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Prologue

          

          

      

    

    






Crash Boom Bang

        

      

    

    
      “Seriously, what are the odds of twice in one fucking week!” I complained the second I heard the new song come over the car’s expensive stereo making me tense my grip on the steering wheel as the words started to ring true just like the song had done before it…

      
        
        My Papa told me to stay out of trouble,

        "When you've found your man, make sure he's for real!".

        I've learned that nothing really lasts forever

        I sleep with the scars I wear that won't heal.

        They won't heal

        Cos every time I seem to fall in love

        Crash! Boom! Bang!

        I find the heart but then I hit the wall

        Crash! Boom! Bang!

        That's the call, that's the game and the pain stays the same.

      

      

      “Thanks for nothing, Roxette!” I grumbled as I took yet another road that led me even further away from what I had foolishly believed was my fate.

      Well, now I knew.

      Now I knew.

      I knew, that just like that plane could have ended my life, it was in fact everything after it that was one big…

      

      Crash, Boom Bang.
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            Crash

          

        

      

    

    
      “Seriously Pip, Crash Boom Bang by Roxette?” I asked the second she popped her head through the door, phone in hand with its speakers blaring.

      “What, I thought it was appropriate for our current situation but wait, I’ve got another one that’s perfectly nose divingly perfect…” she said pausing for a second before tapping her phone a few times and shouting,

      “Eureka!” After which an upbeat tune filled the cockpit which I recognised as a song called ‘Crash’ by The Primitives and with lyrics like,

      
        
        Here you go, way too fast

        Don't slow down, you gonna crash

        You should watch, watch your step

        Don't look out, gonna break your neck,

      

      

      I let my head fall back against the headrest, turned to Lucius and muttered,

      “There is still time for me to crash this plane on purpose if you’re still up for that vacation in Hell?”

      “Keep hold of that thought until Abba is her next choice,” Lucius muttered back making Pip squeal,

      “Oh, good thinking, SOS coming right up!”

      “I am blaming that one on you,” I said before continuing in an effort to save us, and not plummeting to death this time,

      “Aunty Pip, you know I adore you, but right now what I am about to say I say with all the love in the world…”

      “Yeah, Petal pants?”

      “Get your ass back in the cabin, buckle up and do me a favour, no more songs about crashing or calling for help…yeah?” I said before Lucius could say the same thing only including a threat, two fucks and a hammered fist into the console just for shits and giggles.

      “Gotatcha, my girl whose momma is my beastie boob buddy!” she said before saluting me and then with another tap on her phone to the next song on her list, she left to the sound of ‘Flying without wings’ by Westlife. This made me shake my head before hitting myself with the flight plan.

      “Did that help?” Lucius asked as my forehead was still against the clipboard.

      “Why, do you want a go next?” I mumbled making him laugh.

      “Well, she is still playing music, so the chances are high…no pun intended,” was his funny reply.

      “Yeah, but at least it’s no longer got ‘crash’ in the title, so I will take it as if she now has confidence in my ability to fly and therefore, I am counting it as a win,” I told him putting the flight plan back down and stretching out my arms to ward off the stiffness.

      “Well, you did shoot another fucking pilot, so I guess you need at least one,” Lucius replied making me stop mid-stretch and grant him a look that said it all, even if the growl that followed didn’t.

      “Yes, you’ve already mentioned that and like I said earlier, unless you wanted to see this bird crashed and in pieces amongst the streets of Stuttgart, then I believe I had no choice this time…oh, and you’re welcome by the way,” I said in a snippy tone that he clearly didn’t take seriously, not if the chuckle that followed was anything to go by.

      “Well, my 65 million dollar wallet certainly thanks you, but as for my heart, well then it thanks you more for keeping yourself safe and not the fucking plane that could crash and burn as long as you remain unharmed.” This was such a sweet reply I couldn’t help but give him a soft and warm look in return before telling him,

      “You know, I think that statement is like opening a door for a girl on steroids and now renders all other chivalrous acts obsolete, as I doubt many could compete with the 65 million dollar price tag reference, seeing as I know you’re good for it,” I told him making him wink at me in return before saying,

      “That may be the case but you can still expect me to open the door for you all the same.” At this I blew a kiss at him in an over dramatic fashion making him give me his typical, ‘My girlfriend is cute’ look. It was sweet that he thought this, even after he had seen what I did to the pilot, not to mention the state the other two were in. Although, in my defense, there were no piano stool related injuries, strangulation with lamp cords or fatal pencil stab wounds to speak of.

      However, this didn’t stop Lucius commenting shortly after I had quickly regained control of the plane, annoyance most definitely being first on his list of emotions.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Ten hours earlier

      

      

      “Fuck! Amelia, what did you do!?” Lucius shouted after I had shot the guy in the head. But then I had to give it to him, as seeing me with a gun in hand and an ice bucket on the now dead pilot’s head was the last thing he would have expected to see. But then again, this was me we were talking about, so who knew what he expected to see when walking in here. So, I told him in a rush of words,

      “I took care of a problem, now quick, get him out of the seat!” Lucius didn’t wait for more of an explanation, not especially seeing as the plane was taking a steady nosedive in what was definitely the wrong direction. The second he grabbed him and started dragging him through the door I ignored the blood splatter and climbed in the dead man’s place, quickly letting my flight training take over.

      “Now get the other guy out of here and then take a seat!” I ordered the second he made it back.

      “I can’t believe you shot another fucking pilot!” he complained on a grunt as this time taking the less ‘fresh’ dead guy under the arms ready to drag him out of the seat. So, I looked back to the front window, took the controls and told him,

      “Oh, don’t worry…This one, I know how to fly.”

      Lucius gave a me wide eyed look that had he been the type to panic, it would have been classed as getting close to that point. Instead, he did as I asked and got the guy out of the seat, dragging him to where he had dumped the pilot outside the cockpit somewhere.

      “Holy shit! Well, that’s one way to stop a bloody mess from getting on the controls!” Pip said as she watched the bloody ice bucket roll from the guy’s head and back into the cockpit. All after first whistling through her missing tooth.

      “Get your ass back there and strap in!” I said as the plane wasn’t yet under control and we were still losing altitude.

      “Jeez, the last pilot wasn’t that bossy,” Pip replied making me shoot her a look over my shoulder after she was forced to grab onto the two seats so she wouldn’t fall forward.

      “No, he wasn’t, in fact for someone trying to kill us all, he was just a super swell guy really,” I said as I reached up, flipping switches overhead before pulling on the throttle lever, controlling the flow rate of air to the cylinders, trying to slow our ass down so as not to rip the fucking plane apart!

      “Point taken, I think I am gonna go sit my ass back down and strap in.” I jerked my head to the side like you normally would when someone agreed with your plane sized good point and replied dryly,

      “Good plan that, Pip.”

      After that Lucius came back inside the cockpit and asked in a strained tone,

      “What can I do?!”

      “Sit your ass down, Vampy, this is going to get a little Mary,” I said pulling back on the yoke and straining against the controls as the big bitch fought back! Lucius climbed into the seat next to me and asked,

      “Mary?”

      “Hairy,” I replied in a strained tone, making him mutter,

      “Fuck.”

      “Yeah that too, now when I tell you, click all those switches down one after the other…”

      “I am not sure I am…”

      “Now!” I shouted ignoring him as the tiny objects on the Earth below us started to grow bigger far too quickly for my liking.

      “What exactly are our chances here?” Lucius asked me, so I told him,

      “Well, assuming we have enough space between us and the ground to pull up before we can make out livestock in fields, and also depending if we don’t get into a catastrophic failure in the form of our wings or tail section tearing off the fuselage from the aerodynamic force…pretty good I think.” Of course, my confidence in the ‘pretty good’ part of that statement would have been a lot better had the altitude indicator warning light shut up and stop screaming at me.

      “Now grab the yoke and pull up with me!” I told him, making him frown,

      “Yoke? What the fuck is a…”

      “The control wheel, this thingy!” I said shaking my arms to indicate what I’d had a death grip on ever since shooting the fucking pilot!

      “Oh right!” Lucius said pulling on the controls with me making me grit my teeth as I silently begged for the plane’s nose to start lifting and finally level out.

      “Now what?” he asked, and I laughed nervously before telling him,

      “Well, I would say pray to the Gods to send down an army of golden ass Angels to pick this shit up like Superman, but something tells me they would be too busy to pick up the call.” Lucius scoffed and said,

      “Then I suggest we fuck that idea and instead I pray my girlfriend just saves the fucking day again.”

      “Hey, you just called me your girlfriend!” I shouted excitedly, grinning at him.

      “I did and unless you want it to be the last time you ever hear it, then may I suggest we get back to more important shit, like flying the fucking plane!” he snapped making me smirk at him and say,

      “Oh, but you say the most romantic things, Sweetie.” His response was to groan in exasperation before telling me,

      “Yeah, then remind me later to celebrate our survival by putting you over my knee, Sugar.” I laughed and said,

      “Well, after being in this seat for hours, then I will need it just to wake my ass up again.”

      “Then depending on the basis of our survival, I will class it as a win, win,” he replied making me giggle. Then Lucius glanced down over his shoulder as the bloody ice bucket rolled towards his seat, even as we both continued to maneuver the plane back to the right altitude he still had to say,

      “Well, I have to give it to you, Pet, you’re certainly resourceful.” In turn, I couldn’t help but wink at him before replying,

      “You bet your ass I am, Handsome, now strap in and watch just how resourceful I can get!” I said before going back to flying the plane and as a bonus, impressing the hell out of my boyfriend when finally the bloody plane started to play ball and level out.

      Well, I thought I had impressed him but that was until he commented drily,

      “I am not sure whether to be turned on or terrified at that statement.”

      My look said it all.

      But even after I had safely taken back control of the plane and was finally able to engage the autopilot, Lucius’ faith in me to do much more than not kill us all was obviously limited. I knew this when he started listing airports in Germany where I could land his expensive 65 million dollar toy.

      This was when I informed him that I had no intention of landing it until we were in Portland International as we intended, something he obviously didn’t agree with.

      “Uh, didn’t you hear the bit about my ass going numb. We are not landing in Frankfurt, Lucius, we are landing in Portland as planned, now flick that switch with the flashing light would you,” I told him but seeing as he was still processing what I just said, the light continued to blink at me.

      “Come again?” he finally said and seeing as I was getting impatient, I leaned across the centre where the throttle control was and flicked off the switch myself. Then I told him,

      “Did Adam roar too loudly in your ear… I said we are landing in Portland.”

      “We are not,” he stated as if he was the one running this show which considering I was the only one who knew how to fly this thing, he so wasn’t. Which was why I folded my arms, gave him a pointed look and told him,

      “Okay, so for starters, Frankfort airport is not expecting us and without stating it’s an emergency and giving reasons for needing to suddenly change our flight plan in about two minutes time, then I really don’t want to have to radio their air traffic control and tell them the reasons I am landing…”

      “Amelia be…” I quickly cut him off,

      “Reasons like I put an ice bucket over the pilot’s head and shot him because he wanted to land us in Stuttgart where there was an armed ambush waiting to take me hostage yet again…”

      “You may have a point there,” he agreed with a shrug.

      “Good, then we are landing in Portland as planned,” I said but then he said my name in that warning way of his making me continue,

      “Amelia.”

      “Look, we are in a Gulfstream G550, which means this bird is capable of flying 6,750 nautical miles. Now, according to the flight plan it is only 4694 of those miles from Munich to Portland with a flight time of just over ten hours,” I told him but he still didn’t look convinced, something that was confirmed when he said,

      “Yes, ten hours for you to fly a fucking plane that could have been tampered with!” Okay, so I knew that he was only worried about me but it was time for him to trust my judgement for once, even if I had given him more than enough reasons to question it in the past.

      “Okay look, the only thing I was worried about is if they had disconnected the IDGs but seeing as they haven’t forced duel generator failure, which would have meant flying on batteries and emergency power only, then I don’t see any reason we need to land.”

      “Fuck me, but how do you know all this shit?” he said shaking his handsome blonde head a little as if he couldn’t get his head around the fact that I, well…knew this shit. So, I shrugged my shoulders and told him,

      “I didn’t much like being a passenger and used to get restless, so spent most of my time playing co-pilot and learning all I could…shame I didn’t think to do the same in my Dad’s helicopter, eh?” Lucius shot me a look side on and commented drily,

      “Indeed.”

      “So, you see, there is nothing to worry about, the gauges all look good, fuel looks good, altitude is back to being what it should and nothing looks to have been tampered with. So, my guess is that we have a better shot at no more shit happening if we just get to Portland like we planned instead of landing at another airport close by like the bad guys might assume we would…besides, it’s like I said, I have technically flown this exact plane a few times now as my dad has one.”

      “But of course he does,” Lucius muttered sarcastically, something I chose to ignore as I continued to convince him,

      “So, you see, there is nothing to panic about…I have it all under control.”

      “With you in my life, then all I seem to do these days is fucking panic,” he said rubbing the back of his neck and making me frown, before snapping back,

      “Gee thanks.”

      “Amelia, that’s not...”

      “No, no, honestly, thanks because I have to say, all your confidence in me is making it so much easier to fly this fucking plane!” I snapped, making Lucius release a deep sigh and run a hand through his hair before swearing under his breath.

      “Fuck sake…I didn’t mean that, not how you took it anyway,” he told me, making me flick on the right switches and set the controls so it was back on autopilot, doing so now so I could fold my arms and grant him a look that silently told him he needed to explain it.

      “Alright, look at it this way, before you walked into my life how many things do you think ever gave me need for the emotion?” he asked, and I decided to give the question thought. I mean yes, I could kind of see things from his side as he didn’t strike me as the type of man or powerful being that would panic about anything. But then, in that way, he was very much like all the other Kings. The only thing that ever gave them need to panic was the thought of losing the one thing they had waited all their lives for…

      Their Chosen Ones.

      Which meant that Lucius was no different and considering the raw deal he’d had so far with my life at risk at every turn, then I wasn’t exactly making this any easier on him. Which is why I said,

      “Okay, so I will admit, you have a point, as I doubt before I came along you had many reasons for panic but come on, you must realise by now that I can hold my own.”

      “Oh, don’t I fucking know it, Sweetheart, and by now every merc in the whole of Germany knows it too, but that isn’t exactly what I am getting at here,” he told me and I couldn’t help but smirk, especially remembering what the stewardess bitch in the cabin had said when pointing a gun at me, about hearing what I was capable of.

      “Just because I know you can handle yourself it doesn’t mean seeing you being held at gunpoint is a sight I relish,” he added making me reach out and put my hand on his forearm to give him a squeeze before saying,

      “I know and if it helps, then right now I am thinking of signing myself up for army bootcamp, or basically anywhere they trained Rambo, James Bond and John McClane, because it’s like the movie title says, that guy’s hard to kill…like, did you know he once used a motorbike to take down a helicopter? Now, unfortunately, as the way things stand then it is looking like the term ‘highly likely’ will most probably become my life’s new moto.” Lucius’ lips twitched in amusement and I carried on,

      “Which means that bringing down helicopters with bikes will be the type of shit that is definitely going to come in handy to know…hence my need to leave shortly for badass camp.” After I said this Lucius burst out laughing before leaning over the centre, snagging me behind the neck and pulling me to him for a kiss over the controls.

      Hence the end of our conversation and my easing of Lucius’ doubts. But shortly after this it was time for my own, and unlike Lucius’, it had nothing to do with flying the plane and the reason why was simple…

      
        
        Afterlife was our final destination.
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      “Tell me you have done this before?” was Lucius’ strained question as I leant over and yanked at the straps of his belts, tightening them after first doing my own. I then ignored his question and looked over my shoulder to shout to Pip and Adam, who was back to normal after his Hulk out,

      “Buckle up, guys, this isn’t going to be smooth!”

      “Amelia?” I laughed nervously as a way of answering Lucius’ questioning tone after he said my name and decided it was best not to get into the details right in that moment. So, instead, I ran through the checklist of stuff I had memorized after communicating with traffic control that I was coming in and confirming which runway was assigned to us ready for me on approach. Then, once we were ten miles away from Portland international, I started to line up with the runway once I was 3000 feet above the ground.

      “Please tell me you know what you are doing here, Sweetheart?” Lucius asked, obviously getting concerned the closer to the ground we got, and I had to admit, it was the most anxious I had ever seen him. His fists were gripping the armrests for dear life and his body was held rigid against the back of the seat. It almost made me want to reach over and pat him on the shoulder to tell him everything would be fine. Well, that was if I wasn’t slightly occupied in trying once again not to kill us all upon landing.

      “I’ll answer that question once we have landed, yeah?” I said as I adjusted the speed that was appropriate for our weight and configuration of the aircraft and started to sound out what I was doing as I was doing it,

      “Landing gear down. Flaps set.” Then I used the controls to get the plane into position, pitch rolling left and right and using the pedals to aim the plane to the end of the runway I could see coming closer. Then, when I was only 50 feet from the ground, I slowed the rate of our descent pulling back on the yoke slowly, moving it more and more to bring up the nose, so we landed on the back wheels first.

      “Here we go!” I said so everyone could brace for the bumpy landing I was anticipating. But there was no time to take it all in as the second we did, bouncing in our seats, I was pulling the throttle all the way back so as not to generate any additional thrust. After this I relieved the pressure on the control so it gently lowered the nose of the plane allowing it to touch down onto the front wheels. Then I applied the reverse thrust to aid the slowing down of the plane whilst using the rudder pedals to keep the plane straight on the runway. After this I applied the toe breaks that were on top of the rudder pedals carefully balanced between the two. This combination slowed us down enough for me to taxi the plane into the designated spot near a private hanger, where I could already see cars waiting.

      After this I was finally able to turn off the engines and the second I did, every muscle in my body seemed to deflate. Then I turned my head to Lucius as he too looked side on at me.

      “So, in answer to your question if I have ever done this before, well, yeah I have now,” I said after we had all breathed a sigh of relief. Oh, and not forgetting the party music I could now hear coming from Pip’s phone in the background.

      But of course, it was Gloria Gaynor’s ‘I will survive’.

      Lucius growled and I didn’t know if this was due to the song playing or my answer. Either way he looked at me with his hands still holding onto the armrests as if they were the source of the plane’s power and had prevented us from exploding upon impact.

      “Tell me you are joking…please,” Lucius said, stressing the please in that sentence in a strained tone that told me he was in all likelihood asking the Gods for patience.

      “Well, let’s just say when you see me drinking later tonight, then I will be doing so whilst silently congratulating myself, so make of that what you will, Handsome,” I said with a wink before unbuckling my belts and getting out of the seat that I wasn’t exactly sorry to leave. Don’t get me wrong, I loved flying it. But after ten hours of inwardly praying that I wouldn’t suddenly forget absolutely everything… including my name, from stress related amnesia (if there was such a thing) and therefore causing us to plummet to our deaths somewhere into the North Atlantic Ocean, then to say that I was a little tired was an understatement. In truth, my nerves were fried!

      But Lucius must have seen this, as the second I was up and out of my seat he was too and faster than I was, being how he was able to grab a hold of me as my legs nearly gave way. Which was why I quickly found myself being pulled in for a hug, holding me to him so I couldn’t fall. And I had to say the comfort I found in his arms in that moment was staggering. Then he hooked a crooked finger under my chin to raise my face so he could grant me a passionate kiss, this after first telling me in such a tender tone,

      “Gods, Amelia…I am so fucking proud of you.” The kiss that followed started off as sweet as the words of praise he’d just bestowed on me but in no time at all it became heated and near desperate. With Lucius tugging at my clothes and me doing the same, it was a passionate moment and one that only grew with our need for each other. It was as if the moment we had reached our destination and the threat was completely over, was when the reality hit us both of all the things that could have gone wrong. Of all the possible ways my life could have been taken from him yet again and our lives would have been ripped apart. Because he would have survived the crash, seeing as he had wings of his own, but his worry had been for me…the only human on board he cared for.

      Meaning it was no wonder that we only came back down to the ground our plane now sat on when we heard the cat calls coming from Pip who was standing in the doorway watching us with a great big, toothy grin…one that was now unfortunately missing one of those pearly whites. A war wound that happened after being hit in the face with the bottle of champagne and was something once discovered, she swore enough that it would have made a pirate blush. Even Adam found himself trying to control his emotions, but this was something that thankfully, Pip decided to help him with in the best way she knew how. Which meant staying firmly in the cockpit for both me and Lucius, trying to ignore the screams of pleasure from the back of the plane for a large portion of the journey.

      As for the two bruised and bleeding passengers, who currently resembled broken airplane theme dolls, ones hogtied on the floor, well I wasn’t sure if they were forced to endure the Pip and Adam X-rated sex show or not. However, when I had managed to slip out of my pilot’s seat long enough for a few quick trips to the toilet, they had been unconscious each time. Thank the Gods for autopilot that was all I could say, as each time I went Lucius shot a panicked look at all the hundreds of switches and navigational screens in front of him. Which, in response, I not only found cute as Hell but also took the opportunity to tease him about it by patting him on the shoulder and telling him,

      “Don’t worry, just shout me if the plane starts to shake or alarms start blaring.” His response was to just growl and mutter under his breath,

      “Pilot and a comedian.”

      Naturally, I walked away chuckling.

      But now, he was framing my face after our kiss and bending slightly so he could catch my eyes. Because my face now said it all, how I wished in that moment we could have stepped away from reality and run away from the immediate future that was about an hour’s drive away from becoming real.

      “You’re worried?” he asked and I couldn’t help but nod.

      “Why?”

      “Is that a joke or did you forget where we are going?” I replied making him give me a pointed look in return.

      “It will all be fine, even better if you would agree to finally telling your parents about us,” he said making me wince at the thought.

      “Oh yeah, homecoming with the added twist of an attempted murder would make it all just peachy,” I replied sarcastically, stepping back and folding my arms over my chest despite Lucius’ unconvinced chuckle.

      “You think I am joking?” I challenged making him smirk.

      “Not at all.”

      “Then what do you find funny, the part where my dad turns into a bad ass demon and tries to chop your head off with his trademark twin blades that slide right out of his arms or the part where my mum is screaming blue murder and threatening to kill you both if you don’t stop fighting?” I asked in a tone that said it all.

      “That won’t happen,” Lucius said with his knowing grin still sat in place. As if this was all very amusing to him and my internal freak out could have been about why there were no teal coloured jelly beans in the world, for all he cared!

      “No? What makes you so sure?” I asked in a disbelieving tone.

      “Because even despite the physical difficulty he would have in doing so seeing as we are evenly matched, put simply, he knows he can’t kill me as he is forbidden to do so,” he replied making the biggest point of all without even saying the words, so I did it for him,

      “You mean because you sired my mother?” This was said in a small voice I couldn’t help, as it was just another reason I was dreading this meeting. I tried to look away from him, but this was something he didn’t allow for long as I felt him once again take hold of my chin and force my face back to his.

      “Because I sired an entire race and he is responsible for all supernatural life, not just those he cares for, just as I am to my own kind and to kill me would be the cause of genocide…that is why,” he told me and I nodded, seeing as I knew this already but still, having it as a safety net didn’t sit right with me. Because at the core of it all I was still a daughter that didn’t want to disappoint her parents as most daughters and sons didn’t.

      I wanted just once for that slice of normality. That basic scene of a girl bringing home her boyfriend to meet the parents for the first time and everything being totally amicable. Not the clash of weapons over the dinner table as I announced our relationship to my parents. I could even see my uncles Vincent and Zagan being the ones to pass my dad the extra steak knives! Gods, but it was going to be a disaster!

      “You don’t understand…it’s not going to be that simple,” I told him after stepping back yet again.

      “It also doesn’t have to be as difficult as you believe and besides, just how long do you intend to keep it from them, until after there has been a wedding?” he asked making me react instantly,

      “Why, do you know someone who is getting married?” Yet again I received another pointed look from him and if he had worn glasses, then it was one where he would have been looking over them at me in that expectant way.

      “You know what I mean,” he said making my heart pound in my chest because I did know what he was saying and deep down I was almost wishing he would just get down on one knee already and ask me. Even though that was crazy in itself as we hadn’t exactly been dating long, even if I was the only one who was using the term, seeing as the mighty Lucius didn’t date! Although, he had referred to me as his girlfriend earlier, so there was hope yet.

      “So, you want to get married now?” I asked making him suddenly look uncomfortable and rub the back of his neck with a hand before saying quickly,

      “Now is hardly the time to discuss this, Amelia.” His awkward answer made me end up laughing at the same time reminding him,

      “You brought it up.”

      “I know what you are doing,” he said narrowing his eyes down at me and I unfolded my arms and shrugged my shoulders,

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “You’re stalling, Sweetheart and it won’t work,” he said, now being the one to fold his arms and without a doubt it was more intimidating when he did it, making his arms bulge and the material around them tighten. Lucius could most certainly intimidate you with his tall frame and muscular upper body, just like my dad could with the sheer size of him.

      “Fine, I am, but really do you blame me!?” I snapped making him now relax his arms and grant me a soft look that told me he didn’t.

      “Besides, me and my dad aren’t exactly on speaking terms, not since I found out he owns my building, planted a load of spies in it and basically made me believe I was in control of my own life when I wasn’t…so no, I am not exactly looking forward to this, or the endless lectures that will follow my return,” I told him because it was true, I hadn’t spoken to my dad since I hung-up on him that day I left, and I knew that he had been trying to speak to me since.

      Lucius gave me a strained look, one that was mixed with something else I couldn’t detect, making me question…did he know something about it?

      “Amelia, I…”

      “Hey sexy Pipets, are we ready to bounce ‘cause there seems to be quite a bit of a welcome party outside and unless they are all dancing to the same beat, then there is also a bit of side stepping and impatient shuffling involved,” Pip said, choosing that moment to pop her head in and inform us of this. Therefore, I couldn’t help but roll my eyes at the thought of how my parents were going to react to the news of the hijack attempt. Especially if a car of armed guards was the reaction to everything else that had gone on. But then I followed Pip out of the cockpit door and saw for myself the six blacked out SUVs that were waiting for us that looked armoured and built with machine gun fire in mind.

      “Gods, it’s a bloody armoured convoy,” I muttered pinching the bridge of my nose and closing my eyes against the sight.

      “Erm, do you really blame the big King man, I mean this is you we are talking about and no offence but lately that kinda got you the name ‘Queen shit hit the fan’ and trust me, you do not want to see the royal flag for that house name …eeww is all I am saying?” I wrinkled my nose at Pip’s comment and decided to shoot Lucius a death glare when he scoffed in agreement.

      “So, you all think this is necessary, I mean there are armed guards for bloody hell’s sake!?” I snapped and one by one they all answered,

      “Yes.”

      “Yup dilly.”

      “Fuck, yes.”

      I groaned in return and rolled my eyes, before turning to Lucius and Pip saying,

      “You two I expected this from but Uncle Adam, are you really turning traitor on me?” I said looking to the only one who answered a simple yes. He shrugged his shoulders, with his torn sweater now hanging loose on him after his near change into his beast and slipping on one side from the action. This before he pushed his glasses further up his nose and said,

      “We still love you, Little Bean.” I released a deep sigh before telling them all,

      “Right, well let’s get this shit over with then.” Pip clapped her hands and said,

      “Yey, reunion time!” I shot her a look and she stopped clapping, scowled and said in a deep voice,

      “I mean shit we gotta get done time.” I nodded once, then silently allowed Lucius to lead me from the plane and down the steps towards the blacked out convoy of cars my dad had obviously sent for us. Oh, and the army of his guards, one which included his head of security. A giant who was currently getting out of the first car the second he saw me coming down the steps.

      Which also meant that before Lucius could stop me, I had set off running shouting his name…

      
        
        “Uncle Ragnar!”
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      I shouted his name the second before throwing myself in the giant’s arms with mine barely making it halfway around his colossal frame.

      “Ah, min øjesten,” he said in return, which was a Danish term meaning ‘My Darling’ or ‘my sunshine’. But for Ragnar, who was the famous once Viking King, it also meant something more. It was a variation of ‘lille øjesten’ a term his son, Sigurd, had once given my mother, which means ‘little apple’. Something my mum had told me once was meant in a sisterly, affectionate way after they had spent some time together when searching for my dad.

      Now, as usual, I was hazy on the details as no-one ever really spoke about the past when I was around. But I had grown up with Ragnar as my bodyguard, being that he was also resurrected upon his death when being thrown into a pit of snakes by the King of Northumbria. But the part of history that hadn’t been written was that Ragnar never sailed to England with the view to conquer it, but it was in fact done so out of revenge after English scouts had killed his wife and taken his daughter who was later murdered by that same King.

      It was a devastating part of his past and a horrendous death that signified the end of his human life. But that was when one mortal door closed, and the door to my father’s world opened up to him. This was because Ragnar was actually a descendant of the God of War, Odin. Which was why my father requested he have his body reclaimed and his soul returned with the added demonic side granted to him, becoming the first of the Norse Devourers to reside on Earth.

      Meaning that even when he was human he was still considered a beast of a man for his time but now, well now with the added demon inside of him, he was gargantuan. He stood at six foot seven and was so big, he looked to have the bone mass double that of a normal human man. His arms alone were bigger than my head at the bicep and his limbs were long and meaty, being very much in proportion with his height. Even his shoulders were large enough that I could have probably sat on one quite comfortably without any part of my ass overhanging. I’d most certainly had more than enough space sat up there when I was a child as it was where I nagged to be most of the time he was watching me.

      But it was his face that most would have considered disturbing  as his skin was hard, weathered and marred with what many would have considered to be scarred with the pocks, as it was pitted from the many snake bites he had received during his final agonising minutes as a human. His hair had been cut in a way that added to the intimidation which was buzzed to his skull each side of a square cut mohawk down the centre. This showed off a large scar on the side of his head, showcased proudly and one I never knew the story behind, as when I asked as a child, like children often do, he always told me,

      ‘Tis but for another day little one, when you are grown.’ Now the way he said it, with a glint of amusement in his eyes, well it always made me wonder if it had anything to do with the woman in his life. I didn’t really remember much growing up about the way they met, but I did know it was when I was in my first year of school as I was the cause, seeing as she was my teacher.

      Her name was Tyra Benson and she was a sweet, kind and generous curvy lady who still looked to be in her late forties due to the circumstances that brought her into Ragnar’s life. She was also one hell of a cook, no pun intended and could bake cakes as if they had been blessed by the sugar Gods!

      But, despite Ragnar’s aggressive looking presence, it was his hazel coloured eyes that were kind and had flecks of olive green like lightening attacking the pupil. His full lips were currently framed by a full beard that was more red than the dark blonde on his head and one that had been groomed to almost looking stylish. He was also wearing his typical ‘guard’ attire that consisted of black trousers, black shirt, that looked close to tearing should he flex a muscle and big boots, as I doubted they made dress shoes in his size.

      However, to me it never mattered how he looked, as he could have been dressed as the bringer of doom or a death dealer for all I cared, because growing up with him in my life, he was always like one big Viking teddy bear. One I would jump on his back and demand we ride into battle as if he was my very own Norse beast at the gates of Hell. Of course, at that time he had a long-plaited Mohawk instead of it being cropped square as it was now. And I had a feeling this had been so I had something to wrap my little fists around as I held on when he was down on all fours roaring around the room with me on his back.

      Of course, I had also seen him in his Demon form and, like I’d explained, after seeing those you loved in their demonic sides, then nothing really phased me. In fact, when my parents weren’t around I would simply pester him into growing his horns just so we could play our games and make them more realistic. Often telling him, if I was going to ride into battle and storm through the gates of Hell, then I needed to look the part. And seeing that this logic at the time had come from a four year old me wearing an overly big medieval helmet, with a plastic axe he had bought me for my birthday in hand, then let’s just say it was near impossible for him to say no to me.

      But then, even I had to admit it to myself, I had become the master manipulator at a young age, being able to wrap these powerful beings around my little finger, my dad very much included in that list. Saying that, I wasn’t exactly a bad kid either, just more mischievous and curious than anything else. I was always asking questions and eager to learn more and more of the world my dad ruled. And to be honest, I even remembered a time when I had been indulged with the ways of his world. But then it was as though something just happened one day and it all stopped. I had often wondered what made it all change and what had occurred in my parents’ life that made them take a different path with me?

      “You are looking well, baby apple,” Ragnar said which had been his other nickname for me growing up, as it was a take on what he called my mother. I laughed and punched him in the shoulder, after saying,

      “Hey, less of the baby, Fenry, didn’t you hear, I’m a badass now.” He burst out laughing which was a deep and throaty noise that wasn’t your typical amused sound. Of course, my ‘Fenry’ nickname for him was from the Norse beast Fenrir he used to pretend to be, who was a monstrous wolf. This I had combined with one of my stuffed toys I used to carry around with me called Henry and was bought for me as a baby from my ‘human’ grandmother, nanna Joyce.

      “Yes, I have had many a time to hear of your escapades in the form of your father’s rage,” he told me making me wince.

      “I guess he’s been a nightmare to live with recently,” I replied in a dire tone as I could just imagine what those around him had had to endure, as let’s just say that my father wasn’t exactly known for his patience and was very much known for his famous temper.

      “He has struggled, little one, of that everyone is sure of and he is more than eager to see you, well… as are we all.” I swallowed hard and looked down at my feet feeling guilty that I had ignored the feelings of those who cared for me. Because my father would have heard most of what had happened these last few weeks, if not from Lucius then from those loyal to him that would have had their ears to Munich city streets. After all, he was King and Munich may have been under Lucius’ rule but that did not mean that my father had his back turned against it. Which meant that the dread about going home merely tripled.

      “Vampire.” I looked up the second I heard Ragnar’s irritated greeting as Lucius approached with Adam at his back and Ragnar’s eyes narrowed the second he saw how close Lucius chose to stop and stand next to me. Meaning I, in turn, panicked and took a step away from him, putting distance between us so as to keep up the appearance we were nothing more than acquaintances brought together due to the circumstances we found ourselves in. And in doing so I didn’t dare brave a look back at Lucius as I could feel his annoyance and disapproval at the space I had put between us.

      “Viking,” was Lucius’ own short and clipped greeting and it was one that felt like a taster for things to come. Because there were those who were naturally loyal to my father. Meaning that due to the past bad blood between Lucius and their King, then even decades later it was one that still left a sour taste in the mouths of many, no matter how many years had passed. Which was why, even before setting a foot inside Afterlife, it felt like the battle lines were already drawn and this was his world against my own. A world that felt more to have claimed me through birthright alone rather than embraced me as one of their own.

      But, as for Lucius, well he had made it his mission to not only include me in his world, but to fully immerse me in it. Meaning that for the first time in my life I had felt a part of something other than the human life I had felt no other option to embrace as my own.

      Which meant that I couldn’t help but feel as if I was betraying him by taking that first step away from him, but really…what else could I do? I had to keep up that fake act of indifference so no-one discovered the truth. Because despite what Lucius thought, now was most definitely not the time to announce our relationship to my world…one that barely ever felt like my own.

      Because Lucius’ world now felt like my own. Being one he had tried to tie me to, instead of keeping those roots at a distance like my father had. No, he had fully entwined me and taken me into the fold, including me the way I always should have been. In fact, being with Lucius had been the first time I had felt a part of the Supernatural world and less…human.

      But now I was back here and with that came the instant feeling of segregation I knew would follow the moment I was home. Because no matter how much I knew my parents loved me and only wanted what was best, they believed that it meant protecting me came above all else. They didn’t yet trust that I could do that job on my own, even when up against their kind.

      “There are two on board that need to be dealt with,” Lucius informed Ragnar, snapping me out of my thoughts and making Ragnar grumble a threatening sound before he barked out,

      “Dealt with how?”

      “Well, seeing that they tried to hijack the fucking plane at gun point, I think you can guess how.” At this information Ragnar’s eyes narrowed evermore dangerously this time and were now directed at the plane before he released a deadly growl, one definitely deeper and more gravelly than most other demons.

      “The King will want to question them himself,” he replied and I inwardly shivered at the thought and I almost felt sorry for them, as my father’s wrath was no joke. My mother even let spill once that he had nearly snapped the neck of one of his people just for bumping into her once, in the VIP section of the club. She admitted the guy had been an asshole about it too but still, he hadn’t deserved to die…well, not at that point, she had added cryptically, not really giving me much more after that. But to say that my dad was a bit protective and possessive over my mum was a Hell sized understatement!

      “He will also want you to get rid of the dead pilot she shot,” Lucius replied making me gasp. I mean Gods, couldn’t he have said it a little better!

      “That is not amusing, Vampire,” Ragnar said obviously thinking it was a joke and Lucius sneered back before telling him,

      “No and it wasn’t at the time, but fortunately, Amelia seems to be an excellent student and one we are all lucky enough to benefit from seeing as she flew the fucking plane. Now, are we done reminiscing here or is there any other shit you wish to discuss before we can get the fuck on with our journey, for naturally Amelia is tired and I would like to get her home before she passes out from exhaustion?” Now this really got Ragnar’s attention as I swear it looked as if he had swallowed a palm sized bug as he even coughed twice before words followed,

      “Is this true, min øjesten?”

      “Are you questioning me, Devourer? I was fucking there! Now move aside so I can get her in the fucking car!” Lucius snapped making me shoot him a disbelieving look and snap,

      “Lucius!” He ignored this, as did my guard Ragnar, as he just stepped up to him and growled down at Lucius, making him rumble a threat,

      “Careful, Vampire, your place above me expired long ago.” Lucius stood up to the threat without fear and replied,

      “And yours expired as a King even longer, so unless someone gave you a fucking kingdom to rule and I am stood in it, don’t speak to me about fucking rank!” I rolled my eyes at this and snapped,

      “Seriously, can the both of you just give it a rest! Ragnar, please, Lucius is right, it’s been a long and draining flight…for both of us, and I just want to get on the road and go home.” Ragnar finally moved his death gaze from Lucius who was clearly not backing down, despite the size difference and was holding his ground. But to be honest, I wasn’t surprised seeing as even with the extra bulk and height, Ragnar wouldn’t have had much hope of beating him…not with Lucius’ power and like he said, rank. But then again it wasn’t in a Devourer’s nature to back down from anything, as was the way with most of my father’s men that had a place at his council table.

      But this wasn’t my father commanding him to back down, this was me asking him to.

      “As you wish, little one, you are in the middle car. Vampire, you are up front with your people,” Ragnar said, nodding to Adam and conceding by taking a step back at my request. I nodded and moved a step towards the car he indicated when suddenly a hand grabbed my arm and held me still before Lucius stated firmly,

      “Where Amelia goes, I go.” I sucked in a breath and I swear if this first five minutes was any indication as to how the rest of this time here was going to go, then basically…I was well and truly fucked! Because Lucius wasn’t really helping me in what I was trying to achieve but then maybe that was his plan all along?

      Ragnar snarled at the sight of Lucius’ hand gripping onto my arm before he forced out a single one worded question,

      “Why?”

      “Because I was the one charged with protecting her and I will continue to do so until I see fit that her protection is no longer needed, just as I have been doing since London, so I suggest you not question my motives again!” Lucius snapped back before placing a hand at the small of my back and leading me to the vehicle of his choice, which was behind the first. Then Lucius growled at the first body in his way,

      “Get the fuck out of my way before I do so of my own accord, an action I promise you will not like when I sever your head from your shoulders!” Lucius threatened and the guard first looked over to Ragnar who was his boss. I looked back and gave him a pleading look not to cause anymore friction, making his gaze soften before he nodded to the guard, silently telling him to let us through. I breathed a sigh of relief before mouthing a thank you at him.

      “Amelia.” Lucius said my name in a way that he wanted me to do something, so I looked back to see that now he had the door open ready for me. So, I got inside refusing to accept his help when stepping up onto the foot stand, because I was near boiling over in my anger at how he had behaved when there had been no need. And from the looks of the frown he was now sporting I would say he was getting the idea too because he looked about as happy with the exchange as I did.

      “My second will drive, Adam and Pip will ride with us,” Lucius commanded the moment it looked like one of the guards was about to get into the driving seat. Once again the guard first looked to the one he considered in charge before Ragnar conceded once more and agreed with a nod, allowing him to take a step back and Adam take his place behind the wheel.

      I looked towards the plane to see Pip bouncing down the few steps from inside now holding up a dinted bloody ice bucket whilst shouting,

      “Can’t forget my souvenir!” This made me groan aloud whilst Adam just shook his head as if he never really knew what to do with his wife other than love her unconditionally.

      And as for me, I turned to Lucius the moment the door closed and said the first thing that came to mind,

      “What the Hell was that?!” And his response came just as easily, and it was one that gave me zero hope that we were ever going to pull off this charade of friendship when he said…

      “Proving my right to claim what is mine.”

      
        
        Yep…I was so screwed.
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      Watching the world go by was not the relaxing statement most people tended to make, as I had been doing it now for forty minutes with my arms folded, silently stewing in annoyance. This was because for the first five minutes of the journey me and Lucius had argued. Thirty seconds into that argument Pip had tried to get involved, being told by all three other passengers in the car to keep out of it.

      I felt bad for this as she was only trying to help in her own unique way, but instead she had wisely popped on a pair of headphones that had cat ears attached that lit up and flashed to the beat. But even this was clear that she was trying to make a point as she had been listening to Adele on repeat since we left, favouring songs like ‘Remedy’, ‘Turning Tables’, ‘I miss you’, ‘Water under the bridge’ and ‘Set fire to the rain’ the second it started to pour it down outside. All of which you could hear blaring full blast from the small speakers, due to the cutting silence in the car. Meaning we were all unable to get away from it, so finally when ‘Hello’ came on, I was close to breaking point…and it seemed I wasn’t the only one who had hit their limits.

