inside where she wasn’t reminded of how high above the ground they were. The guards closed formation at her back and the soft click of their armor echoed through the long hallway as they made their way past a series of closed doors. Normally, she’d be as safe as a babe inside her father’s palace, but their enemies had proven more than once that even the strongest defenses could be breached.
When at last they reached her father’s study and were ushered in, her shoulders dropped. The tension left her body while his powerful energy embraced her. When she was around him, it seemed ridiculous to think anything bad could ever happen to her. The silver of his horns gleamed in the sunlight pouring through the ceiling-high window at the far end of the room as he looked up from the book he’d been studying. Dressed in a pair of soft brown leather pants and black tunic embellished with silver dragon scales around the collar and cuffs, he shut the book and stood with a smile, holding open his arms.
Natalia gladly went to them and hugged him as hard as she could, the feeling of safety complete as he hugged her in return. His deep voice rumbled in his chest as he released her. “Thank you again, daughter, for returning my power to me.”
He gestured toward the chair across from his battered leather couch and she took a seat, sinking back into its comfort. The chair had been crafted by one of her father’s subjects and contained a special magic that relaxed whoever sat in it. She certainly appreciated the spell as her body unwound further until she sighed in pleasure. To her amusement, she noticed a half-eaten plate of cookies and a scattering of crumbs on the edge of the couch.
Asmodeus’s study had become one of her favorite places in the palace. It seemed like their own private world, where her father treated her as she’d always wished the mortal man she had grown up believing was her father had treated her. Books lined the walls from floor to ceiling, interspersed with display cases containing rare objects of power. Here and there were sexual devices, but she avoided looking at them. Knowing her father had probably used them on Galina made her feel uncomfortable.
In public, Galina always knelt at Asmodeus’s feet, but here in the privacy of his chambers the concubine curled up next to her master and he slowly stroked her hair. A shadow passed over the window as an enormous shape raced past, and Natalia wondered if it was one of the gargoyles guarding the castle chasing another bird. She’d spent one rare, lazy afternoon with Gregor watching the gargoyles frolic and play around the castle turrets, both of them fascinated by the display.
Asmodeus cleared his throat and she brought her gaze back to him with a flush.
“During my meeting with the ambassadors, it was requested we have a royal ball in your honor, and I agreed.”
“What?” She sat up from the chair, trying to shake off its effects so she could think clearly. “I thought you were meeting with them to try to avert an all-out war.”
Anger darkened his gaze and streaks of navy blue and crimson raced through the green of his irises. “That was the intention, but it was next to impossible to get Belal’s ambassador to even acknowledge we are on the brink of war. He dodged me at every turn—the slimy toad—with his allies backing him up every step of the way. They claim I’m showing them a grave insult by not allowing the unattached male demons from the courts of the other high princes the chance to see if you are a possible blood mate.”
Natalia’s heart lurched in her throat. “No, Father, Raum is my—”
“Raum is nothing more than my general until I give you both leave to bond!”
She shrank back in her chair, her father’s anger washing over her until her bones ached. Still, she fought to speak past the pain. “I love him.”
Abruptly his anger pulled back and Galina ran a soothing hand down his leg. “I know that.” He placed his hand over Galina’s and gave her a small smile. “Don’t worry, my concubine. I won’t force her into a political marriage.” He turned his attention back to Natalia, and she tried to hold his gaze without shivering. “I’m also aware this has to be a trap of some kind. Either they are aware of Natalia and Raum being a potential match and view it as being a threat, or they have some other goal.”
“But if their goal is to keep Raum and me apart, why don’t you let us bond?”
“Because doing so would give Belal the excuse he needs to claim insult and declare war. There are strict codes and protocols about royal blood mates.” Something she couldn’t name flashed through his gaze. “Besides, I think this will work to our advantage.”
“How so?” Galina asked, tucking her feet beneath her on the couch. “I’m assuming we would have the ball here. I, for one, don’t want every high-born demon from Belal’s court in our home.”
“I already thought of that and restricted it to one prince, high prince, or ruler of each house.”
Galina’s brow furrowed. “But there are only three unmated high princes, you and….”
“Exactly.”
Galina’s eyes went wide and she looked at Asmodeus with admiration and a hint of desire that made Natalia look away. “Well, that is rather clever of you.”
“Can someone please tell me what is going on?”
“It is my hope that Satan will attend the ball.”
Natalia gasped. “King Satan?”
“Yes. I will word the invitation so that he cannot ignore it.”
Galina curled her fingers through his dark hair. “I’m sure his arrival will greatly upset Belal.”
Natalia stood and began to pace around the room. “If I find any potential blood mates there, will I be forced to bond with them?”
“No. I gave you my word that you would be allowed to choose your own mate, and I meant it. But I also meant it when I said you needed time to think it over. I realize you love Raum and Raum loves you, but it is too soon. After the ball, we will discuss a timetable that we all can agree upon for your bonding.”
Frustrated, she spun on her heel to face him and tried to keep her voice level. “I could accept the wait if it was just about myself and Raum, but the longer I wait, the more Gregor grows to hate Raum.”
“Be that as it may—”
“No!” she yelled. The demonic side of her nature surged awake. It did not like the idea of her men being kept from her, even by her father. “You don’t understand. Gregor almost killed Raum today. He was a breath away from pushing Raum into a bubble of Chaos.”
A chill filled the air until the windows began to frost over. Natalia shivered and her breath came out in little puffs of mist. Asmodeus’s power filled the room until her skin burned from the cold. “I understand many things, far more than you do. Ignorance I can forgive. Arrogance I cannot.”
Her teeth chattered as she forced the words past her numb lips. “Forgive me, Father.”
The room thawed so abruptly the ice on the windows melted into a puddle at the bottom of the frame. Galina cleared her throat and traced her fingertips over the curve of one of Asmodeus’s horns. “My liege, I had an idea of how to help ease Natalia’s burden with her men.”
Asmodeus gave his concubine a hard look but the lines around his mouth deepened as he fought a smile. “Do you know the only time you address me as ‘my liege’ is when you want something you think I won’t give you?”
Galina chuckled and continued to trace the spirals of his ram’s horns. “Really, my liege? Well, in this case I think you’re wrong. I have something to ask you that will greatly strengthen Natalia’s power base, and by default, yours as well.”
Now Asmodeus almost looked weary and he glanced at Natalia. “Do you know what she is talking about?”
“No, but I’m interested to hear what she has to say.”
Galina practically sat on Asmodeus’s lap now, and Natalia would have looked away except there was nothing sexual about the way her father looked at his concubine. If anything, he looked as if he were ready to bolt. Galina licked her lips and said in a rush, “I wish to train Gregor as a warlock.”
Her father gripped the concubine’s wrists. “Absolutely not!”
She continued as if he’d never interrupted her, pointedly ignoring Natalia’s openmouthed stare. “Listen to me. He is slowly going mad with a lack of anything to do, other than be a pet, and he’ll drive Natalia insane as well. Gregor loves her with every drop of his soul. He would never use his powers against her.”
“I’m not worried about that,” Asmodeus snapped. “I’m worried about him using them against me. I’ve seen the potential in him as well, my concubine, and I’m well aware of how powerful he could become. Do you want someone like that, with his ties, in the heart of our world? He was raised and bred to destroy us.”
Galina shrugged, not an easy thing to do with her wrists still held shackled in his hands. “It wouldn’t be the first time your greatest enemy became your ally. Besides, right now Gregor is in constant danger with no way to defend himself. How many assassination attempts have there been on him? Ten? Twenty?”
Natalia leaped from her chair stalked across the room, her anger a wave of heat before her. “No one me about that!”
Asmodeus appeared chagrined. “I didn’t want to upset you. You’ve had so many changes thrust upon you—”
Something in her eyes must have clued him into how furious she was. “He is my concubine, my heart, mine to protect and love. How dare you keep this from me?”
Galina spoke up quickly. “You see, she loves him as much as you love me. And much like her father, Natalia will do anything to protect those she loves. Give your daughter a fighting chance by enabling Gregor to protect both her and himself.”
Fighting to remain calm, Natalia closed her eyes. “Who has been trying to kill him?”
Asmodeus’s voice came out harsh and tight. “Who hasn’t? Those who sought to hurt you have found an easier target in your concubine.”
She opened her eyes and locked gazes with her father. “Train him. Please.”
Galina stood and turned Natalia to face her, breaking her staring contest with Asmodeus. “You need to know that my coven uses sex for many of our spells. In order to learn our craft, he will have carnal relations with my witches and wizards.”
Natalia’s demonic nature bristled at the thought of sharing him and she immediately felt like a hypocrite. “It is his decision who he touches. I will not force him into anything.”
“Then you cripple him as well and training him will be a waste of time,” Asmodeus said from the couch. He’d regained his normal unflappable composure and watched her carefully.
Galina made a sound deep in her throat, close to a growl. “All we need is one person in my coven that he’d be willing to touch and be touched by. That will be enough to teach him the basics.”
Natalia sighed and rubbed the back of her neck. “Let me make the offer to him.”


 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
Natalia hesitated at the double doors leading to her suite of rooms. On either side, her personal guards studiously ignored her, and she tried not to stare at them. She didn’t think she’d ever get used to the way royalty seemed to be able to not notice those serving them, as if they were nothing more than furniture. For a moment, she was tempted to ask them to remove their helmets and tell her about themselves, but she knew that was just another way of stalling her eventual confrontation with Gregor.
Besides, he knew she was here. She could feel him through their bond, his agitation and excitement mixing with anger and a tiny hint of fear. That fear had her opening the doors without any hesitation. Because of their connection, she was driven to soothe Gregor, to fix whatever had made him sad and afraid. Unfortunately, she was the cause of the majority of his problems.
She followed the psychic threads of their link, going through the large formal sitting area, down a hallway, and finally reaching her library. At the entrance to the room, she paused and took a moment to admire Gregor. He sat looking off into the distance in his favorite padded leather chair, facing the paneled windows. While she feared heights, he seemed to enjoy being able to see the intricate quilt of her father’s kingdom spread before them.
The deep auburn tones of his hair caught the light streaming through the window, and she longed to run her fingers through the rough silk. During his time in Hell, he’d been outdoors frequently and the slight tan to his skin seemed darker, especially in contrast to the unearthly pale tones of demons. Around his neck lay a gold collar made of links interspaced with dragon skin. A small swirling pattern of diamonds and sapphires made up the centerpiece of the choker. This, her personal mark, identified Gregor as belonging to her. Compared to some of the other collars she’d seen, it was simple but it suited her.
Gregor tilted his head slightly to the side, his rough features catching the light and throwing his profile into deep shadows. “I missed you last night. Though I’m not surprised you went to him instead of me.”
She flushed as the accusation hung in the air, his jealousy surging through their link and hurting her heart. Leaning against the doorway, she crossed her arms over her chest and watched him carefully. “I wasn’t with Raum last night.”
A small amount of tension went out of his shoulders. “Then you were with Eline.”
“No.”
He surged from the chair, knocking it over in his haste. Anger and disgust curled his handsome features as he gripped his hands into fists at his sides. “Another! How many men do you plan—?”
“Enough!” The word exploded from her, carrying a hint of the demonic power that still slept in her soul. It echoed through the room as if she’d screamed inside of a rock cavern. Taking a deep breath, she said in a much softer tone, “I wasn’t with another man.”
Gregor took a step forward, then another as his nostrils flared. Finally, he stood right next to her and placed his face against the curve of her neck, inhaling her scent. His voice came out in a grating rumble next to her skin as he said, “I don’t smell either of them on you. The scent is almost…sweet.”
She stepped past him into the library and started to straighten the chair he’d turned over. Before she could do more than touch it, he was at her side and lifting it for her. Without another word, he took a seat in the chair and pulled her into his lap, pressing his face against her chest. “I missed you. Who was she?”
“The Queen of the Succubi.”
He laughed softly then harder, until she was glad he’d sat down or he would have fallen over with her in his arms. “Really? Next time can I watch?”
Stiffening, she started to push away from him but he hauled her back onto his lap, his lips and teeth finding her nipples through the silk of her gown with uncanny ease. She tried to focus through his nips, to ignore the growing hardness of his erection pressing against her bottom. “I—we need to discuss something. I need you to be serious. Please.”
The amusement left his dark gaze like water pouring out of a glass. Weariness replaced it and her heart ached that she was the cause of it. He ran his thumb over her cheek and even now she shivered at the pleasure his touch brought. “I’m listening, my mistress.”
There was no doubt about the bitterness of his tone but she forced herself to continue to hold his gaze. Now that she had him in front of her, she struggled for the right words to say. “I have done you a grave injustice, and I would like to apologize.”
Gregor’s eyebrows flew up in surprise. “Go on.”
She frowned at him, but continued in an even tone. “It has been brought to my attention that you have nothing to do with your days other than awaiting my pleasure.”
“Concubines live to serve,” he said with a sardonic smile sharp enough to cut glass. “Who am I to complain to my mistress about such trivial things, especially when there are thousands of men and women dying to be in my place.” He gripped the gold around his neck tight. “To wear your collar.”
He wanted to fight. She could feel it. All that tension, all that anger built up in him and she was his only outlet. As she examined him, she realized she’d gone about the situation the wrong way. She was his mistress and needed to act like it. Moving off his lap, she stood and pointed to the ground in front of the chair. “On your knees.”
He blinked at her and settled back into the chair with a lazy smile. Before he could even draw a breath, she fisted her hand in his hair and hauled him out of the chair to the ground. While she was nowhere near as strong as a true demon, she certainly had more strength than the average human. Gregor hissed but remained on his knees as she released her hold. Calmly, she took a seat in the recently vacated chair, the leather still warm from his body.
“Take you clothes off. I want you naked.”
He fought her command, every muscle in his body stiff with anger. She continued to watch him, aware of his hard cock now pressing fully against his trousers. While she wanted to get this discussion over with, she couldn’t help but wish he would continue to defy her so she could punish him. The demonic part of her soul purred with pleasure at the thought of bringing Gregor to the heights of bliss and making him beg for release.
He quickly stood and stripped off his clothes, tossing them into the corner before facing her again, his hands behind his back as she’d taught him. She let the silence grow between them, giving his body a leisurely inspection from the top of his head to the tops of his feet. Built like a brawler, he had heavy muscles made for fighting instead of the defined grace of a demon’s physique. She liked them, enjoyed his rough beauty. The thought of another woman, even one of Galina’s witches touching him, sent an uncomfortable pulse of jealousy and anger through her. With sudden clarity, she realized this must be how Gregor felt whenever she was with Raum—or Eline.
His cock twitched. She found her gaze drawn to his hard length and wanted to run her mouth over the softness of the skin between his legs, to rub her cheek against the roughness of his pubic hair as she slowly licked his sack. Something in her body language must have given her desires away because his erection swelled further. “Gregor, I want you to train to become a wizard.”
“What?”
She cleared her throat and tore her gaze away from his swollen member. “Galina has agreed to train you with her coven as a wizard. To teach you magic so that you can defend yourself against further attacks.”
The lines around his mouth deepened. “Who told you about the attacks? You have enough to worry about without that shit added to it.”
“You are mine, Gregor, mine to protect and love. I cannot do that if I don’t know you’re being threatened.”
He ignored her and stared at the bookcase behind her head. “It was Kirin, wasn’t it? That man is worse than a damn—”
“It wasn’t Kirin. It was Galina.” She drummed her fingernails on the arms of the chair. “Kirin has saved your life, hasn’t he? That’s why you didn’t kill Raum yesterday.”
He flinched and looked out the window. “Yes.”
“Do you spend a lot of time with Kirin?”
He shrugged, the motion doing wonderful things to the muscles of his shoulders. “We pass the time together. He had an interesting life before he became that ass—General Raum’s concubine.” His jaw tightened and the heavy strength of his thighs flexed. “May I kneel before you?” She’d scarcely nodded before he pressed his body between her legs, his hands still behind his back but the delicious warmth of his midsection tight against her core. “My father had wizards, so I know a bit about what’s involved. How did you get the high prince to agree to this? With as little as he trusts me, I’m surprised he would do anything to make me more of a threat.”
She gave into her desires and stroked her hands over his body, relaxing as his pleasure at her caress reflected in their bond. “Galina asked him.”
“Really?” He tensed as her fingertips slowly twisted his nipple into a hard nub. “I didn’t think she paid much attention to me.”
Unable to help herself, she leaned forward and sucked on the now-hard tip, biting gently at it until he groaned deep in his throat. Rubbing her face against the soft hair on his chest she said, “There isn’t a woman alive who wouldn’t pay attention to you, but she notices more than you think. Far more than I’ve been aware of, and I’m sorry for that. I’m your mistress. I’m supposed to protect you and make you happy, and I’ve not done a good job of it.”
His arms wrapped around her, holding her close as his heartbeat sounded against her ear. “Well, I’ve been a pretty shitty concubine, so I think we’re even. I’m trying to see Raum as something other than a threat to my relationship with you but I just can’t. I was raised to destroy anything that comes between me and what I want. It’s all know.” He nuzzled his face against her hair. “When I hear stories about him from Kirin I almost like Raum, but then I see him with you, see how you react to his touch and I lose my mind. I know you can’t understand that, being half demon and all—”
“Oh, I understand it better than you think.” She leaned back in his arms and laced her hands behind his neck. “Did I mention Galina is going to teach you sex magic? That it requires you to build energy through sexual contact with a member of her coven?” He wisely kept his mouth shut but his eyes lit with interest. She fisted her hands in his hair and pulled hard. “The thought of seeing you with another woman, of her touching you and bringing you pleasure, makes me insane with jealousy.”
In a soft soothing voice he said, “I can tell. Your irises have gone black as night with streaks of red and orange rushing through them like flames.”
“Oh!” Embarrassed, she looked away from him and loosened her hold on his head.
He tilted her chin so she gazed into his eyes again. “I enjoy that you’re jealous. It makes me know you do value me. Sick and twisted, I know, but I assure you the way your female mind works makes as little sense to me as my male mind does to you.”
“So where does that leave us? You need the powers Galina is offering to teach you, and I need to not kill every member of her coven for so much as glancing at you.”
His muscles grew rock hard beneath her hands as he tensed. She watched his face carefully but now he was the one to look away, his mouth opening and closing several times, and he blushed. “I know one person both of us would let touch me.”
She tried to keep the jealousy out of her voice as the sunset painted the world outside in waves of gold and burning pink, bathing his skin in a warm light. “Who would that be?”
He cleared his throat and mumbled out something.
“Gregor, I can’t hear you.”
He looked at her, his eyes flashing both defiance as embarrassment stained his cheeks red. “Kirin.”
She would have fallen down if she hadn’t already been sitting. “Raum’s concubine? But he’s a man.”
“So I’ve noticed.” He sat back on his heels, his cock still standing proud and strong between his legs despite the seriousness of their conversation. “I never thought I would ever see another man as anything other than a friend, but you’d have to be dead not to react to Kirin. He is a warrior through and through, nothing effeminate about him, but the way he looks at me sometimes, it…and the rumors about his skill between the sheets with either sex…hell, it makes me wonder what it would be like to be with him.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
He laughed and ran his hand through his hair. “I’m not even ready to admit it to myself, let alone the woman I love. Look, I know around here fucking anyone is not seen as, well a sin, but I’m human through and through. I don’t have a demonic side that helps to make this all right for me. In my world, in the world you and I used to live in, being with another man was seen as not only an abomination but a weakness. If my—” He swallowed and she pulled him into her arms as a wave of sadness echoed through their bond. “If my father knew I was with another man, he would have beaten me near to death and killed my lover.”
Her stomach knotted at the reminder of how self-centered she’d been. “I wasn’t aware you’d even been around Kirin that much. I’m so sorry I haven’t paid as much attention to you as I should have.”
After clearing his throat he shifted. “We’ve kind of been hiding the fact Kirin’s been here from you.”
“What? Why?”
“That bastard Raum.” He cleared his throat again. “I mean General Raum assigned Kirin to be my bodyguard.”
She closed her eyes and tried to keep her growing irritation under control. “And why did no one see fit to share this with me?”
“Because you have enough to deal with.” The vehemence in his tone made her open her eyes again and look at him. “You’ve lost your family, lost part of your humanity, and had the burden of being a leader in a time of war thrust upon you. Don’t you think I know how hard things are for you? I’m the one that holds you at night when you cry in your sleep for those you couldn’t save. I was raised to be a leader. You were raised to be a wife and mother. You’re ill prepared for your new role in this world, royal blood or not. I will not be a cause of further weakness for you.”
She shook her head slowly back and forth. “Gregor, you will never be anything but an asset to me. I love you. With or without our bond I would still love you. Your love makes me strong. When I’m around you I feel safe, cherished, and privileged to be your mistress.”
“It doesn’t bother you that I’m attracted to a man?”
Some deep instinct made her stand and slowly remove her dress, letting it fall down her body after catching slightly on her hard nipples. “No, Gregor, it doesn’t bother me.” She stepped forward until her bare cleft was inches from his face. “If you look at my body, you will see the wetness the thought of you with Kirin has brought to me. How flushed and swollen my flesh is at the thought of him taking your cock.”
He growled deep in his throat and tensed like a predator about to pounce. She ran one finger up her slit, gathering her moisture and holding it before his lips. He eagerly opened his mouth and pulled her finger inside and sucked, swirling his tongue around the tip as he licked her clean. She knelt before him and whispered against his lips. “I would love to see him sucking my juices off your cock, swallowing your cum.”
Her body ached with need, her clit pulsing in time with the beat of her heart. The desire she felt was not only her own, but Gregor’s as well. Her rough talk excited him, and when she grasped his cock in her hand, he groaned and arched into her touch. Using one hand to fondle his balls, she coated her fingers in the slick cream of her pussy and rubbed it up and down his shaft.
“Would you fuck him for me? Would you look into my eyes while his tight ass grips you as I touch myself and watch?” He shuddered and a drop of pre-cum leaked out of the tip of his cock, mixing with her slick fluids on his shaft. “Or perhaps you want to watch him eat your seed from my pussy, to coat his face in our desire.”
Gregor hunched forward, rocking his hips and shuttling his erection in and out of her fist. “Mistress, please.”
She leaned closer, her lips brushing over his. “Please what, my concubine?”
He growled the words out, a guttural command that tightened her body. “Please use my cock to give yourself pleasure.”
She pushed him down by his shoulders so he lay on his back on the thick, burgundy carpet. The hair on his chest gleamed as he took a deep breath. She squatted over him, the moist lips of her pussy barely grazing his erection as it leaped against her. Gripping him in her fist, she pulled back his sensitive foreskin as she placed him at her entrance, torturing them both with her slowness.
As the broad tip of his cock pierced her, they both groaned out, the bond between them strengthening as their bodies connected. Her thighs trembled as she lowered herself inch by delicious inch until the rough hair of his thighs pressed against her bottom and he was fully seated inside of her.
“I love seeing you like this,” he said in an almost reverent tone. “Your body split by mine, your pretty clit swollen and pink. Let me give you pleasure, my mistress.”
She nodded and he ran his thumb over the junction of their bodies, getting it wet with her juices before sliding it in a tight circle over her clit. All the nerves came to life under his skilled touch and she threw her head back, arching her back to meet his caress. He leaned up until he sat with her on his lap, his thumb still stroking her clit in small circles. Releasing the swollen bud, he gripped her hips and rocked her against his hard form, using his strength to move her up and down his length.
He felt so good inside of her, and she licked at the banging pulse in his neck, tilting her hips so he stroked over that place deep inside that brought her such pleasure. Their lips met and he kissed her, softly and gently in marked contrast to the hard thrusts of his body. The scrape of his cock inside of her, the taste of him on her tongue, and the desire pouring through their bond became overwhelming. She muffled a cry against his neck and gave into her orgasm, clasping her legs around him, shuddering, as his cock pounded into her.
With a gruff cry of his own, he reached his peak and the shadowy part of her soul drank his passion, reveling in the unbridled lust he gave her with all of his soul and heart. More intimate than the joining of their flesh, the connection between their souls had her coming again, another orgasm hard and hot right on the heels of the first.
He rolled over onto his side, pulling her close and keeping them still joined. They exchanged a long, slow kiss that had her drifting in pleasure, only tethered to reality by his arms around here. Here, now, in this perfect moment, she could live forever surrounded by his love. Reality tried to intrude but she pushed the thoughts away, breathing deep of the scent of their lovemaking, tasting the salt on his skin as she licked and bit along his neck. Her demonic essence sang with joy at the physical reaffirmation of their bond. He was her man, her concubine, her beloved through and through. Every part of him, from the tips of his toes to the heart beating inside his chest, belonged to her and she cherished that gift more than her own life.