      “Amelia.” I tensed the second I heard Lucius utter my name and felt his hand at my thigh in another attempt at gaining my attention, something I had shrugged off the other two times. This time, however, I knew we were nearing Afterlife, which meant this would be my last attempt at trying to get him to understand why it was so important to me for him to try and hide our relationship. So, I turned to face him and unfolded my arms that had been crossed for so long they ached.

      “Lucius.” I said his name in a tone that told him I was still pissed off and challenged in silent question, what he was going to do about it? He gave me a pointed look at the reaction but refrained from commenting on it instead focusing on the problem at hand.

      “Can we get past this already?” he asked and I couldn’t help but wonder just how many girls in his long lifetime had he said that to? My gut told me not many, if any at all…or was that hope speaking?

      “Sure, just tell me that you are going to make a conscious effort to keep this quiet and we will be just peachy again,” I told him without losing my ‘bitch tone’. Lucius released a frustrated sigh that was the same one he had released forty minutes ago, only it had been added to with a muttered curse under his breath. It was also one I had snapped about hearing in my anger at the time.

      “Lucius, we have been through this,” I reminded him because we had, a few times in fact, with the first being back in his office before we even left.

      “You went over this,” he reminded me and yes, looking back I had been the one doing most of the talking at the time, listing I don’t know how many reasons why it was for the best.

      “I don’t understand why this is going to be so difficult for you, I mean you practically spent most of my life pretending I was a leper and didn’t exist!” I snapped knowing the second it was out that it was a harsh and unnecessarily cruel thing to say… but hey, I was only human after all. Even Pip and Adam cringed with their shoulders rising even though they were both trying to pretend they weren’t even in the same car with us. But it was Lucius’ reaction that attacked my guilt, because he actually closed his eyes and tensed for a few seconds before commenting dryly,

      “Yes, and how you do seem to enjoy reminding me of the fact and making me pay for past mistakes…often.”

      “I’m sorry, that was wrong of me to say,” I admitted quickly and instead of the verbal acceptance of that apology, he simply squeezed my thigh, one he still had hold of.

      “It is difficult because you are mine and every fibre of my being roars this at me. Every single piece of me is consumed by the knowledge. And it is difficult because my demon demands this side of me to take dominance and charge of flaunting this fact freely. Therefore, seeing the Viking embracing what is mine without being allowed to first prove my own claim isn’t merely as simple as fighting with your instincts, it is battling a fucking demon that threatens to rise to the surface and take over my soul completely to do the job where he believes I am lacking…that is why, Amelia,” he said by emphasising the end of his statement and this time, it was I that was sighing in frustration. Because I was torn as, admittedly, this statement was one I had waited what felt like most of my life to hear, yet right now it was one that didn’t exactly help what I was trying to achieve.

      “Okay, so put like that, then I understand why this is so difficult for you but you have to admit, that turning up after everything else my dad has had to deal with these last few weeks and then adding to that by telling him about us isn’t exactly fair or in our best interests right now.” Lucius’ features turned hard and unyielding, which was why I added,

      “We need him on our side, yours especially considering he has just offered his loyalty in all this.”

      “I do recall it is also in his best interests to do so,” Lucius interrupted and yes, considering Lucius had Sired my mother, then yeah it was, but that was also beside the point.

      “Alright, I will give you that, but still, is it not better to have him on our side by his own desires and not with the feeling that he has no choice and his hand is being forced to do so?” I asked, making Lucius silently gesture with his hand, and holding it out in a way that said, ‘perhaps’.

      “Then what do you suggest for the time we are there together?” he asked making me hopeful that he was finally coming around. So, I decided to try my best to clinch the deal and did this by unbuckling my seatbelt and despite the two in the front who had been silently listening to this discussion play out, I made my move.

      “Amelia, what are you…?” Lucius never finished as it quickly became clear what I was doing, especially when I shifted over to his side and straddled his waist, now sitting in his lap facing him. His hands instantly framed my waist before sliding down to rest at my hips.

      “You asked me what I suggest, well I will tell you…” I said before getting closer to his lips but before kissing them, I aimed slightly lower and started peppering my kisses along his stubbled jawline. The moment I heard his satisfied grumble I couldn’t help but smile, one he felt against his own skin.

      “I suggest… we get sneaky,” I told him on a sexual whisper as I continued to kiss him softly and in a teasing way I knew was working thanks to the way his hands tightened on my hips.

      “Sneaky huh, well just what did you have in mind?” he asked with his steel grey eyes almost hooded as the sexual thoughts overtook his earlier frustration.

      “Oh, I am sure we can get creative and besides, I know all the best dark and hidden spaces in Afterlife, places where no-one would find us…not for hours and hours.”  I whispered this last part directly into his ear and again his hands tensed before they travelled further down and cupped my ass.

      “Mmm, I will admit that this eases the idea of being forbidden to touch you freely somewhat. However, what will you do about the other stipulation I have and just how sneaky are you willing to be I wonder in trying to achieve it, as I warn you now, your answer will depend heavily on my own in accepting your terms,” Lucius said making me pull back a little so I could take in his expression and just like always his handsome features near took my breath away.

      “And just what stipulation is that?” I asked like he knew I would. But then his bad boy grin appeared, and I knew I was in trouble even before he told me, one that only ended up enhancing his reply,

      “That your nights are spent in my bed and nowhere else.” At this my eyes widened, and my mouth dropped slightly before I had chance to recover, and I did so with it starting as a stutter.

      “But I…you…I can’t…I mean, how can we? We will get caught and…”

      “Tut, tut, little Pet, you’re losing your battle and not convincing me of your ‘sneaky skills’, but I am willing to make you a deal in return,” Lucius said after saving my voice from rising any higher into full blown panic.

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s simple, you merely trust in me and my own abilities to steal you away when my need of you becomes too great to bear and you end each day with your body next to mine,” he replied with another grin and I had to say that even just talking about sneaking around and doing it behind any closed door we could find was starting to turn me on. Oh, and he knew it, especially when a growl rumbled from his chest as his nostrils flared telling me so.

      But then, before I could do or saying anything more, Lucius took hold of my jaw in a demanding grip so he could kiss me without fear of me moving. And I had to say the kiss was most definitely one that spoke of so many emotions, so many thoughts and feelings of what he wanted to do and didn’t do. The ‘do’ part being declaring to the world that I was his and he didn’t give a fuck who had a problem with it! What he didn’t want to do was hide it from that world, my father included.

      And I had to say that as his kiss deepened it became harder and harder to remember the reasons I wanted to hide it and limit the moments like this. But then again, wasn’t that his plan, therefore, the second the kiss finished and I opened my eyes, all I saw was a look that said only one thing…challenge accepted.

      Meaning I now had a Vampire King with a mission in mind and with me in his sights, his weapon of choice was sexual temptation…and Gods, but after that kiss, then it was little wonder I was feeling doomed to fail. Especially the way he made me moan in pleasure the second his fingers slid along my jaw, towards my neck before embedding themselves into my hair as he continued to lock my lips to his. It was also little wonder that when it unfortunately ended, I was close to panting and grinding my hips down against what I felt was a very obvious erection.

      Forget doomed…I was fucked!

      “You know, I would suggest us pulling over and letting you two shag it all out and have one last shinfuckerdigathon, but then I think the serious suits in front would kinda notice,” Pip said making me burst out laughing and doing so enough to make Lucius vibrate beneath me as I buried my head in his neck. I then lifted my head up as yet another flaw in my plan hit me and it was sitting in the front seat making sex jokes and thinking that me and Lucius, being a few layers of material away from getting jiggy with it, was the cutest thing ever. I knew this when she said,

      “Aww, I do love it when the lovebirds stop fighting and kiss and makeup, don’t you, cuddlebutt…? I mean it makes me want to argue with you about some unimportant shit and then pretend we can’t fuck as much, but then do it anyway any place we can...Hey wouldn’t it be funny if we turned up at the same dark corner and found these two…”

      “No,” Lucius said interrupting her whirlwind direction change mid-sentence, doing so in a stern enough tone to make Pip retract her head from in between the seats. I suppressed a giggle and Adam received a dirty look from his wife for chuckling. I then shifted off Lucius’ lap after he gave me one last squeeze with one hand still to my ass. Then, once back to my side, I decided it was time to tackle my next hurdle and doing so with what I hoped was with Pip diplomacy.

      “So, while we are on the delicate subject matter, you do get this means keeping our secret…well, secret…right, Aunty Pip?” I said after she had finished trying to drill a hole in her husband’s head with nothing but her eyes. However, he just hooked the back of her neck, pulled her to him and said,

      “Consider this our argument, my Little Bo Pip and as soon as we get back to Afterlife, we can play your game wherever you wish.” After this he kissed her own chuckled response right out of her, whilst skilfully still driving, I might add.

      “Erm…anyway, just wanted to mention it, you know, so there are no accidental slip ups…Aunty Pip,” I said again, emphasising her name so she knew that I was once again mainly aiming this at her.

      “Oh, as if I would…” she started to say and then stopped to take in the fact that all three of us were looking at her in exactly the same way. So, she wisely took that as a sign and said,

      “Yeah, yeah okay, so I totally would spill the kidneys, but this time I little toe swear that I will try my damn diddly doomest not to do that this time. I am like totally zipped up like that creepy 70’s Rainbow show’s Zippy has been gutted and its stuffing used for a granny pillow…okay?” I shot a confused look to Adam in the mirror and after he mouthed a quick and silent, ‘I have no clue’ I looked back to Pip and said in an unsure tone,

      “Erm yeah, okay.” But I had to say, I didn’t think her reply said good things about my future and the attempted boyfriend murdering stress-free life I was aiming for. And one look at Lucius’ smirk, one he was doing a shit job of hiding behind a casual hand near his lips and I knew he was thinking the same thing…minus the stress-free murdering bit of course. Because who knew, there I was thinking that his greatest weapon against me in getting what he wanted was sexual persuasion. But now from the looks of things maybe he only needed one thing to achieve his goal and that was a sure (secret blowing) thing named Pip.

      Yep, totally fucked.

      Which was why I looked back out the window once more with a sigh that said it all. But also knowing that now all words had been said then I was left with nothing else but to go back to watching the world whiz by. Now seeing the sights I had grown up seeing, noting anything that had changed since the last time I was driving in this direction on the way back home. But all the while, with every mile closer we travelled, the more my anxiety started to come through physically. Doing so until I felt Lucius take hold of my hand and pull my fingertips free of my mouth, as I had been nibbling the ends without even realising it.

      “It will all be fine, Sweetheart, I promise you,” he told me in a caring tone, one that said he knew exactly where my thoughts were. In that moment I could have said so many things, most of which would have argued against such a positive statement. But as we turned onto the last long road that took us to Afterlife, then I found myself with only the ability to nod.

      There were just so many different emotions that were running through my mind right then that it was hard to pinpoint just one. Of course, I was naturally looking forward to seeing my parents again, along with the rest of my family. But then, just looking down at mine and Lucius’ entwined hands, and I knew just how hard this was going to be for both of us. How, the second I had to separate them, it really meant separating so much more. It felt more like Romeo and Juliet and the houses of Montague and Capulet in conflict. Even if it was true that Lucius and my father were no longer at war with each other. But then, if that was the case, why did it still feel as if I was bringing the enemy home with me? Because in truth, wasn’t that really why I was hiding our relationship?

      Now I knew it wasn’t that I was ashamed, nothing like that. But it was more worry for Lucius and that shame I would feel at the reaction of others against him. As if during this time I was hoping that with his continued presence, that the miraculous would happen and my father would be reminded more of the friendship they once had. That King Dominic Draven would remember when Lucius Septimius had been his loyal right-hand man.

      Well, only time would tell and for once I really hoped that the Fates were on my side with that one because the second we turned into the overhanging tunnel of trees, I knew that any second my family home would come into view. Meaning there really was no escaping what came next.

      Because there, opening up before me, was Afterlife in all its majestic and Gothic glory and stood outside waiting was its King and Queen,

      For now, their Princess was once again…

      
        
        Home.
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      Taking in the sight of one I had grown up seeing daily hit me in my chest like my own fist had reached in, gripped my own heart and ceased it beating…oh, and wasn’t letting go. Afterlife was at its front and first appearance, a huge manor home, one that had been reconstructed hundreds of years ago. In fact, it had actually started off life as an ancient monastery over a thousand years old. One left crumbling and abandoned, nestled out of sight in the Turkish mountains. One my father had commissioned to be rebuilt here, block by block. It had also been redesigned and merged with a grand manor house he also had once owned in Bath, England, deciding to have this to be the front of the building to hide the true nature of what its walls held inside.

      At its centre a stunning Temple was built and one directly over a gateway to Heaven and Hell and the many realms in between. This gateway was also powered by a gigantic tree of life, one that looked frozen and fossilised in time. It too was centred in the Afterlife crypt, which essentially was a tomb and resting place for Supernatural life that chose not to be resurrected into a new host.

      They were all free to make that decision which, after thousands of years of living, many chose to give up, as was their right to do so, seeing as all creatures on Earth had been granted with the Gods’ free will. It also held those that had fallen in battle or those no longer granted life on Earth due to the hundreds of reasons this may be.

      But something they all generally had in common, despite the difference in circumstances, was they each wanted to have their hosts laid to rest out of respect for the life once sacrificed to give life to their own souls.

      All Supernatural life on Earth first needed a host or a vessel, as it was also known, to reside in, one usually granted by the Gods or Fates to do so. These were often gifted the moment a human soul has passed on and one from Heaven or Hell then took its place. But of course, it would be somewhat suspicious should that dead person suddenly pop up from its resting place and begin life back in the land of the living once more. Which was why, after a time, a demon or angel would start to morph that vessel into one they fit into, personalising it so to speak. It was how my Uncle Vincent and Aunty Sophia, my father’s siblings managed to continue looking the same as they always had. However, I had been told that with my father’s vessel this was not the case, as his hadn’t changed once since the day he took possession of it, still to this day looking like a man in his thirties.

      This, many believed, was because he was solely unique in the fact that he was the result of two souls fusing as one, both Angel and Demon and up until Lucius, the first and only one of his kind. It had been the reason he had been chosen to be sent to Earth and rule over all supernatural life that resided there. Something that happened thousands of years ago, an exact age no one but a few knew… and unfortunately, as usual, I wasn’t one of them.

      Of course, I would nag him as a child, asking him of his age but a smirk and teasing answer was all I would receive. Now, as for Lucius, then as far as I knew he hadn’t started out as what he was now, for he had been reborn in the Devil’s name only. But then something must have happened years after this for him to have become like my father and inherited back the promised Angel part of his soul.

      But like most things, I didn’t know the details surrounding this and like his hand, it wasn’t a subject I had been brave enough to approach. Even though, bitterly, I knew it was most likely something my mother knew the details of.

      Speaking of my parents, Adam followed the convoy around the massive open parking space in front of the building and I could see them standing at the grand entrance at the ready to welcome their wayward daughter.

      The front of the building looked like the manor house it portrayed to be, which granted wasn’t exactly your typical venue for a Gothic nightclub. But with most of the building hidden by the cliff face on one side and the thick forest on the other, then only those who resided there knew just how far back it went. The exterior was built from thick blocks carved from pale stone, with two thirds of the front of it being overtaken by a blanket of thick ivy, creating a curtain of green that looked as if the building was only barely peeking out from underneath.

      Tall, arched windows sat framed in the greenery, too high up to allow those on the ground of having any hope seeing through. The grand entrance situated out from the centre of the building with it’s imposing stone archway, was framed either side by thick and heavy black gates that were barely seen closed. This was because the massive carved, castle style oak doors were enough to keep anyone out when locked up after closing. Doors that were adorned in heavy hammered iron work and also a carving of our family crest at the centre of both sides, one that no humans knew the true meaning of. It was the same crest that could be found as a theme throughout our home, in both carvings on the walls or decorated on some of the furniture, like that of my parent’s twin thrones.

      I couldn’t help but suck in a deep breath the moment I saw them both and again my heart ached at the sight. My mum looked as beautiful as ever, stood next to my dad and like always being half curled to his side with his arm anchored around her, holding her to him as he always did. She started waving like a crazy woman, the tears glistening in her eyes in both excitement and emotion could be seen from even in the car behind the darkened tinted windows. I felt Lucius squeeze my hand, one still held in his grasp as I uttered under my breath,

      “Oh, mum.”

      Because suddenly I wanted out of this car to go running to her which, the second it finally came to a stop, was precisely what I did. I felt Lucius’ fingers slip through mine as he had no choice but to let me go as I opened the door and started running. My mum also slipped through my dad’s grasp and did the same until suddenly I found myself in her arms, with tears rolling down my cheeks.

      By the Gods, I loved this woman, and my wonderful mother who was now crying right alongside me, whispered,

      “My baby girl, my Faith is finally home…God, I have been so worried.”

      “It’s okay, I am fine, mum, honest,” I told her in return, trying to ease her emotional outburst which, all things considered, was totally warranted. Even after all this time no longer human and completely part of my dad’s world, she was still more human than most and remained so down to her core.

      Like the way she would say God instead of Gods, and even on occasion saying things like, ‘oh for Christ sake’ like most humans would. She also snorted when she laughed, bit her lip often (something that drove my dad crazy), and was even clumsier than I was! She also rarely ever swore, something that warned you the shit had hit the mother fan whenever she did. And she was also one of the most beautiful people you could ever meet, including that of her soul. But with long waist length blonde hair that lay in natural waves she often reminded most of a Goddess. Especially when worn down, something she didn’t do often as it clearly annoyed her, seeing as it would get caught in anything from door handles to spindled tops of chairs.

      Her stormy blue eyes were large and framed with thick lashes, like my own, that gave her an eternal innocence that was cute and added to this was when she would wrinkle her nose in annoyance. As for the rest of her, she was five foot four, with a curvy frame and slightly larger bust than mine. She also looked about the same age as me seeing as she was barely twenty-five when she was turned, so to the supernatural world we would have looked more like sisters embracing now, not mother and daughter.

      However, to the rest of the human world, she would have looked like a beautiful woman aging well in her early fifties. As for her other many attributes, she was also kind, generous, loyal, had a will of iron and was fiercely protective of all she loved and held dear. Added to this she could be quirky and was known for both her wit and silly humour that I like to think I’d inherited.

      Now, as for the man that had been stood next to her, her husband and my father, was without a doubt, an exceptionally good looking man. He stood at the same height as Lucius at six foot four, only with slightly more bulk in the muscle department. Where Lucius reminded me more of a sleek jungle cat, with the body of a natural born fighter with stealth and speed, my father would have been the lion, with the body of a warrior swinging the heaviest of weapons and roaring out his death call as he severed limbs and heads. Both were just as deadly, but Lucius had the calm deadly vibe going for him with the abundance of rippling muscles, whereas my dad had raw brutality.

      He was also where I got most of my looks from as I was dark haired like he was, with olive, sun brushed skin, where my mother was golden blonde and as pale as a fresh blanket of snow. But, unlike my own, his eyes were dark, closer to black than brown and ones that sparked with purple fire depending on his mood. Or that of a more subtle, warm purple ring circling the black, when he was touched by a sight, like he was right now.

      “Now, what has a mum got to do around here to get her girl to come home more often, because you know I already started baking my chocolate strawberry cake.” I grinned huge and said,

      “Yep, that will do it!” This made her laugh, but she purposely stopped herself before the snort could arise, making me smirk. Then, she grasped me by the tops of my arms and held me back at arm’s length to look at me.

      “Oh, just look at you, I swear you get even more beautiful every time I see you.” I blushed and tucked my hair behind my ear before muttering,

      “Mum.” This made her laugh again.

      “Well, it’s true! Come and just look how beautiful and grown up our girl is!” she shouted back to my dad whom I noticed hadn’t yet approached and was for once, looking unsure. Then my mum gave me a hug and whispered,

      “Go easy on him, he’s been beside himself with worry.”  Then she pulled back and I looked over her shoulder to see my dad was approaching us, telling her with a smirk when he got there,

      “I heard that, little one.” She rolled her eyes at me and grumbled,

      “Damn supernatural hearing.” This made me chuckle as it was the same complaint she had been making since I could remember, which was why I said on a laugh,

      “Wow, I am officially home.”

      “Will you not put a father out of his misery and grant him a hug from his beautiful daughter?” My dad said making me reply in a teasing tone,

      “Well, it seems only fair, but make it quick as mum promised cake.” He scoffed at the same time pulling me in for a hug, and holding my head to his chest whispering down at me,

      “You’re a lucky little lady, that it is damn good cake.” I laughed once in his hold and wrapped my arms around him, unable to help taking in a deep breath and feeling comforted at the familiar scent of home.

      “Thank the Gods you are safe,” he said giving me another squeeze as if he had needed this just to believe it was true, that I was in fact safe.

      “Well, I had help,” I told him and looked back to see Lucius was now leaning casually back against the car door, allowing me this time with my parents. I also had to say that in that moment, I would have loved nothing more than to introduce him as my boyfriend.

      But they already knew him and that was where the problem lay. Far too many years stood in the way, despite what he thought or the simple fact that he just didn’t care. Because he didn’t need approval from anyone to claim me, he had made that perfectly clear. I, on the other hand, had people who loved me, people I respected, despite what my father had done and lied about, I still loved him enough to care about his feelings.

      So, I was hoping that with time it would ease the blow and one day it may mean that I could have both in my life, not the two sides at war. But then this thought was shattered for the moment as my dad looked over my head at his once enemy and frowned, looking more annoyed than grateful.

      “TOOTIE PIE!” Pip suddenly shouted leaping from the car and actually vaulting over the large hood of the SUV to get to my mum, her best friend, quicker. Which had to be said was an impressive sight, seeing as she was little and the SUV was anything but.

      “Squeak!” my mum shouted in return bracing herself just in time for Pip to throw herself in her arms,

      “Whoa, bloody Hell Pip, you haven’t been gone that long!” my mum said laughing.

      “But haven’t you missed me?!”

      “Holy shit, Pip, what happened to your tooth?!” my mum asked in high pitched horror.

      “Oh that, just a little mishap we had when the plane was…erm fine, absolutely fine and dandy, I slipped is all, not at all when we were about to crash or from a bottle of wine…nope, nope, nope…did I mention wine?” Pip said, sort of stopping herself after I had released a ‘here we go’ groan.

      “Crash!?” my mum shrieked panicked and my dad looked down at me seeing as I was still in a hug and asked,

      “Do I want to know?” Therefore, I looked back up and told him truthfully,

      “Think of it more as something you don’t want to know and more as something you probably should but only after Lucius has had chance to tell you and not whilst you are welcoming your daughter home…yeah?” His face turned stern but he nodded all the same, thankfully granting me my wish.

      Adam then exited the car and first nodded to Lucius. This had me wondering if this was done to show his loyalty as Lucius nodded back in silent reply, as if giving him the go ahead before he was free to address my parents.

      “My Lord, My Queen,” Adam said stepping forward and glanced at his wife who was squishing my mum’s cheeks telling her that she was going to raid her personal sweetshop (as yes, she actually had one in her room) and see what sweets fit her gap the best. This was when Adam reminded his wife of royal decorum.

      “Pipper, I think you are forgetting yourself…again,” he said muttering this last word and making me smile. My Aunty Pip however just rolled her eyes and let go of my mum and rolled her arm around before bowing over it towards my dad and saying,

      “Royal boss man and all that other stuffy stuff.” Then she turned to my mum and said,

      “Royal Boobetty, how’s my favourite queenie hanging?” I chuckled along with my mum as Adam just groaned and shook his head at his wife’s antics. Then he was clearly about to apologise but my dad beat him to it by raising his hand and saying,

      “No need, Adam, for I have told you before that we are after all, used to it by now.” This granted him a scathing look from my mother who mouthed silently when Pip wasn’t looking,

      ‘Don’t say it like that!’

      My dad rolled his eyes and my mum mouthed a quick,

      ‘I saw that!’ before going back to amusing Pip with her personal preference of a list of sweets she thought would fit best. But one thing I noticed was that Lucius had still remained where he was, just silently taking this all in. Well, that was until my mum took notice and shouted suddenly,

      “Luc! You blonde devil you, get your ass over here and let me thank you for keeping our girl safe!” Then I watched as my dad tensed his upper body, with his hands curling to fists as my mum left Pip to go and embrace him, meaning Lucius had no choice but to do the same.

      “Little Keira girl, how’s the world’s biggest trouble maker?” he asked smiling down at her and making her step back from the embrace and punch him in his arm like I had done to Ragnar before telling him,

      “Oi, less of the trouble maker and besides, I have taken up knitting, so what do you think?” He laughed at this and said,

      “Sounds fucking boring, that’s what.”

      “Hey, be nice or I will make you a bobble hat and scarf to wear whilst you’re here,” she replied and I had to say watching their easy exchange was anything but easy.

      “Yeah, good luck with that, blondie,” Lucius said in reply as Ragnar approached our group.

      “Hey, I am a queen don’t you know, that means my rules…besides, Draven just loves the sweater I made him, don’t you, honey?” she said looking back at my dad who had now stepped forward making me brace myself for what was coming next.

      “That I do,” he said at the same time putting his arm around my mum and making a clear statement. She just smiled up at him before turning and walking back to Pip leaving my dad and Lucius to their own meeting. I naturally watched with great interest ignoring the way my mum in turn was watching me. But then Lucius chuckled and said,

      “Yeah, like fucking hell you do.” I swear I nearly gasped but then I was surprised when my dad actually laughed and held his hand out to Lucius for him to shake.

      “And like usual, you must have a death wish if willing to take on the wrath of my wife,” my dad replied making Lucius scoff,

      “Then I suggest you start to do something more productive with that yarn of hers if it is her wrath you fear,” Lucius said making my mouth drop at the sexual act he was implying my dad do to my mum by tying her up with wool. But then again, my dad just laughed and muttered so my mum couldn’t hear,

      “Starting with that sweater.” This time my dad’s response made Lucius laugh and I had to say, so far it was going better than I could have imagined…now, if it could only stay this way for the duration then maybe I could get away with telling them at the end of our stay. Say, with my head out the window, shouting it to them as we drove away like the coward I was willing to act in this circumstance.

      “Ragnar, feel free to speak,” my dad said turning to his head of security as he was clearly waiting on the side-lines ready to speak to his king. Which made me tense yet again as it was time for reality to ruin what I had started to believe was a good thing.

      “Did you want the prisoners transported to a cell or an interrogation room?” My dad’s frown was once again back in place before he looked firmly back to Lucius.

      “I take it this has to do with that thing I don’t want to know but should, Amelia spoke of?” he asked making Lucius take on the same stern facial expression as if the details of their attempted high-jacking came back to his mind.

      “It does and like she suggested, it is a should that is better explained once the welcoming of your daughter home has been concluded,” Lucius replied nodding to me who was watching this conversation and making no attempt at hiding the fact. My dad nodded once, accepting the suggestion and, turning back to Ragnar, told him,

      “Then in that case, the interrogation room.”

      “Yes, my lord.” After this response Ragnar then commanded the rest of the convoy to move and as the SUVs drove out of sight around the side of the building where I knew there was an underground garage, my dad turned back to Lucius.

      “Keira’s right, you kept our girl safe and from what I hear, it wasn’t easy, so despite my annoyance at how long it took you to finally get her here, I have to thank you,” he said making me suck in a shocked and silent breath at hearing him actually thank Lucius.

      “Your thanks are not necessary, for your daughter was in my care and it is my duty. But I confess, I enjoyed hearing it all the same, even if you have been coerced into doing so by your wife,” Lucius said making me groan and refrain from smacking my forehead or his for that matter. But then again, my dad shocked me by finding it amusing, telling him,

      “Ah, but just wait until you yourself find yourself married and tied to a wife you can’t say no to, then it will be I that is mocking you.” At this I couldn’t help it, but I actually started choking as I swallowed, making my mum smirk at me before commenting in a knowing tone,

      “I bet you could use a drink, eh?” My dad looked back at me along with Lucius and whilst holding my gaze Lucius commented boldly,

      “Umm, just wait indeed.” Needless to say, I swallowed hard as his look said it all…

      I could one day be that wife.

      “Come on, let’s all go inside, it looks like more rain is coming and I have to get my girl some cake,” my mum suggested, making Pip clap her hands like an excited child before skipping to Adam and taking his hand so he could lead her inside, now talking about the size of slice she was going to sneak.

      “Fae, why don’t you show Luc inside whilst I reprimand your father behind everyone’s backs for the sweater comment he thinks I didn’t hear,” my mum said, nodding for me to go to Lucius before giving my dad a pointed look when he chuckled again.

      “Erm, okay,” I said before nodding to Lucius and saying in an unsure shy tone,

      “It’s…erm…this way.” Lucius smirked down at me as if he was finding my reaction to him amusing and therefore, he said light-heartedly,

      “Yes, I know it is, Pet…seeing as it’s the front door.”  He muttered this last part after coming closer, making me growl at him as he passed me. I then watched as my mum walked up to my dad, got right toe to toe with him and raised herself up to say,

      “Use that sweater will you…? Tied to a wife eh, one you can’t say no to, eh?” My dad looked down at her with a smirk and challenged back,

      “Continue this sass, queen of mine and you will find yourself tied to your husband this very night…once again, I might add.” This was when I raised my hands over my ears and shouted loud enough so they didn’t miss it,

      “La, la, la, not listening!” Then I walked inside to the sound of my parents both chuckling. Meanwhile, I shook my head mumbling to myself about how some things never change and wondering how long things would go on like this before the elephant in Afterlife was going to start speaking.

      Because as much as I knew my parents had been worried, meaning being reunited with them now wasn’t something I was willing to taint by being a ranting bitch, I knew at some point me and my father would be having words. As the reality was that he had still allowed me to believe I had been in control of my life and it had been a lie. So yeah, shit still needed to be said and this time I wasn’t simply willing to just let it all be brushed under the supernatural rug along with the salt used to ward off ghosts and demons in make believe land.

      But then, with one look back at how happy my mum was, then I just couldn’t find myself with the heart to do it in front of her. So, I would just wait and deal with the weight of uncertainty laid heavily against one shoulder, with another named Lucius laid against the other.

      Gods and I thought flying a plane for over ten hours was tense!

      But now I was safely on the ground that didn’t mean that I still couldn’t crash and burn. Because one look at Lucius and the wink he gave me told me only one thing…

      
        
        I was still in for a dangerous ride.
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      “Here we go again,” I muttered to myself the moment I stood facing the imposing double doors that led not only back into the club part of the building but into the VIP area where my father would be sat at the head of his council table next to my mother. Both of whom I knew were waiting for me…along with another.

      To say that it had been a strange homecoming was a bit of an understatement. One that started the moment I stepped through the doors of Afterlife for the first time in what felt like an age. In fact, what added to that feeling of time was the new person who had crossed its threshold, with my own reflection telling me the truth I knew in my heart…

      I wasn’t the same Amelia that had left it.

      I knew that down to the core of me and it wasn’t only down to Lucius and who I now was to him. It was more about self-discovery. It was more about the woman I had finally been given the space to grow into. The feeling of trust and self-belief that yes, I did belong in the world I had been born into. One seated between two kings, a throne my father sat upon and the other belonging to the man destined to seat me beside his own.

      I finally stepped through those doors feeling like…

      Well, like a Draven.

      But once inside I had let my parents overtake me, telling them that I would catch up after first using the bathroom. This had been not only for my bladder’s sake, but more for my sanity. I had faced the black glossed framed mirrors and gripped onto the edges of the marble sink bowls after first using them to wash my hands. Then I had asked what felt like my new reflection what I was doing back here and talked myself out of running for the hills and becoming a cave dwelling hermit. One whose hobbies included whittling spoons, twisting my hair into dreadlocks and foraging for shit to eat because there was no way I was killing an animal and dragging its carcass back to BBQ over a handmade pit.

      After that I left the bathroom feeling as drained as I looked and continued to walk across the empty space feeling a sense of peace being here once again. Especially when no one else was around. I remembered as a child I used to sneak down here after it had closed and spin around on the dance floor, pretending I was being led around the floor by some handsome prince who had been waiting for me to wake up and realise he was the one.

      Therefore, I couldn’t help but smile to myself as I started walking through the club and up one of the double staircases that mirrored each other in the large club space either side of a stage area. It truly was an incredible space, with its cathedral ceilings of interlocking carved stone arches and the massive iron chandeliers that hung down from the centres of where the arches met.

      Apparently, the interior of the club hadn’t changed much, even from when my mum first stepped foot inside it all those years ago. As even after having the seating re-upholstered, they were done in the same blood red velvet so couldn’t really be classed as new. Even the wrought iron lamps on the walls were the same, casting a warm glow against the pale stone that looked a lot less weathered than the facade of the building.

      As for the club’s layout, the large open space was separated into different sections, with the largest clearing being that of the dancefloor situated in front of the raised stage area. The same one framed by the grand dual staircases that swept out into larger steps at the bottom, curving inwards and curling to the edges of the stage. This part had apparently changed, due to some damage years ago, back when I was a teenager. But it was a time when I had been shipped off to the safety of my parents’ Scottish castle. And one, even to this day, I still didn’t know why or what had been going on. Only that it had happened shortly after I had met Lucius in the flesh for the first time and had found myself saved by him.

      I shuddered at the thought of that night and cast the memory from my mind as not one I wanted to deal with, so instead I looked towards the fateful booth. It was one of many that framed the opposite walls of Afterlife. The other wall on the same side as the entrance opposite the stage held the bar area.

      It was a piece of artwork in itself with its iron vines covering its frosted glass frontage and piercing it with twisted thorns. These parts were then surrounded by bursts of crimson glass making it look as though the damage caused was bloody. Above the bar was liquor galore, being one of the most well stocked bars I had ever seen, as rows of bottles lined the glass shelves that were also entwined in iron vines.

      But like I said, it was that special booth that kept my gaze as it always did. For it was one unlike any other and I couldn’t help but think back to my mother’s own love story whenever I saw it. It was the one she would always tell and one I knew like the back of my hand. The story of her first time in Afterlife and the first time she believed to have met my father.

      She had been sat in that exact booth, having just moved here and out on her first night with her new friend RJ, someone she had met a day or two after first arriving. She told me how nervous she had been, but never more so than when she saw who soon after entered the club.

      Dominic Draven.

      Walking through the front doors like some masterful king, she had no idea he actually was at the time. Apparently, it had been a yearly tradition for my father to announce the Draven family’s arrival in town by walking through the club on the first night, and something that signified the start of the busy season. People would travel from all around just in hopes of getting a glimpse of one of the famous Dravens, as they still did. This was because most had heard the rumours of secrecy surrounding the club.

      Of course, according to my mum, this wasn’t all that had been rumoured, as his startling and intimidating good looks were well known. And because of it, let’s just say every female with a pulse and an attraction to men wanted to get a look at just how handsome he was…disappointment never being on the cards with that one.

      I thought back to Wendy’s reaction to him and it was one I had been used to experiencing growing up. From teachers, parents, and then later on after hitting my late teens, from friends.  But then tall, dark and unbelievably handsome on overload kind of did that to a girl.

      And my mum had been no exception.

      Especially when he had walked through the club that night with the entourage of his council at his back. But this night, unlike any other, he had stopped dead at her table instead of  continuing directly to the staircase that would take him to the VIP.

      Now, when I say stopped dead, well, that was precisely what I meant, as he had spotted his Chosen One sat in his very club. Hell, even his council had no clue why their King had just stopped and stared at her brazenly, as the rest of the club stood silently watching on. Something that caused my mother’s identity to become a question on everyone’s mind…who was she?

      But back then my mum had been quite different and despite being just as beautiful as she is now, she had been shy and, from her own admission, a little broken. This she explained was due to her past and something that had happened to her that she had been running from. Now she never fully explained what it had been and to be honest, with the sadness in her eyes every time she talked about the past, then it was the reason I had never pushed. The one thing she always did say however was that it had been the reason she had moved to Evergreen Falls, giving me the impression that she had been running from something.

      Either way, one thing my dad set out to do and that was make it impossible for her to run from him, as pretty soon she found herself the VIP’s new waitress and therefore somewhere he could keep a firm eye on her. And the rest was history and granted, it was one I wasn’t entirely sure on after that point. But then, this was my parent’s business and not one I felt comfortable prying into. So, I hadn’t asked. However, I did know that even after they had got together after this point, it hadn’t always stayed that way. Pip had let slip as much. Telling me once that no road to love is smooth and for my mother and father, it wasn’t just rough, but at times it was filled with a mountain of obstacles they had to cross and without a fucking donkey in sight.

      But like I said, that had been their story and this…

      Well, this was mine.

      Meaning that I had my own mountains to conquer, starting with the main one I now faced…one called Afterlife. So, after my little trip down my parent’s memory lane, I took the staircase up to the VIP that was situated on the upper mezzanine level that overlooked the whole club beneath. It was also a space where I had spent most of my nights before bed. A place where my father sat at his council table, hours spent ensuring the rule of his kingdom was as it was meant to be…even if it had been with a baby in his arms whilst feeding me a bottle, or later on when I was being bounced on his lap as I blew raspberries into his cheek at the time.

      However, looking at the space as an adult had been quite different than when I had done so as a child. Because back then this had been my ‘norm’, naively believing this was how it was for most children. This shadowed gothic space with its low lighting and exquisite opulence. Its strange metal artwork on the walls and its ornate and fanciful Absinthe fountains with blown glass green fairies that danced at the top. With its unique mixture of antique carved chairs and metal modern tables that reminded you of the era you lived in, not one set hundreds of years ago in the past.

      The floor was the same that also ran throughout most of my home and was a black slate that was usually adorned with thick lush rugs, dark reds and burgundy in the VIP.

      As for my father’s council table, that was an oval slab of black stone polished to look like black glass and one you could see your reflection in. It sat in the centre of the room on a raised dais that was situated in an area that jutted out over the stage below it and was one that curved outwards in a half moon shape with railings that followed the floor. It was also the point where you could see most of the club, although the same couldn’t be said for those below.

      Before I knew it, my feet were taking me over to where I’d spent most of my childhood nights, wishing more often than not, that I would have been allowed down below. Ironic really, especially seeing that most of the clubbers down there would have been wishing the very opposite. But being home now was doing strange things to me and before I knew it, I was gripping onto the tall carved back of my dad’s throne and closing my eyes trying to block it all out.

      In fact, I was so lost in my own escape that I didn’t realise I wasn’t as alone as I first thought. Meaning the moment I felt a body stepping up behind me, I cried out in fright.

      “I lost my guide,” Lucius’ voice hummed in my ear as he caged me in with his hands gripping the tall wooden spindles that framed my father’s throne. I let out a relieved breath, but then tensed the second I remembered where we were. So I sucked in a sharp breath and said,

      “I think you remember your way round here.” I watched as he gripped the spindles tighter before his face was in my neck and he was breathing me in deep.

      “Then I miss my guide,” he replied making me smile to myself, but reality seeped in and once again I tensed before pushing back against his chest with my back until he allowed me space by stepping away. Then I slipped through the gap whilst saying,

      “I can’t…not here remember.” But as I started to walk away he grabbed my hand and quickly pulled me back. Then, just as my mouth opened to tell him again, his leather hand framed my face as he pushed me back against my father’s throne. Then once trapped there, he told me fiercely,

      “No, but I can!” Then he kissed me. And when I say he kissed me, what I mean is…he really kissed me.

      Meaning just like that all thoughts of my past seeped away, being set alight by the passion of his kiss and laid to rest as ash dusting the floor of fears my mind had forced my feet to walk upon. Because that was the power of Lucius’ touch. It had the strength to ward away anything that had the potential to cling to my fragile heart. It brushed away the cobwebs from my sensitive soul and commanded all my thoughts be centred around him, the man who owned my heart. Which was why, instead of pushing him away like I should have been doing, I was clinging to him. Clinging to him with fists clutching the lapels of his suit jacket with a fear that if I let go, then I would simply float away.

      That was of course, until I heard the clearing of someone’s throat and I quickly tore myself from him in utter fear of who it was that could have caught us.

      “I may be blind but even I know what you are doing, so unless you wish to get caught by someone else, say someone with a lot more roar to his bite, like the Vampire intends, then may I suggest you make your way to the drawing room before Pip eats all of the cake like your mother fears.”

      “Rue!” I shouted quickly and looked to where my father’s witch stood looking about as witchy as a three year old on Halloween. Meaning she was about as far away from the stereotype as you could get and looked more like an eighteen-year-old skater chick/punk rocker, than who you would have ever believed enough to call sorceress.

      She had black spiked hair that was shaved on one side, a white Tee with the black words  ‘Chicks dig my ride’ over a skateboard (seeing as she was gay) which was worn with jeans that were cut off just below the knee and a plaid shirt tied around her waist. She also wore worn looking high-top converse shoes in a black and white checked design and had black bands up both wrists.

      Oh, and like she said, she was also blind. Something that was easy to see with puckered burn scars down her cheeks and around her white eyes, a pair that only held a black dot at the centre. But even with the evidence on her pretty face, she still had some sense of sight with the help of the two tribal tattoos on the palms of her hands that were left over as part of her curse. A curse cast from the once Titan, Theia, Goddess of sight, which I thought was a cruel twist on irony.

      I didn’t exactly know much of the details surrounding why she was cursed, as it had been a conversation I had overheard once when she had been put under pressure to speak of it. Unbeknown to those included at the time that I had actually been there to overhear.

      “Hey, Faery girl,” Rue said, having called me this since I had been a child, one I was very much not now, especially since she had just found me kissing Lucius to the point I had been three seconds from climbing him like a stripper pole.