 
 
Chapter Six
 
 
The crystal wineglass shattered in Raum’s grip as his silver nails lengthened to claws and pierced the delicate surface, splashing red wine all over the ivory linen tablecloth. The servants waiting at the entrance to the dining room jumped and he snarled at them. Used to the mercurial moods of demons, they quickly left and shut the double doors behind them. Straining for control, he managed to keep his reply to Natalia’s request at barely under a roar. She wants Kirin to train Gregor in lust-filled magic?
“Absolutely not!”
The will-o’-the-wisps danced about the arched ceiling beneath a gold leaf-embellished fresco of the sun. Natalia’s lips tightened, and she carefully set her fork next to her plate. She looked beautiful tonight. Well, she always looked beautiful but he appreciated the extra care she’d taken with her appearance. With full bell sleeves, the almost transparent navy blue dress distinctly showed her nipples, though her mound was still covered by a golden sheen of dragon skin that revealed more than it hid.
When she had first stepped out of her carriage, with the sunset burning ruby and orange in the sky behind her, he’d been rendered speechless by her beauty. More than that, the knowledge she’d dressed this way to please him made the dominant side of his soul growl in pleasure. Now that pleasure turned sour as he realized she hadn’t dressed up to please him, but rather to aid her in getting him to agree to her desires. No, that seductive gown was her version of armor, something she wore to do battle.
Kirin shot him a reproving look from his side of the dinner table and turned back to Natalia with a smile. “I’d love to help Gregor in any way I can.”
Knowing he sounded like a jealous idiot, but unable to stop himself, Raum glared at his concubine. Tonight, Kirin wore a traditional toga secured at the shoulder with a golden clasp. The pale platinum garment brought out the deep natural tan of his skin and highlighted his fighter’s body.
The thought of Gregor touching Kirin made Raum’s blood boil.
“I forbid it.”
Natalia slid her hand across the table and gently removed the shattered wineglass from his grip. “I don’t want you to hurt yourself.”
When her big cobalt-blue eyes gazed into his, he could already feel himself wanting to give in to her request, wanting to do anything to make her happy. Tonight, she wore her long, dark hair in an elaborate series of braids secured with little diamond pins. The diamonds looked like stars scattered about her hair, and he wanted to take them out one by one and watch that silken bounty spill over his body. He loved her so much, would do anything for her, but what she asked raised every territorial, demonic instinct he had.
“If you don’t want me to hurt, then take your request back.” Kirin made a noise of disgust but Raum held up his hand. “Silence. I want to hear Natalia tell me why I should allow a man who hates me, who wants me dead, the honor of bedding my beloved concubine.”
Natalia flushed and pushed her plate of untouched food over to the side. He had gone to great lengths to make this evening perfect for her, wanting to erase the ugliness of the past few days and give her a chance to heal. When he’d received word her sullen, angry concubine would be staying back at the palace while she came to visit Raum’s estate he’d been overjoyed. Finally, both he and Kirin would get some alone time with the woman they both loved. Now he couldn’t help but feel betrayed, knowing the only reason she’d come alone was because she had an impossibly huge favor to ask of him.
Long, flowering vines trailed from the crystal chandelier overhead, filling the air with their sweet perfume. His staff had outdone themselves with a meal fit for a king, and Kirin had been in a playful mood all day, eagerly anticipating her arrival. Truth be told, his own mood had been lifted by the thought of spending the evening with the woman that would someday be his blood mate.
“I thought demons didn’t get jealous,” Natalia said and glanced at him through the fringe of her lashes.
Dark currents of amethyst and emerald moved through her normally sapphire-blue eyes, and Raum could feel the demonic side of her nature rising. It made her more dangerous, and yet more alluring.
Her words stung and he leaned into his high-backed chair, conscious of how closely Kirin watched them. Yes, he was jealous, but not for the reasons she thought. He was jealous Gregor had the one thing he wanted more than anything in the world, a soul bond with Natalia. True, their bond was the one of mistress and concubine, but the human male still had access to parts of her Raum did not. Natalia was the only woman he’d ever met who was a potential blood mate and it got harder every day not to just bond her against her father’s wishes.
Kirin cleared his throat, bringing Raum back from his dangerous thoughts. “Normally, jealousy isn’t an issue for any demon, especially one serving the Court of Lust. Then again, normally we aren’t faced with the concubine of our beloved trying to kill us and doing everything he can to tear our relationship apart.”
She swallowed and toyed with the silver knife, turning it end over end rather than looking at him. “This is hard for him—”
He slammed his palms on the table, causing the wood to groan and the place settings to jump and jingle. “Do you think this is easy for me? Every minute I’m around you, I have to fight my instincts to blood-bond you, to make you mine as you are supposed to be. I love you, Natalia, with all my heart, but I love Kirin as well and I can’t share him with someone who hates me.”
She carefully set the knife down. “I asked my father to allow me to blood-bond with you today.”
Even though he already knew the answer had been “no,” he couldn’t help the hope that filled his heart. “What did the high prince say?”
“He said after the ball, we will discuss a timetable.”
“What ball?” Kirin asked from the other side of the table.
Still keeping her gaze on Raum, she shook her head. “That doesn’t matter right now. What does matter is if you and I are to be married, I mean blood-bonded, Kirin and Gregor will be joined with us as well. I know concubines don’t normally have a say in who their master or mistress mates with, but I love Gregor and you love Kirin and neither of us wants to see them hurt.”
Kirin stood and walked behind Raum’s chair, laying his hands on his shoulders and rubbing gently. Raum placed his hand over his concubine’s and held it. “Why Kirin? Out of all the men and women in Galina’s coven, why Kirin? Does he think he can woo my concubine away? That if he gets Kirin on his side, maybe he can finally convince you to leave me? Does he think you are that weak?”
Anger flashed through her eyes and the air chilled as her displeasure grew. Kirin’s hand tightened on his shoulder and he gently squeezed back, letting his concubine know he was just as surprised as the other man was by this physical manifestation of Natalia’s power. Usually only full-blood demons had the ability to affect the environment around them with their emotions. He used a small amount of his power to form a shield of warmth around himself and Kirin, careful not to challenge her demonic side by extending that warmth to her.
As she leaned forward in her chair, the goblets of water on the table near her began to develop a skin of ice on the surface. “I promised Gregor I would not blood-bond with anyone without his consent. Yes, he had the chance to kill you but he didn’t. Not out of love for me, certainly not out of love for you, but out of his love for Kirin.”
“He said he loves me?” Kirin asked in a startled voice.
She glanced over Raum’s shoulder at Kirin and her anger softened. “You are the only person in Galina’s coven we both trust.” She looked back at Raum and narrowed her lips. “Besides, haven’t you been guarding him for some time now from all the assassination attempts? You know, those assassination attempts no one thought to share with me?”
Raum stroked Kirin’s hand on his shoulder, keeping his body language relaxed and easy even as he seethed on the inside. “I would rather have that bastard alive and trying to sabotage our relationship than dead and causing you pain.”
Her eyes widened and the temperature of the room returned to normal. Condensation formed on the outsides of the glasses as the ice within melted, but the flowers that had been so carefully arranged around the chandelier wilted after the sudden freeze and thaw. Natalia appeared to notice none of this as she hesitantly reached across the table for his hand. With a muttered oath he stood and jerked her from her seat, sitting back in his chair with her in his lap. Kirin gently stroked her head as she lay her cheek against Raum’s chest.
Her voice came out in a soft whisper as she placed her palm over his heart. “Please, Raum, please let Kirin help Gregor. As hard as this is for you, it’s equally hard for Gregor, but in a different way.”
Raum snorted but rubbed his lips over Kirin’s wrist as he continued to stroke Natalia’s hair. “How so?”
Kirin spoke up. “Because I am a man, and Gregor is not normally attracted to men. Well, he’s attracted to you, Raum, but he’s not sure if that is because of what he is feeling or if it is a reflection of Natalia’s desires.” Both Natalia and Raum stared at him and whatever was in their faces made him laugh. “What, you think we don’t talk? What else are we going to do while we sit around while our master and mistress are off saving Hell?”
Natalia muttered something in a sullen tone about having a talk with Gregor, and Raum narrowed his eyes at Kirin. “You must be mistaken. Gregor wants me dead, not in his bed.”
Kirin grinned and leaned against the edge of the table with his arms crossed over his chest. “Trust me, he wants both, and it’s driving him crazy. Unlike my mortal life in ancient Greece where a man being with another man wasn’t seen as a sin, Gregor was raised to believe a man loving another man is an abomination, something only the sick or deranged would want. By acknowledging his desire for you, and me, he sees himself as the sick and weak one. It tortures him and I think has added to his hate for you, especially because you’ve done nothing to encourage or seduce these feelings from him.”
Natalia squirmed around on his lap, trying to get a better view of Kirin but succeeding in rousing his desire. As he hardened beneath her bottom, she stopped her wriggling and flushed. He loved that part of her soul was human, the innocence that still brought pink to her cheeks and heated her blood.
Her voice came out in a husky tone as she peeked at Raum out of the corner of her eye. “Kirin, I’m sorry for having asked Raum his permission before I asked yours. How do you feel about being with Gregor?”
Kirin chuckled and Natalia shifted on Raum’s lap, her plush bottom rousing him further. “I have no conflicts regarding how I feel about Gregor. I want him.” His smile turned feral as he ran a fingertip over his lips. “He’s a strong, angry man who needs an outlet for all that rage. Bedding him will be a fight, and I’ll enjoy every minute of it.”
Raum shook his head and laughed. It shouldn’t surprise him Kirin would be attracted to Gregor. His concubine had always been drawn to strapping, passionate men. “Why do I get the feeling you want to dress him up in a gladiator outfit and relive your youth?”
“You know me all too well, Master.” Kirin winked at him and something inside of Raum relaxed. He realized he had been worried about his concubine’s feelings on a subconscious level and his negative first reaction had been due to both his distrust of the other man and his worry about Gregor hurting his beloved.
Natalia held out her hand to Kirin and he took it, kneeling next to them while resting his head on her thigh and wrapping his arms around Raum’s leg. She stroked his dark curls and said, “You have a generous heart.”
“Not with everyone, Princess. Only with those who earn my trust.”
Raum snorted. “You trust Gregor?”
“Yes. He’d like to think he didn’t kill you because of me, but the truth he won’t face is he didn’t kill you because he’s grown to care about you, Master. He sees how much you love the Princess and he knows if you were gone she’d be more vulnerable than ever.”
Natalia shook her head. “How can Gregor love and hate Raum?”
Kirin smiled at her. “Sometimes I forget how young you are, Princess. It is all too easy to both love and hate the same person at the same time.”
She stiffened, clearly not liking being called young. “I hope I never feel like that.”
Raum placed a soft kiss on her temple and sighed. “I hope you never feel like that as well, my beloved.”
She turned her face to his and he captured her lips, tasting her breath, her essence, as she curled into him in that deliciously transparent gown. Kirin placed a nip on his thigh and he growled low in his throat as her soft hands reached up to stroke his face. He loved how her lush curves pressed into him, all that smoothness his for the taking.
Breaking their kiss, she traced her fingertips over his mouth. “So Kirin can train Gregor?”
He groaned and widened his legs as Kirin stroked at his sack with his fingertips, his concubine’s desire rushing through their bond and mingling with his own. “Yes. You know I can’t deny you anything.”
The smile she gave him was filled with wicked intent as she slid down his body to kneel before him. Kirin moved over to the side so she fit between Raum’s legs and stood behind her, pressing his body against her lushness, framing her beauty with his muscle. The pink tip of her tongue licked her lips and her voice came out in a throaty purr as she said, “In that case, let me thank you properly.”
As her warm mouth closed on his cock still contained within his breeches, Raum let himself become lost in the pleasure she gave him. Thoughts tried to intrude on the moment but he banished them, trying to savor every second of their time together as though it was their last.
He took a long, deep breath, centering himself and opening his mind to the sensual pleasures at hand. One thing age had given him was the gift of being able to savor these moments of desire, to immerse himself in them and fully appreciate the joy. The combined scent of Natalia and Kirin, a delicious combination of feminine musk and male spice, filled him.
The world went dark as he closed his eyes and focused on the weight of Natalia as she moved up his body to sit in his lap, the warmth of Kirin standing beside him, and the lust pouring off both of them. So much need, so much passion, directed at him. It made his body ache to thrust into their warmth, to spill his essence into their greedy mouths.
Sharp teeth nipped at his lips and he opened his eyes to find Natalia silently snarling at him. Kirin was right. She was so very young and wanted to gorge herself on the pleasures the world had to offer. Maybe it was time to slow his little demoness down and force her to really feel what they had to offer. He sent a silent, mental command to his staff and ran a soothing hand over Natalia’s cheek, enjoying her silken skin.
She tried to wriggle free of his hold, to touch him, but he turned her in his lap so she sat with her back against his chest and her head lying back on his shoulder. “Be still,” he murmured into her ear before giving the tender lobe a sharp bite. Keeping his touch light and gentle, he traced the curve of her waist down to the flare of her hips and over the soft mound of her belly, loving the roundness of her figure.
A knock sounded from the dining room door just seconds before his staff came in. Natalia squirmed in embarrassment but he tightened his grip. She still had very human emotions about strangers seeing her in a compromising position and he used that to his advantage now, cooling her desire to controllable levels. Truth be told, his self-restraint was almost non-existent around the sweet demoness, and tonight, she needed him to be her Master, not her lover.
The servants quickly cleared away the remains of dinner from the table, then placed three silver bowls within his reach. A maid handed Kirin a blue velvet pouch and curtseyed before closing the door after herself, leaving them alone once again.
With an utterly wicked smile, his concubine sauntered across the dining room, the mellow lighting etching shadows into his hard flesh. Raum let his pleasure show in his gaze. Still holding Natalia against him, he pushed away from the table, giving Kirin plenty enough room to stand between their chair and the edge.
Opening himself to his concubine, he let Kirin feel how much he adored him, how important the other man was to him. In return, his concubine let down his mental barriers and his sense of love doubled. He couldn’t wait to share this with Natalia, this opening of minds and hearts, this pure and unparalleled expression of love. His cock throbbed with each beat of his heart, and he noted that Kirin’s erection now tented out against the fabric of his toga. Natalia squirmed against him, further testing his will. Time to give her something else to concentrate on.
“Kirin, pleasure yourself for us.”
She whimpered and tried to reach for his concubine but Raum interceded. “No, Princess, you will remain as you are, bound by my will. It will help you appreciate the visual feast that Kirin has to offer.”
She let out a low hiss but stilled when the other man untied his toga and slowly slid it down his body.
“Take note of the beauty of his form, of the muscles forged on the battlefield, of the subtle shadows at his collarbone.” He loosened the reins on the innate sensuality that came from serving in the Court of Lust and let the magic enter his voice. “Imagine how his skin would feel against your fingertips, the crisp hair over the soft skin.”
Kirin held Natalia’s gaze and ran his hands down his chest, ruffling the wiry hair scattered over his pectorals. Memories of kissing that skin, of resting his head against the other man’s chest, filled Raum’s memory and he smiled at his concubine. “Such a strong, true heart beats beneath all that muscle, an honest heart that loves you. Let him give you the gift of this moment and reward him with your attention.”
She stilled against him and relaxed slightly. Her voice came out in a husky rasp that tightened his balls. “How could I not become as entranced with his beauty, as would any foolish sailor following a siren to his death?”
Joy radiated from the former gladiator at her compliment and he allowed the toga fall to the floor, revealing his erection and heavy testicles nestled between his powerful thighs. Raum let out a soft sigh of appreciation. Kirin had one of the most beautiful cocks he’d ever seen, darker at the base with a lovely pink flush at the tip. Right now that tip gleamed with a smear of fluid, making Raum itch to lick it off.
“Now, Kirin, feed your dick to our princess and let’s see how well she’s paid attention to your teachings on how to give a man pleasure.”
His concubine and his princess groaned and he had to tighten his grip on Natalia, both to keep her from reaching for Kirin and to restrain himself. The sexual tension in the room was thick enough to taste, and he didn’t trust himself not to give into it. On his lap, she wiggled her plush bottom against his shaft, reminding him of the sweet, wet heat that lay just inches away.
“Natalia, if you move anything but your head, I will lift you from my lap, give you a kiss on the forehead, and send you home for the night.”
She gasped and tried to turn around to look at him. “You wouldn’t!”
“Yes, I would and I will. Now, put your legs on the outside of mine.”
She hesitated and he could almost read her thoughts, her desire to take control of the situation and control her own pleasure. Though he kept his body relaxed, on the inside, tension coiled in his gut. He wanted, craved her willing submission to him but she was dominant to Kirin so it would be doubly hard for her to not follow her natural inclinations and direct the concubine.
Ever so slowly, her legs slid around to the outside of his, her thighs parting and stretching her wide. A fresh wave of her excitement perfumed the air and his dick leapt in response, as did the jerk of Kirin’s exposed manhood. She trembled against him, and he wished he could be inside her head, knowing her thoughts, but that intimacy was still denied to him.
“Open your mouth wide.”
Her compliance was a sweet torture to him, made all the more challenging by Kirin’s groan of pleasure as he slid his length between her willing lips. As she began to suck, Raum drew the fabric away from her mound, layering it around her hips in a spill of sheer blue and golden dragon-scale glitter. Though he couldn’t see her secret flesh, his first touch confirmed his suspicion that she was slick with need. He kept his fingers light, gently teasing her by spreading her liquid arousal over her mound.
The tension between them built as he continued to torment her, enjoying each little twitch and moan, her obvious strain to keep from thrusting herself against his hand. Kirin had his head thrown back and his hands buried in her thick, dark hair, each thrust into her waiting mouth making the firm muscles of his stomach clench and release.
“Easy,” he whispered into her ear. “Use your tongue a bit on the underside. Make him slow his pace a bit before he spills himself down your throat like an untried virgin.”
Kirin glared at him but Natalia must have followed his advice because his concubine’s face went slack and he shuddered. Seated perfectly between the round globes of her ass, Raum’s cock strained against his breeches, aching for the relief her hot pussy offered. With a feathery touch, he played with just the hood of her clit, moving the delicate skin around in a manner designed to fully awaken all of her nerves. She tensed against him and he backed off, earning a frustrated growl.
A desperate thought blasted into his mind through his psychic link with Kirin, a message that his concubine could not last much longer. Then an echo of what he was feeling from Natalia burned through Raum, shattering his resolve. With a low growl, he pushed Kirin back and lifted Natalia from his lap, setting her onto the table. From the velvet bag, he withdrew a pair of golden clamps.
A smug feeling came through his bond with Kirin, and he shot the dark-haired man a warning look. So, his concubine thought he could manipulate him into getting what he wanted. It looked like Natalia wasn’t going to be the only one needing a lesson in orgasm-withholding tonight. He smiled at Kirin and his concubine gave him a wary smile back.
“Kirin, clamp the princess’ nipples and put the chain between her teeth.”
She gave him a startled look but moaned in delight as Kirin played first with one nipple and then the other, before clamping the stiff peaks. She obediently opened her mouth as he placed the chain between her lips and jerked her head, giving the clamps an experimental pull that had her opening her legs wide and offering herself to Raum.
“Good girl,” he said, and caressed the silkiness of her inner thighs. “Now, you won’t come until I tell you.”
She nodded and whimpered when the action pulled her captured nubs. Kirin started to approach them but Raum shook his head. “Kneel next to me. I want you to suck my balls while I fuck her.”
He shifted so Kirin could do as he asked without knocking his head into the edge of the table. With his heart thundering in his chest, he positioned the head of his cock against the wet furnace of her pussy and slowly sank into her body. Rational thought fled as he focused on the sensation of her strong sheath gripping him, her inner muscles trying to hold on to his dick as he withdrew. The intense friction almost undid him and when Kirin began to gently lick at his swaying sac, he shouted.
Natalia lifted her hips against him, the frenzied movements signaling how close she was to her own orgasm. He leaned over her on the premise of placing a soft kiss on each of her clamped nipples and pulled over the silver bowl that the servants had brought in earlier. Pressed close, he began to fuck her, growling low in his throat as Kirin moved around from his balls to his ass, licking and biting at his buttocks.
Beneath him, Natalia stilled and her sheath clamped down on him like a fist. Moving almost too quickly to be seen, he grabbed a handful of ice and placed it directly on her clit. Her shocked scream would have made him laugh if she hadn’t also bucked like a pissed-off dragon beneath him, giving him a ball-clenching ride that shot him closer to his own orgasm.
Once he’d judged her to be far enough away from her orgasm again, he removed the ice and resumed fucking her, stroking that dense spot inside of her while rubbing her clit in slow circles. All too soon, her orgasm trembled at the surface and he could tell she was fighting it. His own cum boiled in his balls, a burning sensation racing through the base of his spine to his groin. He sent a mental command to Kirin, who stood and moved to the side of the table, licking at her abused nipples. Unable to resist any longer, he applied firm pressure to her clit and just as she was about to orgasm, he used the ice again.
She probably would have hit him if Kirin hadn’t pinned her arms to the table, holding down her upper body while her hips rolled and bucked against him. The immense pleasure burst inside of him and he shot stream after stream of his seed into her, pulling out at the last moment to cover her ice-numbed clit with his warm semen.
Panting, his knees about to give out, Raum stumbled back to his chair and slumped into it. “Kirin, clean your mistress.”
His princess and concubine made a glorious picture together as Kirin eagerly ate his seed from her cunt, lapping and sucking at her soft flesh with a greed that bordered on violence.
“Please, please, please,” she panted out. “Please, Raum...please, Master.”
Joy mixed with the fading euphoria of his orgasm, and a deep satisfaction of her acknowledgement of his dominance. “Make her come, Kirin.”
The words had no sooner left his mouth than Natalia screamed her release into the room, the sound of pleasure echoing beneath the domed ceiling. The sexual frustration rolling off Kirin was painful, but they’d been together long enough that he knew exactly how much he could push his concubine. A small puddle of viscous fluid darkened the floor beneath his concubine as he fought back his orgasm, unable to stop the small, involuntary releases of liquid arousal.
Natalia came again, her pale legs wrapping around his concubine’s sun-browned shoulders. Kirin began to shake and Raum lazily stroked his hardening cock. One of the benefits of serving the Court of Lust was remarkable recovery time.
“Stop.”
The other man immideatly drew back, revealing her swollen flesh.
“Kirin, on your hands and knees before me, but turned to the side so I can see your profile. Natalia, there is an object in that silken pouch. Take it out and use it on my concubine. Make him come from being fucked by you.”
She gave him a truly wicked smile and his cock jerked in response. She pulled out a thick ivory phallus from the pouch, along with a small jar of lubricant. Kirin flinched like a startled horse as she slid behind him, but as soon as she began to apply the lubricant he groaned in frustration. One of Raum’s favorite things was to watch Kirin have his release from simply being fucked, and right now his concubine was aroused enough for that to happen.
Whispering softly to the dark-haired man, Natalia slid the phallus past the first ring of muscles in Kirin’s anus and Raum groaned. The memories of all the times he’d been taken into the other man’s body mixed together in his mind and he sent that thought to Kirin who pushed back onto the phallus with a shout. Three quick strokes and his beloved concubine’s back arched as Natalia pressed her breasts against him and kissed his spine.
The other man was a work of art as he ograsmed, his cock flushing red and thickening before the first milky ropes of semen spilled out onto the floor. Each blast of seed drew a groan from Kirin and he thrust his hips into the air as if fucking a willing body. Natalia fondled his balls as she gently withdrew the phallus and wrapped it in a napkin before setting it onto the table.
Kirin lay in a panting heap on his side, his slowly softening cock still leaking fluid from the tip. Tossing her long hair over her shoulder, Natalia strolled across the room in a seductive sway that brought Raum’s cock back to life. As she came closer, he couldn’t help but imagine what it would be like to watch her fuck Gregor like she did Kirin. Then she sank to her knees before him and rested her head on his thigh. Deep contentment settled over him as Kirin roused himself enough to crawl over to him and wrap both of them in his arms, happiness warming the air around them with all the comfort of a thick blanket on a cold winter’s night.
Raum caressed them both and began to contemplate how he could get past the thick walls around Gregor’s heart.


 
 
Chapter Seven
 
 
With her heart pounding in her throat, Natalia’s hands shook as she held her hair so Owena, Eline’s concubine, could finish securing the tiny buttons going down the back of her emerald-green gown. The full skirt of the dress flared around her hips, and she had been surprised that for once the material wasn’t diaphanous. Instead, it was a heavy velvet that shimmered in the light.
It would have been modest by demon standards if not for the way it was slit up the front with the material pulled back almost to the tops of her thighs, to frame her legs and expose them. The bodice of the gown wasn’t much better, once again giving the illusion of modesty with its high neck and long sleeves, only the gold dragon skin made it look as if the material were painted onto her body, showing every bump of her nipples as they tightened beneath her gaze. Tiny emeralds attached to the dragon skin sparkled with her every breath and matched the elaborate emerald-and-gold tiara perched atop her head.
She pressed a hand to her stomach. “I think I’m going to throw up.”
Owena snorted and Natalia could see her reflection in the floor-to-ceiling mirror of her dressing room. The strawberry-blond woman knelt at her back as she finished the last of the tiny buttons, working all the way to the rise of her buttocks. “You better not. It took us over an hour to get you into this gown and make sure all your surprises were well hidden.”
Natalia gently fingered one of the emerald-tipped spikes of her tiara and made sure not to slice her finger open on its razor-sharp edge. Three of the elegant spikes of the headpiece could be pulled out, and once the jewel was taken off the tip, each made a formidable weapon. Beneath the edges of her skirt were hidden two poison-tipped daggers. Various protection spells were woven into the fabric of the dress and the green-enamel bracelets around each of her wrists contained a healing salve. An emerald ring on her right ring finger contained a spell that allowed her to speak via a protected psychic link with anyone she held hands with. As she contemplated her outfit, she couldn’t help a small smile at the realization she was dressed for battle with her displayed body as her greatest weapon.
With a sigh, Owena stood and came around to her front, putting a few dabs of a rose-colored stain on her lips with a steady hand. “Do you remember the names of all the princes and ambassadors?”
Natalia groaned and went to rub her eyes before Owena smacked her hand away to keep her from smudging the kohl lining them. “I think I remember most of them.” Owena made a disgusted noise, and Natalia glared at her back as she put the cosmetics away. “There are over two hundred princes! I have no idea which ones will be selected to meet me at the ball and there is no way I’ll remember them all.”
Gregor’s deep voice came from the doorway and rubbed against her soul. “Don’t worry. I’ll remember them for you, Mistress.”
Owena smiled as Gregor came in, but Natalia’s attention quickly focused on her concubine as her breath caught in her throat and her nipples hardened to aching points. “Oh, my.”
Dressed in a pair of soft brown suede pants that left nothing to the imagination, Gregor’s exposed upper body had been lightly dusted in a glittering golden paint that highlighted his thick build. Small clamps were attached to his nipples and a single uncut emerald jewel hung from each. His dark amber hair with its red highlights had been carefully brushed and a thin line of kohl outlined his slightly tilted eyes, giving him an exotic appearance. Her collar gleamed around his throat and a possessive pride surged through her that this magnificent creature was hers.
Dark desire flared in the depths of Gregor’s rich brown eyes as he slowly let his gaze travel over her. “When we are done with this foolishness tonight, I hope my mistress will grant me the favor of letting me take her just as she is.” His nostrils flared, and he took another step toward her, his delicious lust making the world sharpen around her as her demonic side drank the energy he so freely offered. “Tell me, Mistress, are you wearing undergarments beneath that skirt or will I be able slide into your slick heat unhindered by any delicate scrap of silk guarding your wet cunt?”
Owena kissed him on the cheek and gave his butt a pinch, making him jump and break eye contact with Natalia. “If you make the princess sweat and ruin all of my work, I’ll be very irritated with you, Gregor.”
He laughed and swatted Owena on the bottom while Natalia went over to one of the dressers, trying to get ahold of her runaway libido. All she could think about was the way the gold paint covering his body would rub off on hers as she rode him to completion. It was a tempting thought, to hide away in their rooms of the palace and spend the evening thinking of new ways to torture Gregor in the manner he’d grown to enjoy and crave, even. He once explained to her that in her bed, submitting to her, he’d found the only place in the world where he didn’t have to be in control, the one place where he could trust someone to take care of him completely.
Sliding open one of the top drawers of the dressers lining the walls, she took a deep breath as she lifted the glittering gold chain from its bed of violet silk. Complex links made up the length of the chain and caught the light like tiny mirrors. She slipped the black-furred loop of the leash over her wrist and carefully held the length in her hands before turning to face Gregor.
She didn’t want to do this, didn’t want to push him to wear the leash, but she had to. Since he’d started studying with Galina’s coven last week he’d become a different man, more relaxed and happy than she’d seen him in a long time. Even though he couldn’t perform any magic yet, she recognized how important being in control of his life was for him, and now she was going to take some of that control away by forcing him to wear her leash. God, she hated the complex rules of demonic society and concubines, but she was as much a prisoner of the rules as he was. Letting him walk around unleashed would appear as a weakness to the other demons, and she could not afford any signs of vulnerability. So for both their sakes, she had to bury her wish to make Gregor happy in favor of the need to keep him safe.
He’d gone still while she retrieved the leash and while his face gave no hint of his emotions, she could feel a bitter taste of his revulsion through their bond. In the mortal world, he’d been a leader among men and still projected the utter self-confidence that came naturally to him. While he enjoyed submitting to her in the bedroom, he still found it difficult in public, and at the ball they would both be the focus of thousands of eyes.
The muscles of his shoulders stiffened as she approached and he almost took a step backward, but held his place. This was a vast improvement over the first time he’d been made to wear her leash in public. His rage had exploded, and he’d trashed one of her sitting rooms, never hurting her but demolishing everything else in his path. Owena hovered next to him, her gaze darting anxiously from Natalia, to the leash, and back to Gregor.
Natalia held the leash. “Gregor—”
His words came out in an angry, clipped tone. “Just put the fucking thing on me.”
Owena made a growl of disapproval, but Natalia shook her head. She had to establish her control over him so that she could rely on him to act his part as her concubine at the ball. If he displayed any of his usual arrogance and temper, she could almost bet on someone starting a fight with him just to hurt her. She could not give an inch on making him obey her, not now. “No, I will not give you the honor of wearing my leash. And it is an honor, isn’t it, my concubine? Beg for it, and I will allow you to come with me tonight. I need my strong, capable concubine at my side, not an angry man I can’t trust at my back.”
A fine tremor ran through his body, and his anger pushed against the barriers around her mind. “You can trust me. You know that.”
“Then prove it to me. Ask to wear my collar and know if you do you’ve promised to be on your best behavior. That means no fighting with anyone, no matter how much they provoke you.”
He flushed and gripped his hands into fists. “I’m not a fool. I know what we’re up against tonight.” He took a deep breath. “Please, Mistress, may I wear your leash?”
The metal fastener snicked into place as she secured it to his collar. She toyed with the lion’s-head link that attached the leash to his gold collar. “Thank you, my concubine, for doing this for me. Be still.” She sauntered backward until the leash was stretched taut between them. “Place your arms behind your back and don’t move.”
With a curious lift of his eyebrows, he nodded and gripped his hands behind him, accenting the heavy muscles of his chest. Using her fingertips, she pressed on two separate places on the leash around her wrist, triggering the buttons hidden within the ebony fur. Golden razor blades sprang out from the links of the chain, turning it into a formidable weapon. Gregor let out a slow breath and smiled at her, a fierce pleasure radiating from him.
She smiled back and looked over at Owena. “Show him where the pressure points on his end of the collar are.”
After a few minutes of experimentation, Gregor had it down enough so he could work the razors on his own. “So if I press here, the razors come out on your end of the leash, giving me enough room to keep from slicing myself.”
She nodded, and as the razors retracted back into the leash, she stepped close enough so she could feel the heat of his body against her. “Only use it if you are in dire need. No ‘accidentally’ triggering it around Raum.”
Gregor snorted a laugh and for once didn’t take a dig at the other man. “Raum is the least of my worries tonight.” His dark gaze found hers and a hint of pain moved through their link. “Belal’s emissary will be there…I….” He went to touch her and stopped before he smeared her with his gold paint. It held the dual purpose of making his body appear like a living statue and showing where anyone touched him against her wishes. He was off-limits to anyone but her and she used the paint as a bold statement to show she meant it. “I can’t help but think of what he’ll tell my father and grandfather about me.”
Natalia made a soothing sound in her throat and nodded at Owena as she left the dressing room. “They’ll see what I see. A man strong enough to survive the transition to Hell. Strong enough to become the concubine of a demon—well, half demon—princess, and strong enough to face them without shame or fear.”
He looked at her strangely and shook his head, a ghost of a smile hovering over his firm lips. “That is one way of looking at it.”
Before she could answer, Eline’s voice came from deeper in her suite. “Princess, it is time to go.”
Giving Gregor one last glance, she sighed. “What I wouldn’t give to stay here with you and make love all night instead of attending this stupid and dangerous ball.”
He barely brushed his lips over hers and smiled. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and someone will try to kill you so we get to leave early.”
 