      “Oh shit!” I said as the situation came crashing down on me like a wave of ‘Oh Fucks!’ as I had literally only been home for enough time to use the bathroom and I had already been caught tongue duelling with my boyfriend! Although, I had to say, it wasn’t like we were making much effort to hide it, which was going to change right that moment…well, that was if there was still any point. Which was why I quickly said,

      “Please Rue…please don’t tell my dad, if he found out…” I stopped the second she held up her tattooed hand and said,

      “I am not going to tell him, besides, it’s not like I am shocked here, Faery, after all, I was the one who returned your lost diary that day…you know the one covered in hearts and…”

      “Yes! Yes, yeah…well, okay then, thank you, Rue…I uh…appreciate it…now let’s go should we.” I said turning back to Lucius who was looking more and more intrigued by the minute and my blush wasn’t helping much. That or my freaked reaction in getting her to stop talking and one look at her smirk told me she knew it. So, instead of giving her any longer to mention what would no doubt make me first place winner in the embarrassment of the year contest, I grabbed his hand and started to pull him towards the doors off the VIP. They were the ones that led into the main building of Afterlife, ones that only those who were welcome or lived there were permitted to enter through.

      However, my hopes of getting there unscathed were dashed the second Rue commented as we passed,

      “Welcome home, Faery. Oh, and I would definitely hide that one page I did catch, ‘cause boy, it certainly looked like an interesting read, especially for a certain Vampire.” Then she winked at him making Lucius grin down at her as I tugged him forward, commenting dryly,

      “Helpful as always, Rue!” I could still hear her chuckling as the door swung closed.

      “So, feature in this diary of yours, do I?” Lucius asked me when pulling back slightly so as I followed and stumbled back into him. We were currently standing in a large corridor and barely past the first door on the right that was where my father’s office was situated. I glanced at it and then back at the door at the very end of the overly large, stately hallway where my parents’ private chamber was.

      “They are not in there…so have no fear, the coast is clear,”  he told me making me snap back,

      “Well, excuse me if I am not entirely willing to trust in that ‘Vampy sense’ of yours, as according to Rue, you want to get caught.” Lucius just shrugged his shoulders, which was all the reply to this I got. So, I rolled my eyes and turned, only making it one step before his arm banded across my front from behind, now stopping me from going any further.

      “Was that an eye roll I just witnessed?” he asked in a tone that told me this was all a game to him, making me snap back,

      “It was and one you deserved…it was also one you can do nothing about, as I am just guessing here, but I think even you would draw the line at one of my family members finding me bent over your knee being spanked in a hallway.”

      “Is that a challenge, Pet?” he whispered making me shudder against him hearing the amusement I could sense in his tone.

      “No, it’s a fact if you want to wake up tomorrow knowing you still have a secret girlfriend,” I replied making him growl before playfully biting my earlobe.

      “Yes, well may I remind you, my secret love…there are plenty of places this old castle holds where no-one would find you restrained in my arms…or hear you scream, for you are not the only one who knows these walls well,” he said in warning and this time I sucked in a knowing breath, unable to ignore the explicit images he invoked and feeling them down to my belly.

      Then he snagged my hand with his leather clad one as he walked past and I soon became the one he was pulling down the hallway.

      Only now doing so with one demand being voiced by his perfect, kissable, very forbidden lips…

      
        
        “Now tell me more about this diary of yours.”
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      After this we reached the drawing room where Rue told us everyone was waiting and I couldn’t help but pull him back, looking panicked. And Lucius knew this with one look back at me. So, without a word, he hooked the back of my neck with his palm and yanked me forward, tipping my face up and telling me,

      “If you fear what they don’t know, then they will discover it through guilt and nothing more.” Then he quickly kissed me one last time before turning and walking through the double doors as if he owned the place. But that was Lucius all over. He didn’t just enter a room by slipping inside unheard. Not unless that was his intention.

      No, when Lucius walked into a room, you knew about it, sat up and took notice. Me, however, well I just thought on his words and knew he was right. If I followed him inside with the look of guilt already written upon my face, then my father would know something was going on between us in a heartbeat.

      Which made me realise that, despite Lucius wanting nothing more than to tell the world about us, he had taken one look at my worried expression and tried to ease it. Doing so by giving me the knowledge needed to keep it a secret, even though he himself didn’t want to. And he did this for me…because he loved me.

      So, I took his advice and followed him inside, doing the same as I would any other time at the sight of my mother’s famous chocolate and strawberry cake sitting on the table facing me.

      “Pip! You ate like half of it already!” I complained, which trust me, hadn’t been the first time when my mum’s cooking was involved!

      “Huh?” Pip asked sat cross legged in an armchair with a mouthful and her head popping up over a huge slice overflowing the sides of a tiny china plate.

      I just rolled my eyes and took a plate from my mum, getting ready to complain about the size when she grinned wide and said loud enough for the whole room to hear,

      “Go take this to Luc for me and tell him not to be put off that the red bits aren’t body parts.” Then she winked at me after hearing Lucius sigh and roll his eyes at the comment. I couldn’t help but chuckle and was secretly grateful for the excuse to go over to him as he stood next to one of the sideboards that held a tray of both tea and coffee. Of course, he was pouring himself a cup that I knew he would be taking black.

      “I hope you aren’t forgetting your husband whilst cutting up those slices, or I may have to take over that hand again as I did the night you first made me this cake,” my dad said after wrapping an arm around my mum’s waist from behind, making her look even smaller than she was.

      “I didn’t make the cake just for you!” she argued making him grin at her back before winking at me to tell me he was teasing her.

      “That’s not how I remember it.”

      “Oh, and just how do you remember it, old man with an aging ancient memory?” my mum replied sarcastically, making me laugh.

      “I remember you trying to impress me with your skills in making it for me, that is what this old man remembers.” This was the last of his reply I heard before walking away chuckling at the pair of them. Of course, the second I heard my mum slapping his hand and telling him things like, ‘not here’ then I was just glad I had turned my back on them both when I did.

      Lucius, on the other hand, had turned with cup in hand so he could casually lean back against the sideboard and leisurely watch as I approached… and doing so with a very obvious smirk playing at the corner of his lips, I should say.

      “Erm…my mum told me to give you this,” I said trying to hand him the plate and fork that was stuck in the wedge of cake. He looked down at the plate in my hand and then back up at me, doing so slowly, which I knew was a tactic to keep me there longer. This was confirmed when he twisted at the hips so he could first place his cup down on the side before taking the plate from my hand, making sure our fingers touched when he did.

      “Enjoy,” I said, this time trying not to smirk myself before turning around, ready to walk back to where my parents still looked occupied. This was before Lucius’ voice stopped me.

      “Well, don’t you want to wait and find out if I like it, after all, your mother most likely would like to know what I make of this famous cake of hers.” I turned side on to him and my look asked silently if he really thought the conversation we were having was safe, as I most definitely considered it as flirting. Which was why he leant his head forward slightly and with a secret grin said,

      “Relax Pet, after all…it’s just cake.” This made me blush before he cut a piece with the side of his fork before popping it into his mouth, winking at me as he chewed.

      “Well?” I asked after he had swallowed.

      “Mm, its good but…” he paused a second so he could once again shift forward a little and whisper,

      “…it’s not chilli fries and roast potatoes good.” At this I blushed again and couldn’t help it when a fingertip found its way to my mouth for me to bite. Lucius watched the action with great interest and a flash of crimson in their depths told me exactly where his mind had travelled back to, seeing as my lips were involved. But then his gaze snapped up and over my head, telling me without words that my dad was on his way over. So, I whispered,

      “Bye, Lucius,” and in return he almost purred,

      “Until later, Pet.”  I turned and walked back to my mum for my own piece of cake, nodding to my dad as I passed. My mum too was blushing and I really didn’t want to know why or what my dad had said to her before walking this way to have her now biting her lip, looking almost as giddy as a naughty schoolgirl. So, without commenting, I took a slice from my mum, who knew me well as she had cut me a similar size to Pip’s and handed it to me with a kiss to my cheek.

      “Welcome home, honey,” she said making me squeeze her shoulders after first wrapping a free arm around them, telling her a little white lie,

      “It’s good to be home too, mum.” And for some reason I couldn’t help but sneak a glance at Lucius to see that he had heard and raised a brow at me as if silently calling me on my bullshit. But then I watched as my dad finally approached him and I quickly looked away before he looked to where Lucius’ gaze was rooted. After that I tried not to look again, which was hard seeing as my dad and Lucius remained in what seemed like a deep conversation for the rest of our time in there.

      “So where is everyone?” I asked the second we took our seats in what could have been a living room in some stately manor house set back in the seventeen hundreds. It also looked like some antique dealer’s wet dream, minus the fact that none of us were naked and actually draped across the antiques, which I assumed would have played a part in it.

      “Well, Sophia and Zagan should have been back from their business in New York, but knowing your aunt’s love for shopping, then she probably got side-tracked,” my mum said, curling her feet up in the large chair and tucking into cake like I was.

      “Oooh, you know what that will mean, jellybean, more presents!” Pip said excitedly, jabbing a fork my way. But then Adam, as he walked past her, swiped a fresh strawberry from the cream filling on her plate and she was quickly trying to use that fork to stab his hand with.

      “Oi! You thief! Don’t make me tie you to the bed again whilst I eat this off your face…you do remember Mexican night don’t you!” Pip shouted and Adam took off his glasses and cleaned them with the edge of his sweater before commenting dryly,

      “How could I forget, my darling…or the extra chillies.” Pip giggled with a hand held straight over her mouth like a naughty child and said,

      “Oh, these men we do love to tease…uh and by men I mean Adam and Big Dom man because you know, these two kids are still single…okay well, off to eat cake the way it should have been made to be eaten…Oh, Hubby Sugar soon to be cream in your face!” Pip said making me wish in that moment I was free to smack a palm to my forehead and let out an ‘Oh Lordy’ groan. But with my mum there now hiding half her own expression behind a steaming hot mug of tea, I was only left to laugh nervously and shrug my shoulders saying,

      “Crazy that one.”

      “Huh uh,” was my mum’s agreeing cryptic reply.
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        * * *

      

      A little time later and I could stand it no more, just being in the same room all together felt like one big lie screaming at me to do the right thing. Of course, it also didn’t help that Lucius and my dad were still deep in conversation and from the looks of things, it was one that was growing more tense by the minute. So, with a yawn, I excused myself, first telling my mum that I was tired, something that wasn’t a lie. So, I told her I was going to try and get some rest before the evening.

      I was just about to slip out the door when my dad called me back asking me to join them for a moment. I froze with my hand on the door, wishing in that moment I had just slipped out sooner before he had noticed. But instead I was now faced with walking over there only to have to stand next to who I was pretending existed very little beyond friendship. When doing just that felt as if I was going against the grain of the Fates.

      “Amelia, my beautiful girl, by the Gods I am so proud of you!” my father said curling me to his side the second I was within reach and giving me a squeeze. This naturally shocked me and one look at Lucius and those knowing eyes of his was taking in my reaction with a barely contained smirk playing at his lips and let’s just say it made it ten times harder for me.

      “Uh…okay…what did I do exactly?” I said not knowing what else to say…well, that was until my dad continued on,

      “What did you do!? Amelia, Lucius told me what you did, on how you disarmed the hijackers and then you flew the plane all the way here and not only that but landing it also. Gods Amelia, but I would even go as far as saying you impressed this cold hearted bastard, as he certainly spoke highly enough of you,” my father said laughing and I couldn’t help it, but I blushed before finding my feet and only braving raising my gaze just enough to see his own staring openly back at me, with again that knowing smirk firmly in place.

      But then, just knowing that Lucius had been telling my father of how I saved the day by flying the plane was enough to cause butterflies in my belly. The kind that were warm, fluttery and decided to stay a while. Because having Lucius in my life was powerful enough to make those butterflies thrive and multiply daily, instead of them just disappearing one day. For it was possible, as I still witnessed it between my parents. Especially with the way my dad, after all this time, still managed to make my mum practically swoon with only a few spoken words and that was after thirty years together.

      “Well, you taught me well so I can’t take all the credit,” I said smiling up at him making him scoff before telling me,

      “You are too modest, my girl… she always has been.” This last part was said to Lucius who openly stared at me and replied,

      “Yes, I discovered that during our time together, along with other personality traits I found most interesting.” This last part made my jaw go slack as I couldn’t believe he had said that, along with the wink he shot my way the second my father’s attention was back on me and thankfully missed it.

      “My daughter is full of surprises, this is true and holds a mind like no other, for her intelligence outshines us all.” I blushed at this and leant into my father’s side for the compliment and mumbled a chuckled,

      “I think you’re a bit biased, dad, but thanks.”

      “Nonsense, for I speak the truth despite my heart, but what of you Luc, you are not biased and what do you say, is my girl not too smart for her own good?” I laughed at this and rolled my eyes, but Lucius being Lucius still answered and did so with a certainty in his tone that couldn’t be masked,

      “Most definitely.”

      “There you see, and that is a true answer for he does not speak with his heart as I do,” my dad added making me inwardly wince as Lucius’ expression hardened. And my father thankfully also missed the way Lucius’ hands curled into fists for a few seconds at his sides, telling me his famous cool façade was slipping. This especially showed when he spoke.

      “And added to that intelligence is a wilful nature and one that makes for a stubborn girl who thinks she knows what is best and rarely trusts in age and experience over her own intellect.” I swallowed hard knowing why he had said it and tried not to let it hurt me the way it had already started doing.

      But this, combined with his hard features when I was already used to seeing soft and tender when around me, well it was like a double blow. However, it was what my dad said next that really did it for me as he unknowingly cut the deepest injury,

      “Yes well, I think we both know it is a case of like mother, like daughter there.” I closed my eyes for a moment as those words carved deep and not in the way they were intended to do, as they had been said in a light-hearted way. But Lucius could see the truth. He even opened his mouth to say something more on the matter, but I beat him to it, knowing there wasn’t much more I could cope with after that.

      “Yes, well on that note I will leave you both to it,” I said in a deflated tone that couldn’t be helped. My dad looked down at me with concern in his eyes and hooked my chin to raise up my face,

      “Are you well?” he asked making me grant him a little smile before raising on my tiptoes to kiss his cheek, telling him,

      “I am just tired.” Then I turned my attention back to the other half of my soul and as way of goodbye snapped a short and curt,

      “Lucius.”

      After this I turned my back on him without taking notice of the look of annoyance at being dismissed so easily and I walked out the door. And it was hard to miss the curious look my mum had on her face, as it was clear she had been monitoring the conversation closely. Once on the other side I couldn’t help but find myself leaning against the wall next to the door and releasing a deep sigh. I even felt my hands shaking and I didn’t know which emotion exactly was causing it. I was angry, upset, frustrated and confused. Half of which I knew Lucius was no doubt feeling as well, with frustration definitely being top of the list!

      I just wanted to make my excuses and get back on that plane with no destination in mind just so long as it was far from here. Somewhere I had the freedom to do as I pleased and more importantly, free to do as I pleased with a certain someone.

      But with this looming threat on all his people, then I knew I needed to focus not on our relationship, but more on the bigger problem we all had on our hands. For Lucius and I would just have to wait. Which, admittedly, was a lot easier said than done. Because all I could see was Lucius and the annoyed hard look in that steely blue gaze when he was being denied what he wanted.

      This was the reason I closed my eyes and put my head back to the stone with only one thought on my mind…

      
        
        Shit just got a lot harder.
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            Hotter than Hell

          

        

      

    

    
      “Here we go again.”  I had just muttered after finding myself right back in the deep end stood opposite the doors into the VIP area. Because now it was night and I found myself out of any more excuses not to do this. After what happened in the drawing room, I had done as I said I was going to do and walked back to my old childhood bedroom and crash landed on the bed before passing out. During which time I swear I had heard someone entering my room. But as I hadn’t stirred enough for them to stay, they obviously realised that I had needed the sleep and left.

      However, it was shortly after this that my mind had continued to nag me to wake and once I lifted my head off the pillow, I tapped my Starship Enterprise alarm clock that projected the time onto my wall. A red glow of numbers appeared, telling me it was gone eight at night and therefore I was overdue for getting my ass into gear. So, I had dragged my tired butt from my kick ass Landspeeder queen sized bed. It was one my dad had surprised me with once my Star Wars’ obsession had really hit, so he’d had it custom made for me for my birthday one year. It was made to look as if it was floating with a mirrored base unit, so it gave the illusion that it hovered as it reflected the floor. It was grey and orange, with a curved surrounding frame with ‘engine’ side tables holding round spaces for storage inside.

      There was even a Tie fighter desk to match that had a glass top held suspended in between the wings and a Tie fighter desk lamp to match. I also had a huge mural hand painted on one wall, that made it look as if you were on the bridge in command of a spaceship and looking out into space, with an intergalactic war being fought beyond.

      The rest of the walls were a muted shade of grey to continue the theme, with artwork, posters and other bits of my geek collection on display. There was even a light my mum had painted to look like the Deathstar that was actually a lamp bought at Ikea that opened up when you pulled on the hanging switch. Then, in one corner, I even had a giant floor pillow that was a Millennium Falcon and was basically the size of a bed. There was also another wall that held nothing but blueprints for Starfleet ships, all framed and arranged around the biggest one in the middle, that being the Enterprise.

      But then, continuing the homage to my other geek loves in the world, there was a bookcase made to look like a Hobbit door, still containing my favourite collection of research books in my field. Not surprising really as I used to spend most of my time studying, with little else to do. There was also another shelving unit in a Harry Potter style with two shelves each in the colours of the different houses, Gryffindor obviously being my chosen house after taking an online test, because unfortunately the sorting hat wasn’t real. This housed all my favourite movie memorabilia, which was more extensive than the ones now displayed in Lucius’ private cave.

      I even had a Doctor Who rug which was a giant Tardis, and surrounded the open doorway that led into my private bathroom and beyond that into my large walk in closet. One that was admittedly more than half the size of my flat back in Twickenham. Two places I had spent the next hour in getting ready and picking out one of the many dresses my Aunty Sophia had filled one whole wall of my closet with.

      And it was one of those dresses that I also ran my hands down now as I took in a deep breath before entering the VIP. Of course, this time I had dressed with only one person in mind, and he was the first face I had seen sat at my father’s table with features set in stone as if tense while waiting for me to arrive.

      I took another look down at myself and couldn’t help but question my choice of dress for what seemed like the millionth time. It was a pink blush coloured, knee length dress with a black sheer overlay. It had a pretty and delicate black lace top that was made up from two sections of material over lapping, creating a V neck. It was also what would have been classed as a ‘booby top’ if it hadn’t been for the black overlay that continued up from the skirt and covered up a decent amount of my cleavage. It also meant that the top half of the dress created sheer three quarter length sleeves and cut across my collar bone with the edging being the same thick lace flowers on the top.

      As for the skirt, the lace flowers continued down, trailing off to one side where the cross over top was ruched. It was also heavily layered, where the silk blush material underneath was cut inches above the knee and the overlay finished three inches past it. This continued around to the longer tear drop design at the back that brushed the backs of my legs.

      I combined this with some simple black strappy heels, a sweep of curls twisted off to one side and what I hoped was elegant makeup to match. I had used dusky pinks over my lids, with a blend of darker shades in the creases and sides. A thin line of black liner, a swipe of mascara to darken my already long lashes and a dusky pink matt lipstick completed the look.

      But no matter how much I liked the dress or how well I thought it fit me, I still felt self-conscious wearing it. Of course, walking in late and having the whole of the VIP turn all as one to watch as I entered wasn’t exactly a confidence booster. But then again, hadn’t it been a thousand times worst when finding myself walking into Lucius’ ballroom with him stood at the centre of it all waiting for me.

      So, I took from that experience a slice of the self-confidence I gained that night and called this a piece of cake. Then, by doing so, I straightened up before taking the steps needed to reach my father’s table. Of course, I told myself not to look at Lucius, not to focus on him, not to even sneak a glance.

      Then I failed.

      As everyone on the table turned my way to watch me, they each took my dad’s lead by standing up from their seats as I approached. Which was when I finally braved a glance at Lucius seeing as he too stood, doing so now in an almost a predatory way. This was with his eyes travelling the length of me as he rose, doing so in that knowing way. It was the look of a man who knew what lay beneath the material and was currently focusing more on the recollection of naked skin he looked to have memorised when last exploring it. His hooded gaze said nothing else but need, want and desire. Which was why I could feel myself blushing before I even reached the table.

      Of course, my father was dressed for the occasion as he did most nights, along with everyone else. He wore a black, three-piece suit with a black shirt and purple tie, one I knew my mother had bought him years ago and was one of his favourites for that very reason. He had also allowed a few days growth to show peppering his jawline and around his lips, creating a shadow around the lower part of his face with dark hair. Done, no doubt, as I knew my mum liked it like this and no doubt teased him about it too.

      As for my mum, she was sat next to him in her own throne style seat which was a mirror of my father’s, only being white instead of black. She was wearing a stunning purple satin floor length evening gown that fell off the shoulders with over lapping material creating a plunging neckline. One that was tamed slightly by the over lapping black velvet that edged the top and bottom parts of the dress. Her golden locks were also tamed back into a high ponytail that had been twisted and knotted in a way so as a length of waves cascaded down her back. Her makeup as usual was light, with only a slight brush of colour over her lids and tint of red to her lips, colour that mostly looked to have been kissed away already.

      Both of my parents’ eyes lit up when they saw me approach and my father took a few steps away from his seat and held out his hand for me to take to lead me up the step to the raised dais. So, I curtsied with a cheeky wink telling him,

      “Always the gentleman eh, old man?” To this he placed a large hand over his heart and feigned the hurt inflicted telling me,

      “Ouch, you wound me, little one.” I patted him on the chest as I stepped up and said,

      “You have survived worst, Pops.” My mum chuckled and my dad grumbled,

      “I am beginning to think your mother is a bad influence on you.”

      “Or the right one.” My mother replied before embracing me as I walked over to her, then telling me,

      “You look stunning, Fae.”

      “Thanks, mum,” I replied before looking around the table, to see Pip and Adam were already there and Adam was also wearing a suit. This time it was one of grey tweed with a dark red shirt beneath and grey bowtie. He straightened his glasses from where Pip had been purposely walking her fingertips along the top and tipping them crooked.

      “Little Bean,” Adam said nodding and Pip shot two imaginary guns at me and said,

      “Looking bang, bangin’ smoking hot there, PetalPants!” making me smirk before motioning to her own outfit and telling her,

      “Back at you, aunty Pip.” This was referring to her own dress that was in two parts, with the top half being a cropped halter neck top that showed off her belly. The bottom part was a full skirt that had a huge slit up one side to the waistline because obviously just showing off her belly wasn’t enough skin exposed for one night.

      The skirt part was also a navy blue and purple tartan, and the top was black leather with two rings of material roses in the same tartan as the skirt, all sewn on the top in circles around her breasts.

      Her hair was in pigtail buns with longer pieces framing her face and leather flowers pinned there, each with barbie head centres that were made up to look like mini Pips. This was complete with green and pink hair, and matching makeup, that was thick black with neon eyeliner with large flicks at the sides. Her lips also matched the theme.

      They were both sat on my mum’s side of the table, which also just happened to be at the same side as Lucius, with a single seat in between them. On my dad’s side were two empty spaces and then Takeshi, his seeker, who was also standing upon my arrival. He was a handsome Japanese man dressed as he usually was in a black and red robe style tunic top with long wide sleeves that covered his hands, combined with loose pants.

      So naturally I took one step towards my dad’s side ready to take a seat when my mum stopped me,

      “Fae, you are better sitting on this side as Sophia and Zagan said they should be back shortly.” She then nodded to the only seat free that just so happened to be next to Lucius. This then meant that I had no choice but to do two things, the first was finally look at him and the second was walk his way ready to spend the entire evening sat next to him.

      And with that one look, it meant that the first, only ended up making the second so much harder. And why?

      Because simply put, he gave new meaning to the saying…

      
        
        One Handsome Devil and Hotter than all of Hell.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Very Important Pet Peeves

          

        

      

    

    
      “Gods,” I couldn’t help but mutter to myself as hot as Hell and dangerously sexy was the only way to describe how Lucius looked. He was wearing a navy-blue suit that fit him like a glove, being tight in all the right places on his large upper body. I could also see the waistcoat beneath the jacket knowing that it too would fit him perfectly, tapering in at the waist in that delicious way.

      He wore a crisp white shirt beneath it, open at the neck, with no tie and he lowered his gaze enough to pull his shirt cuffs further down past the jacket sleeves as if using this as a reason to hide his knowing smirk. This gave me a glimpse of both the black skull cufflinks and black leather glove he was never seen without. Even his hair had been styled back and his face freshly shaven for the occasion. It was also a look that slammed me right back to the first night I had stepped foot inside Transfusion seven years ago. The intimidation level was most certainly that high.

      He was utterly stunning and right there and then, it felt as though I had lost all claim to him. Because we were no longer in his domain, in his Kingdom under his rule. No, we were in my father’s and here he was back to being the forbidden fruit I had only ever dreamed of possessing me. Which was why, looking at Lucius, I swear I didn’t know whether to run or just keep standing there like a cartoon character with my mouth open, my tongue lolling out and my eyes bulging from my head.

      But then he looked right back at me and his look said it all, he wanted to know what I was going to do next. But then something in my gaze must have indicated my hesitation. Maybe it was the fight or flight response he was seeing. The one that was currently swinging more to the flight side of the spectrum, because suddenly Lucius pulled out the chair next to him and said,

      “What are you waiting for Fae, I think you know that I won’t bite you by now?” There were some chuckles around the table and Adam purposely chose that moment to kiss Pip the second she opened her mouth to say something that most likely would have blown our cover. I laughed in a way that was total bullshit and mumbled a,

      “Yeah, I know.” Then I walked over towards where the seat was waiting for me and Lucius, acting now as gentlemanly as my father, held the back of the chair out for me. It took me back to what might have been classed as our first unofficial date when he had done the same for me in his favourite restaurant. I mumbled a thank you as I took my seat and the moment I was down, he pushed it in towards the table and whispered so only I would hear,

      “Now, as for later...”  This was said as an addition to his biting comment and I quickly looked up at him over my shoulder, watching as he re-took his seat along with everyone else now that I was settled in mine. I nearly choked when he winked at me. Oh yeah, ‘cause this night was going to be easy…NOT!

      But then he also must have seen how tense I was, as he turned my way slightly and said under his breath,

      “Relax, Pet.”  I gave him a strained look in return and then the second I felt my dad’s eyes on us, I said quickly,

      “Sorry, I was late, did I miss much?” Alright, maybe I should have taken Lucius’ advice seeing as my voice came out a little higher pitched than normal. But hopefully my dad would simply put this down to the stress of the day, or more like the last few weeks. Which also made me wonder…exactly how much of what had been going on or had happened had Lucius told my dad?

      “Only your mother trying to convince me it would not be healthy to have you sent straight to a Scottish tower and surround it by guards and have no one enter until the threat has passed,” my father said making me sigh before telling him in a serious tone,

      “Then I am inclined to agree with her.”

      “Um, funny, as Luc said the same thing,” my father said in a way that seemed to be questioning why, before taking a sip of his drink, one that was smooth honey amber in colour, so was no doubt some expensive scotch. That was when my mum placed a hand on my dad’s arm and said,

      “That’s because it’s as barbaric now as it was when you used to threaten to do the same with me. Which does make me wonder when you will realise that us ‘little women’ do tend to have a problem with the idea of being locked up like the family crown jewels that need protecting.” My dad simply put down his drink and told her,

      “Fuck the family jewels woman, you are my Electus!” he snapped making my mum quickly remind him,

      “Yes, and if you recall I am also an Electus that has proven time and time again that she can protect herself.” My father growled at this, especially when she patted him on the cheek in a teasing way that most with their sanity intact wouldn’t have dared to do, considering my dad’s temper.

      “Seriously, I used to think your father was one step away from becoming a caveman and just hitting me over the head with a big club before dragging my blonde ass back to some cave somewhere,” my mum said laughing, making my dad grumble,

      “Yes, and simpler times those were, I’ve no doubt.”

      “Oh, trust me, my broody King, I very much doubt women back then were much different, they just took their time and struck at the right opportunity, knowing when to bite back,” my mum replied making everyone laugh, all except my dad and Luc. No, instead my dad simply caught my mum at the back of her neck and pulled her to him for a secret promise,

      “I will be reminding you of these words later…when I will make you pay for them with those witty lips of yours.”  Her reaction was to melt as was usual, at the same time biting her lip, whilst mine was to groan aloud, raise a hand and say,

      “You do remember your daughter’s home, right…and like, right here?” I then waved at them both, making my mum chuckle and my dad say,

      “And?”

      “And I do not need you two painting pictures in my head that no daughter should ever have, only to need therapy to try and remove them,” I said making mum laugh before my dad argued,

      “Is it not healthier for you to see your parents in love?”

      “In love, most definitely…announcing what you are going to do to one another later in the bedroom whilst mum feels you up under the table in front of your daughter…as yes mum, I see you…” At this she blushed and coughed a little before shamefully bringing her hand back up from under the table like a child that had been caught stealing cookies from the cookie jar.

      “…then that would be a no. But hey, mazel tov and all, on what is blindingly obvious a cracking sex life but as far as having your daughter trying to function in every day society, without my random answers to things being, ‘Oh yes, I am ready to order dessert now, but first, did you know my parents still shag like bunnies, oh yeah, the death by chocolate cake sounds like a good choice right about now, thanks’…then I suggest that be the first thing you protect me against, Pops,” I said making Pip burst out laughing, along with my mum who started snorting uncontrollably. Even my dad laughed, and I smirked because hey, making people laugh felt good. But then I felt Lucius’ hand grasp my leg under the table and I swear I nearly shot out of my seat.

      “Then I promise to pay for the best therapist money can buy for there is no will on Earth, Heaven or Hell that could prevent me from being as I am with your mother,” was my dad’s reply and Lucius muttered under his breath at me, before taking a swig of his beer,

      “I know the feeling, only with your daughter.”  Then he squeezed my thigh tighter to emphasise his point and I sucked in a quick breath before putting my hand under the table to try and pry his fingers off me. An attempt that seemed pointless when trying to prevent Lucius getting what he wanted. So, naturally, this was to no avail, as he simply turned to me and mouthed the word,

      ‘Sneaky,’ then slapped my leg the same time he moved his chair back to hide the sound, before going right back to holding it again, and the warning was clear. Meaning, I had no choice but to go back to pretending it wasn’t even there…something that was most definitely easier said than done! I also had to wonder why my father hadn’t heard what he had muttered under his breath, as for a supernatural, then they would easily have heard this with their heightened senses.

      So, the question in my mind became…was he controlling certain aspects of people in the room? I had been told of his extraordinary powers of mind control before and even heard that it was once used on my dad. But seeing as this witch had the power to make those rogues immune, along with humans who stood with them, then I was yet to see it fully in action.

      “Gee Pops, thanks for the offer and all, but I think I will just stick to closing my eyes, singing la, la, la and believing the stork delivered me to your door,” I said and before thinking about it I grabbed Lucius’ beer and tipped the bottleneck my dad’s way before taking a long swig. Of course, my eyes widened as I was still mid swallow, thinking shit, shit, shit! However, it was Lucius who came to my rescue as he burst out laughing and swiped the bottle from me, telling me,

      “Like I keep telling you, little Draven, that one is mine…By the Devil’s hands, but I don’t know what you have been teaching your daughter, Dom, but she keeps stealing my drinks,” Lucius said, now giving reason to the action and making a joke of it. Which, thankfully, made my dad smile and lose the questioning look I saw starting to brew. My mum, however, strangely was smirking at the comment, like I often found her doing when watching us…did she know something like Pip had suggested?

      “Get this girl a drink before I find myself dry!” Lucius shouted with a gesture of his hand in the air, gaining a waitress named Candra’s attention. Of course, Candra was also a stunningly, beautiful brunette with blue streaks in her hair and someone I wanted to hate the second she winked at Lucius. But then I couldn’t, because I had known her since being a child and she was actually a really nice Angel. Plus, she had no clue that we were together, so as far as she was concerned Lucius was just a single hot King who might be in need of some company to help warm his bed for the night. Meaning Lucius was right…

      This was painful.

      Which was why, by the time she came back with a beer for me, one Lucius had ordered, the second he thanked her and she flirted back, I grabbed his leg this time and squeezed as hard as I could. But then when he smirked and asked,

      “Candra isn’t it?” I used my nails and dug in to make my point, giving Candra a strained smile in return, before telling her,

      “I think my mum could do with a top up.” She bowed her head at me and said,

      “Yes, Princess,” thus making me wince at the title.

      Lucius, obviously feeling smug, took another swig of his beer and at the same time his free hand left my leg to cover my own hand instead. I had expected to feel him trying to peal my fingers from him but instead he shifted my hand further up until I could feel for myself the obvious bulge behind his suit trousers. My hand tensed and I tried to pull back, but with his hand covering mine it wasn’t easy without making shit look obvious. So, I looked desperately around the table and suddenly stood so I could bow to Takeshi and Lucius had no choice but to let me go.

      “Mana no ketsujo o yurushite. Konbanwa, Ohayo gozaimasu,” I said starting off with ‘forgive my lack in manners’ and finishing it with an evening greeting in Japanese. He bowed in return and granted me a soft smile before telling me I had caused no offence and then went on to ask me how I was in the same language.

      “That’s it, my next year’s resolution is to learn more languages!” My mum declared making me laugh as it was the same complaint I had heard many times before. Along with my dad’s reply, as he took my mum’s hand from where she had banged it on the table at her declaration and started kissing it, after saying,

      “I believe, wife of mine, that I have spent a good few years trying to teach you…alas, to no avail” At this she rolled her eyes and said,

      “Yes, well, that is because you are too distracting.”

      “And what is it that distracts you, my love?” my dad asked in that tone, one I knew was flirtatious and only ever reserved for my mum. She snorted a scoff like she typically did and counteracted,

      “Ha, yeah like you don’t know!” His eyes flashed purple for a few seconds as they usually did when banter was on the cards between them and replied with feigned confusion,

      “I am but at a loss, Sweetheart, so why not enlighten me.”

      “Oh yeah, that’s all you need, your ego stroking,” was her answer. To which my father replied not as quietly as I would have liked when cupping her cheek and pulling her closer,

      “It’s not my ego you can stroke, Vixen.”

      “By the Gods, I swear, it’s like I am not even here?” I muttered as I took an even longer swig of my drink, wishing now it was something stronger that burned when it went down just to give my brain something else to concentrate on.

      “I see you, Jelly Bean…Jelly Bean?” Pip said offering me a sweet from the packet she had in her hand and smiling, showing me that she now had a green one stuck in between her teeth where her gap was.

      “You keep eating them by mistake, don’t you?” I asked her before she sucked it back in her mouth creating the gap again, whilst answering,

      “Yup, sure do!” Then she grabbed a red one and stuffed it in the gap again after chewing. Meanwhile, my mum was still complaining about languages.

      “You know, I never had any problem learning Spanish, so what does that tell you?” she asked complaining and making me smile.

      “That clearly you were more focused back then,” was my dad’s reply, making her snap back,

      “Oh, I have focus, Draven, in fact I have it in spades and buckets and hidden vaults full, that is not the issue,” she said making me chuckle and shake my head, before commenting,

      “Then perhaps too much focus…in the wrong places.” My dad chuckled and my mum faked a scowl at me before telling me,

      “Hey, you’re on my side, remember?”

      “Am I?” I teased back,

      “Yes, you’re a girl, therefore we are on the same team…plus you’re not too old for me to ground you,” she teased back and with a smirk in place I replied,

      “I’m pretty sure I am but…auch immer du sagst, Mutter.” This of course made Lucius laugh as I had said, ‘whatever you say, Mother’ in German. My mum, in response, pretended I was in trouble by shaking the neck of her usual Corona at me tutting, and muttering before taking a swig,

      “Bloody Draven smartass genes.”

      “I heard that, little one,” my dad said on a playful growl taking her fingers in his hand and biting the tips. So, in return, she pulled his hand closer and bit the fist around her hand making him fake a silent ‘Oww’ before she silently, mouthed back, ‘Baby’.

      “Aww, aren’t they just adorable?” Pip commented in a breathy dreamy way with her head now held in the frame of her hands and her elbows to the table.

      “Oh, just darling,” I commented drily making Lucius again chuckle next to me.

      “And like I said, my focus isn’t the issue,” my mum went back to saying.

      “Entonces que es, carino?” my dad asked in Spanish, meaning, ‘Then what is, Sweetheart?’, a language my mum actually knew, hence the reason he picked it.

      “Well, for starters, my Spanish teacher was in his sixties and looked like one of the Twits.” Everyone frowned in question except me, as Roald Dahl wasn’t exactly in the Afterlife library. Of course, I knew the story from my mum who used to read it to me as a child, meaning I was the only one who burst out laughing.

      “What’s a Twit?” Pip asked making me tell her,

      “A book about a crazy couple that are disgusting to look at and are horrible to each other…don’t worry, you would love it.” At this she nudged Adam and muttered only two words,

      “Amazon prime.” This made Adam roll his eyes before getting out his phone and muttering,

      “Time to make the richest human, even richer.” I chuckled at this, as technically my father was actually the richest man alive, it was just that no one knew it but his people. But then, being thousands of years old and for most of them being known as a King even in the human world, well then it was no wonder really as he had investments older than most the buildings in England.

      “So, this Twit fella?” Pip asked my mum who replied,

      “Basically, he had a beard so long he would sometimes come to class without realising he had cornflakes in it, he used to scratch his ass as if he wore a thong and smelled like mould, so I am pretty sure he lived in his attic…that, my dear, is why.” She said this last part directed at my dad, making us all burst out laughing and Pip ask,

      “Sounds like a fun guy to me, but why weren’t you focused on that?!”

      “Yes, well, he also had the personality of a hermit that would throw a travel book at you if you knocked on the door, hence why it was easy to focus on the actual learning part of the class,” she told Pip.

      “And why was that, Mum?” I asked.

      “Well, nobody wanted him to come close to them because he smelled so bad, the only way that wouldn’t happen was if people actually handed in their work and legged it out of class at the end,” my mum replied making my dad laugh before pulling her in for a kiss, whispering over her lips,

      “I can think of other ways to help you concentrate.” She raised a brow at him in question, to which he whispered this time,

      “Class Incentives.”  This made her bite her lip. So, once again I closed my eyes, placed my hands over my ears and repeated,

      “La, la, la… the storks are real!” This made my mum stick her tongue out at me like a child and say,

      “You will understand one day, Fae, when you find yourself a man.” Then she winked at me, but I just rolled my eyes and said,

      “Yes, and does that mean I could get my own back without Dad wanting to kill this mystery person when he is whispering sexual sweet nothings in my ear?”

      “Yes,” was my mum’s reply.

      “No,”  was my dad’s firmer reply and I had to say, it was one way to drive my point home to Lucius. But of course, everyone laughed except him, who instead downed half his bottle, looking thoughtful whilst doing it.

      “That’s what I thought and precisely why I am in no rush to bring a guy home for dinner, especially one where the tour of the house would include comments like, ‘let me show you my dungeon’ or better yet, ‘and now for my weapon collection’,” I said making my dad laugh before shrugging his shoulders and telling me,

      “Fathers protect their daughters, Amelia, it’s what we do.” I opened my mouth to argue that point, when suddenly Lucius did it for me.

      “Or they teach them to protect themselves and trust in their capability to do just that,” he said whilst putting down his bottle and looking straight at my father with nothing short of a challenge. Pip even whistled as you would when a fight was about to break out on the school yard. Adam wisely clamped a hand over her mouth and when she looked back over her shoulder at him, he just shook his head telling her no.

      My father took a deep breath and calmly placed down his drink before addressing Lucius on his comment.

      “You seem to take a great deal of interest in my daughter and her capabilities, for since you arrived here you have had a lot to say about them,” my dad said making me shoot a look at Lucius and before I could stop myself, I asked,

      “You have?” However, he ignored my question, or the way he could no doubt hear the pounding of my heart in my chest.

      “As would you, had you seen for yourself first-hand exactly what she is capable of,” was his reply, making my mum secretly smile, even though my dad was doing anything but.

      “I know what my daughter is capable of!” he snapped losing his cool. Now Lucius, on the other hand, was keeping his firmly in check like he usually did. Even when he said,

      “Bullshit.”

      “Lucius, stop it,” I hissed, which was something he ignored again and his fist clenched around his beer bottle.

      “Excuse me?” my father said dangerously, leaning forward and my mum’s hand moved to rest on his forearm before squeezing it as way of containing his rage.

      “You heard me, Dom.”

      “You don’t think I know my own daughter?!” he snapped, and I muttered,

      “Oh, here we go.”

      “No, in fact, I don’t think you do, for if you did, then you would most likely let her lead your armies!” Lucius snapped back making me suck in a shocked breath, because in this house, then it was one of the nicest things anyone had ever said about me. Because no matter how much I knew my parents loved me, all I had wanted was enough respect to feel a part of their world. Which was the biggest battle of all and one that continued when my father snapped cruelly,

      “Is that a fucking joke!?” I hissed air between my teeth at the blow and my mum snapped,

      “Dom!” But my father was too far gone to realise how far he was taking this, so the argument continued,

      “The only joke is how blind you have become to the fact, Dom,” Lucius replied but it didn’t matter because my dad had the last blow before I exploded and it happened the second he threw back at him,

      “She’s a fucking human, that is fact enough for me!” My mum even sucked in a startled breath and snarled,

      “Dominic!”  But it was me that put a stop to it after officially losing my shit.

      “ENOUGH!” I shouted erupting out of my chair and slamming my hands down on the table, causing everyone in the room to shut up and take notice.

      “Amelia, what is…?”