***
 
As Natalia stood on the formal dais of the Court of Lust, she tried to maintain a slow and controlled breath. To help her further maintain her composure, she incorporated Galina’s trick of appearing to look out at the room, but kept her gaze focused on the black stone walls at the back of the massive crowd. The people became blurs of color as she shifted in her small throne. Most of the guests were dressed in their finest formal court wear, complete with more jewels than she’d ever imagined even existed. None of her “official” suitors were here yet, so her inability to smell any potential blood mates other than Raum didn’t soothe her much.
Dressed in a black-and-silver dragon skin tunic, Raum stood close by Kirin on the main floor, talking with an older male demon and his female concubine. They had positioned themselves so Raum could keep a constant eye on her while he smiled and said a word or two in between the ramblings of the older demon. Eline and Owena were at the back of the crowd, making sure no one slipped past the guards at the servants’ entrance to try to gain unauthorized access to Natalia.
It was hard not to stare at all the different devils and demons she’d only read about during her studies of Hell. In the front row, two death-bringers talked with each other while darting an occasional glance at the daises where Natalia sat, waiting for her father’s entrance. She tried not to gape at them, but she found it fascinating how one moment the pair would appear as two skeletons talking to each other, and the next, two handsome men. The harder she tried to focus on them the more the two images blurred together, until her eyes hurt and she had to look away before she gave herself a headache.
A trickle of unease came through her link with her Gregor and she turned to him, fighting the urge to reassure her concubine with her touch. His leash had been attached to the top of her throne and he knelt on a large pillow next to her, glaring at the crowd with an insolence that didn’t go unnoticed. He would remain chained here while she danced, but when it came time to mingle, he would escort her or wander among the crowd, being her eyes and ears. As a former Russian Bratstvo boss, Gregor had been trained his entire life in the art of reading people.
She took a deep breath and hoped the emeralds didn’t show the fine tremor that ran through her body and caused the jewels on her dress to sparkle with flashes of emerald light. Her shields were as tight as she’d ever had them, but even they couldn’t blank out all the power and emotion filling the room. Someone as practiced as her father might be able to lower his shields enough to sample different moods and minds here and there, but other than her connection with Gregor, she didn’t dare lower hers even the tiniest amount. Even now she could feel psychic touches, little probes trying to test her strength.
The melodic and deep voice of the head herald rang out over the room as he announced the arrival of her father, High Prince Asmodeus, Keeper of the Deadly Sin Lust. She stood and took two steps forward. Her heart seemed to leap into her throat. Swallowing became difficult as she contemplated the idea of finding another potential blood mate among the assembled princes. In the best-case scenario it would be someone who didn’t want to kill her. The worst-case-scenario list grew longer by the second.
With a deep rumble, the gigantic double doors leading to her father’s private entrance opened to reveal Asmodeus, dressed from head to toe in silver dragon skin. With his metallic curved ram’s horns and gray-toned skin, he appeared to be almost made of a misty light. His power spread over the crowd and bolstered her shields.
As one, the assembled court bowed to him, and she followed suit, dipping into as much of a graceful curtsy as she could manage. No matter how many hours she spent training in court protocol she could never manage the smooth, almost liquid refinement the other ladies had while performing a curtsy. The best she could hope for was not falling on her face.
With her head still bowed to the floor, she felt her father’s presence before she saw him. His energy washed over her in a soothing wave and awoke her still-dozing demonic side. The reflective black marble shimmered like a star moved across it as the high prince stopped before her and raised her head with his hand beneath her chin.
His voice rang with pride as he said, “Greetings, my daughter, Natalia.”
She smiled at him, warmed from the inside out by his love for her. “Greetings, my father and liege.”
He held her hand with the communication ring on it, carefully curving his talons around her fingers to make sure he didn’t accidentally harm her. As soon as his skin made contact with the metal band of the ring, she could feel an echo of his immense and ancient power radiating through her bones. Sometimes it became easy to forget the high prince had been around since the beginning of time, but not right now. At this moment, he radiated an authority and assurance that put everyone there to shame.
Turning as one, they faced the crowd and she fought to keep her shoulders from hunching beneath the weight of their stares. As her father went through his long speech, greeting and welcoming, she carefully unfurled a tiny bit of her power, letting it ghost like a whisper over the mass of people. Her jaw tightened as she tasted fear, uncertainty, and traces of anger mixed in with the love and strength. There was no doubting this ball was about more than introducing her to potential suitors. She could see it in every stiff line of shoulder and tight jaw.
With a slight squeeze on her hand, Asmodeus recalled her attention to his words and she held her breath as a large circle was cleared before them in the center of the vast room. Anticipation sped her heartbeat even as she wondered what she would do if any of them did turn out to be potential blood mates. There wasn’t a doubt in her heart she wanted to be mated with Raum, but there was always the possibility she would have to take a second mate in order to strengthen her father’s position in Hell.
The tension of the crowd grew as well, and she didn’t think it was because she was being formally introduced to the men. Well, in part it was, but it wasn’t a secret most of the ruling demon class was here today to see if open war would be declared, if one side would find insult with the other and finally push Hell into battle. That might explain why there were fewer women here than usual and the many ornamental swords she saw looked, by the wear along the hilts, like they were more than decoration.
The doors leading to the main foyer opened and one by one, the marshal of the court announced the men as they entered the chamber. “Prince Sert, son of the High Prince Mammon, Keeper of the Deadly Sin Greed.”
A demon with hints of mint-green coloring to his pale skin and long, sky-blue hair strode through the doors, wearing a silver dragon skin tunic embellished with diamonds. He had a chiseled jaw and was a handsome man to look at, but the coldness in his eyes as he met her gaze made her stomach clench. He stopped before the throne and executed a precise bow, to which she curtsied in return. Her demonic side did not like him at all.
“Prince Bans, son of the High Prince Beelzebub, Keeper of the Deadly Sin Gluttony.”
With his long, brown hair held back in a gold clip that brought out the bronze hints in his skin, Bans openly sneered at Sert as he took his place next to him. When he turned to look at her, he gave her a small smile. Beelzebub was one of her father’s allies so she made sure to give him an extra deep curtsy.
“Prince Raum, son of the High Prince Lucifer, Keeper of the Deadly Sin Pride.”
She gaped at Raum as he strode out from the crowd, a small smile curving his lips. Of course she had known Raum was Lucifer’s son, but she had no idea he was also his heir. He’d told her his brother would be here to represent their father. He lifted an eyebrow as he bowed to her and she curtsied in return, only stumbling a little from the blast of lust that came from him. Sert gave him a dirty look but Bans merely rolled his eyes.
“Prince Yergont, son of the High Prince Pythius and Keeper of the Deadly Sin Envy.”
Dressed in gleaming vermilion-and-silver dragon skin, Yergont strode into the hall with his gaze locked on Asmodeus, giving Natalia barely more than a glance. His cardinal-red hair flowed over his shoulders, blending into the red of the tunic until it appeared as if he was cloaked in blood. The hint of amber shimmer to his skin highlighted his perfect features, and she could easily see how that perfection could inspire envy. For her, his beauty was too perfect. It made him seem fake as he stood next to Raum. Without sparing her a glance, he gave a stiff bow and she almost didn’t curtsy in return, but Asmodeus pressed on her hand, and she gave her suitor a grudging bent knee.
Her father’s mental voice resounded through her head. Do nothing to cause any reason for them to declare offense.
She bared her teeth in her best attempt at a charming smile. Obviously it didn’t work well because Sert recoiled and Raum coughed in his fist to hide a laugh. Yergont still ignored her but Bans gave her a considering look. Her grip on her father’s hand tightened as the next prince was announced.
“High Prince Belal, Keeper of the Deadly Sin Sloth.”
Gasps and even a few shouts rang out through the room as Belal strode in. To her surprise, he was quite handsome with his refined jaw and sharp cheekbones. His long, golden hair was pulled back into an elaborate braid, and his skin shimmered with hints of turquoise. Dressed in silver and teal blue dragon skin, he didn’t bother to hide his smirk as he strolled through the court. Power rolled off him in almost visible waves and a soft hiss escaped her before she managed to regain control of her demonic essence. That dark part of her soul wanted nothing more than to launch herself at him and tear him to pieces.
Belal stopped before the throne and gave her a brief bow, hardly more than a tilt of his head. Keeping her father’s words in mind, she forced herself to curtsy, her anger making her movements stiff and awkward. Gregor’s hatred and a touch of fear made it even harder for her to control the shadowy side of her soul, and she was a breath away from attacking Belal before her father’s power burned through her and gave her the strength to stay by his side. Belal pursed his lips and nodded to himself before turning with the rest of the crowd to see the final potential blood mate.
Since Asmodeus was still connected to her to help control her demon, she could feel his anticipation, his desperate hope, even though his face and body language betrayed none of his emotions.
That hope was destroyed and bitter despair filled its place as the herald intoned, “Prince Drayth, son of the High King Satan, Keeper of the Deadly Sin Wrath.”
She bit back a gasp of her own as a handsome, but very human-looking male strode into the room. He wore his black hair long in the manner of demons, and his skin was pale, but it held none of the otherworldly shimmer a true demon possessed. His steel-blue eyes were tilted like in the penny dreadfuls she’d read about the Orient, but like his skin, they had none of the multicolored sheen of a demon.
Asmodeus must have sensed her confusion because he sent her a mental whisper. Drayth is the eldest son of Satan. His human mother was one of Satan’s concubines. He never made the transition to full demon and is looked down upon because of that.
She blinked in shock at her father. He tightened his grip, and she turned back to the princes, trying to school her features back into that blank court face everyone else seemed to do so well. Something in her expression must have shown through because Drayth gave her a small, ironic smile before bowing. All around them whispered conversation hummed and hissed like a windstorm through the trees.
Using her father’s hand to hold her steady, she gave Drayth a curtsy in return and warmed at the tiny hint of lust that came from him. Other than Raum, he was the first prince to let his desire for her show. Asmodeus remained impassive next to her but hurt and anger seethed through their connect. She made a small mewl of pain and he quickly closed off his side of the link, leaving her alone in her mind but for Gregor’s concern and worry.
Thankfully, the only one among the princes that smelled good to her was Raum. All the rest merely smelled like men. Still, she had to go through the motions of a formal exchange of scents, though the thought of touching Belal and his allies twisted her nerves into a hard knot. Gregor tried to send reassurance and love through their bond, and it helped a little. Asmodeus released her hand and took a seat upon his throne. At his nod, she descended the steps and began at the head of the line with Prince Sert.
She stopped before the demon, noting the stiff muscles of his face as he avoided looking into her eyes. Instead, his gaze roamed her figure and a tiny hint of desire came from him, energizing her. That jolt of power made her pause and examine him, noting the way his body responded to her even as he tried to remain impassive. She realized while she would never be his equal in terms of physical, and probably magical, strength she did have one thing at which he could not match her. The power of seduction.
Taking in a deep breath, she almost smiled as his gaze darted to her breasts then away, then back again as if he could not help but stare. Her demonic essence stirred, not seeking to destroy now, but to seduce. He wanted her and that gave her power over him.
Holding her wrist out, she stepped close enough so her skirts brushed his legs. Sert jerked back, but held his place and finally looked into her eyes. Streaks of gold and silver ran through the brown of his irises as he slowly grasped her wrist and brought it to his mouth. As he did that she leaned up, inhaling a deep breath over the smooth skin of his neck, enjoying the way he shivered when she exhaled. Her energy caressed his shields, and they wavered beneath her psychic touch, but she stepped away before she breached them.
He released her wrist as if he’d been burned, but it was too late to stop the wave of lust he gave off. The crowd around them murmured, but she paid them no attention as she moved down the line to the next male. Bans gave her a wide grin and she couldn’t help but return it. While only a small amount of desire raced through his bronze gaze, she didn’t push her power against him as she had Sert. He eagerly accepted her wrist and gave her a quick sniff, and she did the same against his neck.
Giving him one more smile, she moved down the line to Raum and her body clenched in anticipation. Goodness, he looked handsome dressed from head to toe in black dragon skin accented with silver, and in her eyes, he seemed to almost glow with health and power. She held her wrist to him, expectation curling through her veins and heating her blood. Holding her gaze, he slowly lowered his face to her wrist and gently scored her vein with the tip of his fangs. She wanted those fangs lower on her body, scraping against her inner thigh as he relentlessly teased her into an orgasm with his clever mouth.
He tilted his head to the side, offering her his neck, and she blushed as she realized she’d been staring at him. Leaning on her tiptoes, she breathed in his delicious cinnamon scent deep into her lungs, trying to pull it into her heart. Unable to resist, she pressed a gentle kiss on his pulse before stepping back and turning to her father. “Prince Raum is a potential blood mate, my Liege.”
An audible gasp came from the crowd, as if they were inhaling as one. She knew there were rumors about regarding her time spent with Raum, but few hinted at the truth that they were possible blood mates. The most popular rumor was that Raum and his concubine Kirin were simply instructing her on the arts of lust, and the most insulting rumor held that Raum was going to bind her as a concubine because she was entirely too human. As she glanced over the audience, she couldn’t help but wonder how many would stick to their idea that she was a human pretending to be half human so Asmodeus could use her to distract attention from his slowly decreasing powers.
Her father’s voice rolled over the whispers, blanketing them like a rainstorm over a campfire. “General Raum, please join the princess.”
As Raum strode toward the steps leading to the dais, he glared at the demons standing behind her, reminding her of the less-than-pleasant task ahead. While she went through the steps of the ritual greeting with Yergont, she had to steel herself against the man next to him, Belal. Even now his icy power pushed at her shields, trying to chip away at her defenses with little stinging bites. Here and there emeralds warmed against her skin as the protection spells sewn into her dress were invoked.
Yergont dropped her hand as if it were something foul and took a step back, deferring to Belal in a visible way. She ignored his arrogant sneer and focused her attention on Belal, hating him as she came face to face with the man who was responsible for the death of her mother and the mortal man she’d known as her father. While his hand hadn’t been the one to slay them, his order had caused their deaths.
She tried to reach out mentally to her father, but her mind slammed against some kind of psychic wall. Belal’s thin lips twitched in a smirk and she didn’t bother wasting any energy on trying to break through the shield. Instead, she loosened the stranglehold on her inner demon, relaxing a small bit when her shadowy essence didn’t immediately try to kill Belal. Warmth flowed through her blood, radiating from her skin in an almost palpable wave.
Every step toward him was like wading closer and closer to a burning cold that seemed to blast against her skin. She had to bite her tongue to make the final move to get close enough to him to offer him her wrist. The simple motion of raising her arm became a battle and it felt as if there were thousand-pound weights dragging her hand down.
Belal titled his head and gave her an amused look. “Don’t be shy, Princess. Offer me your wrist…or are you afraid what I might smell? Something foul?”
With her jaw clenched hard enough that her teeth ached, she forced her hand up one inch at a time. When it hung in the air between them he took it with a sour look, his golden hair gleaming as he bent and gave her wrist a sniff. As his face reached her wrist, she lunged forward and placed her mouth right against the pulse in his neck, causing him to step back and away from her.
To her surprise, a burst of lust came from him, and she almost laughed at the sudden insight into his soul. Belal saw her as a threat, someone who had power over him…as dominant. In fact, he was fighting a grim battle with his desire to kneel before her. Oh how he hated that, hated wanting to serve her will, to give himself to her. Their eyes met, and she could see the bitter hatred and a touch of fear in his gaze. He murmured with his lips barely moving and low enough so only she could hear, “It would have been better for you to have not done that.”
With a contemptuous look, she took a token smell of his neck and stepped away, the wall between her mind and the rest of the room dissolving. Asmodeus’s voice immediately filled her thoughts as she and Belal stared at each other with hatred.
Are you all right?
Yes, but what just happened?
Her father sounded almost amused as he answered. Belal tried to rip away an illusion that wasn’t there. I believe he truly thought you were human.
Giving Belal a final smirk, she moved down the line to the last prince, Drayth. His gaze darted between her and Belal, and he appeared worried before his expression smoothed out and he smiled at her. After the overwhelming power of Belal, it was nice to only feel a trickle of energy coming from Drayth. What her father had told her was true. This half-demon Prince had only a tiny bit more power than an ordinary human. Sudden compassion filled her as she wondered what it had been like to grow up as the high king’s son and yet have less power than the lowest of devils.
She raised her hand toward him but he met her halfway, carefully holding her wrist and bringing it to his face. The touch of his skin was pleasant, as was the warm wave of desire he radiated while he stroked his thumb over the delicate skin of her inner wrist before brushing his lips over her pulse. When he looked at her through his lashes, his eyes conveyed enough heat to make her heart beat harder.
He swept his hair over his shoulder, offering her his neck. As she stepped closer, she realized how much taller he was than she. With a mischievous smile, he placed his hands around her waist, easily lifting her so her toes dangled above the floor. Bemused, she placed her hands on his shoulders and took a long breath against his skin, enjoying the way his body tightened against hers. For a moment she wished he had been a potential blood mate, because the lust he threw off was delicious.
He gently placed her back on her feet. “Will you save a dance for me, Princess?”
She smiled and nodded while Belal and Yergont made disgusted noises. “Of course.”
As she made her way back to her father’s side, she could feel their eyes on her, their attention riveted on her body as her hips swayed while climbing the steps. They wanted her, even that bastard Belal, and that gave her power over them. She turned to face the assembled princes, her shoulders back and head held high as the court watched them.
The different divisions in the crowd were easy for her to spot now as the room had almost become divided between the camp that favored Belal and the one that favored her father. Goose bumps rose along her skin as her father said, “High Prince Belal, may I inquire as to why you felt the need to try and break any spells surrounding the princess?”
It seemed as if everyone in the room held their breath, but Belal merely shrugged. “I merely wanted to make sure the princess was indeed as she appeared. You can’t blame me for wanting to see if a potential blood mate wasn’t shielded in some way to protect her scent.”
Raum slipped his hand into hers and tightened his grip until her ring touched his skin. Belal tried to remove an illusion spell from you, but when he found out there was no illusion to remove he used the opportunity to test your shields. You did well.
Why in the world would he be worried about an illusion spell?
I have no idea.
Asmodeus finally broke the silence. “In the spirit of peace, I will overlook your…ill-advised use of power against my daughter.”
Belal executed a perfect bow, but the sardonic smile that lingered on his lips ruined any attempt at sincerity. “You are too kind.”
Standing, her father turned his attention to her and Raum, and she saw a flash of the fury in his gaze for a moment before he shut down his emotions. “Congratulations, General Raum, on having the good fortune of being a potential blood mate to my daughter. Your father, the High Prince Lucifer, has always been a great friend of mine and I could not be happier by a potential blood-mating to strengthen the ties between us.”
Still holding her hand, Raum bowed as she curtsied. “I am truly honored, and I thank God that he has given me the chance to win her love.”
Natalia darted a glance over at Gregor who watched them impassively, but she could feel the confusing mix of his anger and desire as he watched her and Raum. She dipped in a low curtsy to Raum and let him lead her down the steps of the dais to where the floor had been cleared for their dance. As she looked into Raum’s eyes, she sighed at the love she saw there. The first melodic strains of music started, and as she placed her hand into his, she knew to the bottom of her soul that while he held her nothing would ever harm her.
After their dance together, she spoke with different members of the court, trying her best to remember all the social nuances that had been drilled into her head over the past months. Never look a banshee in the eye. Always look a demon in the eye. Curtsey for this person, bow for that, remember that to call a siren by her given name was an insult. The list was endless, confusing, and she felt as if they could all see through the thin veneer of royalty to the scared peasant girl beneath.
She finished a dance with Eline when she caught Belal and Drayth in a heated exchange toward the back of the room. Belal said something to the other man that caused Drayth to start and pale as the demons around them laughed. Sympathy for the son of Satan poured through her as she imagined what it would be like to constantly be the object of ridicule. Belal sneered at the other man and Drayth took a step closer, violence radiating from him.
Before she was even aware of having made the decision to move ,she found herself stepping between the men and holding her hand out to Drayth. Eline stood about a pace behind her and his solid presence gave her the courage to turn her back on Belal and his minions. “Prince Drayth, would you mind coming for a walk with me?”
Drayth shot Belal a smirk and gently took her hand in his, settling it into the crook of his arm. His body was firm and pleasantly solid beneath the soft black velvet of his jacket and the smile he gave her was genuine. “I would be honored, Princess.”
Belal said something and titters rose behind her as they strolled away, but she ignored them. Eline followed them along with three other guards, but they kept a respectful distance, giving them at least the illusion of privacy. She had no idea where she was taking him until they reached the archway leading out to balcony that held the Tree of Knowledge. The tree itself was beautiful, and when backlit by the moon and the slowly rolling silver-edged clouds, it became a work of art.
Taking a seat in one of the comfortable chairs that faced the tree without a view of the open sky beyond the railing, she glanced at Drayth. The muscles of his face were tight with tension and his hands were fisted in his lap.
“Prince Drayth, are you all right?”
The anger in his eyes as he glanced at her made her shrink back against the chair. “Why did you bring me here?”
She glanced about, trying to find what had made him so upset. “I honestly don’t know. I wanted to escape the madness of the court.” She fingered the soft emerald velvet of her skirt, the shade almost black in the light of the moon. “I’m afraid I don’t know much about how to be royal.”
His voice was carefully neutral now and some of the anger had faded from his eyes. “And what do you know of me?”
“Honestly? Nothing. I didn’t even know your name until tonight.”
The shadows of his jaw softened as he relaxed. “Then you don’t know about my mother.”
She thought back to her lessons on the history of Hell, trying to think of some mention of Satan’s children. “I’m sorry, but I can’t recall anything about her other than my father mentioning that she’s a concubine.” He tensed again and she quickly added, “But I’m sure she’s a wonderful woman.”
“Was,” he said in a quiet tone. “Was a wonderful woman.”
“Oh. I’m so sorry.” Her voice thickened and she tried to swallow past the tears threatening to spill. “I lost my mother recently as well.”
The smile he gave her was filled with sadness and understanding. “I know. Tales of you escaping the angels and Belal’s men are already the stuff of legends.”
“Belal’s alleged men,” she said with a bitter hiss. “Can’t say for certain they served him.”
Drayth’s laugh held an equally acidic tone. “Welcome to the politics of Hell, Princess.”
She sighed and would have slumped but the corset bones in the dress kept her upright. “Sometimes I wish I were still a normal girl worried about normal things like paying the rent on our land and if our cow would be giving birth anytime soon.”
He laughed and crossed his long legs at the ankles. “I never thought about it that way. I wonder what it would be like to be normal.”
“You’d probably find it dreadfully boring.”
He traced his fingertip on the back of the chair, his gaze distant. “I don’t know. It might be nice to have grown up in a place where you weren’t seen as a constant reminder of your failure to live up to your father’s expectations.”
She laughed and he gave her an affronted look. “Sorry, I didn’t mean any offense. It’s just that when your father is the king of Hell, it’s a lot to live up to. No pressure there.”
His lips twitched into a smile again and he nodded. “That’s one way of putting it. Then again, I’m not fated to save the universe with my love. No pressure there.”
She grimaced and picked at her skirt. “Yes, no pressure at all.”
Drayth stood and stretched, offering her a hand. She stood, and he surprised her by placing a gentle kiss on her lips. “I find myself wishing we were potential blood mates, even though I know your heart already belongs to General Raum.”
She flushed and stepped back, nodding to Eline where he watched from the doorway with a concerned expression. “Who said I love the general?”
He gave her a sad smile and offered her his arm again, not bothering to argue with her obvious evasion.
 
***
 
Gregor stiffened as Kirin came up the steps and knelt on the pillow next to his so the outsides of their thighs touched. The warmth of the other man’s skin sent a bolt of lust through Gregor and he had to keep himself from looking for Belal to see if the demon had noticed his reaction to Kirin. He cursed himself for his foolishness, for letting his attention be drawn away from what mattered, to dwell on his own insecurities. Still, he couldn’t help but think about his grandfather’s reaction when he found out his grandson was not only the willing concubine of their family’s enemy, but also attracted to another man.
At least he was no longer chained to Natalia’s small throne like a dog. The leash, with its deadly secret, now dangled down his chest with the fur cuff resting between his thighs. Kirin made sure his wrist pressed against Gregor’s so he could touch the gold cuff bracelet that also served as a communication link. Once again his limitation in magic added a new layer of anger to the already simmering cauldron of his emotions. Even the weakest demon could communicate mentally, but he had to rely on magical charms and the care and concern of others.
Natalia twirled gracefully before them, the folds of her dress parting to reveal a flash of her well-rounded thighs. While he hated seeing Raum touching her, he had to admit the other man did a fantastic job leading her across the floor. Even he could admit Natalia was usually anything but graceful while dancing with another partner. Watching them move together brought to mind imaginings of a more carnal nature, forbidden dreams of observing them making love, of joining in. Except in those dreams, he was in the middle between them, penetrating Natalia as he was penetrated by Raum.
Kirin’s voice intruded in his thoughts, almost making him fall over. Trust me when I say that being with them at the same time is one of life’s greatest pleasures.
Angry he’d forgotten about Kirin being able to hear his thoughts, his reply came out harsher than he intended. Only a weak, depraved man would seek that kind of sinful pleasure.
Instead of being irritated, Kirin’s mental laugh soothed and aroused him as it echoed through his mind. No one can endure the love of a demon if they are weak. Only the strong can take their passion, their adoration, and survive it. The demon in question faced them now and Gregor couldn’t stop himself from admiring the other man’s lips. I think it takes more strength to admit to yourself what you desire than to hide from it behind false words. Like the way you admitted your desire for me.
Damned if he didn’t blush like some virginal young girl as memories of kissing and caressing Kirin raced with sensual fire through his blood. Refusing to give Kirin the satisfaction of a fumbling lie, he tried to ignore the handsome concubine. They hadn’t done much more than kissing during his training as a wizard, yet, but he couldn’t even lie to himself about how much he wanted Kirin. He glanced at the other man out of the corner of his eye and more blood rushed to his cock, tightening his pants uncomfortably.
Bare from the waist up, Kirin wore a pair of black leather pants that rode so low on his hips Gregor could see the swell of his muscled buttocks. He found the dark hair on Kirin’s chest arousing and often wondered what it would feel like to stroke his hands through it. Raum’s silver collar gleamed around the other concubine’s neck, bringing out the natural tan of his skin.
Shifting to ease the ache of his cock, he pressed his thigh more firmly against that of the dark-haired man. The song ended and Bans requested the next dance with Natalia. Part of Gregor’s job tonight was to provide an excuse for her to sit and rest if she became too fatigued from dancing. A true demon would have the stamina to dance the night away, but Natalia was too human to endure that without pain and discomfort.
To keep their enemies from being aware of her reason for leaving the dance floor, he was to sullenly jerk on his chain and act in a manner unbecoming for a concubine. She would then come to “correct” him, either publicly or in private, and she would have a chance to relax. The idea of her soft hand gripping his hair as she punished him aroused him to the point where he had to fight the urge to act up and bring her attention back to him right now.
On the edge of the crowd, with an almost blank expression on his face, Drayth watched Natalia and Bans dance. Every once in a while that mask would crack and Gregor had a hard time making sense of the emotions he saw there. Anger, sadness, and a need so great he wondered what the other man hungered for. It didn’t seem to be Natalia, because when she moved into a dance position that accented her body he showed no more reaction than normal.
No one else seemed to be paying much attention to him, the other demons looking over him as if he weren’t there. Kirin, Drayth is the King of Hell’s son, right? Why aren’t people falling all over themselves to win his favor?
Because for all practical purposes, Drayth is as human as you and me.
What?
Drayth never made the transition to full demon, or even half demon. There is no doubt about his paternity, but as far as the ruling class of demons are concerned he is a…how can I put this into terms you would understand? You know how much demons hate weakness and pride themselves on strength. To them Drayth is an embarrassment, an abomination really, for having a demonic side so weak that he never managed to gain any of the demonic characteristics of their race.
Gregor watched Bans relinquish Natalia to Drayth for a dance, carefully observing every nuance of his body language. There was something about the prince he didn’t like, something that struck him as false. Natalia didn’t seem to notice. She laughed at whatever he said as she tripped over his toes. It seemed as if Drayth didn’t even have the strength to lead her in a dance. Surprised by the venom of that thought, he made himself take a mental step back and try to examine his feelings.
He wasn’t jealous of Drayth. No, he just didn’t trust the other man that now smiled at his mistress. He turned to Kirin. One would think living with that shame day after day would slowly drive a man insane. There is something about him that bothers me.
Kirin’s dark brows scrunched as he looked back out on the dance floor where Natalia had once again gotten her feet tangled, almost spilling them to the floor. Drayth laughed and helped her back to her feet in an elegant move that almost made it look as if she’d stumbled on purpose. To be honest, I don’t know much about Drayth. We don’t move in the same social circles, and he spends most of his time at the high king’s castle. I will say this…he has done everything he can to support his father and has taken on much of the responsibility of trying to keep Satan’s portion of Hell running smoothly. Lack of magic aside, he is a fearsome warrior and I’d hate to face him on the battlefield. Kirin shook his head. I do know the High Prince Asmodeus respects him and that is good enough for me. You know, being a lowly concubine and all.
Gregor’s witty reply faded to a mental whisper as he saw something impossible across the room. Natalia strode through the open doors of the ballroom, dressed in a black leather gown that molded her breasts together in an almost obscene fashion. He began to leap but Kirin grasped his wrist and jerked him back to the floor. What are you doing?
The Princess is in danger! A woman that looks just like her walked in. She’s standing by the doors in a black leather gown. We have to alert—
Easy. That is Lady Pyriel, the succubus queen.
His stomach clenched as she made her way through the crowd, stopping to smile and talk with different sets of demons. It was only because he knew Natalia’s face so well that he could detect the hidden strain, the tightness of her mouth and limbs every time she had to stop and speak with someone. Why does she look like Natalia?
She doesn’t. At least to other demons and devils she doesn’t. To humans she looks like their heart’s fondest desire. Let me fix your eyesight so you see what is true.
Before Gregor could object, Kirin placed his hands over his eyes and a flash of bright light momentarily blinded him. When he opened his eyes again, he sought out the succubus and let out a low whistle as he saw her true form. Pale skin sparkling as if covered with ruby dust, long, dark hair falling to her curved bottom, with a slender tail twitching behind her. He couldn’t help the surge of arousal as he imagined Natalia with the succubus, the two women a tangle of deliciously soft limbs.
Kirin coughed into his fist. If you ever get a chance to be with both of them, I think I’ll have to beat your ass out of jealousy.
Lady Pyriel made her way through the crowd until she stood before the throne, sinking into a deep curtsy that revealed a hint of her plum-colored nipples beyond the edge of her gown. Both Kirin and Gregor leaned slightly forward, trying to get a better view as she straightened. She greeted Asmodeus and smiled at Galina when she came down the steps to embrace her in a hug.
An image of Galina, naked with her pink nipple clasped between Lady Pyriel’s plump lips flashed through his mind and he shot Kirin a look, knowing where that thought had come from. Kirin gave him an innocent look and a grin that wilted off his face.
“Wha—”
Kirin grasped his wrist in an almost bruising grip. Silence.
A moment later Asmodeus’s voice thundered through his mind. Gregor, fight with Kirin. Now!
Before that thought even finished Kirin swung him around by his shoulder. “What did you say about my Master?”
Gregor stared at him for a split second before shoving the other man back hard enough that he fell on his butt. “I said that he didn’t need to worry about his problem with pleasing women, that I’d be more than happy to make sure she was satisfied after another uninspired, tedious roll in the hay. She’s had more fun washing that sweet pussy than—”
With a roar of rage, Kirin leaped at him and the two men tumbled together down the steps. The crowd cleared around them as they wrestled on the floor and the other man threw a punch that barely missed breaking his nose and instead split his lip. It had been a while since Gregor had the chance to relive his stress in a good knock-down-drag-out fight and he threw himself at Kirin with renewed vigor, managing to blacken the other man’s eye before they were dragged apart by the guards and forced to their knees.
Natalia shoved her way through the crowd with Raum at her heels. “What is the meaning of this?”
Kirin spoke first. “Your pretty boy called my—”
“Silence!” Raum roared and backhanded Kirin before turning to Natalia and kneeling before her. “Princess, please forgive my concubine’s insolence.”
“Forgive?” Her voice took on a deadly purr as she strode forward and gripped Gregor’s hair in her fist, wrenching his head back to examine his face. “Oh, I’ll forgive him after he has paid for the insult done to me…but not here. I have something more private, and painful, in mind.”
Raum nodded. “But of course. I will join you in a bit to make sure that Kirin is properly apologetic.”
She smiled at Raum with such heat that Gregor wanted to kick the other man. Jealousy raged through him and he gripped his hands into fists in an effort to keep from launching himself at Raum. Gregor tried to swallow but it was hard to do with his head still cocked at the odd angle by which she held him.
Her voice rang through his mind. Fight me. Give me an excuse to punish you as well.
He tried to pull his head out of her grasp, losing a few strands of hair in the process. “Mistress, let me—”
She jerked his head back so hard his spine bowed and he struggled to keep from falling in an undignified heap. “You have forgotten your place, concubine. Let us see if I can’t remind you of it.” She released his hair and his scalp throbbed. “Stay on your hands and knees and follow me, Gregor, like the loyal dog you are. You too, Kirin. I want you close enough that your face will be buried in my concubine’s ass if I stop.”
Even though he knew it was a setup, he couldn’t help the anger that burned through him as she sauntered toward the side door that led out of the throne room. He crawled after her and the occasional brush of Kirin’s hair against his buttocks let him know Kirin followed her instructions. The stone beneath his hands and knees was cold and he hated, loathed, the trail of giggles and whispers that trailed them as he made his undignified way out of the ballroom.


 
 
Chapter Eight
 
 
The door to the throne room closed with an audible thud, and Natalia pressed her hand to her racing heart. Her mind spun as she tried to figure out what was going on, but all she knew was one minute she’d been dancing and then she was breaking up a fight between Gregor and Kirin. Her concubine’s lower lip had swelled and blood still trickled out of the small split. Kirin didn’t look much better, with his rapidly blackening eye, though he seemed more in control of his emotions than Gregor.
As they exited through an adjacent parlor into the main hallway, Lady Pyriel stood on the other side, but she raised her finger to her lips in a shushing gesture before Natalia could say anything. She glanced at Gregor and Kirin, still on their knees, and gave Pyriel a questioning look. The succubus shook her head and grabbed her hand.
Princess, follow my lead. Pyriel gave a nasty laugh that sent chills through Natalia. “Ohhh, naughty boys to play with. Princess, may I have the honor of helping you to punish them?”
Natalia tried to keep her tone cool. “Of course. You know how much I admire your skill in breaking a man.” She ran her fingertips down Gregor’s back, playing with the gold paint highlighting his heavy muscles. “On your feet, concubines. I’m eager to see what the Lady Pyriel has in mind for you and I want to get started before Raum joins us.”
They set a brisk pace through the halls of the castle with their guards. When they reached the portal, they found Galina waiting for them with a dark expression on her face.
“Princess, your father has sent me to take you to his personal torture rooms. He is most unhappy at the behavior of these two spoiled brats.”
Anger trickled through her bond with Gregor, and she was aware of the guards and staff watching them. He’d done well so far, but his damned pride might push him to do something they would all regret. She took her concubine’s leash from where it dangled against his chest and used the chain to bind his hands together. Dark storms of anger and lust came off him and her demonic essence took every ounce of energy he had to offer.
Her voice came out husky as she traced her fingers over the links of chain holding Gregor’s wrists together. “Please thank my father, Galina.” She hoped whatever this night brought it would end with Gregor tied up in her bed, spread out before her like a delicious feast of male flesh.
Gregor’s lips twitched in amusement and she realized her communication ring touched his hand and he had heard her thoughts. His voice rolled through her mind with all the sweetness of honey.
If that is your version of torture, I’d be more than happy to spend the rest of eternity being tormented.
She removed her hand, breaking the link before she did anything foolish. “Galina, take us to the torture chamber. I would like to get back to the ball at some point.”
Her father’s concubine nodded and led them into the swirling green mist. As the energy flowed around her, Natalia couldn’t help but try and find something, anything, to orient herself, to give her some sense of time and space. Raum had told her the portals were the closest thing to Chaos anyone could experience and survive. A moment—or was it a hundred years—passed and they were out on the other side.
As Natalia took a deep breath, she realized with a start they were in a meadow somewhere on mortal Earth, with a full moon gleaming in the sky above them. Crickets chirped and she heard something scurry away through the high grass, no doubt startled by the appearance of two damned souls, a succubus, a mortal, and a half demoness. A cool breeze whispered across clearing, making the feather tips of the grass gleam as they bowed before the wind.
Both she and Gregor took a deep breath of the air and a tang of melancholy moved through her soul. She didn’t know exactly where they were, but she recognized the difference in the scent of mortal earth and Hell. Next to her, Gregor closed his eyes and took a deep breath as well, removing the chain from his wrists then holding his hands out as if he could catch the breeze. The melancholy deepened, and she realized it wasn’t coming from her, but from her concubine. Her heart ached for all she had taken away from him, but that did not change the present.
She turned to Galina, who watched the far side of the meadow, where it began to disappear into the tree line. “Where are we? What’s going on?”
Galina continued to scan their surroundings. “A damned soul came to your father’s portion of Hell with important information. We’re here to meet one of your father’s allies and share the news with them.”
Confused, she glanced over at Kirin and Gregor but they seemed as mystified as she. Lady Pyriel returned her puzzled look with one of her own and shrugged.
“Don’t ask me. One minute I was seducing a married baker in Florence and the next thing I know I’m being summoned by the high prince.”
A bright flash lit the sky and Natalia shielded her eyes against the glare, blinking away spots as her ruined night vision tried to readjust. An unfamiliar energy hummed over her skin and she stepped closer to Gregor, trying to protect him against something her demonic essence considered a great danger. “Galina, what is going on?”
An unfamiliar man’s voice, as sensuous as silk sheets sliding over bare limbs, answered her instead. “Relax, Princess. I mean you no harm.”
She found herself leaning into Gregor, her love for him wrapping around her like a cocoon of warmth and bliss. He made a low rumble of pleasure and kissed the top of her head. Kirin moved next to them and wrapped his arms around them both, pulling them into a hug that seemed to magnify her love until her soul struggled to contain it.
Lady Pyriel made a disgusted sound. “Stop showing off, Tanth.”
The overwhelming sense of love receded, and Natalia let out a small shriek of terror as she realized who had joined them. An angel stood behind Galina with an amused expression on his handsome face. His skin was a dark brown that reminded her of chocolate and his eyes were a solid blue glow. The tips of his wings had the same iridescent aqua blue color as his eyes and he radiated an ancient power.
Gregor and Kirin both lunged at the angel but Galina held up her hand and they bounced off an invisible wall of air and landed in a snarling heap. She frowned at them.
“Idiot men. Do you think Pyriel and I would endanger the princess? Tanth is a servant of the archangel Castitas, Keeper of the Blessed Virtue Love, and a staunch ally of Asmodeus from the beginning of time.”
Gregor glaring at the angel on the other side of the invisible wall, pushed himself up from the ground, and took a defensive stance in front of Natalia. “If he isn’t trying to harm her, then why did he use his magic on us?”
Pyriel crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “Tanth has no respect for personal boundaries.”
Natalia noticed the angel’s attention lingered on the succubus’s chest before he turned away from Pyriel and faced them fully. For one long moment, he held her gaze and then nodded.
“My apologies, Succubus Queen. You can’t blame me for wanting to test the princess’s love for her men.”
Galina made a gesture and the wall between them fell. “We don’t have much time. While we stand here and chatter the hours are speeding away in Heaven and Hell.”
Tanth looked chagrined and he nodded. “I came as soon as my lady received your message. Did the soul we were looking for finally end up in Hell?”
Galina nodded. “Yes. His mistress and lab assistant died a few hours ago after being mugged. Our agents on earth disposed of her body so no one should notice she’s missing.”
Natalia took a step closer to the angel and then backed away as a prickling sensation like tiny needles raced over her skin. “Who and what are you talking about?”
Tanth rubbed the bridge of his nose. “A nun in Italy had a prophetic dream about a damned soul from London. The woman had been the mistress of a healer and easer of pain. It is a harbinger of the destruction of Heaven and Hell.”
Natalia tried to be patient, but her voice came out with a sharp edge. “What in the world does that mean?”
Galina brushed her hands over the tips of the waist-high grass. “It means, Princess, the mistress of a doctor in London arrived in Hell with tales of a miraculous drug that would free the world from the grips of opium addiction.” She gave Tanth a fleeting look and the muscles around her mouth tightened. “We’ve been on the lookout for her since Tanth first brought us news of the prophecy.”
Gregor stepped up next to Natalia. “Why would an angel help us? Last time I saw any of these winged freaks they were trying to kill us.”
“Listen, mortal,” the angel said with a hint of anger in his melodic voice, “just as there are different factions of power in Hell, there are different factions of power within Heaven. Belal’s unprecedented gain of power has upset the balance of the universe on all levels and he must be stopped.”
Pyriel tilted her head and considered the angel. “So what do you need us to do?”
“We need the princess to assume the image of the dead mistress and find out what that doctor is doing and assist him in any way she can. No doubt our enemies are also aware of the prophecy and their spies are everywhere. Having Natalia with him will help us keep him safe until he can perfect his remedy to opium addiction.”
“What?” Gregor snapped, cradling Natalia to his chest. “Why does she have to do it? Why not some other demon or damned soul or one of your angels?”
Galina narrowed her eyes at him and he shifted his stance but continued to hold Natalia. “Because we can’t have just any demon or devil protect him. Despite having an affair with his lab assistant, Christopher Wright is a spiritual man and a collector of religious icons. A damned soul or full demon would be unable to maintain the illusion of his mistress around him in his lab.”
Tanth nodded at Galina. “A blessed soul or angel would be unable to pose as his mistress because that would be a sin considering he is married.”
Natalia pushed at Gregor’s arms until he released her, but slipped her hand into his, gaining comfort from his touch. “So, my being a half demon will allow me to be around him in his lab. But what do you need me to do while I’m there?”
Galina and the angel exchanged a glance before she spoke. “You should be able to stand being around the religious objects, but you will be weakened. We need you to find out what he is doing, make sure he succeeds, and bring us word once he has the cure.”
Natalia took a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to process this turn of events. “If I’m the only one going, how will I get word to you? I don’t have enough magical ability to open a portal or anything of that sort.”
Galina nodded to the succubus. “Pyriel will try to contact you through your dreams. If you are in desperate need to get a hold of us, try to find your way to the brothel district at night and pray for your father. He will hear you.”
The ground beneath their feet rumbled and they all turned as Raum strode through the portal opening in the earth. His arms were full of clothes, with a large silver flask nestled on top. He had a grim look on his face and dried blood splattered in his white hair. It gleamed like rubies in the moonlight.
As the portal closed behind him, Natalia went immediately to his side with Kirin not far behind, looking for the source of the blood. “Are you all right? What happened?”
“I’m fine, Princess. The blood is not mine.” He looked over her shoulder at Galina and Tanth. “The high prince is unable to come. After you left, someone or something killed Sert.”
Galina moaned and Natalia wavered as all the blood in her body seemed to rush to her feet. She remembered him, the demon prince of Greed, with his mint-green skin and lovely blue hair. “What happened?”
Kirin put his arm around her waist and braced her against his body as Raum tossed the pile of clothing to the ground. “Someone lured him away from the ball and to your father’s Tree of Knowledge. They killed him with a blessed object.” He looked at Tanth, cold fury transforming his handsome face into something terrifying. “His soul was sent back to the Chaos so we are unable to contact him to find out who killed him.”
Gregor ran his hands through his hair, his muscles bunching and flexing beneath the gold paint. “So someone killed the son, the heir, of one of the high princes, in the middle of the palace? Greed has publicly sided with Belal. If that doesn’t start a war I don’t know what will.”
Pyriel’s tail snapped in the air behind her with the crack of a whip. “It had to be someone Sert knew and trusted. But why would they take him to the Tree of Knowledge? What message were they trying to send?”
A bird sang sweetly in the distance and Galina looked toward the east where the faintest hint of light began to paint the horizon beyond the trees. “Time grows short. I cannot be here when the sun rises. Princess, put on the clothes Raum brought then drink from the flask. It contains the memories of Eliza, Mr. Wright’s lab assistant and mistress.”
Gregor stepped between Natalia and the pile of clothes on the ground. “You cannot mean to send her now, not with all that has happened.”
Kirin placed his hand on Gregor’s shoulder. “What if Sert’s death is just a distraction meant to stop whatever is going to happen in London? Just think what it could mean to us if a cure for opium addiction is found.”
Tanth clenched his hands into fists and nodded. “Though we don’t know who they are, there are factions in Heaven that are supporting Belal for their own reasons.”
Natalia turned to Pyriel. “Help me with the buttons on the back of my dress, please.”
Gregor grasped her hands in his. “Please, Natalia, think about what you’re doing. You could be walking into a trap.”
She dropped her gaze, focusing on removing the elaborate tiara from her hair without slicing off a finger. “Gregor, I have to do this.”
His voice took on a desperate edge. “No, no, you don’t. They can send someone else.”
She closed her eyes and fought the tremble in her voice. “They can’t send anyone else. I’m the only one that can do this.”
Raum stood in front of her so Tanth’s view was blocked as she removed the rest of the gown. “I don’t enjoy this any more than you do, Gregor, but I spoke with the damned soul, Eliza. She is convinced he’s found a way to cure opium addiction.” He looked up, hope shining in his eyes. “It could mean an end to the war before it even starts, and save millions of lives.”
Raum helped pull the gown off her shoulders, and Tanth made a pleased sound deep in his throat as her breasts were bared. Gregor snarled at him and the angel gave him an amused look. Pulling on the first layer of petticoats, she fumbled with the unfamiliar undergarments. “How will I get to London and what do I need to do once I’m there?”
Galina rubbed her temples, strain showing on her face as Pyriel cast her a worried look. “Drink the potion and you will assume the appearance of Eliza. You’ll gain some of her memories. Tanth will take you to London, and from there, you will find Wright and do what you can to help him in his quest and protect him.”
Tanth gave her a grim smile. “Hurry up and get dressed, Princess. We need to get you to London as soon as possible.”
Pyriel helped her into the plain navy cotton overdress before Raum handed her the flask. Eyeing it dubiously, she uncorked the top and wrinkled her nose at the bitter smell. “So I drink it?”
Raum’s voice came out strained and he held her close, her cheek pressed against his hard chest. “Yes. It’s easiest to picture her memories as a book. When you need to access one, just imagine flipping through the pages of her life story until you find what you want.”
Galina gently tugged her away and Gregor pulled her into his arms, shooting Raum a dark look. Natalia ignored them and lifted the flask to her lips. She drank the thick, bitter liquid within and tried not to gag. Heat pooled in her stomach then turned to ice, filling her veins with burning cold. She tried to scream but her vocal chords refused to work. A great shudder ripped through her body and every inch of her ached.
Gregor almost dropped her as he muttered an oath and turned her in his arms so he could see her face. His shocked look would have been funny if she didn’t feel like throwing up all over him. He reached out and pulled a strand of her hair between his fingers. To her surprise it was a dirty blond instead of her usual black. Something about Gregor looked different and she gasped as she realized she was shortening, looking at him from an unfamiliar angle of at least five inches lower than she was used to.
Tanth’s voice came from somewhere behind her. “Princess, see if you can find a memory of Mr. Wright.”
As soon as she thought of his name a flood of images featuring a plain older man with dark hair and hints of silver at the temples flashed through her. He had prominent sideburns and rather thin lips, but in her memories she found herself attracted to him. No, more than attracted. She loved him.
Raum gripped her hand in his. “A book, Natalia. These memories are a book.”
She forced herself to take a mental step back, to imagine a book shutting with a thump. As she did her mind quieted and she panted at the strain of sorting through Eliza’s life. The poor woman loved Christopher and worshiped the ground he walked on. He’d saved Eliza from a life as an opium-addicted prostitute, supplying her with morphine and keeping her off the streets where he’d found her at the tender age of fifteen, already selling herself for the drug.
Raum released her hand and stroked her cheek. “Now, try to access a simple memory. What is Wright’s favorite food?”
The book opened and supplied the answer before closing again. Her voice came out higher than usual and she started at hearing herself speak with a British accent. “Sunday roast with Yorkshire pudding and his wife’s mushroom gravy.”
Gregor’s grip on her tightened. “What did she just say?”
Pyriel began to trace a pattern on the ground. A vibration rumbled through the earth as a portal in the earth opened. “Princess, I will try to reach you in your dreams. Having Raum or any of the other men attempt to contact you is too risky. There will be those that notice your absence in Hell and I’m sure Belal will be trying to find you as well.” She stood and smoothed her dress over her hips. “We have to go, now. Say your good-byes, gentlemen.”
At once Raum, Gregor, and Kirin all embraced her and she clung to them, terrified of facing the task ahead without them at her side. Surrounded by their warmth, she tried to absorb the momentary peace and love filling her, wanting to remember the feeling forever. A sense of foreboding traced through her veins like ice but she tried to ignore it, instead drawing in a deep breath of their combined scents.
Galina’s voice snapped with the bite of a whip. “We have to go. Now.”
Kirin had to pull Gregor from her and her breath hitched at the agony flowing through their bond. “Gregor, go.” She gave Raum a fierce look, trying to mask her fear. “Protect him for me.”
Raum nodded, his voice rising above Gregor’s protests. “I swear it.” He grabbed Gregor by his collar as Kirin held his arms. “And even I don’t want to spend the next thousand years in a torture dimension for breaking my oath in Hell.”
A small weight lifted off her shoulders and she blew them a kiss as Kirin and Raum dragged a struggling Gregor into the mist that Galina and Pyriel had already disappeared into. A moment later, the first rays of dawn broke over the horizon and the portal vanished.
The enormity of her situation sank in as she met Tanth’s glowing aqua gaze. He held out his hand and she grasped it with her own, peace settling over her soul. It surprised her that her demonic essence didn’t fight him. Instead it seemed to purr beneath his touch.
He gave her an amused smile. “That’s because angelic and demonic are two sides of the same coin, and that’s especially true with love and lust. You’re also still more human than demon, and the human half of your soul is essentially good, not evil.” She gaped at him and he squeezed her hand. “No, I didn’t read your mind, Princess. You’re still wearing your communication ring.”
She flushed and quickly removed it, tucking it into her bodice before grasping his hand again. Pink and gold shimmered against the edges of the clouds as the sky grew brighter. “How do we get to London?”
He tightened his grip on her hand. “We fly.”


 
 
Chapter Nine
 
 
London, England
1874
 
The rough grit of cold bricks bit into her palms as she emptied the contents of her stomach in a stinking alley on the backstreets of London. Her abdomen cramped and she groaned as the sweat covering her face chilled in the early morning air. Hidden from view of the main road by the backside of a warehouse, Natalia staggered to the other side of the alley and tried to glare at Tanth.
“I am sorry,” he said, again with a trace of amusement in his voice. “I didn’t think you would react so poorly to flying.”
Just the memory of the land receding beneath them as Tanth launched them into the sky made her belly cramp in protest. “We’re here. Now what?”
The feathers of his wings rustled as he extended and retracted them with a snap. “You need to find Wright. Eliza—that is—you, has been missing for over a day now, and Wright is getting rather worried about her.” He looked over his shoulder and stepped closer. “You need an explanation as to why you’ve been gone. One that won’t get you thrown out of his house.”
She nodded and attempted to move past him, disconcerted by his closeness. Something about the way he stood, the tension filling his body, set off alarm bells. She accessed Eliza’s memories and found the information she needed. “I’ll tell him my mother was ill and I had to go visit her in Westminster.”
“That—”
Before he could finish his thought a woman’s voice filled the alley, chiming like the most beautiful of bells. “I’m afraid there’s been a change of plans.”
Tanth spun in a blur of white and blue feathers, his body blocking Natalia’s view of whoever was now in the alley with them.
“Helena. Fancy meeting you here. I didn’t know you slummed on mortal Earth.”
The woman’s laughter, beautiful yet ugly, hurt Natalia’s ears. “I don’t want to hurt you, Tanth, but I will. Christopher Wright must not succeed with his experiments!”
Power blasted over Natalia in a freezing wave and she slumped against the wall. Tanth collapsed in front of her, revealing the form of another angel. Her eyes watered as she struggled to see past the glare of light that surrounded the woman. With a disgusted sound, Helena stepped over the crumpled form of Tanth and closed in on Natalia.
The light became so bright it burned, and Natalia tried to make a run for it, only to be gripped by her hair and slung to the ground. She landed in a heap on top of Tanth. A searing pain arched across her back and she shrieked in agony. Beneath her, Tanth stirred and his wing became tangled in her skirts. Natalia frantically attempted to crawl away, the tips of her nails breaking off as she tried to find purchase on the stones of the alley floor.
Tanth’s roar of rage shook the walls, and Natalia’s breath came out in harsh blasts, mixing with the sounds of shouts from the street. The muscles of her back spasmed and she tried to use her legs to push herself along, unconcerned about the refuse she was crawling through, only wanting to get away from the increasingly powerful blasts of energy from the alley behind her.
All of a sudden, the sound of fighting vanished and the air around her shuddered. A moment later a man with a rough voice yelled from the entrance of the alley.
“Hey, are you all right? Miss? Miss?”
It took all of her effort to lift her head. Her numb lips seemed incapable of forming any words, and her back burned as if it were on fire. A man with mutton-chop sideburns knelt at her side, his mouth moving and forming words she couldn’t hear beyond the ringing in her ears. Spots danced on the edges of her vision, and when he tried to move her, the world went dark.
 