      “NO! I said enough and that is what I fucking meant!” I snapped cutting my dad off quickly and continuing even after he said,

      “Now listen to me, my girl, you do not get to speak to me…”

      “Well, that’s where you’re wrong, dad, as I am not a child and therefore you don’t get to treat me like one! You want my respect, then try earning it, because Lucius is right, you have no idea what I am capable of! But then again, you never will know because all you see me as is some weak little human you had by mistake, instead of my golden balls brother!” I said panting and my mother covered her mouth with her hands in shock and my father actually looked as if I had slapped him! So, I calmly kicked my chair back and snapped,

      “Now, if you will excuse me, I think I will go and join my own kind, after all, it’s where I feel more welcome!” Then I walked over to my mum, kissed her cheek and said,

      “Sorry, mum.” Then I continued on despite my father growling my name in warning and walked down the steps of Afterlife without looking back. And by the time I got to the bottom of them I was shaking I was so angry.

      Meaning that I ignored all the startled and gossiping looks from a club full of people and walked straight to the bar to order myself a drink, one much stronger than beer this time.

      So, when a barman came and took my order, there was only one thing on the menu…

      
        
        “Tequila.”
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      The second Amelia was up out of her seat so was I, with the full intent of going after her, damning all the consequences of doing so! But then I wasn’t the only one as Dom was also out of his seat and now looking at me in both a challenging and questioning way. However, it was when Keira slammed her bottle down, rose out of her chair and snapped,

      “You two sit your asses down whilst I go and deal with this!” But when neither of us did, she then allowed that slice of power to slither from beneath her fingertips, making all glassware on the table start to shake, rattling along the onyx top. Then she hissed one word with her eyes turning black and dangerous,

      “Now!”

      Wisely her husband decided it was perhaps best to listen to her and even though I could have controlled this demonic side of her, being the one who sired her, I too decided against it. This was only out of respect I had for the girl and also the fact that she was mostly likely the best person in this situation to comfort her daughter’s outburst. An outburst that had been more than warranted. Something Keira also knew if the way she turned those deadly eyes to Dom and said in a dark tone,

      “And you had better have your apology at the ready…”

      “I will not, for I have done nothing…” Dom started to say, but Keira cut him off and when doing so, the sound of everyone’s glasses cracking drove her point home.

      “You were in the wrong and you will apologise, Dominic, so help me God or tonight you will find yourself sleeping on the damn couch!” Then with that, she stormed off angrily, ignoring the way he said her name in hopes of containing her fury. However, she ignored him and instead continued on towards the staircase, slightly skidding on a heel. Because not even her clumsiness would cease its antics in the face of her anger and any other time the sight would have made me smirk.

      Dom then held the bridge of his nose in frustration before his gaze snapped to mine and he demanded in a demonic growl,

      “You and me…office, now!”

      “With fucking pleasure!” I snapped back slapping my hands down on the table and pushing back my chair before I simply exploded out of it and destroyed the fucker! Then I walked away from the table with Dom mirroring my actions, doing so now to the sound of Pip asking,

      “What just happened?”

      Then, as we both very near cracked the floor with our determined steps from the VIP, this was the moment Sophia and her husband Zagan appeared.

      “Now where is that gorgeous niece of mine?” she asked as Dom’s only answer was a growl down at her and my own was a snarled,

      “Ask your hothead brother!” She looked confusingly between the both of us for a moment and then turned to Zagan,

      “Seriously, we have been gone for what…two days?” We both ignored her comment and continued on back through the double doors, entering his home. Then we stopped at the first door on the right that led straight into his office. Once inside he took his angry ass over to his desk and slammed the door with his mind, making it rattle on its hinges. Something that I knew with his temper, had he touched it, then it would have been in pieces. Although, I had to say, he wasn’t the only one close to losing his shit, as my usual calm facade was slipping and fucking fast at that!

      But then again, it usually was where Amelia was concerned, as it seemed losing your head was an occupational hazard when finding your Chosen One…something right now I had to try not to do.

      “Now, would you like to explain to me what the fuck that was?!” Dom snapped, getting right to it and in that moment, I wanted nothing more than to tell him to go fuck himself, as I explained myself to no-one! But then Amelia’s heartbroken face came to mind and the second my memory reminded me of the sight, I knew I couldn’t burn her bridges just yet. So, I took a deep breath and told him,

      “It was exactly what it fucking looked like.”

      “Yeah, well what it looked like was you interfering in my private family life when you have no fucking right or say, to do so!” I curled my lip at that, once I wisely turned my back on him after first raking a hand through my hair before facing him again. Because I was furious and quickly finding it was getting harder to keep a lid on it. So, for those short quick seconds I focused on anything in the room but the man I had to face, once my king and now father to the girl I was in love with.

      The room was as I remembered it, a long open room with the same bare pale stone walls that ran throughout his home. A huge carved desk was situated off to one side with a heavy seat behind it ready for his ass to calm down and sit in it! A small seating area was on the other side with a fucking Gods awful teal velvet sofa that screamed the likes of his sister. Stone pillars connected to the arched ceiling above and stood like sentinels throughout the space. Then, at the far side opposite the door, was a wall of glass. It was one that folded back and led onto an open, arched balcony that at the moment showed black skies and stormy weather. A sight that mirrored both of our moods which was why I reminded him,

      “You brought her reaction on yourself! I was merely making a point.” I told him wanting to say oh so much fucking more!

      “Yeah, and a fucking big one it was, Luc! Which begs the most important question as to why?”

      “Why?” I repeated the question knowing that I was stalling for time and I hated the fact that I even needed to.

      “Yes, why, or is being questioned now so much of a foreign concept for you these days, for I am owed the fucking answer!?” Dom snapped and in turn so did I.

      “I don’t owe you shit!” I snarled at him, making his demon growl back in return.

      “What the fuck do you want from me anyway, I kept the girl safe and just because I made a point to speak on her behalf, you think you have the right to make fucking demands of me!”

      “She is my daughter,” was his answer, whereas mine should have been, ‘and she is my Chosen One!’ Something that felt like swallowing a bag of nails and demon teeth when not being able to say it.

      “That maybe so, but you do not get to throw allegations my way and to what exactly…what the fuck are you implying, because if you are, then just come out and fucking say it already?!” I snapped.

      “Who is it that is dating my daughter!?” I frowned at this and couldn’t help but jerk back a little.

      “Excuse me?!” Was he fucking joking?!

      “You heard me,” he snapped telling me that he wasn’t.

      “Yes, I did but that doesn’t mean I fucking understand you!” I told him thinking that this was the Gods’ version of taking the piss and amusing themselves.

      “I know you know who it is and I swear if it is one of your own and you are protecting them, then I will find out and guess who I will hold accountable when I do!” he said and I swear I couldn’t help myself but I actually laughed! Because the irony of it all was most definitely worth the reaction.

      “You think this is fucking funny?!” he snapped, and I dragged a hand at the back of my neck and released another disbelieving laugh before telling him,

      “By you asking me who is dating your daughter, then yeah, I think it’s fucking hilarious!” I told him boldly, making him slam a fist down on his desk and roar,

      “I will kill him!”

      “Oh, relax Dom, you will do no such thing, even if he existed,” I told him having no reaction at all to his outburst, coming to expect it by now.

      “No, you think I wouldn’t?” he challenged.

      “No, I don’t.” I told him boldly and before he could say anything more on the matter, I reminded him of exactly what would happen if he did…or try, seeing as that fucker was me.

      “Not unless you want to lose Amelia and never see your daughter again,” I reminded him and his outburst, making him finally get a hold on his rational thoughts and start using them.

      “Besides, what is the harm if she is?” I asked knowing that I was walking a fine line here with this question, but I had a point of my own to make.

      “Are you fucking serious?” he barked, making me roll my eyes before trying for reason.

      “You’re the one who fucking threw the fact that she is human in her face like a fucking insult.” He growled low before raking a hand through his hair hard enough I was surprised he didn’t rip the fuckers out.

      “I didn’t mean it like that!” he argued and unbelievably, I knew it as well, despite how it sounded to Amelia.

      “No, you didn’t but nevertheless, that is how she took it and that was exactly how it sounded,” I reminded him leaning back on one of the pillars in the room, now taking in a man who looked guilty and was frustrated by the fact, which was why he hissed,

      “Fuck.”  Then dragged a hand down his face.

      “Look, I am not telling you how to be a father, Dom, I am simply pointing out that by her dating one of our own would in fact mean prolonging her life in the very same way you originally planned with Keira…after all, she is destined for someone and I very much fucking doubt he is human.” At this he finally started to think on my words, and I had to say he looked torn between hating the idea and focusing on the benefits it would bring.

      “I am not ready for that,” he admitted making me unable to help scoff a laugh before telling him,

      “Perhaps she is.”

      “So, there is someone!” he snapped making me decide it was time to back track.

      “That is not what I am saying.” At this he seemed to relax a little but not enough that he didn’t see past my obvious interference.

      “You seem to take a great deal of interest in this?!” he asked suspiciously and this was when I knew I had to give way to caution. So, I shrugged my shoulders casually and told him,

      “During our time together then I will confess I felt somewhat responsible for her,” I confessed and continued quickly knowing what I said next would make him think twice about questioning me again.

      “Something which I will assume is acceptable to you, seeing as it is undeniably better for your sake when making choices that benefit her safety, than doing so based on thoughts of indifference for the life I am charged with protecting whilst in my kingdom.” At this he scoffed once but the lack of response told me I had hit a nerve for he knew my words to be true.

      But then I also found myself adding more for I couldn’t let it go unsaid, hinting at my feelings for her and testing the waters so to speak.

      “Besides, she has an infectious nature and I enjoy her company, for I feel as though during this time we have developed a friendship. One she seems reluctant to show in fear that you would…well, behave as you are now.” I told him hoping this would account for any further contact or conversation together and not fuel his suspicion.

      “What else do you expect? She is my only daughter,” he said as he deflated into his office chair like a father who had no clue what the fuck he was doing.

      “I expect nothing…but Amelia on the other hand, well my best guess is that she expects the respect she believes she deserves through her past actions and proving herself more than capable to be a part of our world,” I told him in a calm tone now that his own rage had simmered somewhat.

      “She is my world! She should know that!” was his reply and as sentimental as it was, the proof of his words had yet to be shown.

      “I am not speaking of the love of a father, Dom.”

      “Then what?! I give that girl everything she needs!” was his argument and in that moment, I wanted to ask if he really was that clueless. He was speaking merely of material possessions, when all she needed from him cost nothing but trust given. Which was why I challenged,

      “Everything?”

      “She is human, Luc, what the fuck would you do?” Oh yeah, he understood me now.

      “Fuck, Dom, have you actually seen this girl fight!?” I told him making him sigh and shake his head as if it wasn’t enough, so I told him,

      “Look, a few weeks ago I would have been with you on locking her in some fucking tower somewhere and throwing away the key. But since then the things I have seen her do, well fuck me, I am over two thousand years old but even I am fucking astounded!” I told him and he raised his eyes to mine now looking hopeful.

      “You don’t exaggerate?”

      “When have you ever known me to?” I answered his question with one of my own and again he started to look thoughtful.

      “She’s that good?” he asked and I laughed without humour and told him,

      “In all your years, Dom, all your fucking years, have you ever witnessed a human girl bring down a trained killer with nothing but a piano stool and a fucking pencil?!” I asked him, making his eyes widen before asking in return,

      “She really did that?”

      “Fuck yeah, she did and that was after dispatching the threat of another with shaving foam and then killing another with a lamp cord that nearly severed his head! Now, if that isn’t skill, then I don’t know what is, because it’s that or your daughter has more lives than a fucking cat in Hell!”

      “I know my daughter has skills, Luc, that is not an issue here.”

      “Then what the fuck is?” I questioned in a dumbfounded tone.

      “They were all human, and as you know in our world then being a good fighter is not enough.” Okay, so he had a point, but there was more he didn’t yet know.

      “I would have agreed with you, had I not only days ago witnessed her being surrounded by rogues and killing them without gaining a fucking scratch, two of which Liessa told me she did with a fucking shoe and a sink!”

      “Fuck!” he hissed as if he could barely get his head around the idea.

      

      “So, you tell me, Dom, don’t you think she deserves a little more credit and belief in the ability to take care of herself?” I asked, knowing that I had driven my point home, especially when his head fell to his hands and he muttered,

      “Fuck me…she did all that?”

      “Saw it in the flesh, Dom, along with the one she used my own sword to impale before I freed him of his head,” I replied making him shake his own as if he was trying to picture it all. I knew this when he said,

      “I knew she had skills, but Gods, I had no idea it was to that level.”

      “Yeah, well, don’t even get me started on how many bones she has broken in between those mentioned and more,” I commented thinking back to it myself and now shaking my own head.

      “She certainly sounds resourceful.”

      “Oh yeah, she’s resourceful alright, for there should be a whole new word invented for what that little girl of yours is!” I replied scoffing a laugh once more and thinking about Pip’s bloody keepsake from the plane ride here.

      “You respect her?” he surmised and I didn’t bat an eye or let it go more than a heartbeat before I told him,

      “Fuck yeah, I do, as do the rest of my council, for there is more.”

      “Gods, but what else could there be!?” he asked in a tone that was pure disbelief.

      “She saved Liessa from the Mercs and for my Enforcer, I think you know what that means.” Dom hissed and said,

      “Caspian vowed a soul of life to my daughter?”

      “He did, and one she tried to give back telling him that the next time he wanted to say thanks, for him to trying doing so with flowers or chocolates.” Dom laughed at this and said,

      “She certainly has her mother’s humour all right.”

      “And her strength of will and courage,” I added because it was true…in fact, I was in mind to believe she even surpassed it at times.

      “You really do admire her, don’t you?” I shrugged my shoulders and played it as cool as I was capable of doing in that moment,

      “She reminds me of a stubborn King I used to work for once.” And I wasn’t lying, for as much as Dom and I had been faced with our issues, those grown from the seeds of his betrayal, our battle was long over. And as for now, well then, I couldn’t help but remember our time spent as brothers at arms, rather than those spent as enemies at war. But he also had to understand that now we were stood on equal ground and he wasn’t the only one with a Kingdom to rule. And seeing as now those Kingdoms were about to cross, and in a big way, then it would seem that we were all in this shit together whether we liked it or not.

      But getting back to daughters like their mothers, I told him,

      “And speaking of stubborn…I suggest bracing yourself, Dom, for your wife is on her way up here and is on the warpath,” I told him as he had obviously been too deep in thoughts to sense her coming like I had. But then, as her Sire, perhaps it meant my senses to such were slightly quicker than his own.

      Dom’s head snapped up and he took a deep breath, as if doing as I suggested by bracing himself. Because seconds later the door was being opened by a blonde fury who looked similar to the day she squared off to a God and won.

      “Just what the Hell do you think you two jackasses were playing at in there!?” she roared slamming the door and this time the wood cracked. Not that she noticed the lightning bolt splitting the length, being too far gone in her rage to do so.

      “Keira!” Dom said in warning and I swear I almost laughed for the good it did him.

      “Don’t you Keira me in that tone! Do you know how much you just upset our daughter, and one, may I remind you, that is barely fucking here to begin with?!” she snapped back, now holding her arms rigid and hands balled into small fists.

      “She took my words…”

      “As the insult it sounded, Draven!” she said cutting him off and I always questioned why she chose to call him mainly by his last name. I had done so myself after the discovery, but that was done so in mocking when…well, admittedly I wanted to piss the bastard off.

      Dom sighed before getting to his feet and no doubt spending the time trying to ask the Gods to grant him the patience in dealing with his angry wife.

      “I did not mean it as an insult, and she should not think of it that way,” he said and after speaking with him of his fears then I had to say, I was starting to feel sorry for the man.

      “Then go bloody tell her that, because tonight you just broke your daughter’s heart and in all honestly, I am not sure that my own survived the experience unscathed.” Dom’s entire body jerked as if he had just been struck and now that father’s worry turned into something much more profound. Which was why, before she even had chance to physically react, he was around his desk and in front of her in a heartbeat, taking hold of her face by cupping her cheek to then utter a whispered term of endearment,

      “My heart.” Keira closed her eyes and held herself rigid, unable to yield just quite yet.

      “I will fix this,” he said and I hid my knowing grin. Because if there was a single person in this world who had the power to bring Dom to his knees then it was his wife…and in all honesty,

      I, unashamedly, knew the feeling.

      “You’d better, Draven, or I swear…”

      “I will fix it, I swear it, my love,” Dom said not letting her finish, and no doubt too afraid that she would.

      “You get that you were in the wrong here…right?” she asked raising a brow as if surprised that she didn’t have more of a fight on her hands at convincing him of that fact.

      “I was, as I spoke too harshly and should have handled the situation…”

      “Like a father, not a king,” Keira finished off for him and this time he was the one closing his eyes before he nodded. Especially when with tears in her eyes she said in a quiet tone,

      “It feels as if I have already lost one child, and I refuse to lose another…do you understand what I am saying?” Dom took a deep painful breath and told her whilst placing his forehead to hers,

      “I do…I do, my wife.”

      After this moment between them, Dom looked back at me and told me,

      “I thank you for your council once again, my old friend, for it seemed to be what I was in need of, and our daughter is in your debt also for speaking up on her behalf when she could not.” And with his words being said, then I had to confess that throughout it all was when I found it the hardest not to speak the truth.

      To not be granted the freedom to tell him that Amelia would never be in debt to me, for she was the other half of my soul and for that, I would have done anything for her. I wanted to tell him it was my right to speak up for her and it was not done solely to be the voice of reason like he foolishly believed.

      But then there was also the other part of me that now felt as it had that fateful day Dom had betrayed me, only now, the roles had reversed, for I was the one to betray him. And one look at his wife who also knew the truth, showed the guilt my conscious felt but didn’t show. A foreign feeling that was starting to seep into my once cold heart and one only recently thawed by my Amelia.

      Because Keira too had betrayed him, doing so with the knowledge she held and yet still hadn’t spoken of once. And why, because I had asked her not to and because she owed me that loyalty. But it was also because she wanted her daughter’s happiness above all else and she knew it was one day fated that I would be the one to give it to her. A happiness that was threatened if Dom knew the truth and acted the way we both knew he would.

      Which was why, in that moment, it affected me in a way that I couldn’t stand and therefore needed to get out of this fucking office before I suddenly crossed the point of no return and told him.

      “There is no debt…now if you will excuse me,” I said in reply to his thanks, leaving then without another word and ignoring either reaction from them. After which I quickly stepped into the hallway near desperate for fucking breath! I looked both ways for the indecision of which way to go felt far too fucking profound than I would have liked.

      Because he had been free to claim his wife, yet I felt as if my queen was shackled to this place and in order to finally make her mine, I had first to figure out how to break those chains.

      Break chains and not…

      
        
        Her heart.
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Amelia

        

      

    

    
      “I’ll have the same again,” I said to the new employee that I didn’t yet know, and had I been in a better mood, then I would have most likely introduced myself and asked his name.

      But not tonight.

      “Fucking mistake,” I muttered to myself and the second the bar stool moved next to me I didn’t even glance at it, as I knew who it would be.

      “I see Lucius is rubbing off on you,” my mother commented before nodding to the barman and saying,

      “I’ll have what she’s having please, Martin.” Ah, so that was what his name was, good to know I guess. Then, before I could stop myself or the three shots before it, I said,

      “Oh, you have no idea.” Then I downed the fourth that had been put down before me, ignoring the salt and lemon like all the others and sucked in the air through my teeth at the burn.

      “You waiting until you have a whole one?” my mum asked, making me finally look at her to see her nod at all the wedges lined up on one of the fancy Afterlife branded napkins.

      “Well, you know what they say when all you have is lemons,” I commented dryly before going back to looking head on at nothing in particular and taking a swig of my beer.

      “Throw one at your father and hope one gets in his eye?” was my mother’s witty reply finally making me laugh, despite it being one that was short lived.

      “Yeah, well, you can be the one to throw it for me as I would probably just end up missing…you know, on account of being human and all,” I replied in a cutting tone that made her release a deep sigh.

      “I know this might not be much consolation here, but will it help to say that I understand what you’re going through?” This time it was my turn to release a sigh before rubbing a hand over one eye in frustration and turning my head to her, saying,

      “Why, did gramps want to throw your ass in a tower and let you die a virgin?” I asked making her scoff and obviously hiding the fact that I wasn’t one anymore.

      “Hardly, in fact I think he couldn’t wait for someone to come along and take me and your Aunty Libby off his hands,” she replied making me mutter,

      “Lucky you.”

      “Look, I get it okay, your dad takes possessive to a level even Lucifer would cringe at, but I know for a fact that he doesn’t think any less of you for being who you are, Fae,” mum said and as comforting as her words were, it also was coming from the wrong person.

      “Oh, you mean human?” I snapped making her look around at who was close by and shake her head as if trying to get through to me wasn’t going as easily as she hoped it would. So, quickly feeling guilty, I sighed and said,

      “Look mum, I know you are only trying to help, but nothing you say right now is going to make what he said okay…it didn’t back then, and it especially isn’t right now.”

      “But that’s where you’re wrong, I am not here to make excuses for him as what he said wasn’t right,” she told me putting her hand over my arm and squeezing it.

      “Then why are you here?” I asked turning to face her once more.

      “To see if my daughter is okay, because I miss her, and I love her, and I hate that you have been home for not even a day and you were made to feel like that.” She paused and shook her head as if she still couldn’t believe this had been my homecoming.

      “Mum, it’s not…” I was about to tell her that it wasn’t her fault, but she continued on,

      “…To be made to feel as if you’re not welcome here, made to feel as if there is a line between us and that Theo is somehow more important to us because he is like your father,” she said making me tear my gaze from her at the mention of my brother’s name. As let’s just say that we weren’t exactly on what you would call speaking terms and felt more like two people that just so happened to have the same parents, rather than being siblings.

      Because, once he came on the scene, that was when things got complicated and things for me changed more rapidly. And no matter how much I knew at heart it wasn’t directly his fault, my mind still blamed him. It was when I started to feel more and more like the outsider as he seemed to just step into my place and embrace the life I craved. That was why I never spoke about my brother…

      Because it was too painful.

      Now, as for my other brother, well that was where shit got even more complicated, for he just blamed everyone for what he believed was his curse. Because, whereas I craved to be one of them, he craved the opposite…

      He wanted his human life back.

      He hated and utterly loathed who he had become and the demon inside of him that was said to battle him daily for control. The demon he despised that was simply waiting to consume himed, feeding from his own hatred of what hand the Fates had dealt him.

      Thane, my brother, was complicated and broken.

      That was what they said and to be honest, I had no clue seeing as it wasn’t as though I had ever spent much time to get to know the man I called brother. However, Theo I knew. And he wasn’t complicated, and he certainly wasn’t broken.

      No, Theo was a hero.

      Thane was the runaway.

      And I…

      I was the human disappointment.

      Not that my parents would ever say as much, but really, with my father’s words spoken only four shots ago, then what else was I supposed to think? Sure, it was only earlier he had been saying how proud of me he was for flying that plane. But how long had that lasted before I was back to having being human thrown at me like an insult?

      “I’m fine, mum,” I said before lifting my empty shot glass, one etched with the club logo and shook it at Martin stood at the end of the bar, who got the hint pretty quickly.

      “Really, ‘cause you could have fooled me,” my mum commented before telling him to just leave the bottle and hold the lemon.

      “Answer me something, mum, did you ever feel torn between the two?”

      “Of course I did. I wasn’t exactly born into his world you know.”

      “Yeah, I know,” I replied but she wasn’t finished.

      “And I most certainly didn’t feel a part of it, not for a long while anyway,” she told me pouring us both another shot and showing me her leftover skills from when she worked behind the bar all those years ago. Doing so now with a little trick that looked like she made the glass disappear from her hand and ending up in the other, after drinking from the shot glass.

      “So, what changed?” I asked being curious.

      “Mainly…your father did.” I frowned at her answer and therefore asked,

      “How so?” Then she smirked at me, grabbed a piece of lemon and sucked on it before dropping it in the empty glass and telling me by getting close to my ear,

      “He found his humanity.” I gasped a little at hearing this, as what she just said felt far too profound to ever leave me. Then she gave me a kiss on the cheek and left me to continue drinking and it wasn’t alone as I would have liked. Not when I heard her talking to her posse behind me.

      “Don’t let her puke on her hair.” I rolled my eyes at this, as I heard the stools either side of me sliding back this time, before both spaces were taken up by my aunties. Both of them I adored but with that being said, then I knew this meant that my chances of drinking alone, getting shitfaced drunk and wallowing in my own self-pity, was now off the cards.

      “So come on, what did my dumb brother do this time?” My aunty Sophia said, leaning in and kissing me on my cheek as a way of welcoming me home. As usual, she looked utterly stunning and reminded me of a porcelain doll, with her utterly flawless skin and black glossy curls. Curls that at the moment were tamed and all swept off to one side. They were held there with a row of deep blue diamonds secured and clustered on a hair clip, with a few curls purposely escaping and hanging loose around her face. She also had eyes like my father, that were dark and framed with thick black lashes, with lips that always looked naturally tinted red. And like always, she was looking as though she had just stepped off some fashion runway in Paris or should I say this time, more like New York.

      Her dress was a navy-blue halter neck with a silk handkerchief style skirt that hung in pointed waves around her slim legs and was a pattern of thick and thin lines in different shades of blue. She also looked like an Angel but was, in fact, a very powerful Demon. And if the barman who came over to her had known this, then I think his reaction of awe in sight of her beauty would have been quite different.

      Of course, he then asked if she wanted a shot glass before nodding down to the bottle of Tequila. She frowned, looking slightly disgusted and said,

      “Do I look like I would drink this shit? No, get me a bottle of champagne from the reserve, please.” Martin then nodded, obviously being too tongue tied to do much else and instead turned to Pip and asked her what she would like. Pip grinned big and as if she was on autopilot said,

      “I’ll have sex on my face, please.” To which I groaned the second the poor barman looked like he was choking on his own spit,

      “Oh, Lord.”

      “Gods almighty,” Sophia said and Pip shrugged her bare shoulders and asked,

      “What…what I say?”

      “She will have any colourful fruity cocktail you have that doesn’t have the word sex in it,” Sophia asked for her, making me chuckle.

      “Gottcha,” the barman said looking thankful that she had intervened.

      “So come on, what did he do?” Sophia asked and I released a deep sigh, my millionth of the night and said,

      “How long have you got?”

      “For you, gorgeous…I’ve got an eternity,”  was her awesome reply.

      “Oh dear, do you think we will get into trouble, because do you remember that time we got Keira shitfaced just before her first wedding?” I heard Pip ask somewhere next to me, but seeing as I was now the shitfaced, drunken one, then it was kind of hazy.

      “You mean you got her shit faced, as you’re the one who gave her too much!” Sophia replied to Pip over my head, one that was currently resting against a hard surface that could have been the bar…although I wasn’t sure as things got blurry pretty quickly after my…erm, I don’t know how many shots of tequila and bottles of beer.

      “Yeah, but look at this way, at least she isn’t randy like her mother was and close to humping our legs…so win, without the second win as she is just drunk not drugged,” Pip replied making me wonder what the hell they were taking about.

      “Oh great, just great, I will remind Keira of that when she asks us why we let our niece get wasted and passed out in vomit,” Sophia commented drily making me quickly lift my head up slightly and groan,

      “Eeew.”

      “Oh, don’t worry tipsy lipsy, that’s just lemon juice off the napkin, you didn’t puke…not yet anyhayway,” Pip said making me sigh in relief before she turned her attention back to Sophia and said,

      “Yeah, but she just said not to let her puke in her hair and look…still pretty.” At the same time I felt my hair being lifted up making me giggle ‘cause it kind of tickled.

      “And plus, she’s happy, so another win to add…no?” Pip asked at what must have been Sophia shaking her head.

      “Hey, I flew a plane today, so that’s a win for me too,” I said lifting my head up and getting in on the conversation.

      “She did?” Sophia asked making Pip tell her,

      “Hell, yeah, she did, but that was after she stopped the plane getting hijacked and killed the pilot with an ice bucket…but don’t worry, he totally had it coming.”

      “Holy shit? How did I not know any of this and how the Hell’s blazing rivers do you kill a pilot with an ice bucket?!” Sophia asked, getting high pitched.

      “Firstly, you were shopping and secondly by putting it over his head and shooting him under it, of course…and trust me, it seemed very effective at 30,000 feet.”  I heard Pip add this last part in a whisper and think she did so behind her hand but couldn’t really tell as she looked too blurry. Thankfully, whilst this conversation was happening, the bar had already closed and we had been helping ourselves to drinks ever since. Meaning I had no idea how many I’d had or what time it was, but I knew I was one drink away from passing out and needed my bed regardless. Oh, and preferably before I did vomit, as I had a feeling that was still on the cards. But then, that would have been my own fault seeing as I’d only had cake and a few sandwiches before deciding to skip dinner and sleep instead.

      “Seriously sounds as if I have been missing all the fun,” Sophia complained.

      “Yup, it was Upic…get it, cause we were Up in the sky and…”

      “Yeah, I got it Pip. So, what do you wanna do, grab an arm each or call ourselves a Ragnar?” I giggled at this which ended on a hiccup and made me bump my head into the top of the bar I was still face planted against.

      “Oww,” I complained making Pip rub the spot on my forehead I had hit as she continued on with their conversation,

      “Only if we can call him a Ragnar Car…you know instead of calling a cab or…”

      “Yeah, Pip, I got it…jeez I do live with you, woman,” Sophia commented with a sigh.

      “And?”

      “And after thirty years, let’s just say that I speak Pip,” she replied, this time making me giggle.

      “You two are funny,” I said laughing again which was interrupted by another hiccup and then a burp and then finally finishing as the laugh it started off as.

      “Nice… phew this chick could burn down bridges if I’d brought a match to that party stinkfest.”

      “Oi! Who you talking about, miss? I can spell sex burping,” I complained in reply to Pip’s comment, as yes, she had already done that once and unfortunately it had been before the club had closed.

      “Yeah, I spelled it, I didn’t set it on fire…like the rain.” Pip said singing this last part.

      “Hey Adele, focus here, yeah?” Sophia snapped clicking her manicured fingers in front of Pip’s face and again, I giggled.

      “Just like when me and Lucius argued in the car, Gods, he is so hot!” I said making Pip laugh hysterically in a fake way that would have been obvious coming from anyone else that she was hiding something. But then this was Pip and she could get away with all sorts of behaviour without it being questioned. But just for good measure she also said,

      “Wow, check out this one, eh, talking that crazy talk.” I ignored Pip’s comment, one that was probably trying to get me out of giving anything away and looked at Sophia with a big daft grin and asked,

      “Do you think he knows how hot he is?” After this I heard footsteps approaching and before I could look I took Pip’s giggle as a bad sign. But then what I took as even more of a bad sign was when Sophia replied to my question,

      “Uh…I don’t know, maybe you should ask him.”

      After this came the worst and final sign and that was when the man himself spoke, now making me want to crawl behind the bar just to hide my shame.

      Especially when I heard Lucius question in that sexy voice of his…

      
        
        “Hot, am I?”
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            Hot, Drunk and Time

          

        

      

    

    
      “So hot, huh?” Lucius said and now instead of wanting to hide I threw caution to the tides of tequila and decided to embrace my drunken state.  For I quickly melted at the sight of him…because even blurry he was hot.

      “And handsome,” I said hiccupping again after it. Sophia raised a brow in question and Pip said,

      “As you can see, she’s a little three sheets to the wind…although, I have not the foggiest idea where that saying came from or what it really means…let’s ponder that a moment, don’t you think?”

      “Just in time as we were in need of some assistance,” Sophia said making him reply,

      “Yes, so I can see.” Then he picked up one of the nearly empty bottles on the bar and shook it, making the small amount at the bottom swish. I giggled, raised a hand and said,

      “Ooops, I did that.” I then gazed up at him and noticed the telling smirk on his lips as he looked back down at me, telling me he was amused.

      “So, that assistance, what we really mean is sneaking her back in her room without mummy Queenie and daddy Kingy seeing her and also making sure that she doesn’t puke on her own hair, ‘cause that part was specific,” Pip said making Lucius look even sexier when he raised a brow in question. It was just a shame she let slip about the puke bit, as that kind of ruined the cute drunk thing I had been hoping to achieve.

      So, I decided to try and prove that I was alright so he wouldn’t have to deal with ‘Elpukeo, Mistress of Tequila’ should she threaten to make an appearance, because let’s face it, no one wanted their hot boyfriend seeing that.

      “It’s fine, I am sure I can manage…right girls…whoa, why is the floor moving?” I asked the second I got down from the stool and started to sway.

      “As fun as that would be, I’m not sure it is though,” Pip said but the second I took another step I was falling as Lucius caught me and soon that floor wasn’t just moving, it was disappearing.

      “Easy now, I’ve got you,” he told me softly, meaning I was now in his arms being lifted up so he could hold me closer to his chest. Which automatically made me snuggle my head into his neck and breathe deep,

      “Mmm, you smell so good,” I hummed making him chuckle before telling me,

      “Also, good to know.”

      “Uh…I think we should come with you,” Sophia said in a tone that told us all she didn’t quite trust Lucius with her niece in his arms, especially seeing as I wasn’t exactly acting as restrained as I should appear to be. Which was why I pulled back, tried to shake my drunkenness from my mind and said,

      “Ooops, sorry Vampy.” Pip laughed at this and finally so did Sophia. Lucius also looked as though he was about to reply with something I knew he shouldn’t, but it was Pip who spoke up first, unknowingly saving us from discovery.

      “Oh, I am sure Luc can get her back. Besides, Adam and Mr Paley will be waiting for us in your playroom.” Sophia groaned at Pip’s comment and said,

      “Please stop calling him that.”

      “What, he’s Albino, and a sexy one at that…I mean, what should I call him, Mr Needs a Tan…’cause that’s a bit long?” Pip replied making me chuckle.

      “How about Zagan like everyone else does?” she recommended.

      “Well, that’s not very personal is it…hey, what do you call him, Ziggyzigan, the wannabe Spice girl…see what I did there?” Pip asked making Sophia sigh before asking,

      “Why does everyone need a nickname with you?”

      “Because it elevates people to awesome status…duh,” she said looking at me and Lucius and spinning a finger at the side of her head and mouthing,

      ‘Crazy’ in reference to Sophia’s question.

      “Alright, so what do you call Luc then?” she challenged with hands on her hips. Pip then looked us both up and down, (because I was in his arms and currently was part of that package) then she said,

      “After tonight…His Royal Hotness.” This made Lucius chuckle the second I slapped a hand to my forehead and mumbled,

      “I am never gonna live this down, am I?”

      “Oh yeah, ‘cause that’s not too long at all,” Sophia grumbled and honestly, I could feel myself sobering up by the second.

      “You know I hate to point out the obvious here, but I am pretty sure Lucius has better things to do other than holding me all night whilst you two bicker,” I reminded them making Lucius hold me a little tighter and Pip burst out laughing muttering,

      “Oh yeah, I am sure he does.”  So, I shot her a look that as soon as Sophia’s back was turned, she made a ‘zip her lips’ gesture at the same time I was rolling my eyes…although admittedly, doing so made me dizzy. But, thankfully, after that we all made our way back up the staircase to the VIP and through the double doors.

      “You know I am sure I would be okay to walk,” I said ending it in a hiccup and making Lucius look down at me in a tender amused way. Then, with that trademark smirk firmly in place, he whispered down to me,

      “Quiet, my little drunkard.”  This made me blush and shyly tuck my now loose hair behind my ear, the style long gone and escaped. This was due to some questionable head banging to one particular song from me and Pip…naturally, Sophia didn’t head bang, but she had swayed her hips a little.

      But then something that Pip said finally made it to the sense making part of my brain and I suddenly burst out laughing, telling everyone,

      “I finally get it… Ziggyzigan, the wannabe Spice girl…genius!” Lucius looked like he was trying to keep in a grin and Pip threw up her hands and said,

      “Finally, someone who appreciates my comedy genius!”

      “She’s drunk off her ass, Pip, don’t get too excited,” Sophia commented dryly making me scoff,

      “Hey, I am not drunk off my ass!”

      “Oh no, I am sorry, are those your legs you’re using to carry your drunk ass back to bed?” she questioned, making me actually take the time to look down at Lucius carrying me and say,

      “Okay, good point… don’t get too excited, Pip, I’m wasted.” At this last part I looked to Pip who patted my hand and said,

      “That’s okay, honey, drunken people still need comedy genius in their lives, so I am still classing this one as a win.” I then winked at her, clicked my tongue to the roof of my mouth and shot an imaginary gun at her saying,

      “Gottcha.”

      We continued down the many hallways of Afterlife and soon came to the point that one way took me to my room and the other to Sophia and her husband Zagan’s private wing. One that contained another club at its centre and what was known as Sophia’s playroom. A room which naturally was a no go zone for me, back then, now and forever.

      “I wonder if my Adam Picklebear picked up that bag of Jelly Babies I wanted, ‘cause one of those squishy suckers is gonna be my new tooth!” Sophia rolled her eyes before ignoring her question, coming over to see me, pushing my hair back from my forehead and asking,

      “Are you okay if Luc takes you to your room and puts you to bed?” At this Pip burst out laughing and muttered,

      “Oh, I just bet she will be,” and then tried to stop it quickly when all three of us shot her a look, making her nearly choke when she did and say

      “What? I think we already established that he’s hot and who wouldn’t want a hot guy to take them to bed…right?” Well, as far as arguments went, then Pip was right but unfortunately for me it hit a little too close to the mark seeing as we were secretly sleeping together.

      “I will be fine,” I muttered quietly, turning what I knew would have been a beet shade of red. Sophia gave me a warm smile before then turning her serious eyes on Lucius.

      “In, down and out, Vampire…you got me?” Sophia ordered in a stern voice at Lucius whose lips twitched slightly before telling her,

      “In, down and out, Demon…I got you.” His reply made her fight her own grin before she grumbled,

      “You are lucky that you’re hot, Vampire…I’ll give you that.” This made him grin before nodding and telling her,

      “A title I will take over cold hearted bastard any day when faced with three beautiful women.” At this Sophia smirked in a knowing way and Pip pretended to swoon into the side of his arm, making me giggle when she threw a hand to her forehead and sighed,

      “Oh Lordy, take me to the cleaners for I feel oh so dirty!” Lucius, obviously being used to her antics, grinned down at her and told her,

      “Then off you go to get even dirtier, little imp, for your husband grows impatient and will no doubt punish you for being late.” At this she beamed back up at him and said,

      “Oh, you do say all the right things, Vampy! Well, if you insist my Lordy bee!” Then she gave him a salute and left her swooning for the man whose name she had tattooed across her knuckles surrounded with hearts, flowers and kisses. Then I watched as she left together with Sophia, who looked over her shoulder at us before turning her head back to her friend and asking Pip,

      “Did this happen often at Blutfelsen, only he looks very comfortable with the task?” I tensed in Lucius’ hold thinking this was it, we had blown our cover.

      “You mean Amelia passing out and Luc carrying her to bed…yeah, happened all the time,” Pip answered with a bat of her hand, before granting us a cheeky look over her shoulder and winking at us, which was the last sight I saw before they disappeared around the corner. A reply that made me bury my head in his neck and mutter,

      “I’m so screwed.” He chuckled before kicking open the door to my bedroom and told me with certainty…

      
        
        “Not yet, but there is still time.”
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      I had to say carrying Amelia back to her room whilst drunk enough to feel free to act how she wanted around me, was an experience that I enjoyed immensely. Despite my amusement at her comments, it was the way she unknowingly held onto me, gripping my shirt in her fist as if she never wanted to let go. And I had to say, that choosing that moment to walk in on their conversation to hear her commenting on my physique didn’t hurt either.

      But, like I said, it was that freedom for her to do so that really stuck with me and at the time, unbeknown to her, it was like a soothing balm to my wounded soul. Because once I had left Dom’s office, I had found myself storming through the halls of Afterlife until I reached the room I had been given. Doing so with purpose just so I could ignore all aspects of the room other than the balcony that beckoned me to step onto it.

      I then released my wings, a pair that looked as though my feathers were blazing like Icarus who flew too close to the sun. After which I took to the stormy sky and soon found myself taking a seat under some covered pagoda in someone’s private rooftop garden…most likely Sophia’s as, if memory served me right, that was usually what she did when bored. Something that throughout the years happened often and much to her brother’s dismay.

      But I was thankful for being there for this was when I was finally able to take breath. Because being back at Afterlife, and once again I was fighting my own restraints. Only this time I knew the taste of her skin and the touch of her lips. I knew the true beauty that lay hidden beneath each layer of material she concealed herself with. And quite honestly, it made me fucking itch to rip it all off and touch her bare skin as it was made to be touched by my hands alone.

      It was like being back to those torturous days where once again she was the forbidden fruit, only one I had now sampled and by the fucking Gods, I wanted more!

      I was fucking addicted.

      An addict that was sat trying to contain myself enough to get a handle on that addiction. To simmer the intense need I had for her to a level I could, at the very least, fucking breathe through!

      I, King of all Vampire life…fucking addicted to a mortal.

      But of course, I fucking was! Because Amelia wasn’t just anyone, she was a fucking Goddess in geek clothing that hid the body of a woman who had the power to turn Saint to Sinner in a heartbeat. But her beauty wasn’t the only aspect about her, for there were layers to the girl I was still peeling back and discovering. I hadn’t exaggerated when trying to convince Dom of how incredible his daughter was and had he been right of mind in that moment, then he would have used that mind better in being able to detect so much more in my words.

      She was constantly a fucking marvel to me, astonishing me at every turn. If I lived for another thousand years, I don’t think  I would ever forget the moment I walked into that fucking cockpit and found the sight that welcomed me. To see her with a gun in hand and a bloody ice bucket over the pilot’s head to prevent the bullet from hitting a window. Her cunning nature was as deadly as the Devil himself!