***
 
Natalia’s mouth seemed stuffed with cotton, her throat parched and dry, as she tried to swallow. An unfamiliar, harsh odor filled her nose as she took a breath. Her lungs felt oddly constrained. Her head ached, her back burned, and she wished with all her heart she had a glass of water to drink.
A warm hand patted her cheek and she groaned as the ache in her skull deepened. An unfamiliar man’s voice said, “Eliza, time to wake up.”
She tried to say that her name was Natalia, but her words came out in a little more than a garbled moan.
“Shhhh, don’t try to talk yet. You’re at St. Mary’s.” His voice hardened with a note of anger. “You were attacked not two blocks from the hospital. Thank God a passing merchant heard your screams. Whoever it was ran before they found you.”
She opened her eyes as little as possible, wincing at the light of a candle that seemed as bright as the sun. A portly man with graying dark hair and deep blue eyes sat next to her bed. When he saw her looking at him, a bright smile lit his face, revealing crooked teeth.
“There we are. How are you feeling?”
Closing her eyes, she summoned all her strength to say one word. “Water.” It surprised her that she spoke English with an unfamiliar accent, but that concern took second place behind the never-ending waves of pain. “Hurt.”
He made a soothing noise and moved her enough so she could sip at a glass of blessedly cool water. After only a few drinks, he took the glass away and she tried to protest.
“Hush. You need to rest.”
Her mind spun as two sets of memories swirled in her head. In one, she was a woman named Eliza, a research assistant and lover to the man sitting next to her. His name was Christopher. The other set of memories was fantastical, filled with images of monsters and demons, angels, and places of such beauty that her heart ached. As odd as it was, it seemed like those were her true memories while the mental images of her time spent with Christopher were similar to reading a book. She knew the story, but she didn’t have any emotions to go with it.
She groaned and turned onto her side, unable to lie on her back any longer due to the stiff bandages and wounds there. Gentle fingers probed at her flesh, and Christopher made a harsh grunt.
“Damnedest thing.”
The pressure on her chest eased as he peeled away the bandages covering her upper chest and shoulder. She hissed in pain as he probed her shoulder wound. “The wounds on your hands are healing rapidly, but the one on your shoulder keeps refusing to stay shut.”
Since he didn’t seem to be talking to her, rather at her, she remained silent. Aside from the pain, her body felt and looked so different. The long braid of hair on the pillow next to her wasn’t coal black, but rather a light brown threaded with hints of blond. She gripped her hands together as another wave of nausea moved through her and unfamiliar rings bit into her fingers. A quick flash of memory showed the rings were presents from Christopher and that she, or rather Eliza, delighted in always wearing them around the other household servants, though she took them off around Christopher’s wife. Mrs. Wright was more than happy to ignore her husband’s lab assistant as long as Eliza did nothing to call attention to herself.
He placed a kiss on her temple and patted her hip in a familiar manner. “A few more days and you’ll be right as rain. Now let me give you something for the pain so you can sleep comfortably and heal.”
She followed his movements with her eyes, her skull aching too much to even think of lifting her head. He lit another lantern and more of the room was revealed. No windows. There were only four white-painted walls and the bed along with a small table and chair. Eliza’s memory supplied the information that she was in one of the private rooms in the hospital, and she felt a brief surge of love for Christopher that he had cared enough to spend the money to make sure she wouldn’t be disturbed.
No, she didn’t love Christopher. Eliza loved Christopher. She was Natalia and her heart belonged to a magnificent trio of men in Hell. The belief of Eliza tried to surge to the forefront again, crowding her thoughts with a train of memories that did not belong to her. She took in a harsh breath and closed her eyes, trying to summon her demonic essence to help her cope with the unexpected strain.
When she’d trained with Galina on how to absorb memories, she’d only taken on a small portion of Galina’s life, just the single memory of eating a meal with a group of nuns. At the time she’d been delighted, exploring the memory and savoring the novel glimpse into a world and mind she’d never known. Gregor had been with her as well and his presence had helped ground her, remind her of herself.
Now, without Gregor, she floundered against becoming lost in another woman’s life. The dark part of her soul moved sluggishly as she tried to awaken it, the faintest bit of strength giving her enough of an edge to mentally shut the box on Eliza. She tried to coax her demonic essence fully awake but it wanted to sleep, to heal. She had no sexual energy to tempt it with, no willing concubine to feed it, no clean lust to lure it awake.
Her inner battle was interrupted by the sensation of her dressing gown being slid up her arm. She opened her eyes and watched in confusion as a rubber tube was tied around her arm. The exposed skin of her inner elbow was oddly scarred, and she whispered, “What are you doing?”
He made a shushing sound and held a syringe to the light, filling it from a vial, then tapping it with his finger. “Just a shot to take away the pain.”
She frowned at him, then looked over at the bottle on the table. It took her mind a moment to translate the unfamiliar handwritten letters on the container but when she did she tried to jerk her arm away from him. “No!” she screamed out in a broken voice.
Too late. Before the word even left her mouth the silver tip of the needle pricked her vein and began to fill her bloodstream with morphine.
She watched in horrified fascination as the plunger emptied and Christopher untied the rubber tubing. Almost immediately her rapidly beating heart pushed the morphine through her bloodstream, spreading indescribable pleasure through her unwilling veins, filling her body with a bliss that seemed to melt her bones. The pain, the terrible pain, receded until she was left only with the feeling of floating in bliss, her entire body filled with what had to be the most exquisite sensation known to man.
Setting the empty syringe aside, he pulled the covers back up over her and trailed a fond finger down her cheek. She knew beneath the long sleeves of his jacket he bore similar puncture wounds, for he used morphine to treat the pain from his arthritis. The chemicals flooded her brain and she sighed, closing her eyes. Exhaustion claimed her even as she fought sleep, wanting to stay awake so she could revel in this feeling, this delight.
 
***
 
Her dreams were a confused blur, and she had no idea how long she slept, but she knew a good deal of time had passed. Wheels rattled next to her bed and she forced her eyes to open, trying to blink away the film that seemed to cloud her vision. All of the gas lanterns along the walls were lit, but the additional illumination didn’t lend any warmth to the room. Rather, it seemed to highlight how impersonal a space it was, just bare walls and medical equipment.
She attempted to sit up but her shoulder ached and her head reeled so she gave up and slumped back into the pillow that smelled faintly of her sweat. Movement from the corner of her eye startled her, and she sucked in her breath between her teeth as she forced herself to sit up. The room spun but a strong hand cupped her cheek.
An elderly female said, “Easy now. You’ve been asleep for almost two days. You need to eat.”
The woman turned before Natalia could get a good look at her and the long black veil she wore obscured her back. She bustled about with the rolling cart she had apparently brought with her. Eliza’s memories helpfully supplied the woman must be one of the volunteer nuns that worked at St. Mary’s hospital, doing the menial jobs of feeding and caring for the sick and dying. At least Eliza thought of it as being demeaning work. Natalia, on the other hand, thought it took a great deal of strength to endure the constant suffering of others.
Speaking of suffering, she wished right now she were in Hell so she could bury herself in Gregor’s arms and try to lose herself in him. The demonic part of her soul was strangely subdued, barely acknowledging her attempts to rouse it. The constant headache that battered at her mind continued to throb, and she rubbed at her temple with her good hand. For one brief instant, she wished for another shot of morphine to make the pain go away, but she quickly pushed that notion from her mind. Still, she now had a better understanding of why people took opium. If it felt anything like morphine, it was the closest thing to ecstasy in a bottle she’d ever experienced.
The nun turned around and placed an elevated tray on Natalia’s lap. The scent of the porridge made Natalia’s stomach growl. “Thank you.” Her voice came out in a rusty croak and she took a sip from the glass of water on her tray.
As soon as the first drops went past her lips, her mouth filled with fire. The nun slapped a surprisingly strong hand over her mouth and Natalia’s scream became muffled behind it. She looked up as she struggled against the burning water and almost choked as she recognized the nun.
It was the old woman she’d helped on the street back in her hometown in Russia.
The nun pinched her nose and forced Natalia to swallow or choke. As she did she tried to fight the old woman off, but she might as well have been a babe trying to push off an adult. Her demonic essence hissed within her soul but didn’t offer her any magic or strength. After she’d swallowed the last drop, the old woman removed her hand as if nothing were amiss and cleaned the rest of the water from where it had spilled on the tray.
“Be calm, Princess. It wasn’t poison.”
She gaped at the old woman and rubbed her stomach with her free hand. “Who are you? What are you?”
The nun smiled and busied herself with wiping the spilled water from the floor. “Merely a lowly servant of God. What you should be asking is what was in the glass.”
Lips numb, Natalia echoed her. “What was in the glass?”
“Holy water to wash the poison from Helena’s blade from your system. Thank the Saints you were human enough that the blade did not kill you instantly.” The nun shook her head, the deep wrinkles on her parchment-fine skin creating hills and shadows on her face. “It is a sad day in Heaven when Diligence and Love conspire against each other.”
Natalia set her shaking hands on the tray. “I don’t understand. Where are my men? Why aren’t they here? Where is Tanth? Why did Helena attack me?”
The nun clucked her tongue and gestured toward the porridge. “We don’t have much time. You eat, and I’ll talk.” When Natalia gave the bowl a distrustful look the old woman smiled. “There is nothing in there but oats, milk, and water. As for the rest….” She sighed and continued to straighten the room as she talked. “Just as Hell is in a power struggle, so is Heaven. But that isn’t important.”
Natalia grunted around a mouthful of food, her empty stomach clamoring for her to eat faster. “What about Tanth? Is he all right?”
“Of course. Tanth is one of God’s first angels, and it will take more than a back-alley brawl to remove him from the game.”
Male voices came from outside of the room, and the nun’s lips pressed together in anger. “It seems as if the fates are conspiring against us as well.” Her eyes blazed, changing from a kindly brown to a glowing blue that cast shadows on her face. “Listen well, Daughter of Lust. We believe Mr. Wright has been in contact with the human agents of Belal, though we don’t think he knows who they truly serve. If they see you, they might be able to see through your illusion, so try to keep out of sight.”
The meager amount of food Natalia had eaten threatened to come back up, and she barked a laugh that held a bitter edge. “Oh, sure. I’ll just duck out the back door if the High Prince of Sloth shows up for tea.”
The woman’s voice filled Natalia’s head with thunder. “You have been blessed with this task, Princess. Do you not think I would give anything to be able to take your place? The existence of all that I love rests in your hands, and so far I have been less than impressed by your actions.” Natalia started to defend herself but the nun cut her off. “I know you’re scared. I’m scared, too. Scared of the mortal world becoming hell on earth as more and more people become enslaved to opium. You must do whatever you have to in order to stop this. Things have become worse in Hell during the two mortal days you’ve been here.”
Someone knocked on the door to Natalia’s room, and she and the nun exchanged panicked looks.
“One moment. I’m almost done with the patient.” The nun gripped her good hand in her own and said in a whisper, “I have to go before my presence here alerts the others to your location. Both demonic and angelic forces alike know you’re in London, but they don’t know where.”
“My father, my men—are they all right?”
“For the time being, but—”
At that moment, Christopher came into the room with another man who looked vaguely familiar. Eliza’s memory supplied that the man with Christopher was Dr. Monroe, his mentor and a member of high standing on the medical board of St. Mary’s. The nun gave her hand a final squeeze before removing her breakfast and placing it on the cart. She curtsied to both of the men and pushed the cart out of the room, the wheels squeaking along the floor.
“Well, Dr. Wright, she is looking much improved.”
Christopher nodded and gave her a small smile before moving over to the bed. She kept silent, knowing Christopher liked for Eliza to be seen and not heard. He pulled back the edge of her dressing gown and gently peeled back the bandages. His voice held a note of surprise as he said, “Much better than expected.”
The other doctor joined him at her shoulder and she tried not to wince as they poked and prodded her wound. They treated her as if she weren’t even a person, just a scientific curiosity to be examined and studied.
Dr. Monroe tapped his lip as he stepped back from the bed. “Yes, I do believe she is ready to go home.” With that, he dismissed her, turning his attention to Christopher. “I have a lecture to attend tomorrow. How about I stop by your laboratory the day after to take a look at your latest work?”
Christopher beamed and Natalia had to deal with the conflicting emotions of Eliza’s pride at Christopher finally being recognized for his work, and her own fear at being too late to help him do whatever she was supposed to do.
“That would be wonderful.” Christopher held open the door for Dr. Monroe and the two left the room without another word, or a backward glance at Natalia.


 
 
Chapter Ten
 
 
Gregor clenched his teeth and forced his gaze to remain on the succubus projecting the image of Natalia. They were in one of the coven’s practice rooms deep in the heart of the palace, guarded by Kirin and Raum. Exhaustion clung to him, draining him to the point of black spots on the edges of his vision, but he continued to push himself harder to see the true demoness beneath the illusion of his heart’s desire.
Kirin spoke up from where he sat on the rose velvet couch placed between two worktables. “Try to see past her, like you’re looking over her shoulder. Try to look beyond.”
Gregor shut his eyes and pressed his palms against them until bright bursts of light raced across his vision. “Try to see beyond,” he mimicked in a snide impression of Kirin’s Greek accent. “I’ve been trying to see beyond for the past eight hours—”
“Ten,” Pyriel said in a bored voice.
He bared his teeth at her, hating how his heart ached at what his mind insisted was Natalia. The illusion of Natalia that Pyriel wore was impeccable, flawless. He wanted nothing more than to gather his Mistress into his arms and protect her from a universe bent upon her destruction. It didn’t help that the succubus had dressed in a sheer bronze gown that showed hints of plump breast and thigh, womanly flesh that kept him at an almost constant state of arousal.
“Can’t you put on something decent?” he snarled at Pyriel.
The succubus laughed, her breasts jiggling in a delicious manner. “You should get a glimpse of what I’m really wearing, mortal.” She ran her hands down her waist, pausing before the oh-so-bare flesh between her thighs. “But you can’t, can you? That’s why you followed that piece of filth wearing your Mistress’s image out of the safety of your rooms and into a trap. You should have known better. She deserves better.”
His pride stung, and he barely kept himself from fingering the healing scar on his lower ribs from where an assassin’s blade had pierced him. It was true. He should have known…on some level had known…but he’d been so worried about Natalia and when she’d appeared in the hallway between their suites and the coven’s floor where he’d been practicing, he’d run to her like a fool. When he thought back on it, he should have known right away it wasn’t Natalia. There was no sense of her through their psychic bond, but at the time he didn’t care.
Thankfully, Kirin had been a couple paces behind him and managed to shove him at the last moment. Otherwise, the blade would have pierced his heart instead of grazing across his ribcage. Worst of all, he’d fought Kirin, thinking he was going to harm Natalia, and the assassin had escaped.
“Stupid, weak, foolish man. I should have expected as much from a boy groomed to serve Belal.” Kirin started to rise from the couch but Pyriel held up her hand. “I would kill you now and replace you with one of my incubi, but unlike you, your Mistress has worked hard enough to see past my illusions. Only she isn’t here for you to hide behind her skirts now. What a waste. You can’t even protect yourself.”
Rage at his own stupidity gave him a surge of energy and he rushed at the succubus, wanting to show her how wrong she was. He managed to grab one shoulder and froze in shock. Before his astonished gaze, the image of Natalia melted like a child’s chalk drawing in the rain, revealing pale skin with sparkles of crimson like little burning embers trapped beneath the skin. He had enough time to look at her face and see a stunningly beautiful, but unfamiliar woman before she backhanded him hard enough to send him flying across the room.
His ears rang as he managed to push himself onto his hands and knees. Kirin was yelling something at Pyriel in a language he didn’t understand as he strode across the room to Gregor. Pyriel responded in an acidic voice and spun around, her tail lashing the air. Her tail lashing the air?
His arms shook, and he didn’t have the strength to fight off Kirin as he held him, inspecting the side of his face with surprisingly tender fingers. He grabbed the other man’s hand and looked up into his deep, dark eyes. “She has a tail.”
Kirin stared at him, then smiled and pulled him into a hug. “That she does.”
Pyriel must have heard them because she stopped her pacing and gave Gregor a long, slow smile. “What else do you see, mortal?”
He tried to pull himself out of Kirin’s arms, the voice of his father railing at him inside of his head for allowing another man to touch him in such an intimate manner, but when Kirin tightened his hold he didn’t resist. To be honest, it felt good to be held, good to take the comfort offered, though he would never admit it aloud. “You have dark hair like Natalia, but your skin sparkles as if you have embers burning deep within. Beautiful, perfection, but deadly. Like a poisoned needle hidden in the thorns of a perfect red rose.”
She blinked at him in surprise then gave him a slow smile. “Well, I can begin to see why your Mistress keeps you around.” She smoothed her hands along the black leather dress that clung to her lush figure. “Very good, concubine.”
“Yes, you did well,” Kirin said before placing a kiss on his temple.
Gregor wanted to turn into that kiss, to experience the rush of pleasure that had been absent from his life ever sense Natalia had gone over two weeks ago. Time moved different in Hell, and he found himself going mad with the need to see her. Kirin said it was because of his bond to her as her concubine, but he knew it was because he loved her. Part of his mind tried to tell him he was merely enthralled with her, that his feelings weren’t real, but in his heart of hearts he knew he would love Natalia even if she was the peasant girl he’d thought she was when they first met.
A knock came at the door and Gregor struggled to his feet as three succubi came in. One held a tray of food and his stomach growled in hunger. The one in the middle had blond hair, but the other two had dark hair like Pyriel. All three were stunning enough on their own to rouse any man’s interest and Kirin made a low rumble of approval as they curtsied, displaying mouthwatering amounts of cleavage. Though he was loyal to Natalia with every drop of blood in his body, he’d have to be dead not to appreciate the display of female beauty before him.
Pyriel gave him an amused smile and sauntered over to the blonde succubus, giving her a kiss on each cheek. “Sycha, ladies, thank you for coming.”
His gaze followed the woman with a tray piled high with food and his mouth flooded with saliva at the sight of his favorite meal, roasted lamb in mint sauce. His stomach growled again, reminding him he hadn’t eaten since that morning. Kirin stood and gave the women a bow and Gregor followed suit. He started to cross the room to the meal but Pyriel stepped in his way and stopped him. He went to push her aside but felt a shoulder where there should have been an arm. He stared at her a for a moment before realizing that the succubus was shorter than Natalia, and even though she wore an illusion to look like her, she couldn’t change her actual form beneath.
She shook him off and continued to block his path. “Not yet. You have to earn your meal.”
He bristled and gave her a glare that had turned the men who’d served him on mortal earth into quaking bundles of fear. “I saw through your damn illusion.”
“You saw through it only after you touched me. How is that going to help you next time they make an attempt on you?” She poked a long, wickedly sharp, black-painted fingernail into his chest. “You may think you won’t fall for it again, but what if they wear the face of Raum next, or Kirin? They will do whatever they can in order to separate you from your guards, and you must be able to see through their disguises.”
He wanted to argue with her, wanted to tell her she was full of shit, but that wasn’t the truth. He’d been raised to be a leader of the mafia, trained to be aware of his own weaknesses and ruthlessly weed them out, and he wasn’t going to be weak now. Not when his vulnerabilities could get his beloved Mistress killed. “What do I need to do?”
Kirin sighed and took a seat on the couch again, stretching out as if he expected to be there for a while. The bastard managed to charm one of the dark-haired succubi into feeding him bites of Gregor’s meal. He caught Gregor watching them and winked, turning the act of sliding the fork out of his mouth into a sensual gesture that made Gregor’s balls draw up tight. So far he’d managed to avoid any intimacy with Kirin, but oh, how he wanted the other man. They both knew it was just a matter of time before Gregor gave in, and Kirin seemed to be enjoying the chase, seducing him every chance he got.
“Kirin, behave,” Pyriel said in an amused tone and the other succubi giggled. “Ladies, if you will.”
The three succubi linked hands and began to spin in a circle, reminding Gregor of little girls playing a game. He watched them then shot Pyriel a questioning look but she merely smiled. They spun faster, blond and black hair flying, and began to blur. One minute he watched three succubi, the next—three identical versions of Natalia.
They slowed and stopped, laughing and stumbling a bit. His stomach clenched and his mind rebelled against seeing three perfect versions of his beloved before him. So Pyriel had been right. The only reason he saw behind her illusion was because he’d touched her.
The Succubus Queen gestured to the women. “My ladies will rearrange themselves and you must tell me three times in a row which of them is golden-haired Sycha before you can eat.”
He smiled at her, more a feral baring of the teeth than anything else, and nodded. “Let’s get to work.”
 
***
 
The clump of their boots hitting stone floors echoed through the arched ceiling of the hallway leading to his and Natalia’s private suite. Located on one of the highest levels of the royal tower, it afforded magnificent views of Hell. Normally, Gregor enjoyed looking out the window, examining the patchwork of colors that made up this portion of Hell, but it was now dark outside and a familiar and unwelcome presence waited for him in his suite.
“Raum’s here,” Kirin said in a rough voice. “Something is wrong.”
The men glanced at each other and sprinted the last hundred feet to the enormous door of the waiting room. In that brief amount of time, Gregor imagined a hundred, no a thousand, horrible things that could have happened to Natalia. They’d had no contact with her since she went to London and yesterday, word from Tanth had reached them about the attack by another angel. Gregor knew she was still alive because their bond as concubine and Mistress remained intact, but other than that no one had any idea where she was.
Kirin reached the door first and slammed it open, narrowly missing hitting Raum, on the other side, in the face.
Before either man could say a word, Gregor had Raum’s black dragon skin tunic fisted in his grip. “Where is she? What happened? What’s wrong?”
Standing a few inches taller than him, Raum gave a bone-rattling growl and gripped his hand into the back of Gregor’s hair, holding him immobile as he stole a long, slow kiss. Stunned, Gregor tried to fight back the surge of lust that went through him but it was impossible beneath the skilled assault of the demon’s mouth. He trembled, struggling against the onslaught of sensations as his grip on Raum’s tunic went from pulling closer to weakly trying to shove him away.
As quickly as he’d grabbed him, Raum released him and stepped back, citron and aqua streaks flowing through his green eyes. He abruptly turned his back on Gregor and pulled Kirin into his arms, repeating the kiss. Gregor watched them, trying to tell himself that his throbbing erection was because of Raum’s magic, not a true reaction of his body. That excuse burned up like a flimsy piece of paper before the bonfire of heat Kirin and Raum generated together.
When they broke their kiss, Raum reached and gently brushed a tear from Kirin’s cheek. The tenderness, the love in that one gesture made him feel so alone. “What the hell is going on?”
Raum turned back toward him, the blue of his skin glimmering faintly in the light of the will-o’-the-wisps floating about the ceiling. “I’ve been called to battle. Belal’s armies are gathering at the border and I must be there to lead my legions for the High Prince.”
All the spit in Gregor’s mouth dried up and he gripped the back of a cream and gold high-backed chair near him. His mind raced through the villages and towns near the border, the faces of the people inhabiting them making his heart sink. He’d spent most of his time with Raum and Kirin while Natalia had been gone and had joined them when they went from town to town, checking on the defenses of each and going through their evacuation plans. Most of all, he remembered the children. He straightened and looked out the window at the dark countryside, focusing on little bits of light in the gloom here and there from the windows of houses. “I’ll need a few supplies from the coven, but I’ll be ready to go—”
“You’re not coming with me,” Raum said in a tight voice. “Neither of you are.”
Kirin started to protest but Raum gently placed a finger over his lips, stilling him. “I know you’ve ridden into battle with me before, my beloved, but not this time.”
Gregor pushed away from the chair. “He doesn’t need to stay here and babysit me. We can both go with you.”
“No.”
Kirin took a step away from Raum. “Master, please, let us come with you. You know my advice on the battlefield has never been wrong, and while Gregor may be young, he’s a brilliant tactician.”
“No,” Raum said again in a soft voice.
Kirin shot Gregor a desperate look and he understood his friend’s pain all too well. “Look, Raum, we both know I don’t care for you, but I swear I would never betray you in battle. You can trust me.”
Raum gave him a small smile with a hint of his earlier heat. “I know I can trust you. That’s why I’m leaving you my most precious possession to protect.” He pulled Kirin into his arms, closing his eyes and pressing the swarthy man’s face to his chest. “Kirin, you have to stay here with Gregor. Natalia is going to need both of you when she comes back, and you’re the only ones I trust with her safety. ”
Gregor started to protest but Kirin’s ragged voice startled him into silence. “Is it really that bad?”
“Yes.”
Kirin audibly swallowed and hugged Raum so tightly the veins on his arms stood out. “I love you.”
“And I love you. I’ve loved you since the first moment I saw you standing in the middle of the gladiator arena, sweaty, beaten half to death, but still handsome enough to steal the beauty from the sun.”
Gregor swallowed hard and hated the tears that clogged his throat. A month ago, he’d have been throwing a party at the thought of Raum dying, but now, after having spent so much time with the demon, away from Natalia, he had to admit he’d grown rather…fond of him. Before he could second-guess himself, he went to their side and slowly wrapped his arms around each of them, holding the demon and the damned soul close.
Neither man said anything, but Raum gently slipped one arm out of Kirin’s embrace and wrapped it around Gregor, pulling him nearer. Kirin grabbed his hand and clung to it, so tightly that he could feel the slight tremors running through the other man. While he wasn’t going to be professing his undying love to the demon anytime soon, he had to admit that he valued their contentious friendship. He should step away, should hate the intimacy of their embrace, but he missed the simple pleasure of holding someone and being held.
Raum shifted and the sheaf of his long, white hair brushed over the back of Gregor’s hand. On impulse, he gave into a secret desire he’d been battling for a long time. Moving slowly, hoping Raum didn’t notice, he gently stroked Raum’s hair. It was as soft as silk, as soft as the sensual press of a woman’s skin, an odd feeling because the body beneath was as hard as rock. When the demon made no comment, he let the strands of his hair run like liquid satin through his fingertips.
To his surprise, it was Kirin who broke their embrace and Gregor almost leaped away, feeling guilty, aroused, and confused—his usual state around Raum. Desperate for some type of distance to rebuild his emotional walls, he moved around to the other side of the room and pretended to browse the bookshelf while Raum and Kirin spoke in a language he knew from Kirin was an ancient dialect of Greek. Kirin had taught him a few swear words and some marching songs in the long-dead language so he knew a word or two but not enough to understand them. The one word he did understand, spoken over and over, was agape—love.
Before he met Natalia, he’d thought he knew what love was, but he’d been wrong. Nothing he’d ever experienced could prepare him for the utter joy that came from being with her, and the heartache when she was gone. If someone had told him two years ago he’d be moved to tears by the thought of anyone harming his beloved, he would have thought they were crazy. He couldn’t understand the concept of loving someone more than he loved himself. It was as if Natalia carried around a piece of his heart with her.
And now, so did Raum. While his feelings for the demon weren’t the same as they were for Natalia, he could admit to himself he cared for the general. More importantly, Natalia loved Raum, and if anything were to happen to him, it would hurt her immensely. And, if he were to be completely honest with himself, it would hurt him as well.
A warm hand on his shoulder pulled him out of his deep thoughts and he turned to find Raum studying him intently. Kirin stood behind him with a worried look on his face and when their eyes met, he seemed to be pleading with him about something. Raum’s voice came out in a deep, almost seductive growl.
“Gregor, I have an immense favor to ask of you, and I don’t think you’ll like it, but I ask you to try to see past your hate of me and consider it.”
Gritting his teeth, he stepped away from the other man’s hand and nodded. Damn manipulative demons. “What is it?”
“I want to do a blood exchange with you.”
Gregor gaped at him as anger seared through his veins. “No fucking way! I’m Natalia’s concubine, no one else’s.”
Kirin’s nostrils flared and he gripped Gregor’s wrist in a surprisingly harsh hold. “He’s not asking you to be his concubine, you arrogant ass, he’s asking you to do a blood exchange so he can protect you. By drinking his blood, you’ll gain a small amount of his strength, strength my Master will then lose. He’ll also be able to speak to you in your mind across great distances and enter your dreams.”
A burn heated his cheeks and he refused to acknowledge it was a blush. “I knew that.” He hadn’t, and he could plainly see on the other men’s faces they didn’t believe him. Trying to regain his footing, he turned his glare on Raum. “Won’t you have access to my thoughts? I don’t want you mucking around in my head.”
Raum rolled his eyes and some of the tension went out of the air. “As tempting as it is to ‘muck’ about your mind, I believe I’ll be able to restrain myself.”
“Swear it.” Kirin growled but Gregor twisted his arm free from his grip. “Swear you won’t invade my thoughts or try to influence me.”
“There will be times when my being able to speak in your mind will be a great boon, so no, I won’t swear that.”
“Then no deal.”
“Fool,” Kirin hissed. “He’s offering you the greatest compliment a demon can and you’re acting like he’s a fishwife trying to sell you a spoiled trout.”
The image of Raum dressed in a shabby dress with his glorious hair hidden beneath a stained kerchief flashed through his mind and he had to cough back a laugh. Raum closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose.
“I don’t want to know what that thought was.” He took a deep breath and looked Gregor square in the eye, their gazes locking with an intensity that made Gregor aware of how much older and stronger the demon was than him. “I swear by the glory of God and the will of Satan I will not enter your mind uninvited.”
Kirin gaped at his Master but Gregor ignored him. “In that case, I accept.”
Without another word, Raum drew his dagger and Gregor moved into a defensive stance. Kirin threw his hands into the air and stalked to the other side of the room, muttering something in Greek. Gregor was pretty sure he’d compared his mother to a diseased goat.
Raum ignored his mumbling concubine and extended the dagger to Gregor, hilt-first. “I wish I had time to draw this out, but my men need me on the battle field. Where would you like to exchange blood from?”
The erotic memory of his blood exchange with Natalia burned in the back of his mind and desire began to flame low in his stomach. He’d been deep inside of her, on the edge of orgasm when her small teeth had locked into his flesh, drinking his essence with delicate laps of her tongue. Then she’d ordered him to do the same to her, and at the first taste of her blood, his orgasm had detonated like a bomb, blowing away all his previous notions about pleasure.
The thought of experiencing that pleasure with another man gave him pause even though a part of his soul he tried not to acknowledge loved the idea of touching Raum in such an intimate manner. “Will it, that is…will I…will it feel like it did with Natalia?”
Raum grinned and his heart beat faster. “I’m afraid I don’t have the time right now to take you as you deserve, but yes, it will be similar.”
Part of him wished Raum had lied to him so he could pretend this wasn’t going to be the sensual exchange he feared—wanted. Kirin sat on the couch, watching them as he shifted from one tense posture to another. His gaze kept flicking from the knife in Gregor’s hand to Raum and the faint lines around his mouth deepened with worry. Gregor felt a pang of guilt as he tried to see this situation through his friend’s eyes, to imagine Kirin and Natalia in such a situation.
All his life he’d been raised to be a leader, and a good leader always looked after those who trusted in him and never betrayed that trust. He might not be able to make this right, but at the least he could send the beloved of his closest friend and his Mistress into battle the best he could and give the demon one less thing to worry about. Holding Raum’s gaze, he allowed himself to sink into the striations of steel and lavender racing through Raum’s irises and sank into the pleasure of his embrace. Swimming in the warm currents of the demons sensual magic, he brought the knife to his throat and nicked it in the same place Natalia had cut it all those months ago, in Russia, when they’d first met.
The blood welled immediately and began to drip down his neck and he knew he’d cut himself deeper than he had initially intended. Raum made a hungry sound and held Gregor’s hand with the knife in it, slicing along his wrist. Gregor’s stomach clenched as the demon’s glittering blood dripped off his blue skin and onto the floor.
Feeling queasy, he swallowed the flood of saliva in his mouth. “Don’t be insulted if I throw up.” Raum laughed softly and took a step closer. “Then allow me to make this a pleasant experience for you.”
Strong arms wrapped around him, and Gregor stiffened as Raum’s breath warmed the sensitive skin of his throat. All of that glorious moonlight-white hair was held back by a leather thong so he didn’t have the pleasure of feeling the silk-like fall of hair caress his face. Unsure of where to place his hands, he braced them against Raum’s waist and the demon chuckled, sending a wave of desire through Gregor.
“Someday I will have you in my bed, concubine, and when I do, you will never hesitate to touch me again.”
The knife in his hand clattered to the ground the moment Raum’s lips touched his neck, effectively killing any bumbling denial before it could escape Gregor’s mouth. Unlike Natalia’s caressing licks, Raum latched his mouth over the wound and took a deep draw of the blood. Pleasure exploded through every inch of his being and it felt as if the demon were sucking at his cock with each strong pull. A harsh groan seemed to radiate from the pit of his stomach, and he sagged against Raum, as helpless in the face of his desire as he would be standing against a blizzard.
Heat built in his body with each beat of his heart and he wondered if the demon had something in his saliva that drugged him. He didn’t even flinch when Kirin stood behind him, supporting him as Raum continued to drink. Dimly he knew the demon needed nothing more than a drop or two of blood, and was only doing this to torment Gregor, but he couldn’t help but clutch Raum closer to him. Their hard cocks pressed into each other and he shuddered at the sensation.
Kirin murmured something and Raum pulled back, Gregor’s blood dripping off his chin. He swallowed hard at the sight of Raum’s sharp teeth painted with his essence and the wild look in the demon’s gaze. He stared at Gregor as if he hovered on the brink of devouring him, destroying him with pleasure.
Raum raised his wrist, and Gregor watched in fascination as the sparkling blood continued to well and drip. His mortal mind tried to make sense of the scent coming from Raum’s blood but the closest his scattered thoughts could come to describing it was lightning, heat, and the slightly bitter smell of hot metal. Saliva flooded his mouth and Kirin gently stroked his back as he took the first tentative lick of Raum’s blood.
The taste of him filled his soul and raced through his body. Another lick followed and he thrust his hips into Raum and lapped at his wrist. The pounding in his cock was second only to the burning desire invading his mind. Behind him, Kirin groaned and pressed his erection against Gregor’s buttocks, flexing and moving in a solid rhythm that had him thrusting into Raum.
The demon hissed and ran his hands through Gregor’s hair, the slight prickling of his claws showing him how close to losing control the demon was. Normally that thought would have disturbed him, as he tried to deny his attraction to the demon, but now, with his essence filling his mouth, pressed between the two objects of his desire, all it did was excite him even more.
Sweat blossomed on his skin and his balls drew up, tight and aching. The psychic scent of Natalia still hung in the air, having soaked into the stones of this room, and for one moment, he allowed himself to believe she were there with him, feeling all of this. He tried to capture that essence, to draw it into himself, and he swore he could hear his Mistress murmuring his name in her husky voice.
Embracing that thought, that illusion, he pulled back from Raum’s wrist and gasped as the demon reached between them. His protest died in a harsh exhalation as Raum gripped his aching cock. Kirin continued to rock his erection against the swell of Gregor’s ass as Raum licked Gregor’s blood off his lips with a sensual swipe of his tongue. Gripping Gregor’s biceps, Kirin held him as Raum stroked his swollen shaft through his trousers, coaxing the orgasm building in his balls until he bucked and strained against the other man’s touch.
The words escaped him before his mind could stop his treacherous body and soul from begging. “Please, please make me come.”
He gazed into Raum’s eyes, as trapped by them as a mouse looking at a snake. Everything in his body, his soul, stilled for a brief moment of painful pleasure, his need so great that he shook. The demon gave Gregor a wicked smile and cupped his balls with his other hand, detonating the release with one final, punishing squeeze.
The world went white and he screamed as the burning gratification of his orgasm sang through his body. So good, so very, very good—the sensation had him struggling against Kirin’s hold and the scent of his Mistress overwhelmed him. His dick shot stream after stream of seed into his pants and he wished it poured down Kirin’s and Raum’s lips as they both sucked it out of him, fighting each other for the last drop.
Raum growled and grabbed him by the back of his head, devouring him with a kiss. He moaned as Kirin’s grip on his hips turned punishing and returned Raum’s kiss with abandon. For this one moment they weren’t enemies, but lovers. All too soon he knew his mind would surface past the bliss and remind him of why he hated this demon that now carried a part of his soul with him.
Already his body seemed to sing with energy and his muscles spasmed and twitched. Raum pulled back with obvious regret and ran his thumb over Gregor’s lower lip. “Kirin is staying with you tonight.”
He tried to protest, tried to do anything other than moan as his mind burned, new pathways opening in his thoughts. “What…is happening to me?”
Kirin’s voice rumbled next to his ear as he said, “Your mortal body is changing because of Raum’s blood.”
Pain lanced through his stomach and he gripped his sides, struggling to get the words out. “Didn’t feel like this with Natalia.” He glared at Raum before a new cramp shook him. “Poisoned me.”
Raum smiled at him, a gentle smile like one would give a lover, and Gregor tried to snarl back at him. “I did not poison you, concubine.” His eyes fairly glowed with power and he stretched, a long, lean line of muscle and deadly beauty. “I must say, having had a taste of your desire I now know what attracted Natalia to you.” He placed a gentle kiss on top of Gregor’s head. “I regret that I must leave you know. Kirin, my beloved, take care of him.”
Kirin pulled Gregor over to the gold damask couch and laid him on it. “I will.”
He moved over to Raum’s side and the two spoke in whispers, faces so close it was almost kissing but not quite. Gregor curled into a ball of discomfort as cramps racked his body, coming on waves of pain. It hurt too much to do anything other than deal with the agony so he wasn’t sure when Raum left, just that he could no longer feel him in his heart, his soul. Later he’d be angry at Raum’s invasion of his spirit. Right now he just hoped he would survive.
As the churning in his bowels eased he felt a cool, wet cloth on his face, wiping away the sweat. He managed to open his eyes a slit and found Kirin crouched next to him. He must have been out of it for a while because the damned soul had changed into a pair of brown leather pants and his shirt was off. Gregor knew he must be dying because desire for the other man mixed with the pain and he couldn’t seem to make himself care.
Kirin propped his head on some pillows, pausing while another cramp rocked through Gregor’s body. He held up a cut-crystal glass with some amber liquid inside and held it to Gregor’s lips.
As weak as he was feeling, he managed to bat away Kirin’s hand. “Trying…to…poison…me.”
Kirin snorted and took a sip then blew out a breath. “Hardly. It’s a good Irish whiskey. Now stop being such a sniveling baby and drink up.”
Gregor hoped if the drink did make him throw up, he would do it all over Kirin. He took another drink and when that stayed down, drained the rest of the glass. “More.”
Kirin raised an eyebrow but complied, filling the glass again from a crystal decanter on the floor beside the couch. As he watched Gregor drain it, he sat back on his heels and studied him. “Getting drunk will help with the pain, but it won’t take the memories away.”
Gregor attempted sit up, but when his arms shook like a newborn foal’s legs, he settled for glaring at Kirin. “I did it for Natalia.”
Kirin gave him a smirk that told him neither of them believed that lie, but before Gregor could protest his innocence, the fire in his blood flared back to life and the only thing he could think about was the pain. After that wave had passed, he closed his eyes and didn’t pull away when Kirin cleaned the sweat from him again. He became aware of his body again and realized with a start he was naked and lying on top of the sapphire blue comforter from the bedroom. Panic clenched his muscles as he tried to remember being moved and undressed.
“What did you do to me?” he asked, his voice coming out in a raspy whisper.
Kirin must have heard the accusation in his tone because he snorted and ruffled Gregor’s hair in an annoying manner. “Don’t flatter yourself. Right now you look about as appealing as a plague victim.”
His first reaction was to argue the other man still found him attractive, but that seemed too much like fishing for a compliment so he clenched his jaw and stared at the ceiling. His mind kept showing him images of Raum looking into his eyes as he came, to memories of the incredible pleasure, and most humiliating of all, the way he’d begged the demon for his release. Even worse, his cock thickened at the thought of doing it again with Raum, of letting Raum bend him over and take him.
No, no it was a sin. It was wrong; it was an abomination. He laughed, the sound ugly and jagged, as he realized the irony of having those thoughts, here in the heart of Hell. Kirin hummed a low tune as he cleaned Gregor again with efficient strokes of the washcloth, and he silently thanked the other man for not mentioning his erection.
“Think you can stand?”
He gritted his teeth and did the thing he hated the most: ask for help. “If you give me a hand, yes.”
With Kirin’s assistance, he made it to the bedroom before collapsing onto the sheet-covered bed. The scent of Natalia was the strongest here and he’d refused to let the maids change the pillowcases. Done in shades of silver, sapphire blue, and the faintest hints of gold, Gregor had decorated this room himself as a gift to his Mistress. The memory of her pulling him down onto this bed for the first time, the long and leisurely session of lovemaking that had followed, swelled his shaft even further.
He turned his head to the side, and in the subdued glow of a single will-o’-the-wisp, watched Kirin get an extra blanket from the cedar chest next to the window. He really was a handsome man and Gregor admired the way his abdominal muscles tightened and released as he tossed the blanket onto the bed. With quick, efficient movements he took off his pants, revealing a thick cock even in its resting state.
“What are you doing?”
Kirin crawled onto the bed, his dick and testicles dangling in an appealing manner as he made his way to Gregor on the enormous bed that could easily sleep six adults. “I’m staying with you tonight.”
Gregor protested as Kirin wrapped the blanket around them both and hauled him next to him. “I don’t need a babysitter.”
Kirin tensed behind him and gave his ass a pinch hard enough that Gregor yelped. “Did it ever occur to you that not everything is about you?”
That statement stung and Gregor pushed away enough so he could turn and look at the other man. “What is that supposed to mean?”
Appearing incredibly weary, Kirin grabbed his hand and held it. “I’m here because I need you. One thing that being with Raum has taught me is that it’s all right to let your friends know when you need them. Well, I consider you my friend and I need you tonight. I’ve been in battle with Raum before. I know what he is facing. I don’t want to be alone.”
He stared at Kirin and slowly nodded. Truth be told, he didn’t relish the thought of sleeping alone tonight, not with his feelings so raw and vulnerable, but he would never admit it the way Kirin had. His father had taught him you could never, ever let anyone see your weakness, not even those you loved. He’d proven this by beating Gregor senseless for crying over the death of his pet dog when he’d been nine.
He couldn’t offer the words of comfort he knew Kirin wanted; he didn’t know how. Instead he pushed Kirin over and took him in his arms, marveling at how different it felt to be holding a man instead of a woman. Still, holding Kirin soothed an empty ache in his own heart and, he didn’t object when the other man placed a gentle kiss on his hand. Lying in the dark hush of the castle, Gregor’s heart ached for Natalia and he hoped wherever his Mistress was, she was safe.