      But then it had continued as she had barked out her orders to me to get rid of the body before she seated herself in that blood splattered seat. One that, from her reaction to it, could have been covered in fucking glitter for all she cared, as she simply took hold of the controls, turned to me and said words I would never forget,

      ‘Oh, don’t worry, this one I know how to fly.’

      “Gods alive,” I hissed before pushing all my damp hair back against my skull, as it was wet from the short flight up here. I was angry with my thoughts, especially when it took me back to all that happened once we had landed. For that was when all her walls started to erect. I knew it the moment she had looked towards that convoy of SUVs that she would rather we sit back down, buckle up and take off once more. And I hated the fact that in that moment I couldn’t give it to her. Because despite how much it pained me, Adam had been right. There was only one place safe for her and that was as far from my own kingdom as I could get her, which unfortunately, took me to her father’s.

      But what was worse, was that she still didn’t yet know about my intentions to leave, something I knew I needed to do soon, because the longer I stayed, then more of my people would die. I already knew from my council, who were doing what they could by monitoring the situation, that the number of deaths were coming in hourly. It seemed that the first wave of my sired Vampires to turn rogue were the masses I had turned upon the cleansing. The first day I stepped foot back into this world not as a human man, not as one of Christ’s disciples, but as a King.

      I had been put here with a job to do and all that refused to kneel under my rule lost their heads and with them, their vessels. It was a bloody rising and at the time one done with far too much ease than my conscience liked to admit thousands of years later. But I had been a different being then, full of rage and twisted bitterness, with a clear disdain for not only human life but the mindless beings I had been charged with controlling.

      However, all who did kneel then spent the coming weeks feeding from the Devil’s nectar. One consumed from the Devil’s veins inside me that he had pulled like strings on a new puppet. Filling them straight from the heart he had touched when punching a fist through my chest and flooding my new vessel with the life blood of the damned.

      Bitterness indeed.

      But I had quickly done the fucking job I had been given a second life for and once it was complete, I had walked away from the throne I didn’t want. Instead, I had sought out one that did rule, for I wanted no part of ruling. So, I had become Dom’s second in command and his right-hand man for the best part of two thousand years.

      Until the day he betrayed me.

      Of course, knowing now the reasons behind that betrayal had been beyond his control made that bitter pill towards him easier to swallow. For it was a betrayal that had been fated and done so that one day it would save who was to be his Chosen One, even if at the time she hadn’t yet been born. Something that wouldn’t have happened had I not stopped the second world war when I did and let her family line be deployed to the front line as he had been assigned to do.

      But it was because of Keira that our personal war had ended, and another quickly took its place, now one in her name. For I foolishly believed the girl was meant to be mine. But it had all been a cruel trick of the Fates to get me to feel enough about her so I would protect her and continue to save her life. An act that unknowingly doing so also meant becoming the Fates’ fucking errand boy in saving the fucking world instead. And my gift for that had been the loss of a hand and having to wait nearly thirty years to finally claim my true Electus.

      And now that I had her, I knew the true power it held and as much as I respected Keira, she was never meant to be the girl for me. She was only ever supposed to be the one to gift me my Chosen One, and she knew that the same as I did, soon after Amelia was born. A fact I had fought against for a very good reason, and that reason was one I looked down at now and fisted beneath the leather.

      My Venom of God.

      I snarled down at myself before gaining my feet and punching it through one of the angelic statues situated next to one of the wooden posts that held up the structure. The pale face crumbled around my hand, one that had already taken far too much, that it actually brought me physical pain to think about its consequences. Other than the threat of taking Amelia’s life, then her finding out the truth was the only other thing I was fucking terrified of happening and being here only drove that point home even more.

      It drove it home the second she ran from my grasp and into the arms of her once personal guard, the former Viking King, Ragnar. He was a big bastard to be sure and had he not meant something to Amelia, then I would have put him on his ass for the disrespect he had shown me.

      The difficulty of seeing her in the arms of another without first being able to prove my claim, was something Amelia wouldn’t have been able to understand. Hence our argument in the car and why I had been left to watch her as she stared out of the window with the look of dread on her face the closer to Afterlife we travelled. It was the reason the gust of frustration left my sails and a calmer journey took its place. Of course, it helped immensely when she crawled into my lap and was soon kissing me. Despite it being done to aid her in achieving her goals in getting me to agree with her wishes…something I wanted to do about as much as I needed a hole in the head.

      But I had not been able to say no to her. Hence my foul fucking mood and the reason I was removing my hand from crumbling stone. For the struggles of that agreement started the second we arrived and hadn’t stopped since. Although, I had to confess, the bittersweet ache in my chest at seeing her embracing her mother outside the doors to Afterlife was a touching one. It was a sincere one, even for this once cold-hearted bastard. For it was obvious the love she had for her parents. Even despite her strained relationship with her father, her embrace had been one of the heart, not one of duty.

      Of course, my situation had improved slightly when it became obvious Keira’s interference in playing matchmaker, unbeknown to her husband, for it was subtly done. Hell, even Amelia seemed oblivious to it and trust me, Keira’s acting wasn’t that good! For one she had always been a shit liar but then again, she had once pulled off the biggest lie in history and on her own wedding day no less…so maybe she deserved more credit than I was giving her. Of course, coming back from the past and discovering I had sired her without even knowing it had been one hell of a surprise that day!

      It even made me wince thinking about the circumstances that could have led to such a feat, as there was only one way to turn a human and it wasn’t as simple as feeding from a slit in my wrist. No, it was one only accomplished through a fuck load of pain and near death on my part. Because that Devil’s fist in my chest had been done for a reason and one drop straight from the source was all it took to turn human life…well, that and their death. It was why turning Adam had been an exception, first finding death at the hands of the woman he loved. Then once being accepted into Hell by the Devil himself it became a quick turnaround as moments later he found himself right back in his vessel as something new. A demon granted enough strength in the hopes of accepting the Devil’s beast without first being ripped apart.

      To be honest, I had little doubt at the time that it would have worked. But then again, the Devil had been determined to get Abaddon out of his Kingdom and let Earth’s realm deal with the fallout…or should I say, to let me deal with it. Because as his Sire he was my responsibility and had in the past destroyed a whole island. This was because some idiot decided to try and use him by kidnapping Pip, thinking that he could hold her to ransom. That ransom being by forcing Abaddon to do as he wanted. But what many failed to realise was that Abaddon couldn’t be reasoned with or controlled. He was the very meaning of fury and wrath. He had been forged in Hell by the souls of thousands in constant rage and the only thing that managed to calm him down was a shadow Imp named Pip who had been given to him as a plaything to snack on.

      She didn’t control him or even try, for she simply amused him. She took that rage and shadowed it by offering him so much more in the way of love and affection. Something that over time the beast had come to crave and should that craving, that addiction, ever be taken from him, then the shadows clouding that rage would lift. They would evaporate and leave nothing but destruction in its path to finding that cloud once more.

      It was an addiction I and my Demon could understand.

      It was also why, over these last fifteen years or so, I had come to understand Adam in a way like no other. Well, besides the other Kings perhaps. Or maybe it was why Adam understood me like no other.

      Either way, here I was again, having stepped past the threshold of Afterlife and finding myself watching Amelia from afar only minutes after doing so. It had been like stepping back in time.

      She had excused herself and gone to the toilet as if needing the time to compose her emotions at finally being home. So, I had watched as she had emerged and walked across the club in a way as if she had another’s memories playing out in her mind. Perhaps it had been her mother’s, for it seemed as if history was repeating itself for two Kings thirty years apart. For it was said that during that time he wasn’t as free to claim Keira when she first set foot inside the club, as he would have liked.

      A thought I had decided to crush the second I saw her taking a moment to herself by her father’s throne, for I could watch her struggling with her own thoughts no more. And the witch had been right, I had wanted to get caught. I had wanted in that moment for her father to walk back inside the walls of his club and find out who had claimed his precious daughter.

      A thought I now struggled with after speaking with him in his office, for he was right, it was like stepping back into the past and offering him council once more. I even remembered the days where I had spent time drinking with the man as he contemplated aloud when his Chosen One would finally walk into his world, struggling with the years as they went by. And still, I had offered him the council of my thoughts in a genuine desire to ease his suffering soul.

      He had been a friend.

      And now, he was the last obstacle to completely claiming my own Chosen One, just as I had once been his. Mirrored lives of two kings indeed. But the only question that mattered in regard to Amelia wasn’t what type of King I wanted to be,

      It was what kind of man she made me want to be.

      Which was why I couldn’t help the things I had said at that council table, unable to hold back on her behaviour. Just as I had done in his office and just as I knew I would do time and time again. Because no one took away what Amelia was rightly due in respect of her strength, her courage and will, as that was what I would fight for… that along with the ownership over her heart.

      Which was also why my thoughts had finally led to the decision to leave the rooftop, having decided quickly that I needed to see her and what I had found stopped me in my tracks. Gods, but I swear she had the power to make my heart take pause and cease its beating. She was magnificent and so full of life it made my chest ache just to look at her.

      Of course, she had no idea that I had then spent the rest of the evening sat in the shadows, watching her drinking herself silly. But even though I knew that she was in danger of making herself sick, I found myself far too mesmerised at the sight to stop it. So, I sat there, enjoying the show she unknowingly gave me and watched as she drank her sadness and anger away and had fun in between Dom’s sister and the naughtiest Imp alive,  and it was easy to see she adored them both.

      And time seemed to seep into oblivion for life continued on all around me, buzzing like flies as humanity moved at a different speed. And all the while as only one beating heart held my interest. Lights changed colour, songs merged from one to the next and life came and went but my eyes never strayed…for there was only her.

      I felt like I was a fucking stalker, memorising my prey and waiting to make my move. A move I made when I heard her comment. Because the second I heard her mention my name then that was when my limit reached its peak and it was time to put my little sun to bed.

      
        
        And speaking of bed…
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      “Erm…okay, well this is my room,” she said once I had placed her back on her feet, making sure she was steady. I looked down at her with my hand still holding her forearm taking care as she swayed without her own knowledge. She looked so shy with the way she nervously tucked her hair behind her ear as she had done when in my arms and I had to say, it was fucking adorable. But there was more in her gaze and it was then that I realised that she was shy because I was now in her room. Because this wasn’t just her world, it was her private world.

      She was nervous because being in this room now meant something to her… my reaction meant something to her. Of course, she didn’t know that I had already been in here and seen a slice of her geeky world. Or should I call it more of a shrine to sci fi?

      It had been when she hadn’t joined her family for their evening meal, one I had only shown up for in hopes of speaking with her. This was after she had left abruptly because of what was said in the drawing room when I had let my frustrations get the better of me. It had been after Dom’s comment about me not being biased that had struck the wrong nerve within me. And subsequently taking it out on her seeing as she was the reason he was still allowed to believe his words to be true, when they couldn’t have been further from the truth.

      But when I had walked inside her room the first thing that my eyes had settled on was her peacefully sleeping form very near passed out from exhaustion. For despite her denial, I knew that flying my plane all the way here had taken its toll on her nerves. She had done amazingly well, and I had spent half the fucking flight utterly astounded and the other half as hard as fucking rock! A particular aspect I had naturally held back when explaining things to Dom, for obvious bloody reasons.

      So, I had let her sleep, for I knew she had needed it. Which had meant a restless wait once seated at Dom’s council table for her to arrive, questioning every five fucking minutes in my mind if she even would. And then the moment she had walked through those doors, she had struck me once more with her breath-taking beauty. One that wasn’t in any way less so now, despite her drunken state. No, now she was simply without the artificial colour upon her lips she didn’t need, and her hair was cascading down around her shoulders and back in a carefree way.

      But when she had first walked into the VIP, she had done so the vision of a princess, all poised and dignified. All the things that were expected of her when sat at her father’s table. And now, well this was my Amelia and she was fucking perfect as she was, for no other version of her was needed when sat at my own table.

      The girl who now looked at me nibbling on her fingertips looking unsure as she awaited my response to a room I had already studied. So, I couldn’t help but be her cruel, playful bastard and tease her,

      “Are you sure, only it looks like a spaceship to me.” To which her fingertips fell from her mouth and she smacked my arm, putting more strength than usual into the move and whilst still holding back a grin she said in feigned outrage,

      “Oi! It’s not that bad.”

      “Bad? Who said anything about bad…No, I am simply hoping that when I walk into your closet I find a range of sexy silver spacesuits so we can indulge in a bit of role play,” I said walking further into the centre and running a finger along the top of what I assumed was a Captain’s chair. I then looked up to see that it was as I thought, a screen came down so this was where she could sit whilst watching her beloved sci fi.

      Cute.

      But my comment made her burst out laughing and I relished both the sound and the fact that I was the one with the ability to entice it from her.

      “Why, are you going to be the Alien come to conquer my ship?” I laughed at her bold question and raised a brow at her, looking back and commenting,

      “I see you have thought about this before…tell me, Pet, if I was to look through these drawers of yours, would I find a stash of sci fi porn?” I asked and her reaction didn’t disappoint…not that it ever did. Her eyes got wide and her mouth dropped before she half whispered and shrieked at the same time,

      “I don’t have any of that!”  I fought my grin as I usually did around her and said,

      “No? I am surprised, for you seem to have the perfect setting for such a fantasy,” I said making a show of looking around the room and wanting to shake my head at it, just as I had done the first time I had taken in the full extent of my girl’s geeky obsession. Fuck knows what our shared home would eventually look like, but I had a feeling I was looking at a glimpse of what my future held. Not that I cared, however the bed might end up being a hard limit for me, as I was partial to a more…should I say, dominant place to fuck.

      “Nope, in fact the only naughty thing in my drawers is underwear that’s not white and BOB...oh shit,”  she muttered quickly as she let something slip and I smirked, knowing that now I was getting somewhere.

      “And who may I inquire is Bob?” I asked in what I knew she found a seductive tone, combining this with walking back over to her and taking claim of her chin so I could raise her face up. This way she could no longer escape my eyes, eyes that I felt seeping into the blazing sun at just the vulnerable sight of her and one that made my fucking mouth water. Gods, but the brutally beautiful things I wanted to do to this woman!

      I wanted her tears on my tongue as she came screaming my name.

      “It’s nothing…I mean no-one…just what I erm…call my socks,” she said struggling for the lie and making me restrain myself from the laughter that wanted to burst free and ruin what I knew was intimidating her. A weapon that worked well against her in getting what I wanted. A weapon that worked nearly as well as her own, when using her sweetness to get me into doing anything she asked.

      “Your socks…um, I see,” I said making her instantly wary. Then I gave her the only warning she would get, when I muttered,

      “Well, in that case…” then I suddenly grabbed her and picked her up over my shoulder before throwing her down on the bed, being careful not to hurt her in doing so, with my quick and rough treatment. She screamed in an excited way and I continued to make my point when I pinned half her body back against the bed. As now I was facing her feet and had her legs trapped and locked tight under my armpit.

      “I want to see what Bob is hiding, oh wait, no Bob…lucky me,” I said looking back at her over my shoulder, grinning as I knew her torment would be tickling her feet. Something she enjoyed as much as she hated, which for me was the perfect combination for inflicting torture.

      “Don’t you dare!” she said trying to be serious but with the impending doom my fingers could inflict, then she was already near to laughing hysterically. But then I thought back to my own reaction to when she had done the same to me and well, that was why I reminded her,

      “Time for some payback, Sweetheart.” Then I slipped off her shoes and attacked. Meaning soon my gentle and dancing fingers had her near crying in laughter. To the point that she needed great gulps of air in order to breathe and laugh at the same time. Something that was creating a cute and delightful noise I quickly became fascinated with. Of course, she was also struggling to free herself as I continued to keep her pinned where I wanted her, with my free arm held across her knees.

      “Oh, Gods please! Please okay, okay please just…oh no! Stop have mercy, mercy, mercy… you shit!” she said making me laugh and I paused my fingers and she her pointless struggles.

      “Do you yield?” I asked making her push all her hair back from her flushed face and say,

      “Yes, I yield, you bugger!” I chuckled at this and asked,

      “Now back to this Bob of yours.” To which she tensed and tested,

      “Okay, so it’s not my socks.”

      “Yes, I gathered as much, Sweetheart…this is the time when you tell me what it is.”

      “Erm, would you believe it’s my bras?” she tried making me roll my lips into my mouth as I shook my head telling her no.

      “Knickers?” she tried again and I had to say, I was enjoying this game but once again I granted her a look and said,

      “Try again.”

      “Pantyhose?” she said in a hopeful tone that nearly made me laugh and break the act. So, instead, I trailed my fingers down her soft bare legs, ones that were without the item she just mentioned, and said,

      “Last chance, for I am getting very close to my target.” I grinned in a knowing way when she started to squirm beneath my hold. But it was only when I reached her ankles that she finally caved and gave me what I wanted, shocking me when she shouted,

      “Alright! He’s my vibrator!” My grin got bigger the second I heard this sweet, dirty little confession of hers and instead of releasing her fully, I shifted my body. Now crawling up hers so I could pin her fully beneath me, facing her once again. So, with only inches between us, I ran a fingertip along her jawline before tapping her chin and telling her,

      “See, that wasn’t so hard now was it?” to which she huffed,

      “Not for you it wasn’t.” Naturally I smirked at this response.

      “Now for my next question.”

      “Oh no, please don’t ask that,” she moaned, obviously knowing what I was going to demand of her next. But of course, I asked it anyway,

      “Why is your vibrator called Bob?”

      “Does it matter, he’s retired anyway,” was her witty response and one I couldn’t help but laugh at this time. Gods, but she was funny.

      “Then if that is the case, surely he deserves the recognition for years of good service,” I retorted, making her laugh this time.

      “And he will get that, will he by me telling you what Bob means?” she challenged and I found myself only able to nod, because fuck me I was having too much fun playing this cat and mouse game with her.

      “And what do I get in return if I do?” she asked in that cheeky tone of hers.

      “Besides not torturing you further?”

      “Yes, besides that,” she said rolling her eyes at me and it was one I would have punished with my palm on her fuckable ass had she not been drunk. So, instead, I gave her what she wanted,

      “A promise that it will be worth your while.”

      “Is that so?” she asked now waggling her eyebrows and making me grin as I whispered closer to her lips,

      “It is a vow.” And this did it.

      “Fine…but you can’t laugh.”

      “Now that I can’t vow,” I admitted making her roll her eyes yet again and say,

      “Fine, I will just pretend you did.”

      “But I didn’t,” I reminded her.

      “Not helping with the pretending bit here, Handsome,” she said and I had to say, I fucking loved it when she called me that and it had fuck all to do with stroking my ego.

      “My apologies, princess,” I said teasing her and making her growl, so I dipped my head to her sweet spot and started kissing up to her ear before whispering,

      “Tell me.”

      “Alright, fine! Bob means, battery operated boyfriend…B.O.B,” she said and the second she did, I couldn’t help myself for I threw my head back and burst into laughter, one that ended up against her skin as I buried my head in her neck.

      “You promised!” she screeched and during my laughter I reminded her,

      “No, I didn’t.” A fact I mumbled against her jaw after kissing her there.

      “Alright, but at least you promised me it would be worth my while!” she argued and now this really made me grin, one that still remained when I lifted my face up and told her with the sexual intent burning in my gaze,

      “Now that, Sweetheart, I did promise.” Her reaction to this was to grin back at me, before brazenly putting her hands behind her head and making a show of it. Then, after looking down at herself still in her pretty dress, one I wasn’t sure would survive the night, she said,

      “Alright, cowboy…have at it.” I chuckled once before taking the time to do as she had done. Only I guarantee that I enjoyed the sight more than she had when looking down the length of her. For when I did it, I did so looking like the hungry wolf I felt myself turning into.

      “Oh, don’t worry, Pet, I will but first…” I paused as I brought my predatory gaze back up the length of her and then I lowered my lips to her ear and told her on a sexual purr…

      
        
        “It’s time to bring Bob out of retirement.”
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      Waking up the next day and the first emotion to hit me was shame. After that came the foggy sensation pounding at my temple, along with the taste of what felt like was a mouth full of bile-soaked cotton wool.

      Needless to say, that due to a combination of these things, Bob had come out of retirement for all of about two minutes before he was once again cast aside and left without thought.

      Because Lucius may have been turned on and I may have been horny with the promise of sex...but the overruling factor in all immediate future X rated escapades was…

      I was still shitfaced drunk!

      Which, therefore, meant that the moment I bent over to get poor once abused Bob, it was only to then throw him back to the bed as I made a mad dash for the bathroom with my hand covering my mouth. Once there I threw up a large amount of the alcohol I had consumed, telling Lucius to stay out and that I would just be a minute, in between hurling the burning vomit.

      I didn’t know who I thought I was fooling in doing this as it certainly wasn’t Lucius. Because, despite my idiotic attempt at trying to make out that I was just innocently using the bathroom, he decided I wasn’t doing so alone. I knew this when I felt him gathering back my hair in one hand and rubbing my back with the other, as I continued to get up most of the night’s tequila.

      “Please go, I…” I never finished as the next wave hit and Lucius told me in a stern tone,

      “I am not going anywhere.” I heaved and heaved again only able to stop long enough to try again,

      “But I don’t want you seeing me like this.” This was said in a small voice that spoke only of my vulnerability and shame.

      “I have seen far worse than vomit, Sweetheart,” he told me, this time in a softer tone as he smoothed back the hair from my forehead.

      “But it’s my vomit,” I said pleading my case and making him lean closer and whisper,

      “Ssshh, Pet, don’t focus on me, just focus on getting it all up.” So, deciding that he would do what he wanted despite my pleas, I did as he suggested. And it was only when I knew I was all done and ‘Elpukeo, Mistress of Tequila’ had pissed off for good, did he then take it upon himself to care for me. He started this by filling a cup near my sink with cold water and bringing it to me, telling me to swill my mouth and spit. I felt disgusted with myself but did as I was told regardless. Then, once he was satisfied, he picked me up and carried me to the bed, this time knowing that nothing fun was going to happen in it. Hell, it’s not like it had been waiting long enough, I thought with sarcasm. But hey, I guess it was going to continue being a virgin for a while longer yet and I should just be happy that its owner wasn’t anymore.

      But then he picked up Bob and with a wink, put him back in my drawer and said,

      “Let’s put Bob on a sabbatical this time.” I smiled, appreciating the effort in trying to make me laugh and feel better.

      “Bye, Bob,” I said giving it a little wave and making Lucius grin at me before coming back to the edge of the bed and telling me to roll over.

      “Why?” I asked confused.

      “It’s lovely on you, Pet, but do you usually sleep in a dress?” he asked and for some reason this made me look down at myself and was surprised to see that yes, I was still in my dress. He chuckled once and said,

      “Turn around, Sweetheart.” So, I did as he asked but instead of doing so lying down, I sat up in the bed and walked towards him on my knees to where he was still standing at the edge of the bed. Then I turned my back to him and couldn’t help but shiver the moment I felt his gloved hand along my skin as he gently shifted my hair off to one side. I felt him pull the zipper down, doing so all the way to the base of my spine. I then felt his fingers trail the journey the zip made making me shudder.

      “You looked so beautiful tonight…I am a lucky man, indeed,” he told me, whispering this last part by my ear from behind me.

      “Thank you,” I whispered, feeling shy.

      “Ah, so that is the key,” he commented to himself.

      “Key to what?”

      “In gaining your thanks, I must first give you half a bottle of Tequila and four bottles of beer,” he said making me twist suddenly to look at him, despite my dress now slipping off my shoulders slightly.

      “I say thank you all the time…at least I think I do…well, I am thankful,” I told him pausing halfway through my argument to question myself. He smirked down at me before leaning into my face and informing me,

      “I am teasing you, Amelia.” Then he tapped my nose before standing straight once more.

      “Now lie down before you fall down,” he ordered and that was when I realised that I was swaying. Which was why I did as I was told and watched as he moved to the end of the bed before kneeling so he could get closer. Gods, but he looked so sexy, still wearing his suit but now minus the jacket. And like I knew it would it when first seeing him in the VIP, his waistcoat hugged his sculptured frame like a glove. His sleeves were also rolled up his forearms and I swear the sight made my mouth go dry and it was nothing to do with what just happened in the bathroom.

      But then I felt my dress slipping down my body and instead of it being sexual, it felt more like he was simply taking care of me. Well, trying to, as I wasn’t exactly making it easy on him. Especially when I bolted upright to sitting and asked,

      “Hey, how did you know how much I had to drink?”

      “Lift your ass,” he ordered instead of answering me.

      “Lucius?”

      “I guessed, now lift,” he told me and I narrowed my eyes at him before saying,

      “Were you watching me tonight?” This was when he looked straight at me and said,

      “I am always watching you, as is my right…now ass!”

      “But you can’t…” I never got chance to finish as after this I yelped when he swiped my dress out from under me so quickly that I fell back on the bed with the force.

      “I didn’t see you,” I said as he now dropped my dress to the floor and sat himself next to me, running a fingertip around the top of my strapless bra and outlining the black lace cups.

      “Well, that would defeat the object of stalking you,” he told me boldly.

      “Oh.”

      “Oh,” he mocked back in return and suddenly I realised I was only wearing my underwear, so I looked down at myself and told him as much,

      “I’m nearly naked here.” His lips lifted on one side in a bad boy grin and he told me with a wink,

      “Oh, I know.”

      “I need to brush my teeth, take my contacts out and put up my hair so I don’t accidently choke on it in the night. Plus, I could do with pyjamas and bed socks so my feet don’t get cold as it can get a bit…” I stopped when he started chuckling and told me,

      “I think a, ‘Lucius, I need to get ready for bed’ would have sufficed, Sweetness.”

      “Oh.”

      “Oh,” he mocked again making me first hold down the urge to grin so I could narrow my eyes at him playfully and tell him,

      “You know that’s annoying right?”

      “Then why does it make you smile every time I do it?” he asked and damn him, he was right!

      “Cause I am a nice person.” At this he laughed and said,

      “That you are, Pet, now go get your ass ready for bed.” I covered my mouth on account of the breath that could probably knock out a cow and pretended to kiss him by having my hand in between our lips. This made him shake his head at me in one of those amused, ‘what am I to do about my drunken girlfriend’ kind of ways as I scooted off the bed in my undies.

      Then I went about getting ready for bed like I said I would, chuckling when I heard him calling,

      “Don’t forget to hydrate!” when he heard me brushing my teeth, making me stick my head around the door frame with the brush sticking out of my mouth to give him the thumbs up. In response, he chuckled to himself, muttering something I couldn’t hear but was sure I heard the word cute and his favourite word ‘fuck’ in there somewhere.

      But getting ready for bed ended up including ten minutes wasted when in my closet looking for suitable PJ’s to wear. This was because most were rather funny, childish, or just plain weird, like the pair Pip bought me once that had the words, ‘Cute But Psycho, But Cute’ on the front. So, I decided to go with my ‘Nerd is code word for genius’ PJs seeing as he already knew by being in my room that I was a nerd.

      It also had cute shorts that were covered in black rimmed glasses and the top was a white tank style, that admittedly without a bra looked near indecent. Fluffy pink socks, or Bobs as they were now named and a lightweight soft cotton dressing gown in grey with pink stars completed the look. Well, that and my hair up in a messy ponytail and my glasses on, which made me say the moment I walked back in my room,

      “Look see, I match” which for some strange reason I combined this with a pose that was anything but sexy. But it didn’t matter as what I found when walking back in the room made me shriek in horror. It was also something that made me run straight over to him, tripping as I did, which meant I landed half in his lap and half across the bed. This was because I was diving for the book he had in his hands that made me hiss,

      “Don’t read my diary!” but he was too quick for me and stood with the book in his hands, that shamefully had Vampire stickers over the cover. This was something Pip had put in my Christmas stocking one year for a joke, knowing early on of the crush I had on Lucius. Of course, this had been before he had broken my heart like the bastard I had believed him to be back then. And, therefore, those stickers had received some choice graffiti after that.

      “Why not, I clearly feature in it enough,” Lucius said looking down at me as he held it higher when I started to try and climb him like a damn monkey in pyjamas!

      “Because it is private! Hell, don’t you understand the concept of a sodding diary!” I snapped, as he still wouldn’t let me have it but instead due to his height was actually able to continue reading it without me reaching it.

      “Arrogant asshole was I…? Too hot for my own big head…oh and wait, what’s this…oh, now that is just cruel,” he said faking a hurt and shocked tone after reading something else I’d written. But this meant he finally lowered it enough for me to jump on the bed and swipe it from him.

      “Gimmie that!”

      “Well, I think we know that last one is most definitely not true,” he said and suddenly I was letting out a yelp as my legs were pulled out from under me and I was now flat on the bed with him on top of me. Then he pushed his hips forward, grinding his erection against me and said on a growl,

      “Does this feel small to you?” I rolled my lips inwards and shook my head to tell him no, knowing now exactly what comment he had read. Especially when he continued,

      “And I think by now you know exactly what I can do with it,” he added making me nod a yes, again with my lips still held tight so I wouldn’t laugh. But then he got even lower and whispered in response to the very last part I’d written at that particular time,

      “And how long I can last.”  After this he kissed me and plucked the diary out of my hands and flung it behind him telling me exactly what he thought about those years we weren’t together. And I had to say, I was totally with him in that.

      For his kiss eradicated all words,

      Past and present.
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        * * *

      

      A little time later I found myself curled up next to Lucius in bed. He had taken off his shoes and his waistcoat and was currently lay back with his ankles crossed, listening to my childhood stories as he played with my hair, after first removing the tie that held it back.

      “Wow, look at the time, it’s nearly four in the morning, and I have been talking nonstop,” I said yawning big after it.

      “I like listening to you talk.”

      “Why, is it a good cure for insomnia?” I joked making him grin down at me where I was tucked under his arm.

      “On the contrary, it actually soothes me,” he said like a confession.

      “Soothes you?” I pushed for more.

      “You are familiar with the concept, Sweetheart,” he commented dryly making me smirk against his chest as it was worth trying.

      “Yeah, well, with what you’re doing to my hair, that has the power to put me to sleep even after ten cups of coffee…it feels so good,” I confessed making him kiss my forehead and tell me,

      “Then go to sleep, Sweetheart.”

      “I guess I’d better get a few hours in. But you don’t have to stay…probably safer if you don’t,” I said in a disappointed tone at the thought of him leaving.

      “I told you, I am not going anywhere,” was his stern reply.

      “But…”

      “But nothing, I gave you my terms in the car and I meant them,” he said now being firm.

      “But what if someone catches us?” I asked,

      “Does your family make a habit of just barging into your room without knocking?”

      “Well, no but…”

      “Then I don’t see the problem,” he said, suddenly getting up and walking away from the bed. Which was when I bolted upright and my slightly panicked voice asked him,

      “I thought you weren’t leaving?” in a tone and a question that kind of proved how much I wanted him to stay. Something his satisfied grin told me he was pleased about. So, he walked back to me and, placing a hand either side of my hips, leaned in and said,

      “I am getting ready for bed, and unless you have any in there for me, then don’t expect me to come out of there wearing pyjamas, my little nerd.” Then he playfully pulled at my top directly over my nipple and at the same time bit my chin to make his point. Then he grinned when I started rubbing my breast and mouthing an exaggerated ‘oww’. To which he mouthed back a silent,

      ‘Baby’.

      After this Lucius walked into my bathroom and out of sight, making me squirm impatiently for him to hurry up and get back so I could see him without his clothes on. However, when he finally did, I missed the sight. Because I must have fallen asleep as I didn’t even stir when he slipped in next to me. Something I knew he had done as when I woke the next morning, not only did I feel as if someone had poured a sandcastle’s worth of sand down my throat, I also felt a hot body next to me.

      But then I also looked to the side tables connected to my unusual bed, briefly wondering what Lucius had thought about it when climbing in for the night. This was when I saw that there was a glass of water there ready for me to consume and I couldn’t help but smile, remembering him telling me to hydrate. I swear I didn’t think I could have loved anyone more in that moment.

      So, I gently peeled myself off Lucius, who admittedly I had been plastered against and rolled to face the glass so I could gulp most of it down.

      “Thirsty this morning, any reason for that, my little drunken sex pest?” Lucius said after rolling into me and hooking me around the waist with his arm pulling me back against his naked body.

      “Sex pest?”

      “I spent half the night trying to be a gentleman, but with your wandering hands, well let’s just say that it made it extremely difficult,” he teased.

      “I did not!” I cried making him chuckle in my neck and say,

      “I very near had to restrain you with one of your pink fluffy Bobs and then punish you by bringing the original Bob out of retirement.”

      “I thought he was just on sabbatical?” I teased back after giggling. I felt him shrug behind me and say,

      “Let’s just say that with me here now, well then he’s lucky he’s not in the fucking bin!” I laughed at that and rolled into him, at the same time loving the feel of his hands as they ran under my tank top and up my bare back.

      “Good morning,” I muttered softly.

      “It is indeed.”

      “Mmm,” I mumbled happily and just as I was basking in that loving morning glow of being in Lucius’ arms, despite my obvious hangover, the blissful moment was utterly shattered as the second I heard the knock at the door…

      I froze solid.

      But this wasn’t the worst of it, as the second the person announced who it was, I hissed the words no secret boyfriend in your bed ever wanted to hear…

      
        
        “Shit, it’s my dad!”
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            A Father’s Mistake

          

        

      

    

    
      The second my father asked if he could come in I totally panicked and in said panic I ended up pushing Lucius out of bed and off the other side with a thud just as my dad was opening the door, asking what the noise was. I also heard a slight hiss and looked to find my star wars lamp missing from the side Lucius had been pushed off, so I took it as a sign.

      “Oh nothing, I just woke up suddenly at your knock and accidently must have hit my lamp off the table.” I then reached across the bed, thanking whoever had made it, that they’d made the bed high. This was because, even as my dad entered the room, he couldn’t see the big blonde Vampire I had hiding down by the side of my bed.

      I stuck my head over the side and found him staring back up at me with the lightsabre part of the lamp in his hand and I had to try everything in me not to react when he handed it to me and mouthed the words,

      ‘Big trouble’.

      In turn, I mouthed back a quick,

      ‘I’m sorry’ and scooted back on the bed with the lamp in hand, telling my father,

      “Got it!” doing so in an overly enthusiastic way as I placed it back where it was kept. Meanwhile, my dad was still stood closer to the doorway looking unsure and uncomfortable. I also quickly surmised that Lucius was hiding his presence from my dad with some small level of mind control. As my dad should have been able to detect another person in the room with me, even if he couldn’t see him.

      “Erm…why don’t you take a seat,” I suggested hoping he wouldn’t come and sit on the bed as I didn’t yet know just how far that mind control thingy would stretch.

      He nodded and grabbed a chair, one that was based on the Emperor’s throne from Star Wars which had been in front of my Tie fighter desk. He spun it around to face me and I was just glad that it meant he was positioned further way from the bed. Then he sat down filling the seat with his bulk and looking every bit of the King he was.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked and with that question alone I knew that he had been told that I had been drinking, so I told him,

      “Hungover, but I guess you already knew that would be my answer.”

      “Well, the empty bottles and a talkative Imp with green hair and a candy tooth kind of gave it away.” I laughed at this and added,

      “That and mum told you.”

      “That and your mum told me,” he confessed on a laugh of his own.

      “So, this is…what exactly…mum sending you to see if I need an Advil or something?” I asked making it clear that by him being in my room it didn’t mean that I was letting him off the hook. Even though technically, that would have been the smartest thing right now seeing as I didn’t know how long Lucius’ ‘boyfriend hiding mind mojo’ was going to last.

      “No, but if you do, then I can just…” he said half getting out of his seat just when I folded my legs on the bed and sighed,

      “Just say what you came here to say, Dad,” I told him making him release a sigh of his own as he sat back down. Then he said the last thing I expected him to say,

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Erm…come again?” I asked thinking I must have been mistaken…did he just say he was sorry? Because I had been anticipating the lecture on how not to disrespect him in front of his people… blah blardie blah etc.

      But an apology, was not what I was expecting.

      “I would have come and told you last night, but after I saw you drinking with Sophia and Pip, well, I thought it best left until morning,” he told me and I waved a hand around and said,

      “No, no, get back to the part where you said sorry and explain that bit…in detail.”  He flattened his lips in a grim line before releasing a frustrated groan and explaining it…in detail.

      “I am sorry for what I said to you last night, had I known that was how it sounded, I would never…well, I would never have said what was said and I wish I could take it back.”

      “You wish you could take it back?” I repeated, still needing to hear it again just to be sure I wasn’t dreaming.

      “Yes.”

      “Which part exactly…be specific,” I demanded and yes, it seemed as if I was making him jump through hoops but damn it, it was about time he did, for there had been a lot of bloody hoops stacking up over the years.

      “I didn’t trust you could take care of yourself and now I realise that I have pushed you away at the expense of what I thought was keeping you safe. You deserved better and I failed to act sooner. Failed to see that by protecting you I was actually segregating you from my world and pushing you further and further away until you felt…disconnected.”

      “Wow,” was all I could say at that point, as it was honestly like hearing my own thoughts coming from the one person in the world I wanted to hear them from. To listen, take them in and really understand them. I rubbed the back of my neck and muttered another wow before I had to ask him,

      “Is this all mum’s doing?”

      “Actually no, this came from somewhere else.” I frowned, wondering which miracle worker I had to thank, when I didn’t have to wonder long.

      “Who?”

      “It was actually Lucius who argued your point and managed to convince me, quite compellingly at that.”

      “Convince you of what exactly?” I asked with my heart pounding.

      “That you could hold your own and not solely against the trained humans you fought, but also against the rogues you dispatched with great skill.” I could barely believe what I was hearing! Lucius had been the one to stand up against my dad and fight for what I would have thought seemed like a small thing to him. However, it wasn’t to me and therefore I guess that meant it wasn’t to him.

      “Well, like I said before, you taught me well,” I said as I didn’t know what else to say as most of my thoughts were still caught up in a ‘Lucius is my hero’ bubble.

      “Yeah, I taught you well, Amelia, but come on, a sink and a shoe? I didn’t teach you that!” I grinned and shrugged my shoulders like it was no big deal yet inside I was buzzing! Lucius had told him everything!

      “No, that was all you and I have to tell you, I could not be more proud of you, my dear, for all I can say is that I underestimated you and for that I am most sincerely sorry for it. Lucius was right…”

      “About what…what was he right about?” I asked almost desperate to know and trying not to let on by my eager tone.

      “That my love for you as a father clouded my judgement, for I already know the strength and courage that comes from being human, as it was that same strength and courage I saw in your mother all those years ago when we first met and that…I should never have forgotten,” he said with a shake of his head as if what he spoke of had been a crime he had unknowingly committed.

      “I understand, dad… I really do, as your world is much stronger than the human one and you were just doing as you thought best” I said trying to ease his burden now that he had realised his misjudgement, even if it had taken him years to do so.

      “But it wasn’t, was it?”

      “Not really no, because I so badly wanted to be a part of your world but at times…”

      “I pushed you away from it, that’s why you left home isn’t it, it’s why you became more…?” He paused this time as he didn’t want to cause offence, in case I took it as I had last night.

      So, I finished for him,

      “Human? I would be lying if I said no, but I would also be lying if I said it was the only reason.” I said because I didn’t have it in me to pile on all that guilt when he should not be the one to carry it alone. Because yes, I had been pushed into belonging more with my own kind, but I had also embraced it much more as a way of escape from the world that reminded me of nothing but Lucius at the time. And living with a woman who I believed had been the only person he had ever loved, being my mother, well that part hadn’t exactly been easy.

      So, I had left. And it was a decision at the time that had been best for us all. A decision done so as the resentment I felt mounting yearly didn’t ever get to a point when I just decided that I would turn my back on it all and never set foot inside the doors of Afterlife ever again.

      “And that would be…?”

      “Something you are going to trust me with as my own business…yes?” I said in return, testing the new waters my father was no doubt only just learning to swim in.

      “But of course, it is none of my business.” I grinned at that and refrained from going over there and patting him on the back and saying well done.

      “Thanks, dad, I know this probably wasn’t easy.”

      “No, but it was most definitely overdue…I see that now,” was his sincere reply.

      “As a father I will never stop loving you and seeing you as you will always be to me.”

      “Your little girl,” I guessed making him nod with a warm grin as if he could still see his little girl in pigtails bouncing on his knee with a doll in my hand.

      “It is a father’s way. The need to protect his girl no matter what your age, it is never easy letting go and with that, comes my trust in the decisions you make…I know I have to learn how to respect them but please know, I have never once not been proud of you, Amelia, and it hurts me to know that you believed that by me calling you human, that you thought it left my lips as an insult.” I hung my head at this and muttered into my lap,

      “I know… I was just hurt is all.”

      “I love you, Amelia. I always will and being human is who you are and is a part of that love…you have to know this,” he told me and after that I could stand it no longer. So, I got up and ran over to him at the same time he stood, seeing the action coming and preparing for it. He took me in his big arms as I hugged him to me for the longest time. And it felt wonderful! It felt more than just a gesture, it felt like a promise for a better future.

      “I love you, dad.” I told him softly and I felt my head being tilted back so he could look into my eyes.

      “I know you do, little one, but then your love for me has never been in question and I hope you will grant me the same in return,” he said in that gentle way I had been used to when growing up, making me nod before hugging him to me once again and holding on tight.

      “Good, now tomorrow night I have called a meeting for the Table of Kings…”

      “I know, and I won’t get offended if…” He quickly cut me off,

      “I want you there,” he told me and my eyes grew wide in question.

      “You mean as a witness or something?”

      “No, as a place at the table sat beside your mother, as is your right and one you have earned not through blood alone, but now through strength and experience.” At this my mouth dropped open as utter shock morphed my features enough to making him chuckle.