 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
 
Natalia avoided looking at her reflection in the small mirror hanging on the back of the water closet door and hurried back to the laboratory. She’d been here for six days now and was no closer to figuring out a way to help Christopher than she’d been that first day she’d awoken in the hospital. Frustration boiled through her veins, and she practically ran to the small table at the corner of the vast room that held all of the scientific equipment Christopher worked with. It didn’t help that her body ached and her head felt as if it were going to explode from a terrible pounding behind her eyes.
Last night, Pyriel had briefly managed to visit her in her dreams, but they only managed to exchange a few words before the succubus lost her hold. She’d learned about the skirmishes happening at the borders of Asmodeus’s kingdom and that her men were all right. Unfortunately, she didn’t have any good news to give in return.
As usual, an almost full teapot of the special “calming tea” the housekeeper made for her sat at the ready, along with a few finger sandwiches and sweets for Christopher. Not that he would eat anything. He was deeply immersed in his research. Last night, before she’d finally been allowed to go to bed after falling asleep while crushing herbs in a mortar, he’d told her today would be the day. Only another cup of the then stone-cold tea had allowed her to fall into a deep sleep.
She ran for the table, eager for the tea to soothe her shaking muscles and pounding headache. Pouring herself a large amount of tea into one of the ivory porcelain cups, she sniffed at the brew and tried to figure out what was in it. This bitter mixture was the first calming tea that really did calm her, turning her muscles loose and soothing away her fears. The more she drank the more she relaxed until she had to focus on such mundane things as putting the cup back on the table rather than letting it list and wet her uniform.
Her demonic essence also seemed to react to the tea, going into such a deep sleep she almost couldn’t feel it anymore. A part of her liked that, liked being alone in her own head again, but another part of her worried something was wrong. Maybe it had to do with the religious icons Christopher had scattered about the laboratory. Despite the fact he broke the covenant of marriage by sleeping with her, he still considered himself a deeply religious man and spent an hour each morning praying. Not that he’d done anything more than use her as a lab assistant after her return from the hospital. When he was deep in his research, he forgot about everything around him and for that she was thankful. She didn’t think she could stand for anyone other than her men to touch her.
Her men. What was happening with them? If not for the fact she held a part of their soul, and they hers, she would doubt they were even still alive. Maybe they were blocked from contacting her because of the religious icons, or maybe they didn’t want to give any of the no doubt legions of demons and angels that were looking for her an easy trail to follow. Regardless of the reason, she missed them deeply and couldn’t wait to get her mission over with so she could be with them again.
The tea settled in her empty stomach, soothing her nerves and pushing away any lingering anxiety. She stared at the teapot, but her mind refused to focus on anything but how pretty it looked in the beam of sunlight striking the side of its shiny, silver surface. How had she never appreciated how beautiful the world was, how enchanting the curve of silver in sunlight could be?
“Eliza, come over here!”
She startled, almost falling out of the chair as her limp muscles struggled to comply with the signals her mind sent for them to move. “Yes, sir,” she called out and quickly inspected her drab gray dress and white apron for any wet splotches. Christopher was militant about keeping his laboratory clean and would make her change at the first sight of any stains on her dress.
The oddly shaped glass of the different pieces of equipment gleamed in the steady stream of sunlight coming in through the large glass windows that looked out into the garden. Not a trace of dust was to be seen anywhere, and she spent a good part of her days endlessly polishing the different pieces of equipment. Across the expanse of neatly tailored green lawn and carefully pruned rose bushes sat the Wright’s London home, where the rest of the Wright family lived. Thankfully Mrs. Wright avoided coming to the laboratory at all costs, and she’d yet to be formally introduced to the lady of the house. Even though Christopher had been too wrapped up in his work to make any sexual advances toward her, she still didn’t relish the idea that to Mrs. Wright she looked like Eliza, the woman who’d been sleeping with her husband for the past three years.
“Eliza!”
The fabric of her dress rustled as she lifted the skirts and picked up her pace. Her view of Christopher, as he looked up, was distorted by a large glass ball bubbling with some dark liquid inside. Moving round to the other side of the table, she swayed as the room seemed to tilt about her and braced her arm against the edge of the counter.
Christopher frowned at her and set down the test tube he held into the small wood rack on the long table holding the equipment. “Have you eaten yet today?”
She frowned and tried to remember if she’d had any of the sandwiches on the tray, or just the tea. Her thoughts were so fuzzy, murky, like the teapot had been filled with vodka instead of tea. “I don’t believe so, Mr. Wright. I did have some of the tea, though.” She still found that odd, not being able to call him by his first name even though they’d been as intimate as a man and woman could be.
His fingers were cool as he checked her pulse and examined her eyes. “No more tea for now. I don’t want the laudanum to interfere with the effects of the serum.”
She blinked at him, trying to hide her confusion as she fumbled with Eliza’s memories, looking for the meaning of the word “laudanum.” When the answer came, she had to turn her back, pretending to clean a spot on the counter with the rag she kept tucked into the pocket of her dress. Laudanum was a syrup containing morphine. Every day for the past five days, she’d been drinking what amounted to liquid opium.
Her stomach recoiled, and she cursed herself for being so stupid. Of course there wasn’t a tea on earth that could make her feel so calm and relaxed, so good. Even worse, she remembered how often she found herself turning to the tea, drinking it by the potful. No wonder her thoughts were so confused. It wasn’t the religious icons in the room, it was the opium soaking into her body under the innocent guise of tea. Swallowing hard, she turned back to Christopher with what she hoped was a contrite expression.
Christopher gave her an odd look and she placed a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry, sir. I’m afraid my injury is still giving me a bit of pain.”
His gaze softened and he patted her cheek. “I understand.” He turned to the table and held up the test tube with the clear liquid. “I’m going to go test this on the dogs. If it works I may have the answer to your pain, to the world’s pain.” His eyes took on a bright, almost feverish light and his voice dropped to a whisper. “No one will ever have to feel pain of addiction again.”
Unable to form a coherent response, she nodded and began to wipe up an imaginary spill on the counter, hoping he didn’t notice how her hands shook. The side door leading to the kennels at the back of the property open and shut, leaving her in the silence of the room, broken only by the soft bubbling of his experiments.
Her mind clouded as the opium continued to ride through her system, and she had trouble organizing her thoughts. If Christopher really did have the cure, she could go home and bring the wonderful news with her. Her stomach lurched as she realized that she could very well be in danger of becoming addicted to opium herself, but quickly brushed that thought away. Only humans could become ensnared by the drug, and she had too much demonic blood for that to happen. Didn’t she?
The grandfather clock on the far side of the room began to chime and she watched the door for Christopher’s return. Her thoughts turned back to Hell and she wondered what was going on, if war had broken out yet. Surely her abrupt departure from the ball had been noticed, and if she was right, it had been close to a month in Hell’s timeframe since she had left. So much could happen in a month. So much could go wrong.
The side door banged open and Christopher strode through, a look of excitement on his fleshy face. “The dog seemed to respond well.”
“That is wonderful,” she said in a rough voice but he was too caught up in his thoughts to notice.
“Roll up your sleeve, Eliza.”
“What?”
Now he did focus on her and his eyes narrowed. “Don’t sass me, girl, roll up your sleeve. I have a very important benefactor coming today to see our progress.” He licked his lips and she noticed for the first time that he was scared as well as excited. “I need to show him that his investment in my work is finally paying off. He is not the kind of man you trifle with.”
She backed away a step as he filled a syringe with the clear liquid. “But—I don’t—”
He turned on her, his nostrils flaring. “What is wrong with you? Have I ever hurt you, Eliza? Have I been nothing but kind and generous with you? I could have left you in the gutter where I found you, but instead I’ve given you everything you could ever want. Now stop being foolish and come here, or I’ll find an assistant that will follow my orders. Just think, if this works you’ll never again need to feel the sickness of addiction. You’ll be cured, Eliza, free at last.”
He meant it. She could see it in the desperation in his eyes and recalled through Eliza’s memories that Christopher had used her to replace a former assistant who had become mentally unstable because of his experiments. Desperate for some time to think, some way to delay him, she tried to smile. “Mr. Wright, don’t you think it would be better if we did some more experiments on the animals first?”
He paused then shook his head. “No, no time. It is safe, but I need to test first before I show it to our benefactor.” He waved the syringe full of liquid at her. “Diacetylmorphine. Just think of what this could do for humanity. Stronger than morphine, but without the addictive properties. All of the benefits with none of the risk. It is a blessing from God.”
He tugged her over and unbuttoned her sleeve, rolling it up and exposing the needle marks all over her arm. She felt numb, disconnected, as he tied a rubber strap around her arm and probed her skin with his fingertip. The scent of rubbing alcohol stung her nose as he cleaned off her skin. Even her voice sounded like it was coming from a different person as she said, “Please, what if it kills me?”
He paused with the syringe poised above her arm. “Don’t be daft. If it didn’t kill the dog, it won’t kill you.” With that, he sank the tip of the needle into her skin with a stinging pop and pressed the depressor of the syringe.
She tensed, her muscles locking as the realization of what he was doing screamed through her mind. In the depths of her soul, her demonic essence struggled to awaken, but the moment the opium-based concoction hit her blood she was lost.
Warmth. Bliss. Joy. Comfort. Her legs gave way. Making a startled sound, Christopher caught her and eased her to a sitting position on the floor with her back propped against the leg of the table. A long, low breath left her as ecstasy coursed through her veins. It was better than sex, better than anything she’d ever felt. If she had to describe it, she would say it was similar to the sensation of an orgasm, mixed with the joy of eating a delicious cake, while being held in the arms of her beloved.
The feeling intensified with every beat of her heart and her eyelids slowly closed, revealing beautiful colors racing across her mind like clouds. Each breath she took was a miracle, each second she lived holding enough joy and pleasure to make everything that had come before it seem like nothing. She could never feel better than this, ever.
Christopher’s voice intruded into her thoughts. “Eliza, how do you feel?”
Eliza? Who was Eliza? She wished he would go away and leave her alone.
A hand slapped her cheek but it didn’t bother her. “Eliza, how do you feel?”
Maybe if she answered him he’d go away. “Good, so good. Better than anything. Bliss.”
He made a low sigh and traced his hand down her cheek. “That’s a good girl. Does your shoulder hurt?”
She laughed in complete joy, hugging herself and relishing the bliss coursing through her. Even the constant ache of missing her men had vanished. “No, nothing hurts. Not even my heart.” She managed to open her eyes, wanting to express to him how wonderful it was, wanting him to see her sincerity. “Amazing.”
He smiled and rolled her sleeve back in place, buttoning the edges. “Let’s get you off the floor.”
She tried to stand, but she just didn’t care, about anything. In fact, he could have left her lying on the floor all day and it wouldn’t have bothered her. Spiders could weave their webs between her fingers and she’d just enjoy the sensation of their legs touching her skin. A sense of comfort enveloped her, as if she were being cradled in her mother’s arms.
“I miss my mother,” she said in a faint voice as Christopher dragged her to a long sofa beneath the window.
“Well, you can go visit her in a few days,” he replied in an absent voice as he tucked a faded quilt around her shoulders.
Sorrow tried to push through the euphoria, but it couldn’t breech the silken cocoon the drug had swathed her in. “No, she’s dead. The demons killed her and the man I thought was my father.” Outside the window, a bird flew over the building and she almost wept at the beauty of it.
Christopher held her chin in his hand, forcing her to look at him. “Eliza, what did you just say?”
She pursed her lips and got lost in the sensation of her facial muscles moving. He gripped her chin harder, but it didn’t hurt. “Eliza, look at me. What did you say?”
“My name isn’t Eliza, it’s Natalia. Princess Natalia.” She giggled at his confused expression. “I’m here to help you save Heaven and Hell.”
His thick brows drew into a solid line. “Stop this nonsense at once.”
“Oh, it’s not nonsense.” She sighed as he released her chin and closed her eyes. “I wish I could show you some magic that would make you believe me, but I’m afraid I’m not demon enough yet.” She smiled and relished the sensation of the sunlight warming her skin.
The couch shifted as Christopher sat at the other end. For a long time he didn’t say anything, but she didn’t care. She’d found Heaven on earth and never wanted the feeling to end. She drifted off to sleep, listening to the sounds of him working in his laboratory.
 
***
 
The next morning a maid woke her from her deep sleep and told her Mr. Wright waited for her in the laboratory. It took her longer than usual because her whole body ached, and shortly after rising, she threw up the contents of her mostly empty stomach. Looking into the small mirror over the washbasin, she struggled to get herself under control. It didn’t help her confused mind that the face looking back at her was Eliza’s, not her own.
After wrapping a shawl about her shoulders, she hurried across the small cobblestone courtyard from the servant’s quarters to the laboratory. Christopher waited for her with a tray of hot biscuits and tea. The pounding in her head increased and a cold seemed to consume her from deep within.
Trying to appear normal, she took a seat on the opposite side of the table from Christopher. Something had happened yesterday after he’d given her the drug, but the details were fuzzy. All she could remember was how incredibly good she had felt. After taking a sip of the tea, regular tea now instead of the usual calming brew, she waited for him to speak.
“Eat,” was all he said as he continued to watch her.
So she did, managing to choke down a dry bit of bread while her stomach clenched and rebelled. Something was wrong, but she couldn’t remember what she had done. She bitterly wished the pot held some of the calming tea because she felt like she hovered on the edge of losing her mind.
“So, Eliza, how do you feel?”
“A little ill, and tired.” She glanced at him and back to her breakfast. “Did I do something to upset you?”
He rubbed his cheeks and she noted for the first time how weary he looked. “Do you remember anything you said or did yesterday?”
She slowly chewed, trying to buy herself some time. “Before or after you gave me the drug?”
“After.”
She must have done something to upset him, but she couldn’t remember. “Honestly, I have no idea, Mr. Wright. After you gave me the injection it’s all a pleasant blur.”
Some of the tension went out of his shoulders and he toyed with his teacup. “So no memory of demons?”
Her cup chattered against the edge of the saucer as she put it down. “Demons, sir?”
“Yes.” He fingered his collar and looked chagrined. “You said something about demons killing your mother.”
She laughed, hoping he didn’t notice how forced it sounded. “Oh, dear. I must have given you quite a fright.”
“You did.” He stood and wiped his hands with a white cloth napkin from the table. “I’ve sent samples of the drug over to Mr. Pierce over at Owens College for further testing.”
“Testing? It worked, didn’t it?” She swallowed and tried to think past the cold seeping into her bones. “Isn’t it the cure for opium addiction?”
He shrugged, and his bushy eyebrows drew together. “It is far too soon to make that judgment without more experimentation. You’ve been without morphine or opium for about twenty-four hours now. How do you feel?”
She felt horrible, but she couldn’t tell him that, not when he was so close to succeeding in curing opium addiction. “I feel good. Tired but good.”
“No cravings? No pain or nausea?”
“No, not at all,” she lied with a smile. So what if she did have all of the above? It was because of the demonic side of her soul reacting to the religious icons, she was sure of it. Why, right now they sat beneath a gigantic cross on the wall that Christopher said had been blessed by the pope. No wonder she felt out of sorts.
He nodded and lifted the napkin next to his plate, revealing a filled syringe. “I altered the formula a bit last night. Haven’t slept a wink but I wanted to get it just right.” He stroked the syringe with his fingertip. “Just think, if this works I’ll be the man who saves humanity from the addictive scourge of opium.”
She took another bite of bread and nodded, trying to appear attentive to his words but instead thinking that soon she would be going home, to Hell. She had to hold on just a little bit longer, help Christopher get it right so he could share the formula with the rest of the world as soon as possible.
“You haven’t had your laudanum or morphine yet today. I know that normally you would be hurting right now, but you’re not.” He moved his chair over and sat next to her, his sour breath polluting the air between them and making her already queasy stomach lurch. “If this continues to work I’ll be able to free hundreds of thousands of people from opium’s hold.” His eyes blazed with conviction. “No more opium dens, no more starving children because their parents smoke all of their money away.” He held up the syringe, the clear liquid catching the light from the gas lanterns and the faintest hint of dawn creeping over the horizon. “This may be the answer, but I need to know if it works. It could be the miracle we’ve been looking for.”
Without another word, she fumbled with the buttons of her sleeve and rolled it up, exposing her arm to the burning kiss of the needle.
 
***
 
The next week flowed by in a blur of waking, forcing herself to eat, then allowing Christopher to inject her with the drug. It got to the point where she didn’t care about anything but the slide of the miracle medicine into her vein and the bliss that followed. It wasn’t as good as the first time, but it still blew all of her preconceived notions about pleasure out of the water. Even better, Christopher was now convinced he’d found the cure for morphine addiction.
The only hard part was remembering who she was. She continued to slip while under the influence of the drug, and Christopher was becoming more concerned about her mental state. He’d talked of not giving her the drug anymore, but she’d wept and begged him to continue. She lied and told him how terrified she was of falling under the spell of morphine again, how a little bit of harmless babbling was nothing compared to the benefit of no longer dealing with that terrible craving.
Being around so many religious objects continued to torment her, but thankfully the medication Christopher gave her made that pain disappear. It also made her forget how lonely she was, gave her the courage to continue the charade. All of her worry vanished beneath the wave of euphoria washing through her system with each injection. Christopher still hadn’t tried it himself, but he was eagerly awaiting the results from Dr. Pierce at Owens College. She thought he might be scared to try it, but she couldn’t figure out why. Who wouldn’t want to feel like God was holding them in the palm of his hand and surrounding them with his love. This had to be the reason she was sent here, to show Christopher that his drug was a miracle. How could something that felt this good be anything but?
No one from Hell had come to tell her that her job there was done yet, so she worked harder to convince Christopher he was doing the right thing. She thought Pyriel might have tried to contact her at night a few times, but she wasn’t sure. The days continued to slide by and she wanted to contact her father in Hell, but Christopher kept her on a tight leash and each time she’d tried to leave, one of the other servants would bar the way, saying they didn’t want another incident landing her in the hospital.
One rainy afternoon, she lay on the couch beneath the window, watching the water stream down the pane. It was such a beautiful sight that she found herself wiping away tears, awed by the exquisiteness of the world. An hour before, Christopher had given her another injection when she began to complain about feeling the need for morphine and now she floated in bliss.
The door leading to the courtyard opened and unfamiliar men’s voices filled the room. She struggled to think of who they were and remembered Christopher saying something about their benefactor stopping by today. She slowly sat up and straightened her dress, smoothing the white apron down the front and making sure all of her hair was carefully stuffed beneath the cap. Christopher hated anything being in a state of disarray, and she didn’t want him angry with her for any reason.
Besides, this was what she had come here to do. Convince his benefactor to help spread this miracle drug around the world and halt the advance of opium.
Christopher’s voice came floating over the room as heavy boots tromped across the wooden floors. “I have grave misgivings about diacetylmorphine. I received a letter from Mr. Pierce yesterday saying it appears as if the drug is even more addictive than morphine.”
Natalia’s heart lurched as a man’s voice, thick with a Russian accent, filled the air. It sounded so familiar. “I’m sure you are both overreacting.”
She could make out their forms now, coming closer but still hidden by the lab equipment. Christopher stopped and lowered his tone. “I’ve tested it out on my lab assistant as well. She is heavily addicted to it, but that’s not the worst part. She believes she is a demon.”
Laughter boomed through the room, echoing in her mind. She knew that laugh, had heard a slightly different version of it from Gregor. Terror froze her in place, the drugs addling her mind and making escape impossible. When the men finally came into sight she gave a high, almost soundless scream.
The man standing before her with Christopher had to be Gregor’s grandfather. Despite the age difference, the family resemblance was clear. The same dark red hair, now liberally threaded with silver, the same dark brown eyes with the Tartar tilt at the corners that gave them an exotic feel. The fear momentarily cleared her mind, and she despaired at what an utter and complete fool she’d been. A second burly man joined them and her heart slammed into her ribs so hard she thought she might pass out.
“No, no, no,” she whispered in a broken voice as Christopher rushed next to her and tried to calm her. She clutched his jacket in desperation. “Christopher, these men serve demons. I’m not sick; this isn’t the drug talking. They serve Belal! You must not give them what they want!”
Christopher looked both annoyed and sad as he held her hands. “Calm yourself, girl. These aren’t demons. They are respected members of the community. Mr. Trezent runs a poor house for those addicted to opium and morphine; you know that.”
Behind Christopher’s back, Mr. Trezent stared at her with so much hatred she was surprised she didn’t burst into flames. There was no doubt he saw through her illusion. “No, Christopher, that man serves Belal!” She struggled against his hold, reaching in vain for her demonic essence to give her the power to escape his clutches, but that part of her soul was buried by the drug still coursing through her veins. How stupid she had been, how self-indulgent. Of course the drug was what Belal was after. They had been so wrong. She wasn’t supposed to help Christopher. She was supposed to stop him, but now it was too late.
Mr. Trezent nodded to his bodyguard and the burly man swiftly pried her hands from Christopher’s jacket, pinning her to his chest. She went wild, screaming and thrashing, biting anything that came near her. Her cap fell off and her hair obscured her vision as panic reduced her to an animalistic state. Glass crashed and she blew her hair from her eyes and scrambled across the floor to where a rack of beakers had fallen off the table.
Seizing a jagged piece of glass, she held it to her throat, making a shallow cut that seeped blood. “Don’t let them take me, Christopher, please!”
Christopher stared at her in horror, holding his hands up in a placating gesture. “Eliza, darling, Mr. Trezent won’t hurt you. He is going to take you to the best hospital in Europe for treatment for your addiction. I’m so sorry.”
She scanned the room and moaned as more of Mr. Trezent’s men came into the laboratory, effectively blocking all the exits. For a moment, she considered slitting her throat but she feared if she did go to Hell she would end up in Belal’s possession somehow as a damned soul. She struggled to think but all the drugs in her system made her thoughts slow and disjointed.
Mr. Trezent smirked at her, and she could read her death in his gaze.
They were going to take her, that was certain, but maybe she could buy herself some safety. “Make them swear on God’s name they won’t hurt me, them or any agent of Belal. That while I’m in their care no harm will come to me. If they swear it, I won’t fight anymore.”
Christopher gave a weary sigh and looked over his shoulder at Mr. Trezent, who gave him a small smile. “I hate to ask this of you, but could you please humor her and swear it.”
Mr. Trezent shook his head. “You know I’m a religious man. I won’t say such blasphemy.”
She dug the glass deeper into her neck. “Swear it! I’m sure your master would be quite upset if you ruined his chance to hold Asmodeus’s daughter, to bring her back to Hell alive. You know how rare female demons are. Imagine what he would do to you if he found out your stupidity had me killed!”
Christopher stared at her like he’d never seen her before but she only had eyes for Mr. Trezent. The hate she saw in those dark brown depths, so like Gregor’s, tore at her self-control but she managed to hold his gaze. He finally nodded. “I swear on God’s name you will not be harmed by me or any agent of Belal as long as you are in our care.”
She dropped the shard of glass, now wet and red with her blood, and curled into a ball on the floor. A moment later, a needle pricked her arm and her whole body relaxed. The sound of Christopher and Mr. Trezent arguing faded into the distance and she wept, knowing she had failed them, failed them all.
 
***
 
Raum tried to clean himself as best he could with the damp towel provided by a maid as he waited for Asmodeus in his personal library. An urgent summons had called him back from the field, where he’d had to leave his men in the middle of a battle. The door behind him opened and he knew before they even entered that Gregor, Kirin, and Eline were joining them. Fear coursed through his veins as he realized everyone in Natalia’s inner circle was in this room.
Gregor’s eyes widened as he took in Raum’s disheveled state, his gaze lingering on the blood soaking one side of his head and turning his moonlight hair crimson. Kirin didn’t say anything, just came to him and wrapped his arms around the general, taking deep breaths. Raum allowed himself a few precious moments to return Kirin’s embrace before turning to Gregor. “Do you know why we’re here?”
Gregor shook his head, running his hand through his dark red hair. “No. I—think that…well something is different about my bond with Natalia. I had a terrible nightmare in which I was somewhere dark, tied up and in great pain. My whole body ached and I was cold.” He shook his head, the frustration pouring off him in waves. “I’ve been trying to reach her, but it’s like something is between us, like cotton is stuffed in my ears and I can barely hear her soul anymore.”
Kirin made a small sound and Raum realized he was crushing him. With an apologetic glance, he dropped his arms and took a step away, needing the space to think. “Eline, can you still feel her?”
The captain of Natalia’s personal guard nodded. “Yes. I believe she is in Hell somewhere but there are extremely strong wards between us.” The faint lines around his eyes deepened as he fingered the pommel of the sword strapped to his belt. “I, too, get the sense she is alive, but something is wrong.”
Asmodeus’s voice rolled through the room with terrible thunder, cold and deadly. “She is in Hell.”
All three men spun around to find the high prince standing to the side. Raum fought to keep his emotions under control. After over a thousand years of serving Asmodeus, he knew the high prince—and Fallen Angel—was one step away from exploding. Fury poured off him and Raum grit his teeth, fighting to stay standing in the face of such anger. “My liege, where is she?”
Asmodeus reached into his pocket and pulled out a small, ornate wooden box. He stalked forward and the men drew back, the air turning to ice around the high prince. He set the box on a small table holding a vase of golden flowers that instantly turned to ice, then shattered like glass. Without turning around, he opened the lid and a large drop of blood floated into the opening, suspended in the air and sparkling in the sunlight pouring through the wide windows at the back of the library. Raum’s heart broke as the familiar smell of Natalia’s essence coming from that drop of blood filled the room.
Asmodeus stared at the blood and the very air around him wavered with his power. “Belal has her.”


 
 
Dear Beloved Reader,
 
I hope I caught you before you sent out that e-mail you’re composing in your head right now, asking me what the hell is going on. I realize that I’ve left Natalia in a very precarious position and I beg your forgiveness. The For the Love of Evil series is a trilogy and I promise you that in the last book, Servant of Lust, there will be a Happily Ever After...just maybe not the way you think. If you are reading this book in the future, after the trilogy is complete, lucky you! You don’t have to wait for the book to come out. For everyone else, I ask that you put away your Ann Mayburn voodoo dolls and rest assured that I’m hard at work on Servant of Lust. As always, thank you for giving me the chance to take you to another world, where going to Hell isn’t as bad as it sounds. ;)
 
Queen Ann
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Daughter of Lust
 
Belal, High Prince of Hell and Keeper of the Deadly Sin Sloth, is expanding his power by trafficking opium. He revels in the results, and as sloth begins to overtake the mortal realm, all of Hell suffers. The balance of power in Hell, as well as the fate of the Universe, will be decided by a half-demon peasant girl.
Natalia Shura, the daughter of Asmodeus, High Prince of Hell and Keeper of the Deadly Sin Lust, is unaware of the nature of her birth. When her demonic side begins to awaken, her world becomes dominated by dark passions and deadly cravings. Natalia fears she is losing her mind. But her love has been foretold as the only thing that can stop Belal and his allies, and they will do anything to prevent her ascension.
Facing assassins, avenging angels, Hell's deadly politics—and her real father—Natalia must accept the love of more than one man and embrace her demonic heritage as a Princess of Lust. If she doesn't, all that she cares about will be destroyed, and Heaven and Hell will plunge into Chaos.
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