      “Holy shit…really?!” I asked knowing that this was huge…no, not just huge, it was colossal! My dad chuckled again at my reaction and said,

      “Yes, really my daughter.” I grinned big up at him and said,

      “Well, yeah I mean I will have to check my calendar and such.” He laughed fully this time and said,

      “Be sure that you do, my clever, busy girl.” Then he patted me on my arms before standing back, to look at me,

      “Gods, but I still can’t believe how you have grown and how…”

      “Kick ass I have become?” I added for him, making him grin.

      “Yes, kick ass indeed.”

      “So, Lucius told you it all then, huh?” he nodded with a grim look making me laugh,

      “Be honest, you freaked out, didn’t you?” At this he raised a brow in a way very much like Lucius did and I had to wonder if it wasn’t a king thing.

      “I like to think I handled it somewhat better than I usually would but perhaps that was down to Luc being there,” he said cryptically.

      “What do you mean?” I asked with my heart in my throat.

      “There was once a day when Luc was more than just my second, he was a good friend and offered me more than a sound council, he offered me hope, and reason and even at times, strength.” Wow, I swallowed hard and asked my next question trying to hold back the shake in my voice I could feel close to breaking up the words,

      “And now?” I held my breath whereas my dad let his out on a sigh,

      “And now, well I guess old habits die hard for in that moment I still found all of those things mentioned when listening to his words…for as much as he can be a pain in the ass, he is still one of the wisest people I know…although it is not something I would ever confess to him in person…after all, I have my pride and now you have my secret to keep,” he said making me gulp as unfortunately no I didn’t.

      No, now Lucius did.

      So, I decided to give him something in return because it was only fair after what Lucius now knew.

      “How about I tell you one of his in return?” My father grinned big and leaned in, saying secretively,

      “Do tell.”

      “You will be proud to know I managed to put him on his ass in the ring.” My father drew back and said in earnest,

      “You jest?” I laughed at both his shock and how old fashioned my dad sounded sometimes.

      “I swear on the Devil’s name,” I said making the sign for the Devil and making him laugh in disbelief before asking,

      “What were you doing in the ring with him?”

      “He was teaching me some defensive moves and I don’t know, making sure I wasn’t rusty or something, besides I think he wanted to be sure that I could take care of myself,” I told him as this was the most logical explanation.

      “And you put him on his ass?”

      “Yup and he wasn’t going easy on me…I mean sure, it was because I took him by surprise but when means must and all that,” I told him making him throw his head back and laugh, telling me,

      “Oh, how I would have paid good money to see that!” But then I blushed because I knew very well what came after it and well… No. No, he most definitely would not.

      “Well, I’d better let you get back to your hangover in peace…remember to stay hydrated,” my dad said as he walked towards the door.

      “Yeah, Lucius said the same thing last night,” I said before I thought to stop myself and my dad stopped, just as I mouthed a silent, ‘shit’ behind his back. Then he turned slowly round to face me and asked in a questioning tone,

      “He did?”

      “Erm, yeah he helped me to my room and told me to drink plenty of water…why?” I said deciding to be honest about part of it, so he couldn’t detect a lie.

      “No reason, I just think he seems to really like you.” I tensed all over and tried to breathe normally before I said something stupid like, ‘Oh, you have no idea’ or ‘ well, he seemed to really like me last night when he was about to get intimate with me and Bob’… but thankfully I just laughed and went for the less murder worthy,

      “Yeah, well he would do, seeing as he most likely wants me to keep the fact that I put his ass on the mats a secret.” My dad laughed at that and thankfully left still shaking his head as if he couldn’t believe it himself. Then, I finally closed the door, put my back to it and released what felt like the biggest sigh of my life.

      Then, the second Lucius stood up, I realised just how much I had to thank him for, so without thinking I took off running, and jumped onto my bed. Then, a few large bouncing steps later and I was over it and into his arms, glad that he reacted quickly, taking note to catch me. I then wrapped my arms around him and said,

      “Gods, but I fucking love you!” Then I kissed him, embedding my hands into his hair and holding tight as I wrapped my legs around his waist. But just as quickly, he was turning the tables on the kiss and took control as I knew he would. After this battle of the lips he pulled back and said one thing,

      “Put me on my ass, did you?”

      “I may have exaggerated a little,” I admitted in an innocent voice.

      “Umm, well it looks like Bob and I are gonna have to teach you a little lesson about lying,” he said making me giggle,

      “Oooh, sounds kinky,” I teased back, making him growl,

      “Oh, you have no idea, Pet.” Then, just before I had chance for a witty reply, I squealed out loud as he let me go, so as I fell back on to the bed. Then, before I could blink, he was on top of me, with his hands travelling up my top, saying,

      “Now it’s time for me to put you on your ass, with my coc…”

      “Good morning, sleepy head!” I heard Pip calling loudly, along with my aunty Sophia, saying,

      “Why are you shouting when we aren’t even at her door yet?” Which meant one panicked look at Lucius and he only had time to say one thing before he was once again being pushed off the bed…

      
        
        “Fuck me, not again!”
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            Panties in a Twist

          

        

      

    

    
      After Lucius was pushed off the bed for the second time that morning and made to hide, Sophia had walked into my room muttering,

      “I love you, but you are so strange sometimes.” This was directed at Pip who followed her inside and was laughing nervously. Of course, my mum also followed in after that and I swear it was starting to feel like a damn family reunion in here…that or the bus stop used in getting there!

      “Gods,” I muttered before then asking the obvious,

      “Erm, so as much as this hangover isn’t joyful enough, I have to ask, what are you all doing here?”

      “Well, we thought seeing as we were all together again and it’s been ages, that we could all go shopping!” Sophia announced enthusiastically, making both my mum and Pip point a finger at her back and mouth,

      ‘Her idea,’ making me now squash down the urge to laugh.

      “I thought you only just got back from a shopping trip, just yesterday in fact?” I asked really hoping to get out of this one.

      “Yes, but that was with Z…”

      “Ziggyzigan…erm, sorry, I swear it’s like a habit now,” Pip said adding this last part towards my mum after Sophia shot her a death glare. My mum just patted her shoulder and said,

      “Don’t worry, we will work on it.” Which was sweet. But then, that was my mum and also, to some extent my aunty Sophia, because as much as they teased Pip, they were also mindful of her sensitive nature. They also loved her dearly and with that came being incredibly protective over her.

      “Okay, well you do get that a hangover cure doesn’t usually include shopping?” I said in a way that hopefully didn’t sound as though I was trying to get rid of everyone, when in reality… I really, really, really, was.

      “Or sex…what, just saying…I mean hangovers don’t include a lot of things…other than Jellybeans and headless Jelly Babies…seriously, they just wouldn’t fit up there with their heads on…what?”

      “Eww, Pip,” Sophia said making her lift up her hands and shrug,

      “What, I am talking about my tooth not my Moomoo,” Pip replied making me laugh before realisation hit as to where I had heard it being called that before. Suddenly utter dread filled my veins.

      “Your Moomoo, seriously, what are you, like 5 years old?” Sophia commented and before I could stop where I knew this was going, I opened my mouth to try and steer the conversation when my mum said

      “Aww, yeah, but don’t you remember that’s what Fae used to call it, and then it turned into Moocow.” At this I actually smacked a hand to my forehead and said,

      “Gods, please spare me.” Of course I was ignored by both Gods and the female members of my family.

      “Oh yeah, Mummy, my Moocow itches…remember that one at the council table…? Dom’s face was a picture as he handed her over to you and said, ‘that’s your department, my dear’…fucking crackers that one was!” Pip said making me actually groan out loud and with a hand still to my forehead, I then hung my head in shame…one they would never fully understand, seeing as my boyfriend was currently hiding next to the bed no doubt getting a big kick out of this.

      “Aww don’t worry, Faebear, your secret is safe…oh!” Pip said when I gave her a look that said it all. Then she mouthed a word at me so the others didn’t see,

      ‘Where?’ So, I motioned towards the bed with my eyes, telling her where Lucius was hiding and listening to this whole conversation. But then my mum began walking towards the bottom of the bed and started to bend to pick up the dress Lucius had thrown on the floor last night.

      “Jeez, Fae, I know you were drunk but you really need to be more careful with a dress like…”

      “Woohoo Boobies! Look everyone, do you think they are growing, ‘cause I think they look bigger, look, look at my breasticles!” Pip shouted in an almost frantic way gaining my mum’s attention as she suddenly whipped up her top exposing her little breasts and jumping around trying to make them dance. I swear, the look on both my mum and Sophia’s face was an utter picture as they both stopped dead and stared at her in disbelief.

      “Uh…Pip, what you doing there, honey?” My mum asked in a concerned tone that said it all. Especially when Pip started stretching all the way over to her side touching her toes whilst saying,

      “Oh, just stretching them out a little, giving these little ditties some air and exercise, you know, keeping shit fresh.” Meanwhile, I snapped out of my own shock and stepped up to my mum, leaning down myself and grabbing the dress so she wouldn’t notice the big Vampire feet by the end of the bed.

      “Oh yeah, like they don’t get enough exercise,” Sophia commented dryly whilst crossing her arms over her plum coloured pencil dress that was cinched in at the waist with a thick black belt. My mum was in her usual jeans and fitted grey cashmere sweater, whilst Pip…well, she was dressed as if she had robbed the children’s section at Macy’s.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” Pip said now stopping her ‘boob flaunting’ and pulling down her cropped Sponge Bob knitted sweater that showed off her belly and was one that made me secretly cringe at the name Bob written under the yellow cartoon square. Man, was I ever going to live down the Bob thing?

      To this she’d added a gypsy skirt that looked as if it was made up from patches of denim pockets. Which I could see had different packets of candy wrappers sticking out from the stash she was constantly carrying with her these days. This was on account of the tooth she refused to get fixed. It was also one that my mum assured me wouldn’t last as once she had tried all the different sweets (as my mum called them) then she would soon get bored of using the same thing twice. Of course, before that happened, mum warned me that Pip would no doubt first get very, very inventive.

      “You don’t know what I mean…? Yeah right, you had them out last night in front of everyone…remember, when you were smushing them in Adam’s face and asking him if there was a headless jelly baby stuck under one…and it was still in between your teeth!” Pip chuckled at the memory and turned to me and said,

      “Yeah, I totally did that.”

      “Alright, well as weird and delightful as this morning meeting between us girls is, can I crawl back into bed yet and let my hangover live out life as it’s supposed to?” My mum laughed as I said this, after I first grabbed the top of her arms from behind and steered her towards the door as she still chuckled. This had been because I spotted her heading towards my diary, something else Lucius had thrown to the floor, and she was aiming to pick it up.

      “But what about shopping?!” Sophia declared making me groan and give in,

      “Alright, shopping.”

      “Yey! Girly road trip!”

      “Erm, hold it there, cowgirl, we aren’t going to Vegas,” my mum said making Pip pout.

      “Well, we won’t be going anywhere with me in my PJ’s,” I declared hoping they finally got the hint.

      “Alright girls, I think what Fae is delicately trying to say is we need to leave whilst she gets ready.” I released a sigh and said,

      “Thanks, mum.” But then that sigh was premature when Pip nudged my arm and said,

      “Why do you want us to leave, you got a boy hidden under the bed or something?” Then she winked at me a couple of times and I couldn’t help it, my mouth actually dropped. My mum laughed and came and patted me on the cheek, saying,

      “Not my Fae, she’s a good girl…besides, Draven’s got weapons.” It was my turn to laugh nervously at that, saying a lame,

      “Ha, ha, yeah good one.”

      “Yeah, well, she wasn’t a good girl last night!” Pip said sniggering and it was at this point when I was silently asking the Gods ‘why’. This was also when we all looked at her, me especially, in utter horror, then she said,

      “What, I meant when drinking…sheesh, tough crowd,” was Pip’s reply.

      “You’ve got thirty minutes, so go get your cute ass in the shower as I want to spoil my niece,” Sophia declared blowing me a kiss and walking to the door. My mum kissed me on the cheek and said,

      “Wash good, baby girl, you smell like the upend of a shot glass…oh, and stay hydrated, honey,” I groaned and muttered back,

      “Yep, so everyone keeps telling me.”

      “Is it just me or is Pip acting stranger than usual today?” I heard my mum asking Sophia as they both walked out the door, leaving Pip a little behind, as she had started walking backwards. This was so she could punch two thumbs up at me in the air in what she thought was her accomplishment at keeping my secret.

      Then, once the door finally closed on this strange picture, I released an exhausted sigh, one that turned into a groan the second I heard Lucius’ laughter erupt from the side of the bed. And seeing as he hadn’t yet got up, I decided to crawl onto the bed, getting to the other side to find that Lucius could barely contain himself.

      “Don’t you dare say a word,” I threatened and it was one he totally ignored. I knew this the second he raised himself up, got in my face and told me,

      “Not one word…my Moomoo.”
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the day was spent in a whirlwind of shops, bags and dressing rooms, with a lunch thrown in for good measure. To be honest, I might have been hungover, but it had been a really fun day, reminding me of old times. But then it usually was with us all together, Pip ensuring lots of laughs for sure. However, having to start it by missing out on sex with Lucius was the only thing that didn’t make it perfect. Although, the evening certainly wasn’t without its…

      Sexual Challenges.

      Once again that night was spent at my father’s table and it felt like take two, only with Lucius’ sexual need for me increasing by the minute. Not that this was what most would class as a bad thing. But when I was in front of my family, whom I was trying to hide that fact from, which included the disappearing Lucius act we had entertained this morning… well, let’s just say that it was getting harder by the minute.

      I didn’t know how many times I had tried to remove his hand from my leg, unsuccessfully doing so when I had nearly choked on my drink the second his hand reached so high, he touched my clit. Then he acted like the perfect gentleman asking me what was wrong and patting me on the back as if this was helping, whilst his other hand continued the reason I had been choking in the first place.

      I swear that by the time the evening had ended, I had been so turned on I could barely walk without coming. This was because Lucius had decided that once he had gathered up my skirt, he then proceeded to position my panties in such a way they were now acting like a thong up the front of my sex. He had twisted the scrap of material in between his fingers and pulled it up in between the centre of my folds and tugged making me nearly shoot out of my seat, gaining the attention of everyone around the table.

      “Sorry, just stubbed my toe.” I had no choice but to tell people as he softly chuckled next to me. Then, once the night was through, the second he helped me out of my chair, he whispered down at me,

      “It had better still be like that when I come to get you from your bed tonight.” Then after this secret order, he had bowed his head respectfully at me whilst purring a sensual,

      “Princess,” as a way of goodbye. Then I had watched as he had walked away wearing yet another delicious suit. This time one of dark grey, that offered me a toe curling, lip biting view of his behind as he moved his tall and powerful frame across the VIP.

      “See something you like?” Pip had asked whilst waggling her green painted eyebrows and grinning whilst showing off the fizzy cola bottle in her tooth, as was today’s choice. I ignored her comment with only a look in reply, one that made her giggle and followed suit with everyone else leaving. However, when I left, I had no choice but to do it slow.

      In fact, I barely made it back to my bedroom without looking cross legged, and in doing so I fell onto the bed, touched myself barely once and came hard, calling his name.

      And as for my panties,

      They stayed in place but the only difference was that,

      They were soaked and for once in this bed…

      
        
        There was no help from Bob.
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      I don’t know what happened after I had found my release by my own fingers, but I must have passed out. Because the next thing I knew I was opening my eyes and finding myself in a place I shouldn’t be…somewhere other than my bed.

      “Sleep walking?” I asked myself when finding that I was in the family library with absolutely no recollection of how I got there. The library was a huge, grand room filled with carved wood, antique furniture and the smell of old books coming from every wall. So, naturally because of these things it was by far my favourite place in the whole of Afterlife. With its tall cathedral style ceilings, and its walls cram packed full of books on three different levels, it was my version of Heaven.

      Highly polished wooden floors matched those of the ornate and heavily carved twin spiral staircases that mirrored each other at the corners of the room. Both of which led to the upper levels, where shining brass ladders on runners awaited you to climb, in order to discover the treasures on every shelf. Open balconies framed the entire space offering a walkway of ease to every book.

      Well, all but one…the forbidden archive.

      But the rest of the room offered plush and comfortable antique seating areas, with rugs dotted on the floor, velvet tasselled cushions and tables. Tables that also offered, not only a place for books, scrolls and maps to be displayed but also fancy globes and brass statues adding decoration.

      However, it was the enormous black fireplace that dominated the room, as it was the first thing your eyes were drawn to. Especially, seeing as it faced the entrance being positioned at the very end of the room. It consisted of two large cast iron statues that stood either side of the grated flames, both of which were holding up the heavy mantle above. They each looked like the guards to the back door into Heaven, for they weren’t quite gruesome enough for Hell. And yet, they were a little too menacing for what one would believe to be a grand golden entrance into Heaven.

      Two large swords clasped in between their hands stood taller than I did, which spoke of how large the entire fireplace was. But the sight had never intimidated me, as I had grown up quite differently to most. For starters, it had been where I had spent most of my time growing up, with my head buried in some demonic tale of woe, being the huge bookworm that I was.

      But then there had been a section kept behind a locked latticed wall of metal that teased me endlessly for as long as I could remember. It was at the very top row that couldn’t be reached unless you had wings. Which meant that basically it was the stuff I hadn’t ever been allowed to read. But now I was an adult and my father had just discovered this new mentality of trusting his daughter, so who knew?

      But none of this made sense as to why I was there?

      The only explanation was that I had been sleep walking and if that was the case, then what was Lucius going to think if he found out. Because the last time that had happened it had been because of a witch and I had nearly been eaten by Hellhounds. But then, what else was I going to say, that I just decided to pop in here real quick for some light reading, before he was to show up and make love to me?

      Now, if there had been a section on Sci fi porn, then that might have made sense and given me a viable excuse. However, brushing up on my demonology or chronic diseases didn’t really cut it. Unfortunately for me, I didn’t have much time to decide on what to do as the second the door opened, I panicked and grabbed the first book on the closest table next to me, foolishly not even looking at the cover and hoping to blag my way through the reason why I was there.

      The second Lucius saw me I could tell he had been worried, as the deep sigh of relief was one I heard from halfway across the room. Then he stepped fully inside, closing the double doors behind him as he faced me. His face was a calm mask from what I knew he was actually feeling as that dominant nature of his that felt disobeyed was displayed in the way he held himself against the door. All those concealed muscles tensed and forced into action when deciding to now stalk towards me, doing so slowly with each step precise and with purpose.

      Then came his words.

      “I must say, Sweetheart, I am not a fan of waking up with you gone from my bed, just as much as I am not a fan of turning up expecting to find you in one, only to discover that you are not,” Lucius said as he continued to cut the distance between us. So, I lifted the book up without reading its title and shook it a little, telling him,

      “I couldn’t sleep.” But then I wanted to smack myself after he reminded me,

      “How strange, for I thought I had made my intentions quite clear on what would happen once I arrived at your bed…one you weren’t in like I requested, I might add…” He paused right in front of me and only continued his comment after his gloved hand collared my throat gently and his thumb was then used to press my face up to him. Then he told me firmly,

      “…and well, sleep was the very last thing on my mind.”

      “Well, yeah I know but I…” I tried to say but then my excuse fled me when he pressed his nose into my cheek after using his hold on me to bring me closer to him.

      “You?” he prompted against my skin.

      “I just thought I would grab a book and read a little while I waited…to keep myself awake,” I told him now back tracking and hoping he would let it slide…

      Naturally, he didn’t.

      “Now it was to keep you from sleep…I see.”  He hummed this last part to himself and tapped his thumb on my chin twice before taking a firmer hold and turning my face to his so he could suck in my bottom lip, holding it with his teeth in warning. I whimpered at his dominant hold, one that was making me squirm. This, in turn, was making my aching clit throb against the twist of my panties, as that was one order I hadn’t disobeyed. But then he let my bottom lip go by first sucking on it to soothe the sting before letting it slip through his own lips. Then he took a step back, dropping his hold on my face for one on my wrist instead. Then he raised up my hand, the one that was holding the book so he could freely read the title, making him ask,

      “Umm, now I have to ask, whether this is your idea of some light reading or research, as I will fully admit to hoping for the latter.” I looked down at what he was reading and nearly groaned out loud, damning Pip at the same time. Because she was the only suspect in reading a book titled, ‘Phallic Worship’. The naughty little minx was most likely hoping for pictures!

      “I must have picked up the wrong one,” I muttered trying to save face.

      “Interesting, I suppose Hodder M Westropp, has other works that would be more interesting to your personal tastes…Sexual Symbolism perhaps, or maybe the Tao of Love and Sex by Jolan Chang is more to your liking?” he asked smoothly after taking the book from my hand.

      “Erm…how do you know about…?”

      “You are not the only one who has shared a home with Pip or received her quirky idea of a gift…now the more important question is…how do you know of the book, one whose sub title is the ancient Chinese way to ecstasy.?”  He asked this last part on a sexual purr, that offered the promise of much more than the title held.

      “Oh, Pip…most definitely, Pip,” I said making him smirk.

      “Ah, so she is going to be a scapegoat for the both of us then?” he asked, taking the time to scan a finger across its pages before throwing it back to the table I had clearly snatched it from.

      “How did you know where I was?” I asked changing the subject.

      “Power of deduction,” he told me in a way that told me he was holding back the real reason he knew he would find me here. Did he somehow know that this had been my favourite place when growing up? Or had I mentioned it in my drunken state last night, when I had tried to talk his ear off?

      He stepped into me, pulling at the silk bow that tied around my waist, tightening tonight’s dress choice to hug my figure. It was a strappy little number of emerald green satin edged in a darker shade of silk. Its floaty skirt finished inches above the knee and the top half was pleated, creating a thin row of ruffles across my chest. And it was those pleated ruffles he was currently running his fingers across just as he had done with the pages of the book.

      “Now, the biggest question of all is if both my orders were disobeyed?” he hummed in a dangerously seductive tone that told me of what would happen if I answered incorrectly…pleasure or pain, merging into a mixture of both…I swear my lady parts were weeping in anticipation of the orgasm to come. So, I decided to be brave, gaining height on my tiptoes and whispering in his ear,

      “Why not take me back to my room and find out for yourself?”

      “Mmm, now that reply tells me that my girl has done well and has pleased me, for I near bet my life on the fact that your pretty pink pussy is still spread and held prisoner against that tight twist of material.” I swallowed hard at the sound of his erotic words, knowing there were more to come the second he put his lips to my ear and said boldly,

      “I can scent it for myself, but I want to hear you say it. To say you’re ready for me, that you’re soaking that lace against your abused bundle of nerves…tell me, Pet, will I find your clit glistening for me?”

      Well, if I wasn’t ‘glistening’ before, then I most certainly was after that! Which was why I took his hand in mine and said,

      “I think it’s time you find out just how ready I am.” Then I boldly started to walked past him, intent on taking him with me. But the second my arm was pulled taut behind me from his resistance I knew it wouldn’t be that easy. Something that was confirmed the second he said,

      “Oh no, my fuckable cock tease, you’re not getting away with it that easy.” Then he tugged back suddenly so I had no choice but to stumble into his chest. One that was rock solid under his black dress shirt that he had matched with a dark grey suit this time. But like last night when carrying me back to my bedroom, he was now minus the jacket. His sleeves were rolled as usual and he had forgone the waistcoat for a dark burgundy red tie.

      “But I thought I had…”

      “You still weren’t where I told you to be, which means at least one punishment, if not the other,” he told me firmly.

      “But we can’t…we can’t do it here, what if someone catches us?” I asked, now panicking about more than just getting spanked. Lucius grinned down at me, enjoying this reaction and the hard outline of his cock beneath his trousers was also telling me he was getting off on it too. Especially when I started to try and escape him by attempting to peel his fingers from their grip on my wrist.

      “What’s the matter, my little Pet, don’t you trust me?” he challenged, now dipping his finger below the top of my dress and skimming the tops of my breasts near to my already hard nipples.

      “I just don’t think we can chance it,” I said trying again to pull back against his hold on me. But then he suddenly yanked me back and growled down at me,

      “For you, Sweetheart, I would chance the wrath of Gods!” His eyes then blazed with his fierce words spoken into my cheek before suddenly I was crying out. This was because his arm banded around me at the same time he released his wings and in half a second we were flying straight up. Then, before I could fully get my head around what just happened, we were landing in the one section I had never been in before.

      It was the locked section and at the highest point above the double doors and closer to the arched ceiling. It was also the only place not accessible by the staircase and I couldn’t help but grip tightly onto him as it was so high, it was making me dizzy being on the small balcony.

      “Easy, my little Šemšā” he said at my back with a firm hold on my body, with his arm wrapped tightly around my waist. Then he was pulling me from the edge and walking me back against the grated cage that kept the books locked away from my eager human eyes.

      “I wonder, just how many times did your gaze wander up here and wish it could get to what was locked away?” he asked guessing where my thoughts were at.

      “A few,” I confessed making him scoff as he knew it was a lot more than that.

      “And now every time you look up here you will think of something else,” he all but promised me and I shuddered at the thought, but asked anyway,

      “And what will that be?”

      “The first place that I fucked you inside the walls of Afterlife,” he told me firmly as he raised my arms above my head and pushed them back against the metal, making it rattle as if to drive his point home. I swallowed hard feeling myself squirming in anticipation, which was only managing to tighten my twisted panties against my clit, making me have to resist the urge to moan.

      “Mmm, you feel it, don’t you…tell me, Pet, did you come once you got back to your room…did you pull it tighter against your pussy? That sweet burn as it dug deeper, spreading you around the twisted lace?” he asked at the same time he was lifting the skirt of my dress, doing so in a slow and tantalising way that was messing with my senses, allowing me to focus on nothing but his words and his hands.

      But my own were in desperate need to touch him, so I pushed against his hold, making him tut down at me. Even his wing feathers ruffled, shadowing us in hues of burnt orange, deep blood reds and darkened yellows. It cut out the rest of the room below and with it, the dizzying heights so all there was, was Lucius.

      “I see you aren’t going to play nicely by abiding to my rules,” he commented with a sigh and before I could ask what he meant by this, he was loosening his tie. He started undoing the extra buttons of his shirt, allowing me a glimpse of perfect pale skin over solid muscle whilst tugging the length of silk from the now open collar. It was quite possibly one of the sexiest sights I had ever seen…well, other than Lucius down in his training room, bare chested and pounding the crap out of a punchbag!

      His bare skin had been the sight I had unknowingly denied myself last night, getting only moments of it this morning before it was ripped from me by way of family interruptions. But then by focusing on that slight hint of muscle, I had instead not been focusing on the tie he now had wrapped around my wrists. A length of which he was feeding through the holes in the lattice so as to secure my arms above my head. He then tugged sharply making me gasp as the silk tightened, making him say,

      “Mm, much better and gives me twice as much fun when playing with you,” he said in a dark, masterful tone whilst lifting both his free hands, and I had to confess, that I couldn’t help but sexually respond to it all. Because Lucius could be so many things. He could be funny and playful and teasing. He could be caring, loving and at times even sweet. But then he could be possessive, dangerous, dominating and like he was now…masterful. And I loved every single one of them! Because I knew that he would never hurt me, not unless it was for sexual pleasure. But cause me real hurt, or pain? Then no. Which was why I trusted him.

      That was until I heard the door opening below and instead of releasing me, Lucius was covering my mouth to muffle the yelp of surprise and panic at knowing that any second we were going to get caught up here. I felt Lucius’ lips at my ear as he told me,

      “Now listen to me very carefully, I am masking our presence but whether we get caught or not is up to you and how quiet you can be…do you understand?” I nodded as I wouldn’t have been able to speak anyway as he still had his hand covering my mouth. But at least I relaxed knowing that we weren’t going to get exposed.

      However, this hope died the second I felt Lucius whisper,

      “That’s my good girl, now try not to scream as I make you come all over my hand.” I tensed and pulled on my hands but the second the metal moved slightly I had no choice but to stop. Lucius raised a brow at me with a look that dared me to do it again. Then, when I didn’t, he grinned down at me in that knowing way when I held myself still.

      I couldn’t see who it was down there as his wings were still blocking my view, but just knowing we weren’t alone was both making me panic and also turning me on even more. It was terrifying as much as it was exhilarating. It was bad as much as it was oh so good, especially when I felt my skirts being lifted once more and this time it was like he said…

      He had both hands to play.

      “Just fucking look at you…Gods, you’re stunning…so Gods be damned fuckable, I just want to eat you up, my girl,” he told me as he sucked and kissed and nipped his way across my chest, before slipping a finger beneath one of the thin straps. Then I felt the sharp tug against it, before it fell off my shoulders all together. This therefore allowing him to free one of my breasts after first yanking hard at my dress. Once he had done that, he lifted it up for his mouth so as he could latch onto my nipple. But just before he did, he paused so as he could tell me,

      “Now remember, try not to scream.”  Then he sucked me in at the same time he gripped the twisted lace and tugged, making my mouth drop on a silent cry the second he clamped down on my aching nipple. By the Gods, it felt incredible as the pain he caused from his teeth connected directly to my clit, the one he was abusing with the material, making me feel like a puppet in the hands of a master pulling my strings.

      It didn’t take long before I was about to explode but seeing as I didn’t trust myself not to scream I suddenly buried my face against his chest and bit his flesh. Doing so hard enough that my teeth went through the fabric and I tasted blood bursting across my tongue. I felt him react, as he hissed a,

      “Fuck!” and his hand wrapped around my bound wrists and he pushed me further into the metal wall. He was getting off big time from my bite and before I had even finished coming, he lifted both my legs up, spread me wide and stepped into me. Once there I wrapped my legs around his waist, so he was free to release himself from his trousers. I then felt the sharp tug of my panties, making me moan at the torture against my swollen clit before they were gone.

      Then he held himself at my dripping entrance, moving its head up and down in between the folds of my sex and coating his cock in my release before pushing in an inch, doing so agonisingly slow.

      “Please…please, Lucius, don’t tease me…don’t make me wait any longer,” I begged and it was something that pushed him over the edge of his own restraint.

      “I can’t fucking wait!”  he snarled and then turned his head and snarled out a demand,

      “Take your book and leave…do not come back tonight!” I knew then that this spoken order was said so his mind control would ensure us privacy once more. Because the moment the sound of the door shut, he slammed into me, making me cry out, for nothing in that second would have been able to stop it. And Lucius knew it.

      “AHHH!” I screamed as the size of him stretching me, made me realise just how, in the few days in between us having sex, it was enough to tighten my core to the intrusion. And I wasn’t the only one as Lucius’ gaze turned to heated crimson as he growled down at me,

      “So, fucking tight…Gods, woman, it is no wonder I find this perfect body of yours so fucking addictive!” I let his words penetrate deep and combined with his actions then he was the one who was the addiction!

      He then allowed me this moment to get used to his size before he started to move once more and soon I was crying out my second orgasm to the sound of both my screams and the rattling of the caged door I was still tied to. Lucius had a firm and almost painful grasp on my hips and I couldn’t help but hope to find bruises there tomorrow from where his fingertips had dug into my flesh.

      I could then press on the marks and feel once more what I was feeling now, reminding me just how this moment of utter sexual bliss felt. I wanted more though, and he knew it the moment I tilted my head to one side, silently begging him to bite me. To feed from me the way I had tried to feed from him. The wet patch on his shirt from the blood that soaked it was proof enough of that.

      “Mm, fuck me but such a temptation… how could I resist such sweet nectar…all fucking mine!” he snarled as he released his fangs before sinking them into my neck and making me scream louder this time! At first it was the pain and then it was the explosive orgasm that followed from having him bite my neck, one that was always forced upon me in the most erotic way.

      “Lucius! Fuck, yes, YES!” I shouted as he began fucking me even harder and faster telling me that he was nearing the end, doing so now as he sucked even harder at my blood, in a near frenzied way. His hips pounded against me, his hands most definitely bruising my flesh and his cock hammered inside my quivering core. As then we both came the last time together, with his demonic roar of release drowning out my own screams of pleasure.

      Even his wings stretched out and shuddered as if they too had felt every bit of his stimulation as he emptied himself inside me, so much of it that I could feel it dripping down my thighs, bursting down around his shaft.

      It was so hot and turned me on so much that the walls of my sex continued to shudder around his length, milking him of every last drop. We were both panting hard and the moment Lucius’ possessive grip on my hips eased, I knew he was finally coming down from his own high. He placed his forehead to mine, closed his eyes and told me in a firm tone,

      “Tonight, I sleep with my cock inside you…do you understand?” I nodded, ‘cause the shock of that demand took my words and my breath away, as it was one of the hottest things he had ever said to me.

      That and his promised vow, one at the time I had no idea he would be breaking.

      “Good, for tonight…

      
        
        “…There is no escaping me.”
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      “Princess…princess…carrier of blood of Kings.” The moment I heard these whispered words, I opened my eyes and what I saw this time made even less sense than the first time when finding myself in the library. Because once again I was no longer in my bed where I should be. And the Vampire who had been tucked against me, locking me to his body with his hard length seated inside me was gone.

      For history seemed to be repeating itself as his warm touch had once again been replaced by the bitter bite of snow, as I was back in Germany. Back in Lucius’ blood rock castle and once more my bare feet were sinking in the snow that coated his rooftop garden. I frowned looking down, as if expecting to see someone else’s feet making the steps I didn’t ask my body to make. But all I found was my own betrayal, as they not only belonged to me, but they continued to journey away from the safety at my back.

      I also took notice that I was no longer as naked as I had once been, covered in soft skin and the hard flesh of my Vampire no more. No, now I was dressed in simple black and white check cotton pyjama pants, and a thin T shirt of plain white. One that did nothing to ward off the bitter chill that felt more like that of a draughty old building than being in the middle of snow-capped mountains.

      I felt myself shaking my head as I tried to recall the memory of me getting up out of bed, putting my glasses on and getting dressed, all without waking Lucius. But then my simple questions faded into one more serious as I started to watch the snow at my feet melting into sand.  Then that too evaporated under my feet giving way to stone slabs beneath.

      It was like a wave of ages, and with every step taken giving way to the next year for me to pass through. I don’t know how I knew this, but it was like being pulled between the fabrics of time. One moment I was on the snowy rooftop being hunted by Hellhounds, then I was being forced to walk in the baking hot sands with the spears of my enemies at my back. Until finally I was somewhere new, being pulled by invisible strings down a deep dark tunnel of stone. But with each new step I took, I did so not alone, for in front of me was a sight I was becoming to know all too well…

      The witch.

      First, she was in the blood red cloak I had first seen her in, stark and almost glowing against the gleaming white snow. Then the sands would roll in and she was there stood next to a lone tree, one twisted and dead, with bark that peeled back like curls of skin baked from the sun.

      She wore a brown cloak of coarse thick material, woven by what I imagined were calloused fingers. It covered her face but her long black hair hung like thin black vines, limp and dead against the slight frame of someone who looked half starved. But then, the last sight of her would appear, now as a broken young girl, flashing at the centre of the end of a tunnel. A darkness swirling around her like snakes of power coiled and ready to pounce. Then a blink later and,

      She was gone.

      This continued until the seemingly never-ending cycle rotated, each time bringing me closer to the witch, first in the red cloak, with the snow biting at the bare skin of my feet, until they gave way to the burning sands once again.

      The hooded girl had been close enough this time for me to see her looking to the thickest branch, the one twisted as if it had been tortured into growing in such a way. She nodded towards it making me look for myself and sucking in a startled breath the moment I saw the noose, hanging all bloody as if used many times before. I pushed back my weight only to feel the sharp spikes of the spear tips at my flesh, telling me it was death either way.

      But one gasp later and suddenly I was facing a cell door and it suddenly dawned on me where I was. I had been there only once before. A foolish and childish mistake by sneaking down into the lowest levels of Afterlife. I remembered seeing it the first time. Stepping inside the tomb of souls. A resting place of my father’s kind that I’d read about in books. Books I knew would be added to those locked away should anyone find out the truth of what I discovered that day.

      However, seeing the tomb in the flesh and I had been in awe yet scared at the same time. But no more so after I continued on, placing my hand inside the monstrous door and feeding the dead vines that covered it, for my blood was both payment and the key.

      This was the only way to gain access inside the Temple. It was the place I wanted to go the most, to see it in all its splendour. The painted pictures I had seen in the scriptures had me mesmerised and desperate to see them for myself. Were the pictures of Heaven fighting Hell as beautiful as they were painted on the scrolls or even more so?

      I was always a curious child and once fixated on something I was then stubborn beyond all reason until I achieved my goal. Well, being down there had been no different that night. As I held my breath hoping that my blood, even though human, was enough. It was said that my mother’s blood had been, and like for her that night, it opened. Although, instead of those colossal doors simply opening allowing me straight access inside, all it showed me was the blinding light beyond. So, I took the chance and stepped inside, with hopes of being rewarded for my bravery. However, those mighty castle doors only led into a tunnel of darkness, one where I had fumbled scared and alone until finally reaching the other end.

      Yet no Temple greeted me.

      No, but my father’s prison had.

      It was the same prison I now found myself in and once more faced with the cell door I had been drawn to that very night. However, it had been one that remained empty at the time, with the door wide open and most definitely uninviting. But it had been the horrors behind the ones that weren’t open that had made me run from the place screaming. Doing so only to find myself in the arms of my uncle Vincent. He never said anything. He never shouted at me or reprimanded me. He also never told anyone that he had found me there that night.

      He had simply carried my shaking form, my 10 year old self back to my bedroom before settling me back in my bed. Then he turned on my old night lamp, one I hadn’t needed for years, but one he knew I needed that night. Then he told me quietly, without once raising his voice,

      ‘That is not a place for a pure soul such as yours, little one…you won’t venture down there again.” I had shook my head, telling him without words that I wouldn’t and that had been all he had needed. That and my memory of horrors that had welcomed me. And up until this very night I had kept my silent promise.

      But as for now, well like that night I was faced once more with the cell that had drawn me to it like a moth to the forbidden flame. But this time,

      It wasn’t empty.

      Because the door was closed and the moment I touched its heavy metal panel was the second the cold penetrated my skin. I recoiled back from it as a blue light started to come from the small arched window above my head. It was one like all the rest in the room, heavy riveted doors of steel and iron, with bars in the small windows to prevent escape but that granted access for jailors to see the prisoners inside. None of them had conventional locks but small flat metal disks that I knew required blood to get the locking mechanisms to work. That was what I had read anyway.

      But touching it now seemed to activate a memory of sorts. Yet it was half mine as that ten-year-old girl and the other half belonged to someone else. It was like a wave of time crashing through me and along with the rest of the room of cells that came alive with the sounds of the past. I heard an echoing of banging, high pitched screeching, wails and screams, combined with pounding fists against metal. But then the voices started to form words,

      “I smell human sweat upon flesh.” A gargled voice spoke like a ghost of the past, whilst another one said in a more guttural tone,

      “I smell a ripe fruit ready for plucking…One I would gladly tear apart, skin from flesh, flesh from bone!” But despite the threats, I turned around to find there was nothing but that of eerie silence. It was like being trapped between two worlds, stood at the very edge of an echoing canyon of the past. And then the blue glow started to get brighter until once more it stole my attention as was intended.

      “Help me, please.” The strained voice of a girl spoke beyond the cell door and I frowned, knowing all too well that things weren’t as they seemed. Because yes, I was human, but I was no stranger to my father’s world. I was not the naive prey whatever was behind this door had hoped me to be. But with that being said, I was still curious. I had to look inside as right then my present self was compelling me to do so.

      So, I reached up on my tiptoes and it was as if I was doing so after first slipping into the ghost of the past soul. The one who had done this once before. But no humans were ever granted access to this place. It had been why I had been so brave to try it myself as a child, never once believing I would get inside. But then again, there was one more human with blood fated by Gods…

      My mother.

      Was it her past life I was being made to witness by doing as she had once done? This question seeped away with the sight that met me. A girl was stood with her back to me, dressed in a long white gown with long black hair, sobbing quietly at first. But despite her cries, it was as if time had suddenly been suspended, as it waited for me to say next what was needed…but I refused.

      Like I said, I wasn’t the once naïve human my mum had been when she must have first stepped foot down here all those years ago.

      “Well…aren’t you going to ask me if I am human?” she asked, as if a switch had been flipped and the tears stopped instantly, now being replaced by a hard, bitter tone of someone obviously not getting their way.

      “No, because I know you’re not,” I said boldly, then she looked down over her shoulder, her blanket of black hair covering her features, as she mocked in a chilling tone,

      “Yes, but I am very afraid, will you not help me?” It then became shrill as she laughed, an evil grating sound. She then raised a hand and with a twirling motion of her finger, I was reacting. It was as if she had the power to rewind the past and with it, she was making me her puppet. Because suddenly without being able to stop myself, my mouth was moving and instead of my voice, another innocent desperate one echoed around the room.

      “What can I do, I don’t know how to open the door?”

      “Mum?” I uttered the second my voice was released back to me, because I had been right, this was my mother’s memory. The girl started laughing then, telling me,

      “I had a mother once, but unlike yours, I was made to watch her burn.” It was then that I started to rattle the bars of the window, as if mirroring my mother’s once desperate actions of kindness to save her. Only now my own were being used in anger for using her the way she had tried to use me.

      “Your mother deserves to burn, just like mine did…and she will…”

      “Fuck you, witch!” I snarled this time making her turn to face me, coming at the bars quicker than I could have imagined until I was now faced with this bringer of death, the one behind it all. A scarred face of a girl that lay eternally trapped between being that of a girl and a woman. Deep carved scars in her flesh looked almost fresh without the blood of the action whatever blade’s tip did this to her. Symbols all crudely cut into her features, morphing what I knew was once the face of a beauty, had it been allowed to develop fully before being mutilated. But despite her obvious past hardships and pain, I growled back in her face with nothing but hatred. For I knew she was the bringer of death to not only an entire race but to the man I loved.

      Something confirmed when she finished her sentence,

      “…The Vampires that did this to me will pay…they will all pay, for the blood of kings owes us all, for the tree of souls is weeping and nothing you do will stop it!”

      “What tree of souls?!” I shouted back but she just grinned, a row of teeth, sharpened into horrifying points, my only sight before she continued with cryptic clues as to what our future held.

      “The last leaf will fall, and with it the single crimson rose will wilt and when it finally finds the ground…death will find you, Chosen One…for your soul did not escape him…the one he stole will die…will die along with its keeper.”  I shook my head trying to make sense of her words and finding nothing but my anger in return as I vowed,

      “We will stop you!” But it was a threat she merely laughed at and told me,

      “It has already begun. The day of reckoning is upon you and you…you are the key…AHHH!” She was quickly cut off by my quick and brutal actions making her scream the second I lashed out at her through the bars. I had scratched down her face, getting her blood under my fingernails as skin had peeled back through the scars on her face. But her reactions to it were more than just a scratch, it was as if my touch had burned and because of it she dropped to the ground in a slump behind the door.

      “HEY!” I shouted banging on the door wishing I hadn’t cut her off so hastily, now demanding,

      “How am I the key?! Tell me!”

      But I knew it was pointless when she started laughing once more and slowly, inch by inch, she crawled back into view, only this time it was no longer the witch I had attacked…

      “No…no, it can’t be…stop it…don’t…Don’t do it!” I shouted desperately as my mother crawled into view. Only it was how I had never seen her before. She was on all fours shaking as she made her way over to a dirty air mattress that suddenly appeared in the cell.

      She was in a pitiful state, with her clothes torn and filthy and her once beautiful blonde hair in a knotted mess. Large clumps of it hiding the face of a girl so beaten down it was hard to ever imagine it had been her. No, this couldn’t have ever happened…not to my mother, not to one of the strongest beings alive!

      But deep down I knew. I knew without the misleading shadows of doubt, ones I wished in that moment would consume me, that what I was seeing now was the horrors once experienced by someone I loved. A knowledge that currently felt as if it were being carved into my soul, for what I was seeing now was my mother’s past.

      It had once been her, but I knew it had not been in this cell. But this picture wasn’t the end of the horror for it was simply the start. Because it continued to play out until I watched in utter dread as she pulled out something hidden in the shadows. Then the delicate sound of music started to play its haunting tune, as if from a child’s music box somewhere inside. Then just as I uttered a pleading,

      “No,” I saw the flash of light and then the reflection of my mother’s face in a deadly shard before suddenly I heard her own voice begging from where I stood, splitting this vision of the past into two pieces.

      “Please, don’t do this!” her own voice pleaded echoing now as a distant cry for help from inside the cell was heard. No, not help…but instead, it was her own goodbye to the world,

      “There is only one way to save those that I love,” she whispered and I saw the barest hint of her lips trembling on the words. Which was when we both screamed at the same time,

      “STOP IT!”

      “STOP IT!”

      I fell backwards after letting go of the horror of truth I’d just learned, doing so now by welcoming the winding of my body as I landed flat on my back gasping for breath. The pain was one I welcomed, as if needing the reminder that I was alive.  But then, as I closed my eyes, the same memory I’d had when landing hard in the forest assaulted me.

      I had fallen from a tree swing and upon impact panicked when I couldn’t breathe. I had looked up at the bright sky, until a shadow blocked out the sun. My father had come to my aid that day after I had called out his name in panic. He calmly bent on a knee next to me and after helping me to sit up, he told me to breathe slowly through my mouth, while pushing my stomach out. Then to suck it back in on an exhale to stretch out my diaphragm that was tightening up and preventing me from breathing.

      Then he told me, when I started to cry, that pain as scary as it can be, is our body’s way of telling you it still breathes life and there are times when we should be grateful for the reminder. Well, I had never forgotten that lesson and did as he had taught me. Doing so by sitting up and breathing the way he showed me. Of course, since that day I had experienced having the wind knocked out of me a few times in the training room and like that day, my dad had been there reminding me of the lesson, adding to it the order for me to shake off my knock down and get back to my feet.

      For a Draven never stays down.

      And he was right. So, despite feeling the forest floor beneath me, before I then felt the sand and then the snow, I got up just as all memories flashed before me,

      My mother’s. Mine as a child. Lucius as a man. And lastly it was me in the snow on that silent and deadly garden. It was all our lives coming full circle and all I needed to do now…

      Was get up and run.

      Which was why I quickly flipped to my feet and started running, not knowing where I was going, just knowing that it had to lead me out of here! Meaning that I continued on even as all the memories continued to merge as one. But it was one that only stopped the second I threw myself against a door. I then slid back the heavy latch that kept it locked from the outside and hoped that the reason for this wasn’t one that could kill me.

      I pushed on the hammered metal and wood, feeling it scrape along the stone floor and squeak as if the hinges hadn’t been used in quite some time. I took this as a good sign as I stepped inside and slammed the door closed behind me. Then, with my forehead to the frame, panting through my fright, I felt something. I looked down at my hand the second I felt the blood of the witch still there tingling, making the skin beneath pulsate as if humming with power.

      After this I braved looking at the rest of the room and found myself stuck in yet another vision. Only this time, it felt different. It felt like one I was intruding on instead of being made to witness. As if I had turned the tables of time myself and by coming in this room with the witch’s blood on my hand, I had activated something she hadn’t intended me to see.

      The room was oval in shape and kept changing in between what I imagined it most likely was now and how it had been when my mother had foolishly made her way down here. Into what was quickly becoming my private Hell as it had been for her.

      Fading in and out of new and old, richly furnished and totally dilapidated. The walls were stripped bare brick and then they were covered in torn shredded wallpaper. Thick and once regal paper of royal blue and gold fleur de lis, covered the walls, only the past offered it in pieces. With long claw marks slashed through the plaster and beyond it, even down to the brick peeking through. It looked as though it had once been some lavish cell for a raving beast.

      The broken furniture, splinters of wood from the aftermath of destruction said as much. Along with the fourposter bed that was tilted on broken legs with a mattress slashed beyond all use. All of which was framed by the creepy shreds of what curtains remained. And like the paper, had no doubt once been luxurious blue velvet that now hung limp like the matted hair of my mother in the cell. It had once been a grand room and even when flickering into the present day, it still wasn’t what it had once been.

      It had once been a room of opulence and grandeur, but for whom I had no idea. But now it seemed more like a room used for people to wait in, with a simple seating area around a small table. One with bare brick and nothing more. But this wasn’t the most startling difference as the very second it flashed back to the ravaged room once more, it then showed me what I had been missing.

      “No…no…it…it couldn’t be,”  I stammered the second I saw her, my biggest enemy in the war and the one that had tried to kill me for little more than the sake of jealously,

      “Layla.”

      The second I hissed her name the image of her on her knees appeared with her back to me, scratching her bloody fingers into the wall. She seemed totally insane! Her mind lost completely to the madness that consumed her. And the source of that insanity was easy to see as my eyes left her ragged form and took in what she had done to the room.

      Decorating the walls with more than claw marks in paper.

      But one name written in the blood of the insane…

      
        
        “Lucius.”
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      “Lucius,” I uttered in revulsion the second I saw his name clawed into the walls over and over and over again like some crazy mantra that needed to be seen all around her. I wanted to gag, not just at the sight of what she had done to every one of her fingers, but also to the numerous bloody fingernails I found embedded in the scratched lines of his name. Other than the sight moments ago featuring my mother, it was one of the most haunting sights I had ever been made to witness.

      “Mine!” she snarled at me, snapping her head around to face me from the floor, looking like some wild creature, gone far beyond the woman that had faced me with a gun. Her face looked beaten and bloody, and teeth marks in her bottom lip told me she had done it to herself. Had she been running into the walls?

      “Why? Why this madness?” I couldn’t help but ask the ghost of her past image, when she suddenly rose from her knees in one creepy fluid move that put her once again at my level. But I stood my ground despite the pounding in my heart, telling myself this was nothing more than a vision. She couldn’t hurt me. For starters, she didn’t have a gun this time and her claws were now embedded in the name of my Chosen One.

      “But you still have those, I see,” I muttered as her fangs grew dangerously, now dripping with saliva like some hunger starved hound. Eyes of burning hatred and bleeding crimson tears,

      “This madness is his…this is what he does…what he is capable of, but you will see, for you will be next…” She hit her own chest, pounding it hard enough that she rocked back on her feet,

      “He will destroy you…your heart will crumble to dust at his feet…he will take and take and take until there is no more.” Her voice was a shadow of what it usually was, broken and hoarse from hours and hours of what I knew was screaming his name.

      “No, it won’t happen,” I told her, not for her sake but for my own. As I needed to hear the words right then like a balm to soothe the ragged edges of my soul, one the sight of this room had done to me.

      “But it’s already started…for he already owns that part of your soul, the part he stole…he fucking owns you and with his death, yours will follow!” She screamed the best she could and the second she lunged for me I fell backwards, tripping on a broken chair. But she was gone, and all that was left were her crimson tears now running down the walls!

      A bloody river flooding the walls and soaking beneath the wallpaper I knew was no longer there.

      “It’s not real…it’s not fucking real!” I told myself over and over again, closing my eyes.

      “No, but it will be,” the voice of the witch told me, whispering it in my ear and I screamed opening my eyes now back to the past. Only this time, I wasn’t a part of it. I was just a stolen witness to it.

      Layla was now slumped to the floor with her back to the broken bed with her head in her hands. She was speaking in low tones, hushed and quiet as I had never heard her before. Her head was so low it nearly touched the floor, with her body being near bent over double. She sounded scared and almost to the point where she was sobbing.

      Who was she speaking with?

      “I can’t, not to him…I love him,” she uttered on a desperate plea. But then I saw another person in the room, someone who was stepping from the shadows in a cloak…one of blood red.

      It was the witch. But what was she doing here at this point in time? Well, my answer soon played out in front of me, as it didn’t take me long to see that she was trying to get Layla to do something for her and clearly, it was something she didn’t want to do.

      I watched as she knelt next to Layla’s crying form,

      “But I will help you. Just let him come for you and when the time is right, you will be rewarded.”

      “Rewarded how?” Layla asked, now raising her head, bloody tears streaming down her face. I had never seen a Vampire cry tears of blood before…was this because she had been lost to madness or something the witch was responsible for?

      “I will reward you with the gift of time,” she told Layla.

      “With time? But what good will time do me?” she argued but then whimpered and tried to scramble back from the witch when she touched her shoulder. She gripped it tight, making bluish light come from beneath the palm as if her touch burned like the blue part of a flame.

      “Time is everything,” the witch hissed angrily as if needing to teach her this lesson.

      “Time will grant you the chance to finally have what you want,” she continued making Layla and I both utter the same name, one in hope and the other in fear.

      “Lucius.”

      “Lucius.”

      

      “Time will give you chance to kill the bitch he loves, but patience will be needed.” I sucked in a painful breath at this, hearing her speaking of the love she believed he had for my mother. As my mum was the only one back then she tried to kill, many times in fact. Those had been Lucius’ own words when speaking with the rogues and trying to convince them to release me. Layla had snarled venomously at the mention of my mother and it simply caused me an unspeakable amount of pain.

      “Lots and lots of patience, for your time will come…the blood of the kings is due to us all and soon the tree of souls will weep with the venom of God,” she said once again, making me frown at the significance of it all and remembering those words. They stuck with me like puzzle pieces that started to show the centre image instead of just the edges we had only to start with.

      “Now, I will take your place, for my time in this vessel has come to its end, for you know what we must make them believe,” the witch said and I shook my head trying to piece this together once more…was what I was seeing now in reverse? Was she talking about putting herself in the cell as I had seen her…as my mother had found her all those years ago?

      “But what if he doesn’t come for me?” Layla asked in a desperate tone. At this I saw the hood fall back on the same girl I had seen in the cell, telling me it was her…she was the one pulling all the strings. She was also dressed in white, with that same face of just a young girl, yet this time, there were no scars in sight! She also looked no more than fifteen years old. Yet, despite her age, Layla seemed equally terrified of her as she was transfixed. The girl stroked back Layla’s matted hair, and hushed her like you would a crying child, and told her,

      “Ssshh now, for he will come for you…the blood king always comes for one of his own.” Then she was walking away, but before she could disappear from the vision completely, Layla reached out to her, speaking her name for the very first time,

      “Vetala, wait!” The girl looked back at her, no longer with pity in her gaze, but now with a hard stone cold look of indifference. One that told me that Layla had been nothing but a tool to use and no doubt still was deluded into believing she was more. Although, I could see what she couldn’t, as my mind wasn’t lost to madness as hers was.

      “I am Vetala no more, for your work is done for now, you served me well. But I will be reborn when the time is right…and you will serve me once again, Lahash. Serve me as the next Queen of Blood, for my name will be one all Kings will soon find eternity kneeling to…the name of Daiva, I shall become.”  After this declaration she left the next vision completely, leaving only Layla in its place. I tried to think back on her words, replaying them in my head but before I could make sense of her plans, the past changed again. As Layla was no longer sat slumped by the bed, but instead waiting in front of a torn tapestry and she was clearly waiting for something.

      No, not something…

      Someone.

      The second she heard whoever she must have been waiting for, she started to weep again, her bloody hand slapping against the fabric in desperate relief. I shook my head, trying to drown out her sobs and concentrate on the voice she listened to. It was male…a male voice I knew well. I frowned, finally gaining my feet once more but never taking my eyes off her, waiting to see which face would emerge from behind the curtain of fabric. As she faced a tapestry and I knew from experience that in this place, there was usually a door to be found behind them. But then I heard the locks turn and knew this was someone here to free her.

      It was someone here to…

      “NO!” I screamed the second he stepped inside the room, and I couldn’t help but scream his name. The same name that surrounded me now, in blood and madness…

      “Lucius!”

      This was when I staggered back against the wall and the second I touched it, everything suddenly vanished. The image of the past evaporated and all that was left was a broken girl in a once broken room…me.

      Because there was no denying it, Lucius had been the one to break her out of Afterlife. He had broken her out even after she had wanted to kill my mother! I felt sickened by the sight of him helping her, despite it being the past.

      I was also mentally drained and confused as to what it all meant! The witch, she had a plan all those years ago, this hadn’t just happened, this had been set into motion over thirty years in the past!

      “Gods, no,” I whispered as the sight of him disappearing came back to me, making me become the one to crumble back to the floor. But then I looked down at my hands as they started to tingle once more and the witch’s blood under my nails that had once been there, started to fade just as the scene in front of me did.

      Was I right, had this really been something I was never meant to see? Had scratching her in the cell not been a part of her plan and had reversed her power somehow, because surely this was something that she wouldn’t have wanted me to know?

      I decided to get up and get the hell out of this place as there was only one person that would know what was going on and she was the one who had been here during that time…my mother. So, I ran from the room, with no choice but to go through the same door that Lucius had stepped through. But once inside I quickly realised I wasn’t just back inside the prison, but a different area of it. And one look around the walls, and I knew exactly what part this was…it was a torture chamber.

      I cried out in shock, covering my mouth with my hands as I realised what the true purpose of that opulent room was. As there was only one reason for it to be next to such a place. It was simply another form of torture. Only one not so much of the flesh, but of the mind. It was one that prisoners were taken to, to await torture and then being thrown back into such luxury after a night of agony and pain was just another form of it.

      To be given the choice to talk and tell my father what he wanted to know in order to stay in the room with its nice paper on the walls, its comfortable bed, no doubt with hot hearty food waiting. I couldn’t imagine many not breaking from such a method.

      But then my father was King. A King that ruled with the hand of the Gods both in Heaven and in Hell…Hell being the operative word here.  He was in charge of ruling over some of the most powerful and brutal supernatural beings that all realms had birthed.

      So, it stood to reason that a King like him needed such a place to keep such beings. Just like Lucius would no doubt have his own in the bowels of Blood Rock. And as for Layla, well she had found herself tortured for the crimes against my mother. Because no one tried to take my father’s Chosen One from him and lived to speak of it…all but one…the one Lucius had help slip through his fingers. And now, through that mistake, she was back and this time it wasn’t my mother she wanted to kill…

      It was me.

      I walked through the brutal place and the darker side of my father’s world that up until now I had been sheltered against. Because what the witch had wanted me to see had backfired, as bringing me down here may have been part of her plan but what happened next hadn’t been.

      So, I started running, past the row of iron maidens, past the chains and hooks embedded in the walls. Past the body stretchers and wall of spikes, I passed it all, until soon I found myself faced with a row of cells again.

      “She knows…the girl knows too much!” A voice stopped me in my tracks, and I couldn’t help but be drawn over to it. And I did as I had done before, raising myself up to the window, using the bars to steady me. What I found was a dirty white padded room that looked like any you would have found in a mental hospital back in the 1800’s. Only this one had twenty-foot ceilings.

      But as I peered inside, I found an Angel with his torn and bloody wings pinned to the high ceiling above him. The remains of where they once were on his back now nothing more than broken, snapped bones protruding from his back. Blood staining the bandages were all he wore around his torso. White trousers covered in strips of material all hung like a skirt. But I couldn’t see his face as he was sat facing a step ladder that rose all the way to the ceiling. However, it was one that was missing all but the top two rungs. It was like a symbolic reminder of how close he was to getting his wings and had the broken means never to do so. It was another form of torture.

      “You work with the witch?” I demanded and his head turned to look at me, a face of years of pain and suffering making what once would have been handsome into something sad and pitiful. His skin looked grey as if decades without the sun had transformed it into solid ash. Hair white that could have once been golden and only his beautiful amber eyes remained what they were, although the glow of life had been drained long ago.

      “No one works with the witch,” he told me in dull tone as if I bored him.

      “And you are nothing but a spider dangling in a web of his lies,” he said making me shout out in anger,

      “You know nothing!”

      “I know enough and so does she…” He then nodded to a window that showed the moon and made me realise this part of the prison must have been on the cliffside. But that darkness outside showing the night was quickly flooding the cell with moonlight as it parted from the clouds. But the warming glow of night wasn’t the only thing it brought with it as soon shadowed hands started to emerge from the frame of the high window, as if dragging itself inside.

      I narrowed my gaze as they continued to grow inside, stretching along the floor and towards me, until the hands went from my view behind the door. I was just about to take a step back when I suddenly screamed the second the hands reached me, shooting through the bars and grabbing onto my wrists in a vice like hold. I screamed again, the second a blue light emerged from beneath them just as it had done to Layla with the witch’s touch. It started to burn the second it glowed brighter making me scream in pain.

      Then it let go and I fell backwards, continuing to do so until I reached the wall opposite. I rubbed one of my burning wrists before switching to do the same with the other, taking a premature sigh of relief that I was safe.

      However, this nightmare wasn’t done with me quite yet as this too turned out to be a grave mistake. Because I was now being grabbed again, only this time by what felt like hundreds of hands all behind me!

      “NO! NO GET OFF ME!” I screamed again, trying to twist out of their hold and managing it only enough to find myself side on now facing the horror of what had hold of me. It looked like a giant wall of skin stretched thin and almost see through when the faces of tortured souls were pressing themselves up against it. Doing so now in an attempt at biting me, with demonic teeth trying to pierce their way through trying to get to my exposed flesh. One that made me vulnerable not only with the hands that held my limbs pinned, but also at the clothes they tore at, trying now to get to skin beneath.

      “GET OFF ME!” I screamed again, only when their hold turned painfully tight, I had no choice but to scream the one and only name I could think of. It was the only one who had a connection great enough that would hear my cries and feel it in our blood connection. The one I knew who would come and save me.

      After all, it had worked before.

      “LUCIUS, HELP ME!” I screamed one last time.

      This was just before the face closest to me had forced all others out of the way. Hands, elbows and any other body parts in between me and it, disappeared and now the one hungry enough to get to me was just about to lunge.

      But it never happened.

      As just as it was about to bite at my face, a flaming serrated sword of purple appeared inches from my eye. It speared through the skin wall and into the demonic face, making the whole wall howl in agony. Then, all at once, every hand let go. I was taken into someone’s grasp and yanked backwards, landing into a large chest, one big enough that at first, I thought it belonged to my father.

      But then I watched the glowing blade still embedded in the wall and followed it, as it retracted back into the wrist of the being it had come from. Its deadly jagged edges were unlike any blade I had ever seen, for the ones belonging to my father were smooth with a deadly razor edge.

      Meaning only one thing.

      So, I looked up and said in a shocked tone,

      
        
        “Brother?”
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      “Hello, little sister,” Theo said in that smooth voice of his, one that had only managed to deepen with age, along with other more obvious changes, I thought when looking him up and down.

      “Erm, technically we were born on the same day,” I said with exasperation making him smirk and lean down a little so as to comment in a smug tone,

      “I wasn’t referring to age, little lost girl.” This was his nickname for me and had been since we had first met a little over ten years ago. This was because the first time I saw him I had been climbing out of a window at the time. I had been sneaking out and about to get onto a bus with the rest of my school friends on a trip to London. Much to my parents’ annoyance at the time and why my grounding included not just putting me in my room for a week but sending me off to Scotland. (for my safety of course) But since then, I had been ‘little lost girl’.

      Of course, being one of triplets and never meeting either of my brothers until we were sixteen years old, well… having at the time not even knowing they existed was a big blow to a teenager…to all three of us actually.

      But it had been the will of the Fates that the two souls that were both born without a human body as I was, had no choice but to wait until their destined vessels were ready to merge with the supernatural element of their souls. It was around that age that I was informed our home was being turned into a school for a group of young Demons and Angels. A new generation of supernatural power that needed guidance, for they were the first of their kind. However, what nobody ever told me was that one of them would be my brother. No, this was something I had found out the night I had run away and was caught by non-other than Lucius. The Vampire King, who had been charged with hunting me down by my father and mother, who at the time had been frantic.

      That was the day we first met.

      It was also the first time in my life I had been attacked and he had saved me. And both my brothers had witnessed the whole thing, seeing as the two of them battling it out had caused my reaction to begin with. As let’s just say that finding out the way I did hadn’t been easy and wasn’t a time I looked back on with fond memories. Hence, the tiniest bit of a chip on each shoulder I might have held on to for far too long, one named Theo and one named Thane.

      But then I wasn’t the only one in that department seeing as Thane held the biggest chip of all. Of course, it was also said that he was the one who suffered the most with the change, seeing as his demon was unpredictable and had been battling him ever since for supremacy. But Thane had also been unwilling to learn from Lucius how to contain his Demon in the way that he should. It seems there had been three groups of teens inheriting their souls all in the same day and the fifteen boys and girls had been split into three. One group with my father, the second with Lucius and the third with King Cerberus, who was the King of Hellbeasts.  Oh, and also just so happened to be fated to my human cousin Ella. Someone who also met her Chosen One on that same fateful night I met Lucius.

      Although, like I had said, she had fled for reasons I didn’t know exactly, and the King of Hellbeasts was waiting for something before he could claim her. I didn’t know what exactly as it certainly wasn’t age, seeing as she was a few years older than me. Saying that, if he was anything like the other Kings, then once whatever it was that stood in his way was over, Ella would find herself running no more. For once he was finally free to claim her, then I knew from experience, there would be no amount of hiding that Ella could do to stop him from finding her and making her his. And Jared Cerberus was a bad ass biker and known as one of the most brutal and ruthless Kings at the table.

      Although to me, who he had known since I was a baby, like all the other Kings, he had simply been like another Uncle that wasn’t one of blood. But Ella was utterly terrified of him. This was after seeing him in his other form, which had unfortunately been her introduction into her uncle’s world. A secret she had sworn on her soul to keep that night, as it had been my fault in the first place. We had gone on the school trip to London together with her as a Senior and me as a Sophomore.

      But then my reasons for going weren’t solely for a good time with my friends and cousin, but because I had heard about the infamous fight club, the Devil’s Ring. This was owned by Jared and it was after sneaking in, that I realised I had been followed by my poor cousin, Ella. A redheaded, almost nineteen-year-old beauty, who got more than she bargained for that night.

      And speaking of Fates, as for Theo, he had found his soul mate and unfortunately lost her due to what I heard was an impossible choice he had to make at the end of the Blood Wars. A time I had spent safely locked away in my father’s Scottish castle, playing the little helpless and reprimanded princess. This was while Theo got to lead an army into battle and become the Hero to all. Hence my own nickname back,

      “Whatever, Golden Balls.” This made him chuckle before patting me on the top of the head in a patronising way and say, after nodding at the wall,

      “Oh, and you’re welcome, little sister.” I growled at his back when he walked over to the moaning skin of creatures swarming beneath it and leant down to pick up my glasses that I hadn’t released I’d lost until then. Then, as one snarled out at him, he twisted his large torso and punched a meaty fist into the wall, making it ripple with the power that emerged from his combined souls.

      My brother was like my father in most ways, other than looks. No, he looked more like our mother in that department, with a slightly darker shade of blonde hair that most of the time looked unruly. He also had her shade of eyes, that seemed to change with his mood, being their usual grey/blue at the moment.

      But flecks of green and navy blue were there in the mix just like they were with our mother. Although flames of purple was also the colour that came through when his mood took him down a darker path and that part of him, well that was all Dad.

      Now, as for his smile, then that really was killer! He was full of easy smiles and handsome grins, with perfectly shaped lips that seemed naturally tinted into looking soft. It was a grin that transformed the good looking into stunning. Lighting up his eyes in a way that often took a girl’s breath away. In fact, I knew without a shadow of a doubt that if Wendy ever met him, then she would have passed out in some dramatic fashion just so he could catch her. But then, she had a big thing for Thor…like most of the female population did.

      But he had my father’s chiselled features, with a strong jawline and cheekbones, artist’s would go apeshit for. But what differed between our father and Theo was his easy-going nature. Even though at times that natural born confidence of his morphed unknowingly into that of a born leader. Yet admittedly, this was done without arrogance but more out of a sense of duty. He was born wanting to do the right thing and had a conscience the size of Texas!

      He kind of reminded me of Thor even more in that way, with that righteous ‘defend the kingdom and world’ thing, combined with his looks and sheer size of him. The God of Thunder was a good nickname and one I might start calling him instead of Golden Balls. Because now I was older, well, it kind of felt a bit mean.

      But then there was also that raw side of him that was all my father. The demon half of him that he kept a tight and firm hold of, whereas my brother Thane never had. However, no matter how much they fought and reigned in that side of their natures, there were always the times it managed to rise to the surface and when it did with Theo, then look out world, because he was one scary bad ass!

      “Jeez Theo, did you eat a wrestler on the way here or something?” I asked, playfully punching his arm after calling me little sister again. He chuckled and said,

      “What was a guy to do, he tried to eat me first.” At this I stopped dead and stared at him. He then looked back at me and,

      “Jeez, Fae, did you lose your sense of humour on the way here or something?” he mocked making me roll my eyes.

      “No, but by being here I did!” I commented looking back at the wall with a shiver. My brother followed my eyes and frowned before telling me,

      “It’s called the wall of Souls.”

      “Original,” I commented dryly making him grin down at me as we started to walk from the cells, with him naturally leading the way.

      “It’s another form of prison for those that can’t be contained the conventional way,” he informed me, nodding to the metal doors as we passed.

      “How do you know that?” I asked pushing my glasses up my nose after first giving them a clean with my torn and now tattered T-shirt.

      He shrugged his big shoulders and told me with a wink,

      “You’re not the only one that reads, little Miss Bookworm.” I thought back to what mustn’t have been that long ago and couldn’t help but try to hide my blush.

      “Ah, but of course, you have wings,” I commented trying not to sound bitter about it, although he didn’t help that process when he added,

      “That and a key.”

      “Yeah, yeah, no need to rub it in,” I said sarcastically. Then I felt him nudge my arm and say,

      “It was said as an offer, Fae…not as anything more.” I grinned up at him big and said in a hopeful tone,

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, although I am not sure you need it now.” I frowned in question and before I could ask, he beat me to it.

      “Any reason you called out the big Vamp’s name over any other?” Shit, shit, shit! Okay, so this was bad!

      “Well, I …I didn’t think it best to give dad a heart attack…you know and well, there is mum too, she would worry and…”

      “Huh, uh sure, sure,” he said folding his arms making his faded Led-Zeppelin T-shirt tighten around his arms. This was his usual attire, never being one to fall in line with the whole suited and booted side of being royalty. Nope, it was usually just jeans and a Tee for my brother. Now as for Thane, it was usually the black suit of an assassin. In that way he kind of reminded me of John Wick on the few occasions I had ever seen him. He was all darkness and quiet rage that one.

      “What are you trying to get at Theo, me and Lucius are just…”

      “Each other’s Chosen Ones, yeah I know.” At this my mouth dropped open in shock.

      “Uh, no we’re not,” I said hoping my tone of astonishment was taken more from the idea of what he said and not the fact he knew.

      “Oh, so you’re just fucking then?” he asked making me jerk back and say,

      “No and I don’t appreciate…”

      “It was me who walked into the library last night, Fae.”

      “Fuck!” I hissed making him chuckle.

      “It was?”

      “Wow, you break really easily,” he said after whistling and at this my entire face dropped.

      “What?!” I hissed making him chuckle.

      “I mean, you could have at least challenged me a little.”

      “You must have been there, otherwise how did you know about the library?” I challenged making him tell me,

      “Oh, come on, if there was ever a place you would take a secret boyfriend then of course it would be the library!” he said laughing but then he obviously took pity on me and nudged my arm again, telling me,

      “I’m teasing you, little lost girl.” Then he winked at me making me release a huge sigh of relief, well that was until I still had something to panic about, seeing as this still meant that he knew about me and Lucius.

      “You are so mean!” I complained making him chuckle again before shrugging his shoulders and saying,

      “What do you expect…half demon remember?” At this I laughed and informed him,

      “Now you sound like Dad!” he scoffed at that, but his easy smile told me that he didn’t take the comparison as a bad thing. He and my Dad were really close and just as they said that I was my mother’s daughter, then with Theo, well, he was most definitely his father’s son.

      “So, you were really there, huh?” I asked, now tiptoeing around the subject and trying to gauge the level of shitstorm the forecast was predicting coming our way.

      “Yup and I have to say, the Vamp is good at keeping your dignity intact, I will give him that but he wasn’t strong enough for me not to know that you were both up there…although, commanding me to leave was a nice touch,” he told me as he held out an arm telling me to proceed him through a tunnel and one that looked to lead back into the Tomb of Souls.

      “Oh Gods, I am so screwed,” I muttered which only managed to echo in the large space anyway.

      “Why?”

      “Because you know and now your gonna tell dad and then there will be blood and…”

      “Why would I tell dad…I haven’t yet, have I?” he pointed out but I didn’t give in to hope just yet, making a point of saying,

      “But you only just caught us and…” His laughter cut me off, that and the shaking of his head, making him need to run a hand back through his floppy hair.

      “Fae, honey, I have known for years, just always wondered when you two would stop dickin’ around and make it official.” Okay, so if I thought my mouth had dropped before, well now it was of the catching flies variety.

      “But how…and when and well, how again?” He smirked and said,

      “Let’s just say I am way more perceptive than Mum and Dad.”

      “Okay, I am not seeing this as a good thing here, bro.” He chuckled and said,

      “Most people couldn’t see it, but I knew something had happened when you came back from Germany. You weren’t the same after that.” I cringed at that and couldn’t stop from asking,

      “What gave it away?”

      “I don’t know, it was just like a light had gone out or something…don’t take this the wrong way but you just seemed a little…broken. Besides, it takes one to know one I guess,” he said with a shrug of his shoulders and I swear my heart ached. Gods, I had no idea how selfish I had been. Which was why I grabbed his beefy arm to stop him and before he could say anything I threw myself into his torso and hugged him tight.

      “Whoa!” he chuckled, before asking me,

      “Erm, as nice as this is, Sis, I gotta ask, whatcha doing, honey?” I chuckled before telling him,

      “What’s it look like I’m doing, bad ass, giving you a hug!”

      “Yeah, got that part, Fae, I meant what’s it for?” he asked now patting my back like he was uncomfortable, but trying to make the effort all the same.

      “Because I am sorry I was sometimes a bitter bitch to you and I am sorry that I was in so much pain that I didn’t recognise your own and because…well, I am sorry Janie left you.” I said making him tense with the last thing I said. Then I pulled back and said,

      “Plus, I think if I tried to do this to Thane, he might kill me.” I joked making Theo scoff because well, hate wasn’t really a strong enough word for how they felt towards each other.

      “Yeah, well, don’t talk to me about that demonic shit stain!” he commented dryly.

      “Wow, that’s harsh even for you,” I commented making him grunt and reply,

      “Bastard deserves far worse from me. But in regards to the hug, and the reasons behind it…I get it and never blamed you. Hell, I was even tempted to go to Germany and kick a Vamp’s ass.” I laughed at this and asked,

      “What stopped you?”

      “Well, other than the fact the guy is one hard fucker to kill, I think the most obvious reason not to even try is the same reason Dad can’t and won’t do shit.” I grinned big at this and then asked,

      “So, you’re really not going to tell him?”

      “Haven’t yet, not going to now.”

      “Can I ask why?” I was curious to know and just hoped that by asking I wasn’t pushing my luck.

      “You mean can you ask Golden balls why?” he commented giving me that look.

      “Mainly, because it isn’t any of his fucking business, you’re an adult, Fae and you know what you’re doing…he needs to learn how to respect that.”

      “Oh my Gods.” I muttered stopping dead.

      “What?” he stopped and looked around as if he was missing something.

      “I think I am going to hug you again!” He chuckled, held up his hands and said,

      “Uh, that’s okay, let’s just keep that one for Christmas …yeah?”

      “Deal…and if it’s any help, I am thinking of changing Golden Balls to Thor anyway,” I told him with a grin, one that got even bigger when he said in an exasperated way,

      “Please don’t.”

      “Thor, it is!” I declared with my hand in the air and his groan of frustration was my only answer.

      We made our way back to the other side of the tomb and I stopped dead yet again the second realisation seemed to slam right into me.

      “Hey, are you alright?” Theo asked seeing as I was no longer next to him. Then I slapped a hand to my forehead and shouted,

      “Gods, I am such an idiot!”

      “Bit harsh but alright, I will play.” I frowned at him making him chuckle,

      “I am so blind! It was what that Angel said back there…All this time we thought the witch was working for someone…Gods, how could I have missed it?!” I complained to myself with my eyes going everywhere as if it was all written out for me to see.

      “Erm, I get that you’re the smart one of the group here, Fae, but your gonna have to give me…”

      “The witch! We all thought that she was working for someone in control of it all, another rogue we didn’t yet know the name of.” I told him quickly.

      “Yeah, Dad mentioned what’s been going on… but wait, you think what exactly, that she was the one…”

      “The one pulling the strings, you bet your Thor ass I do!” I said making him frown,

      “You really are going to start calling me that, aren’t you?” I clapped my hands and shot him a pointed finger from it and said,

      “Yes, yes I am!”

      “Alright, fine, whatever, get back to the witch,” he told me with a shake of his head.

      “Think about it, it’s the perfect cover. She creates this rogue in charge, that way she can just be classed as the ‘power’ to prevent Lucius from controlling his enemies, but what if its more?” I started to point out the facts making him naturally ask questions.

      “Like what…I mean, why would she?”

      “I don’t know, ‘cause she’s a woman, a witch and not a Vampire. Maybe she needs the persona of a master who is a vamp to get others to follow her in her cause. So she can just use them to get to Lucius. That way she could watch unseen…”

      “I don’t know,” he said in a sceptical tone, so I told him,

      “What’s the one thing dad always taught us…”

      “Keep your friends close and your enemies closer,” he answered making me nod,

      “Exactly, she hates all Vamps, that much is clear, so who better than to create an army of rogues she can simply kill off later on.”

      “Collateral damage she cares two shits about,” Theo added, looking thoughtful.

      “The Angel, he said it, he said that no one works with the witch…what he was really saying is that you only ever work for her.”

      “But why, what’s her motivation in all this…what’s her great beef with Vamps?” I bit a lip in thought and eventually admitted,

      “I don’t know but what if it’s only one vampire she has a problem with.”

      “Yeah, but come on, kill an entire race just to kill one, it doesn’t make sense?” he argued making a point which ended up with me discovering my own…and it was a fucking big one!

      “She’s not…she’s…fuck!” I said before I took off running with Theo now having to catch up, running behind me,

      “What? She’s not what?” So, I turned my head looking back at him and the second I reached the door back into Afterlife, I paused before opening it so I could give him my answer,

      “She’s not just killing an entire race…”

      
        
        “She’s killing an entire army.”
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      After running through half of Afterlife, I ended up bursting into my parents’ chambers having little clue on the time but knowing that it was already morning. My dad noticed the second I did, especially when I shouted frantically,

      “Is everyone here?!” My dad had been sat reading the paper dressed and ready for the day and it looked to be one of all business as the black suit he wore said as much. He dropped the paper with a look of concern.

      “Amelia…what happened?” His gaze travelled the length of me and I knew what he would find…I was a mess and unless my bed had attacked me, then I think it was obvious something had happened. But there was no time to explain. Not yet anyway.

      “The Kings for the meeting, are they here already?” I asked again making my dad look to Theo who appeared at my back.

      “Theo, what is going on?”

      “We will explain later, just answer her,” he said sounding as impatient as I did.

      “Yes, they arrived a short while ago, why what has happened?” I then looked around the room and asked,

      “Where’s mum?” Because she was going to be very much included in this conversation, as she may be able to fill in some of the blanks.

      “She’s with Lucius helping him with locating some of his people…why?” I had to say that it hurt, seeing as I had needed him. But then to know that he had left my bed in search of my mum was something I couldn’t afford to think about right then. Nor could I afford to think about him being the one who helped Layla escape. In fact, there was a lot of things I couldn’t afford to think about that all centred around Lucius.

      “Never mind, just call a meeting!” I said making my dad frown,

      “What, now? Can’t it wait until tonight, they’ve only just got here.”

      “No, it can’t.” I said and Theo quickly backed me up and told him,

      “Call the Kings, we don’t have time to wait.” My dad looked first to Theo and then to me, before nodding, accepting our demands and finally conceded,

      “Alright, Theo go and inform them the meeting is in thirty minutes, that should give everyone enough time.” Theo nodded once then looked down at me and said,

      “I hope you’re wrong about this, little sister.” Then he left just as my mum and Lucius arrived, making her ask,

      “Wrong about what?” Then she continued to walk to my dad who was ready to curl her to his side. Meanwhile, Lucius looked down at me with nothing but far too many questions in his gaze, especially when I made a point of giving him the cold shoulder.

      Because it wasn’t just the fact that he hadn’t come for me when I had needed him, or the fact that he had been with my mother at that time. It wasn’t even what I had learned when down in the prison about the past. Or even the fact that he made it clear to me how we would be spending the night and at some point he had slipped out of bed right along with slipping out of me. No, it wasn’t just one of these things…

      It was all of them combined.

      “Fae, what happened, are you alright…your clothes?” My mum asked now taking in my appearance and well, she wasn’t the only one.

      “What happened?” Lucius demanded.

      “I will explain at the meeting,” I told them both. One who was definitely frowning more than the other and it was no guess who out of the two, was looking more pissed off by the second.

      “But I thought that was tonight?” My mum asked looking up at my dad.

      “Amelia has discovered something that can’t wait,” my dad replied and it was Lucius who asked in a stern tone,

      “Where were you?” Now it was my turn to frown, because come on, could he be a little less obvious.

      “Not that it’s any of your concern,” I stated hoping to make a point and making him state right back,

      “It is the concern of all of us if you were to get taken, for your ransom would be held against us all.”

      “You think someone could take her from here?” my mum asked sounding horrified at the idea.

      “From the looks of things, I would say they have already tried,” was his reply and he looked murderous at the idea of his own words.

      “What!?” my mum shrieked, outraged.

      “Mum, I’m fine.”

      “Then how did you get those marks on your wrists?” Lucius snapped nodding down to my hands and looking beyond furious. He also looked far too close to the edge and any minute I knew he was going to find his limit on keeping our relationship a secret. So, I decided to tread carefully.

      “A lapse of my judgement.” Obviously, this wasn’t enough for him as he was just about to snap something else when my dad beat him to it. He was suddenly in front of me with my hands in his and looking down for himself at the red handprints around my wrists.

      “What happened, who did this to you, I want their name immediately, for they will be…!”

      “Fucking dead, that is what they will be!” Lucius finished off for him on a deadly growl.

      “Look, I will explain when…”

      “No! Explain now!”

      “You will explain now!” Both of these demands came from the two men in the room who were both close to losing their shit and neither seemed to want to back down. But it was about time they understood that they couldn’t bully me by demanding things of me. And if I said that they would have to wait, then damn it they were going to wait!

      “No, I will explain when I said I was going to and both of you are going to respect that because, Lucius, you are a guest in our home and not someone who is here to throw his weight around…” He growled at this, but I ignored him and turned back to face my dad and told him,

      “…And dad, you have recently discovered this new, less controlling and more trusting side of yourself with regards to your daughter, so with that being said, I am going to go get changed, whilst you both go practice waiting for me to be ready to talk about it…Mum, see you at the table.” I said finishing this by looking at my mum who was smirking big and looking as though she couldn’t have been prouder of me for putting these two in their place. And I had to admit, I, too, was feeling pretty good about it.

      Well, that was until I left, made it all the way to my door and was just stepping inside when I quickly found Lucius at my back stepping us both inside and slamming my door behind us. I tried to step away only to find two hands at my hips making me moan. Because my wish had come true…I had his fingerprints bruised on my skin and the second I felt the slight ache, I couldn’t help but think of last night. Then those hands travelled further up and crossed over my torso so he was holding me fully from behind.

      “That was cute in there, Pet, but you don’t get to tell me when and where to throw my anything around, for you are mine and therefore that means when I ask you who fucking hurt you, then guess what…you fucking tell me!” he snapped and I tensed in his hold but then relaxed before telling him,

      “Yes well…” I paused so I could grab his hand in a hook hold before slipping my weight down at the same time, ducking under his arm whilst bringing it back up with me. This ended with me pushing him face first into the door, pinning him there with the lock I had on his arm behind his back. Which was when I chose to finish my sentence,

      “…maybe if you hadn’t left me in the night, then perhaps I would have remained in your arms instead of waking up down in my father’s prison!” I snapped and far quicker than the move I had done, he used his free hand to put extra weight down on my lock so he could straighten his elbow. Which meant that I had no choice but lose my pin on keeping his elbow bent and his arm up his back. Meaning that before I could counteract the move, he was putting a bend into his turn and was soon hooking me around the back of my neck. Doing so now with what had been his free arm, putting me in a head lock with startling ease. This put me at the disadvantage of being bent over with my head tucked against his side.

      “Now, do you want to say that again?” he asked down at me and stepping out of my way at trying to free myself when I tried to stomp on his foot. So, using my Wing Chun training, by bringing my arm up over his shoulder and pointing my fingers down to the ground, I then tried to grab his face. Ideally, this was by aiming for his nose so I could push up and be ready to stand up straight the second I got his head pulled back. However, he was too quick for me yet again, and after grabbing my top with his free hand, he fisted the material. Then he positioned his leg so when he pulled me over his thigh he could then drop me to the floor with ease. Once I found myself there, I tried to roll but again, his actions were lightning fast. Terrifyingly so, as before I knew it, he was holding me down with a hand around my throat. Then, once pinned to the floor, he simply snarled down at me,

      “Yield.”  But I was too angry and besides, he wasn’t hurting me, so I tried to hook his wrist. I did this by making sure not to grab it with my thumb separated from the rest of my fingers so he could slip out easier or potentially hurt my thumb as he fought for escape. But knowing this and with his free hand, he knocked my elbow up so I lost the hold. Then, so I couldn’t try it again, he quickly dropped to his knees over me and pinned my other hand over my head making sure not to hold onto the burn. This was when he had really had enough and snarled down in my face,

      “I said fucking yield!”

      “Fuck you!” I shouted back making him growl this time and tell me,

      “Uncurl your claws, kitten, and just fucking yield before you hurt yourself!” That cocky bastard comment only made me want to fight even harder but with his hold on me, I knew that he was right. To try and get out of his pin now and I was only in danger of hurting myself. But then I wasn’t going to make it easy on him either. So I told him,

      “You left me.”

      “What hurts you most, Sweetheart, that I left or that when you found me again, I wasn’t alone?” At this I screamed in his face, hating that he was right,

      “Ah! Get the fuck off me!”

      “No,” he snapped and then sighed, before informing me,

      “Not until you have heard what I have to say.”

      “Fine, then just fucking say it!” I snapped back.

      “I left because I had no choice. I still have a responsibility to my people and as much as I want nothing more than to be buried inside this delectable, hot little body all night, one that I own…” His hand moved from my pinned arm so he could emphasise his words with his touch. Something that started when he ran his fingers down the side of my breast to my waist and further. Something I stopped when I hit out at his chest, making him pin me again, to stop the fight from continuing,

      “…My people needed my swift decision, one that was far too difficult to make and not one that I would have held my people responsible for.” I closed my eyes at this and asked,

      “Which was?”

      “The mass execution of the two hundred and fifty six rogues they collected from the streets,” he told me, making me suck in a quick breath. Because he was right, that was a shitty decision he had to make and being king meant he didn’t want that hanging over anyone else. Meaning that as far as reasons went, it was a pretty good one…damn him!

      “Get off me, Lucius,” I said in a small voice, one he simply growled at,

      “No fucking way.”  Then he growled low and menacing.

      “Lucius, I said…”

      “I know what you said. I am not fucking deaf, just as I know that you are not, which means you will hear me perfectly fine when I say that I am not letting you go anywhere until I have had my own answers out of you,” he told me sternly and it was a tone I knew not to argue with.

      “Fine, then can we at least have this conversation off the floor?!”

      “No,” he stated firmly.

      “No?”

      “You’re not deaf.” This was snapped, making me roll my eyes at him, only this turned out to be a mistake. I felt the sharp sting to my ass before I even knew he had moved his hand and rolled me to the side so he could access it. That was when I knew that he had been holding back all those times, as his speed was one I could never hope to win against.

      “AH!”

      “Count yourself fucking lucky it was only one, now if you want more, continue your fucking attitude and see where it gets you!”

      “I am not a fucking child, I am your girlfriend!” I retorted back, ending it on another cry as I was spanked again…twice this time.

      “You learning yet?!”

      “Fuck you!” I shouted making him spank me yet again, this time…it was three.

      “AHHH!”

      “Shall I make it a fourth?” he asked doing so more calmly this time and wisely, I held my tongue.

      “Good to know you can learn,” he said, infuriating me enough to say again in a quieter tone this time,

      “Like I said, I am not a child, I am your girlfriend.”

      “You’re acting like a child and no, Amelia, you are not my girlfriend.” At this I sucked in a harsh and ragged breath, but my face must had said it all…hurt. Because the next minute the spanking stopped, and he was lowering himself down over me. His face was then in my neck, where he whispered,

      “You are so much fucking more…you are my Chosen One…which makes you mine to play with whenever I choose.” This time, at the end of his words, I didn’t have time to suck in a breath because his lips were there over mine stealing it, tasting it for himself. A kiss that quickly became heavy and soon I found myself no longer being pinned down but wrapping my limbs around him. I found my hands curling into fists at the back of his head, with his soft hair held prisoner, just as my body was his.

      His hands were everywhere, in some frantic need to have me, to feel me, to touch every inch of me, which was when I realised what else he was doing…checking to see if I was alright. He wanted to check for any other injuries, and I had to say, the fact made me melt. So, I whispered in his ear,

      “I’m fine.”

      “I heard you calling for me…I felt your fear,” he told me, looking down at me and I tried to turn away from the intensity of it all.

      “Theo saved me,” I told him, still avoiding his gaze.

      “It should have been me,” he admitted against my cheek in a pained voice that spoke of his guilt.

      “Why wasn’t it?” I asked in a small way that said it all.

      “Because I couldn’t find you.” Now this shocked me.

      “You were looking for me?”

      “Of course, I fucking was!” he snapped furiously before telling me,

      “You think I hear my girl screaming for me and I what? Just calmly finish my meeting and make you wait?!” Oh yeah, he was back to being angry, even as his hands were running down my sides in the softest way.

      “Don’t get shitty with me, I called your name for a fucking reason and don’t you dare spank me for that!” I snapped back getting angry myself, making him smirk at my sass for some unknown reason.

      “I found your room empty and by the time I tracked you to the lower levels I caught a fresh scent of you making your way back to your father’s room.” I narrowed my eyes at this and asked,

      “And my mother?” He too narrowed his eyes down at me in return and snapped,

      “She was on her way back to your father also.” Hearing this and I couldn’t help it when I reacted to the lie I knew it was. Because my father had already told me that they had left together, meaning that what he said now was lies. The biggest question of all, was why?

      “Right,” I muttered making him snap,

      “And what the fuck is that supposed to mean?!”

      “It means this conversation is over.”

      “The fuck it is!”

      “Lucius, please, I am just trying to make sense of everything that happened myself and seeing as being scared isn’t an emotion I experience much in my own home, I just need a minute to sort my head out and would appreciate you giving it to me and not on the fucking floor!” I said trying to make a point and looking like I was finally starting to get through to him.

      “May I remind you that I didn’t start this, Pet,” he said looking down to our current position and referring to me pinning him against the door.

      “Yes, well count this as me finishing it.” He frowned down at me for that and the second he started growling I added,

      “The fight, Lucius, this is me ending the fight.”

      “That’s better!” he snapped before suddenly his weight was gone and the moment I started to sit up, I found myself being plucked off the floor and back to standing.

      “Now you can tell me what happened,” he said and I refrained from rolling my eyes even though he caught the start of it and challenged me to finish with just a look.

      “I have to get changed, they will all be waiting.”

      “Let them fucking wait!” I swear my eyes nearly bulged,

      “We can’t make them wait, Lucius, it’s the Table of Kings, it’s not exactly like being fashionably late to a party!” I argued.

      “Kings, Queens…Hell, there could be the whole damn royal court of Heaven sat waiting for all I fucking care, we are not leaving this room until you have told me exactly what happened to you!” he bit out furiously, making me release an exasperated sigh and run a frustrated hand through my hair.

      “I have to get dressed.”

      “Last time I checked, you don’t need your mouth for that, my Khuba” he said dryly, even though he ended it by calling me his love. So, I did as I thought was best and explained to him what had happened, leaving out half of it because I knew if I didn’t, then we would never have left this room. So, I explained a little and when he asked me why I had called this meeting, I told him the only thing in that moment that I knew would end with us leaving,

      “Because this isn’t the first time the Witch has been in Afterlife, that’s why.” At this Lucius looked to be giving this some thought. Which then allowed me time to kick my feet into a pair of flat black ballet shoes, that completed the simple look of dark blue jeans and a light grey knitted sweater. One that fit tight with a large ribbed V neck that needed the white vest top worn under it so it wasn’t indecent. Then, I had brushed my hair into a high ponytail and opted for my contacts. A simple bit of makeup and lip gloss and I was done.

      “Why do I get the feeling that you are holding back on telling me everything?” he asked as we walked down the hallways of my home, heading towards the room that held the meeting. But it was only when I reached for the door that I said back to him,

      “I don’t know, Lucius…” I paused and just as I opened the door whispered back over my shoulder,

      
        
        “Why did you lie to me about being with my mother?”
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      I ignored the growl at my back as I walked into the room that’s sole purpose was to hold a table and eight chairs…only today, for the first time in twenty-seven years, it held nine. This was for seven Kings, one Queen and now,

      A Princess.

      It was also a room that I had never been in before whilst others occupied its space. No, I had only ever sneaked inside when it had been empty. As even the ten-foot doors told a story before you even entered through them, with each panel carved in what many classed as the War of all Wars.

      It had been the end of days that had been stopped before I was born and the very reason the Table of Kings was created not long after. It was the one single most important event to happen that brought everyone in high power to the table and made them fight as brothers at arms, no longer as Kings against each other. And the one who had accomplished the impossible had been none other than my mother.

      Apparently, she had done what no-one had ever done before, as it was their combined admiration for her that had brought them all together to fight by her side. Which was why, through all of the carvings, there was one my eyes always went to…a lone figure amongst all the chaos.

      It was simply beautiful.

      My mother in a beautiful gown with hair flowing and face turned downwards as she looked at a small blade in her hand, whilst all others fought the onslaught of beasts, creatures and demons as they were nearly consumed. It was a beautiful piece and it was there to remind everyone who stepped through these doors why they did so.

      Once inside it held nothing more than a huge table and chairs for its purpose was clear. But the table itself was also a reminder of that day, for it was a long rectangle of carved damaged wood about ten feet wide and at least fifteen feet long. Sections of it were also charred black with a massive split down the centre. In fact, it looked as though it had taken a lot of powerful blows from each of the Kings in this room, but I could only be sure about one.

      The whole thing had been covered in clear resin to preserve the damaged door that it once was, being the very one the four horsemen had been unleashed through. And it was easy to see how, before that destruction, it was once magnificent, despite what it represented.  Meaning that even though broken now, the door itself had once been a thing of haunting beauty, the haunting part being the end of the world.

      It was sectioned into four panels that each held one of the horsemen that threatened to pass through its gate into this world. One white, one red, one light grey and one black, could barely be seen now of course, as now most of the wood was charred black and ash, where it had been set alight by my father’s own flames. This had been done after the war to symbolise the end. I also imagined that the many slashes in each of the panels could have come from Jared’s own claws. Most likely when in the form of his beast causing the giant splits in the wood. But like I said, I only knew of one with certainty to cause the damage and that had been my father…looking at it now though, well… I knew better.

      Along the sides were the seven locks that had once contained the horsemen. Three ran down each side of the door and the seventh from above, were all connected to a metal scroll at the heart of the door. Of course, now all locks were broken, snapped and bent upwards as if damaged when someone had ripped the door clean off in anger. These were the only parts of the door that protruded up through the resin like seven spikes, each representing a seat for the Kings around the table.

      The door, that had been transformed into a tabletop, had been mounted on a more elaborate piece of carved Chinese rosewood. And it was one that continued the theme. The legs were large carved horses charging into battle, each with a deathly rider sat upon the steed,

      The four horsemen of the apocalypse.

      I remembered reading about them after learning pieces of what happened during the start of the Blood Wars, something that started with my mother and only truly ended with Theo.

      The white Horseman was Disease and the paintings in my book showed him as a rotting figure of a man. His horse also looked infected as its flesh hung from dark twisted bones. The red Horseman was said to be the Master of War and his entire body, along with that of his own steed, was bathed in the blood of the lives he massacred.

      The Black Horseman was said to bring famine to the land, sucking all life from deep within the soil with every step he took. His skin was like parchment left to bake in the hot sands of Persia and his horse would pant, with dust expelled from its nostrils as it seemingly always struggled to breathe. The last of course was Death. The Grey Horseman and whose colour choice came from the ghostly figure that sat upon the steed of bones and shadows. He wore a cloak, barely concealing the souls he collected, and naturally he was usually the last horseman to follow his brothers.

      I remember reading about them and then sneaking in here and finding it fascinating that this had been the exact door they had come through. It made me wonder what was now in its place.

      Of course, there was little time to wonder about such things now as each seat around the table had someone sat in it other than three empty spaces, one for me, one for Lucius and one for my uncle Vincent who was still missing in action.

      As I entered, everyone stood and after granting each a shy grin in silent greeting, I walked towards my mother. Her chair was situated next to my father’s at the top of the table. To her right was an empty space and what I could see now had been recently added. But seeing that chair now awaiting me and well, I couldn’t help but take pause just before taking my seat. The significance of this moment I couldn’t help but feel it down to the core of my soul.

      But then Lucius took a longer way around to his own seat, doing so now so he could pull out the heavy chair for me, making me quickly sit down.

      “Erm…thanks,” I muttered, unable to stop heat invading my cheeks and as he pushed the arched throne style seat back in, he replied,

      “You’re welcome, Princess.” This now making it clear what I represented when in this room. After this he continued to his own seat that was directly opposite my father at the other end of the table. But then, as he walked past, the man sat next down from me was the King of the Ouroboros. Sigurd, who couldn’t help but comment in an amused tone,

      “Fuck me, the Vampire King can be a gentleman…who knew?” he said laughing, making his huge frame shake at his own amusement. To describe Sigurd in only two words would be huge and Viking, for he was also Ragnar’s son. Of course, there were other words you could have thrown in the mix, like blonde, handsome, rugged, gorgeous, laid back, oh and breath-takingly hot!

      “Fuck off, Snake Eye,” Lucius snarled as he took his seat, still making the massive blonde Viking grin. He was the biggest one in the room, being close to the same height as his father. But whereas Ragnar had the bulk of a tree, Sigurd’s muscle, although still bulky was also more toned and defined. He was also known as Snake Eye due to the small serpent eating its own tail that circled one eye. Although, as per usual, he wore a hooded jacket covering half of his handsome face, snake eye included.

      Sigurd also sat on my side along with another King, known as the feared King of Death. You wouldn’t have thought it to look at him, but his power was almost beyond measure. Although, out of all the men at the table he was the smallest in the bulky muscle department. This being said he also looked like a Dior model, with his handsome, angular bone structure. Ash blonde hair was in some messy style that barely seemed tameable but worked for him and his Gothic style. He was still tall but had more of a slim build that was made for stealth, speed and strength.

      His Chosen One had also been human once and was a good friend of my mother, which is how they met. She, like him, was more alternative in style and every time I saw her, she had a different hair colour. But like the rest of the Kings, no Chosen One sat at the table other than my mother, so she, like many others, was not present.

      “Where is Vincent?” I asked my mum quietly at the same time nodding to the only empty chair left.

      “Oh, your father sent him to Germany shortly before you left to see what he could discover.” Hearing this and I swallowed down the ‘oh shit lump’ that had formed, making me nearly choke on it. My panicked eyes automatically went to Lucius, who tried to tell me with his eyes that it would be okay. Although, how he could be sure of that I had no clue!

      Because Theo might be cool with knowing about my secret relationship with Lucius, but Vincent? Well, let’s just say that I couldn’t imagine my uncle being quite so, how should I say…less murderous. Besides, he and my father were as close as brothers could get, so I couldn’t see him letting this mountain sized discovery slip by unsaid.

      My only saving grace in all this was that at least he wasn’t here right now, or this first meeting of mine might end in more destruction to this table and I wasn’t exactly sure it would survive it a second time round. Next to this thankfully empty seat and across from Seth was Jared Cerberus. Someone who looked every bit of a bad ass biker but not a single shred of a King who ruled a Kingdom in Hell.

      He was also, like the rest, insanely handsome but in a more raw and rugged way. His hair was an unusual charcoal colour that wasn’t turned this way from age. It was thick, coarse and wiry and all of it was currently pulled back from his face and tied with a leather band in a sexy manbun. However, his shaped and pointed beard was black and framed a full pair of lips.

      But these weren’t the only strong features he possessed as he had a wide nose that suited the hard bone structure, and eyebrows that were arched slightly. One of which had a thick scar running through it that continued down his face to his jawline before disappearing behind his ear.

      But the most startling part of Jared was his silver grey irises ringed in black, bleeding into the whites of his almond shaped eyes. Even the skin around them seemed darker and more dangerous when finally braving a look into their molten depths.

      His attire was one I had never seen him in anything but, with a leather jacket that had seen more years than I had. Black denim jeans, heavy studded biker boots, large belt buckle and a leather cut over a black T shirt was his armour of choice. Along with heavy silver rings on scarred and thick callused fingers. Like I said,

      He was beautifully raw.

      He was also someone that my human aunt Libby and Uncle Frank would have heart failure over should poor Ella ever find herself in a position to introduce him to the family. That is if Ella ever saw past the scary, bad ass biker/ Hellbeast thing and the two of them ever got it together.

      And speaking of smooth bikers, Jared was smirking at me before commenting,

      “I must say, Dom, your daughter’s beauty grows each time I see her, and I speak for us all in welcoming her to the table.” I grinned at that and so did my father, who opened his mouth to reply when Lucius got there first.

      “Yes indeed, now can we get the fuck on with this meeting before the rest of my people die or would you like to talk about her pretty hair, Hellbeast!” Lucius snapped in answer making my dad narrow his eyes at him. In fact, he was just about to open his mouth to comment when my mum placed a hand over his forearm and mouthed a silent,

      ‘Leave it, Dom.’

      Then my mum went back to looking at Lucius in a questioning way, as if she was trying to get a read on him or speaking with him in secret, directing it through their link. One I knew we would never have due to me being human.  The only person that laughed was my brother Theo. Of course, this was because he knew what had made Lucius snap.

      Although, Lucius wasn’t exactly helping our awkward situation either as he currently looked as though he wanted to go a few rounds with a Hellbeast. Jared looked at Lucius and gave him a smirk before shrugging his shoulders and saying,

      “I didn’t call this meeting, so it makes no odds to me who the fuck starts…and you’re right, she does have pretty hair.” Then just as Lucius snarled, Jared unleashed a wicked and deadly looking claw and used it to curl back a line of resin in the table…the warning not to fuck with him was clear.

      But then Lucius, as blunt and as rude as he sounded, was right. I had called this meeting early and now was the time to explain why. So, I took a deep breath and looked at each of the Kings, and my mother who right now couldn’t have looked any more proud of me. She even gave me a little thumbs up under the table so no one could see and mouthed,

      ‘Good luck…take no shit’

      I couldn’t help but grin back at her before facing the rest of the room. Then, out of respect, I looked to my father who nodded for me to start. So, I took another breath and stood, feeling as if I was facing a jury on the stand.

      “As you most likely already know the reasons you’re here I am going to get straight to the point.” I looked then to Lucius who was watching me in a way that was close to being too bloody obvious…or was it just obvious to me after our argument?

      “We first believed that there was someone behind the rogues, who was pulling all the strings and using a witch merely to prevent Lucius from having control over what were once his sired.”

      “I take it by your tone we no longer believe that?” Jared asked making me nod,

      “No, I don’t and soon, neither will you.” Lucius narrowed his eyes at this, because he was starting to see that I had left something out of our talk, my suspicions included.

      “I believe the witch is the one behind it all.” At this the Kings reacted and Lucius, although silent, looked murderous and clenched his fists, warning me with a single word,

      “Explain.”

      “Since Germany she has been trying to control me, only managing this mainly when I am asleep, as I guess this is when she thinks I am most vulnerable,” I said making my mum gasp.

      “Controlling you how?” my father asked in a hard tone.

      “She makes me sleepwalk, shows me images of the past, and takes me to places where I eventually awaken,” I told him making my dad growl before a question was forced from clenched teeth.

      “And last night?”

      “I woke inside your prison, dad,” I admitted, making him hiss a foreign curse in Persian. My mum put a hand on his forearm as if to offer him strength this time. Then she told him quietly,

      “We will fight this, we will protect her.”

      “What images of the past?” Lucius asked in a dangerous tone breaking through this family moment of discovery, as this was another thing I had kept from him.

      “Mainly, yours and my mothers,” I said making him flinch as if I had struck him.

      “Mine?!” My mother asked now horrified. So, I turned to face her and whispered,

      “I’m sorry, mum…I am sorry for what she put you through.” She frowned in question, jerking back a little as she said my name as a question,

      “Amelia?”

      “This witch, she has deceived everyone and this deception spans back thirty years ago.” I then went on to explain what had happened when being faced with the cell and what I had seen, stopping before I spoke about my mother’s part in the vision. But from one look at her now, she knew. Her hands flew to her mouth and I got a glimpse of the scars on her wrists she used to keep hidden. The ones I had always wondered about.

      “Oh my God…Oh God no,” she uttered getting out of her seat and my father quickly did the same before gathering her in his arms. This was because she knew what I had seen.

      “The girl in the cell, all those years ago…Draven? Is she…I thought she was dead…that you…?”

      “As did I.” My father ground out with a bite of anger.

      “It was all part of her plan. Even back then. She wanted you to believe that she broke Layla out, and was captured in the process but what you didn’t know was that she wanted to be there,” I told them before going on to explain when I struck her face and therefore turned the tables on the visions she showed me, seeing far more than she ever intended.

      “I found the room Layla had been kept in and saw their exchange,” I said looking to Lucius who was now looked livid and also…concerned.

      “She spoke about her hatred for Vampires, and the day all Kings would kneel to her.” Sigurd snorted at that and said,

      “Then she’s bat shit crazy if she believes that will ever happen!”

      “Oh, she’s definitely got a screw loose, but combine that with a thirty year old plan, the means to carry it out and a grudge that spans time, then that also makes her a dangerous witch with a screw loose,” I commented in return.

      “I see your point, little one,” he replied with a nod of his head, making his hood slip slightly.

      “This black heart of hers…what level of witch is she, to hold so much power?” Seth asked in that velvet tone of his that held an edge of insanity to it also. Although, as the King of Death, then I guess you had to be slightly insane to accept that role!

      “That we know of, at least a level six but after this…most likely more,” Lucius replied, surprising me with this knowledge. A level six was near totally unheard of, so if it was more…well then, we were all screwed!

      “If it was more, then that would make her the most powerful yet.” Theo said making Lucius nod, saying a strained,

      “Indeed.”

      “But I still don’t understand, I saw her death, I was there…she died on that altar by your father’s hand,” my mother argued, still holding on to that memory in her mind, so I told her,

      “I think we both know that in our world, death doesn’t always mean the end.” At this she released a heavy sigh and looked up at my dad who still held her to him.

      “Sweetheart, come now…come sit back down,” he told her whilst leading her back to the table after her emotional outburst, one that it was clear, still affected her and after seeing what I had of her past, then I wasn’t surprised, for she wasn’t the only one it clung to.

      “What else was said when the witch was speaking with Lahash?” Lucius asked and I knew this was her demonic name he usually used. But then I knew that look also, as he was trying to judge just how much I knew about this time. Because of course…it included him.

      “She said that the blood of kings is due to them all and that soon the tree of souls will weep with…”

      “With?!” he snapped when I took pause and I couldn’t do it. So, I muttered,

      “That part was whispered, and I didn’t catch it.” His face said it all.

      “Are you sure?” he all but snapped at me and it was clear my father didn’t like his tone.

      “Lucius.” He said his name in warning making Lucius tear his gaze from me because he knew…he knew I was lying. But what he didn’t know was that it was done so to protect him. Because mentioning the Venom of God she spoke of would only make Lucius seem responsible for it all. And he may have been the one to free Layla all those years ago, but he did so thinking she was one of his own and not knowing what the future held. I had to hold on to those reasons as being the truth.

      “Go on, my daughter, continue,” my dad said nodding for me to do so.

      “She planned for you to kill her, as she told Layla that her time in her vessel had come to an end and that it was time that she made you believe it was a death solely by your hands,” I said looking towards my dad before looking to the other Kings.

      “But why?” I thought about my father’s question and before I could answer, someone else did and unfortunately for me, it was the last person I hoped to see at this table today,

      As an Angel burst into the room and answered…

      
        
        “Because she needed to get into Hell.”
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      The moment my Uncle Vincent appeared through the door I sucked in a quick breath that no one heard on account of everyone all acknowledging his sudden arrival. My Uncle looked every single inch the powerful Angelic King he was, and I swear sometimes it even looked as if the sun found him wherever he was and made aspects of him glow. He also looked absolutely nothing like my father and they were like polar opposites. Whereas my father was considered the tall, dark and broody type, Vincent was all light, pale and tightly controlled emotion.

      He wasn’t far off my father’s height being only a few inches shorter. He had light golden hair of tight curls that were tamed back and touching the top of his spine. His sapphire blue eyes shone with intelligence and his pale skin sometimes looked as if dusted with gold. He, like my father and all other Kings, was built with the body of a God. He was also utterly ruthless in battle, according to my father’s accounts of history. I could barely believe it seeing as my uncle was one of the calmest people I knew. But then, my father would often warn me not to be fooled by such a calm exterior, for they often turn out the most deadly.

      Of course, none of this boded well for me and Lucius seeing as with one look alone at both him and then me…he knew. Which was why I silently pleaded with him when no-one was looking, telling him with my eyes to do this for me. To keep my secret and not tell my father.

      His emotions, as usual, were hard to read, but then he took in the sight of me nervously biting my fingertips after sitting back down and he must have made his decision.

      He nodded.

      Obviously, my look of sheer dread must have helped as I let out a quiet whoosh of breath that only my mother heard from being so close. She patted my hand in a comforting way, no doubt thinking that this was all a lot for me to handle. Of course, she had no idea just how hard my uncle’s appearance had just made it.

      I looked at Lucius to see that he had been watching the exchange with interest and in that moment I couldn’t believe it but he actually looked annoyed at my Uncle’s choice of silence!

      “But wait, I thought she was an Angel?” my mum asked bringing me back to what my uncle had said the second he had walked into the room. This question from my mum had been directed at my dad who looked like his mind was where my mother’s was…firmly locked in their past.

      This was when he admitted to her,

      “I did not explain everything that night.” My mum frowned at this and after crossing her arms she said,

      “Then I suggest you start now by erasing that thirty-year-old lie,” she snapped.

      “I did not lie either…not completely.”  Ah, so one of those half-truths then, the ones kings seemed so fond of, I wanted to say due to my own experience… but wisely, I refrained.

      “The girl, the one in the cell and who I believed was Marked to be punished was discovered to be more than what was first claimed,” he told her making her frown back at him in question after first wrinkling her nose, something she did when displeased.

      “What do you mean?” I asked this time, making my dad look uncomfortable for a moment before admitting,

      “We killed the wrong girl.” My mum sucked in a startled breath and the rest of the Kings exchanged uneasy looks.

      “Draven how could…?”

      “It was not known until after her vessel had been reclaimed that Potnia, who was the one in line to claim it, had started having visions.”

      “Visions of what?” my mum asked,

      “Not now, Keira,” my dad said making her forgo the frown and simply narrow her eyes at him in a dangerous look before demanding,

      “No, now Draven.” He released a sigh and told her,

      “Shortly after Potnia regained consciousness, she had visions of you…” My dad cut himself off and rubbed a hand on the back of his neck like Theo often did when their frustrations showed.

      “Of me what?!” my mum snapped, getting impatient. My dad shot a brief annoyed look to Lucius before telling her,

      “Becoming a Vampire.” My mum sucked in a quick breath and my gaze, like my mother’s, shot to Lucius who too looked affected by the news, ignoring me and looking instead at my mum. Of course, none of us expected the next confession to come from my mum, least of all my dad.

      “That morning I…”

      “You what?” he asked, his concern easy to see as the purple in his eyes started to seep through the darkness.  My mum put her hands to her face as if she was remembering something she had seen on herself and said,

      “The next day, I used the bathroom and when I looked in the mirror, I saw…I saw the same thing,” she admitted making my dad now be the one to narrow his eyes at her.

      “Then it looks like I was not the only one holding back on the truth, for I remember that morning also Keira, and if memory serves me right, then I recall you screaming out and convincing me you merely stubbed your toe.” At this my mum shrugged her shoulders and said in a sheepish tone,

      “Then I guess lucky for you we are even.” At this he leaned in close and whispered with promise,

      “Hardly.”

      “Uh, as entertaining as this is, as I hate to break up any good domestic here, but can we get back to how this bitch is going to kill an entire race?” Jared said making my father growl down at my mother as way of a promise before telling her,

      “This discussion isn’t over, Vixen.”

      “Right back at you, muffin tops,” she hissed back, making me chuckle, especially when my dad muttered,

      “I believe this morning it was muscle tops, and should you continue your sass, little one, I will explain why that is,” he warned making Theo release a sigh and grasp the top of his nose in a hold that said it all.

      “Fuck me.”

      “Oi, language!” my mum reprimanded making me grin. But it was Lucius who’d had enough, and this was blindingly obvious when he suddenly hammered a fist down on the table and roared,

      “ENOUGH!”

      My father stood at the same time Lucius did, meaning they were now just facing each other with the table of the past between them. Vincent narrowed his eyes at Lucius and then looked at me, seeing my panic. One that doubled when my father warned,

      “Take care, old friend, for your actions will stretch only too far in sight of your circumstances.” This made Lucius snarl back,

      “Last I checked it was my people fucking dying, Dom, and if you didn’t realise already, one of them is…” This was when I intervened knowing that if he finished that sentence, then my dad would lose his shit. So, I stood and banged my own hand on the table, mouthing a little ‘oww’ which made the Kings all smirk back at me.

      “Just stop it! Arguing right now won’t help anything and Lucius is right, we need to make a plan of action against whatever move this bitch is planning next!” Lucius took a deep breath and I nodded for him to sit his ass back down, and when he did, I turned my attention to my dad, who mirrored his old friend.

      “Then what of the box, your father said you managed to get it open?” Jared asked making me release a sigh and start explaining about the box and the useless map. Then five seconds later Adam knocked on the door, entered without a word and left again after first placing a pile of papers on the table. Lucius nodded down at the pile and told everyone to take a copy and make of it what they will. I also took a copy, despite already secretly having one, after swiping one off Lucius’ desk when I ran back inside for my sweater.

      But he didn’t know about that one.

      “Fuck me, vague much?” Sigurd said making Jared throw his back on the table in frustration and by the time it had floated to the table he snarled,

      “Fucking useless is what it is!”

      “I have to agree, although without all the F words,” my mum agreed. But it was my brother who said,

      “It looks like it’s missing something.”

      “Yeah, like GPS coordinates, or Hell, even a fucking village name I would take,” Sigurd commented dryly. I ignored the comment and asked,

      “What are you thinking, Thor…I mean Theo?”

      “Thor?” Vincent asked with a grin and Theo shot me a look whilst answering him,

      “Golden Balls expired.” I tried not to smirk at this, even if my uncle did.

      “Can we get back to the fucking map already?” Lucius snapped again, this time making me shoot him a look that said, ‘What is your fucking problem?’. Obviously, it was ignored.

      “Well, everything else about this fu…erm, box has been smoke and mirrors, so stands to reason the map found inside it would be too,” he said making me refrain from chuckling when he was about to swear, but one look at our mother stopped him. Good one, Thor, I thought with a secret chuckle.

      “We are asking the wrong questions,” Seth said bringing his hands together on the table and his long sleeves slipped back to show paint stained fingertips and black nails.

      “Oh yeah, then have at it, buddy boy,” Sigurd said motioning with his hand for Seth to explain.

      “If we discover what she wants with the box, then we will discover what weapon we potentially hold at her throat.”

      “Genius,” Sigurd uttered under his breath making Seth shoot him a death glare side on, one that had the power to do just that. Although, it would have to be directed at someone less powerful than Sigurd, as he could more than hold his own. The living shadows swirling in irritation under his hood right now became testament to that.

      “Seth is right, because at this point, we know she wants the box not the map, one she might even not know about,” I said trying to bring down the level of testosterone in the group. This was when Lucius spoke up,

      “She knows.”

      “Why do you say that?” my mum asked before I could.

      “Just trust me on this, Keira girl, she does,” This was his reply and I hated the nickname he had for her, making me try and hold back my reaction, which instead came out as a snap,

      “We need information shared here, Lucius, not simply to trust that someone has it.” He looked to me and snapped back in challenge,

      “Agreed, information is key…in the right hands.” This was obviously referring to me keeping most of what I had said at this table from him.

      “Where is the box now?” Jared asked moving on and my father nodded to Lucius for him to answer,

      “It is being kept in Dom’s vault until we know more about it.”

      “Why?” I couldn’t help but ask. He raised a brow at me, shocked I had asked this question myself.

      “So it is only his blood that can access it.” Now I was the one surprised to hear this and almost questioned why again. But then I stopped myself as I quickly started to understand why and I had to say, the reason hurt.

      “You don’t trust yourself?” Theo asked in my place and Lucius didn’t make it quite so obvious when he spoke next, doing so without looking directly at me but only doing so once he had finished,

      “I don’t trust whoever may have gained access to my blood, for it was what opened the box to begin with.”

      “But I thought Amelia opened it?” my father asked with his features now set in stone and his eyes narrowed suspiciously. Vincent also looked as though he was about to say something, but Lucius got in there first.

      “She did, with my help of course, seeing as it was her idea for me to slit a vein,” he replied in a calm yet, ‘don’t fuck with me and what I say’ tone.

      “You failed to mention that,” my dad said with annoyance, making me swallow hard.

      “Probably because I didn’t see the relevance or importance enough to waste time in going into detail, as I don’t now,” he stated firmly.

      “I see the fucking relevance, Luc.”

      “Why, did you want to know if she enjoyed the act?” Lucius replied making me snap,

      “Lucius!” This was at the same time my father’s demon growled in challenge and I swear if this meeting didn’t end soon, then I was going to end up screaming the bloody truth! But Lucius looked completely unaffected, and his hard, unyielding gaze only softened when my mum said,

      “Luc, that’s not helping.”

      No, it wasn’t and neither was making me feel like shit because I shared his blood and was considered a weak link or a risk to it getting in the wrong hands.

      But then, the more I thought about it, could I really blame him for thinking this way? I guess looking at it without the emotions of our relationship, then it kind of made sense. Especially seeing as he had found me once before with the box in my hand. And like that night lost in his silent garden, my blood had obviously been used as a key to get it the first time…or should I say, his blood inside me.

      I swallowed the reasons like I was swallowing something bitter and looked down at the table, noticing the way Theo looked at me as I did this.

      “So basically, let’s see if I have this right, this witch, someone who should have died thirty years ago, only did so because she needed Draven to send her to Hell so she could become stronger and then wait until the time was right for something we don’t know, but get this box for something she thinks will kill all Vampires…do I have that right?” my mum asked making me say,

      “Yeah, pretty much.”

      “We are missing something,” Lucius said to himself as if the floor to his side held all the answers he was searching for. Because it was obvious when hearing my mum lay it all out like that it was making him see a bigger picture…or at least know there was one somewhere.

      “I agree,” my mum said making me frown and it wasn’t solely down to the fact that it meant, I had missed something.

      “And this is when you share with the rest of the class,” Sigurd said with a roll of his tattooed hand.

      “It doesn’t add up, if rogues have already started dying, then why does she still need the box, why the high jacking attempt if Vampires are already falling, because that can’t be her only gain in this?” my mum said making a good point.

      “Fae thinks that she is trying to get rid of Luc’s army, by using one of her own,” Theo said after our earlier discussion.

      “You do?” Lucius asked, making me sigh and lift my hands up before admitting,

      “At this point, I feel like I don’t know anything but speculation.”

      “But you did, only an hour ago in fact?” Lucius asked again making me say,

      “It makes more sense…she hates vampires, yet she is using them against you. So, what if the era of Vampires you turned, she has targeted for a reason?”

      “Explain,” he said sharply.

      “Okay, so she makes up this fake leader who is a vampire, doing this so she knows others will follow, as let’s face it, there would be little reason they would follow a witch with nothing but a grudge,” I said making few nod and Lucius tell me more calmly this time,

      “Go on.”

      “So, like I said, under this fake persona, she recruits as many Vampires that you sired in one era, one that would not be too long ago…”

      “Why?” he asked cutting in, so I raised a finger and said,

      “Ah, but I’m getting to that.” This made his lips twitch in amusement.

      “My apologises, please continue, Princess,” was his smooth reply, one I tried to get my lady bits to ignore.

      “She does this so as to leave it as long as possible before this curse or whatever it is, simply wipes them all out for her, after of course she has got her use out of them.”

      “And what uses would those be exactly?” Lucius asked motioning with a hand for me to answer and I had to ask myself when this had become a conversation with just the two of us?

      “Attack you and your army on the promise of an eternal life not linked to yours and therefore to live without the threat of a master. I mean, it’s not like she hasn’t used them enough already and besides, like we said, she still wants this box for some reason,” I said, this time making a point of looking at the others and not just at Lucius, who had been leading most of these questions.

      “Then why wouldn’t she just get herself a flight to Cuba, sit her ass on a beach somewhere with a cocktail and sit pretty until this curse wipes them all out…why is she still trying to get the box?” my mum asked making me now ask myself the same thing.

      “She still needs to use her power to prevent me from taking control of her rogues and stop me using them for my own gain, for that she needs to be present,” Lucius pointed out and I nodded, but again it was like my mum said, she could have simply set the cogs into motion and then disappeared to let the inevitable happen. Because for this curse, she didn’t exactly need an army. However, to get the box she did.

      “Perhaps,” I replied quietly, deep in thought.

      “It’s a shame we can’t just grab one of the rogue fuckers and interrogate them, as I will gladly offer my services,” Sigurd said making my dad respond dryly,

      “As helpful as that is, Viking, it has already been tried and has already failed…many times over.”

      “Yeah, and what a fucking mess that was!” Theo said before shooting my mum an apologetic grin for swearing.

      “Sounds like fun,” Jared said making Sigurd grin.

      “They have all been branded with a death hex,” Lucius said making both Kings look disgusted before Jared admitted,

      “I take that back then.”

      “Yeah, try getting that shit out of your jeans…not fu…fun,” Theo said pausing and turning the ‘fucking fun’ into just ‘fun’, making my mum smirk and wink at him, which caused him to roll his eyes.

      “So, there you go, reason enough for her to stick around then…right?” Sigurd asked making Vincent reply,

      “Her being around for that isn’t necessary, as once the hex is cast, it is permanent.”

      “No top up required,” my mum said with a snort and then mumbled a quiet,

      “Sorry, bad joke.” My dad granted her a soft look before turning his attention back to Lucius,

      “In the meantime, what do you need from us?” Lucius went on to talk about the plan to contain the outbreak of vampires that had turned rogue and each of the Kings to put together a kind of taskforce to hunt them down in the different areas they ruled and resided. Each accepted but it was Seth who pointed out,

      “And once we have hunted them…what did you want us to do with the infected?”

      “Kill them.” Lucius said in a firm tone and my mum sucked in a startled breath.

      “But can nothing be done? Is there no hope of one day turning them back?” Lucius released a sigh and looked at my mother in a way I couldn’t describe, maybe it was sadness or regret…but then it also looked so much more.

      “No, Keira, nothing can be done,” he admitted in a softer tone.

      “Do you still intend to leave after this meeting?” my dad asked but this knowledge shot straight to my heart like a bullet and manifested into me suddenly giving myself away by shouting,

      “What?!” Theo shot me a look as if to say, ‘smooth’ and my Uncle Vincent granted me a look that said it all, that if I carried on with those type of reactions then he wouldn’t need to tell my father anything, as I already would have. Although now, he wasn’t the only one as everyone was. All except Lucius, who was outright smirking behind a few fingers he had held by his chin as if deep in thought.

      “What I mean is…is it really wise you choosing now to leave, after everything we still don’t know?” I asked trying to smooth over my mistake.

      “He had always planned to leave shortly after bringing you home and once this meeting was concluded, so I see no reason why not,” my dad informed me, and unbeknown to him, that knowledge hurt me more than I was allowed to show. So, I looked away from Lucius, too afraid that if I did then the disappointment and devastation would show in my eyes. I also started biting at my fingertips just to stop myself from screaming at him! He had always known he would leave me here and yet he said nothing!

      “Amelia,” he said my name to gain my attention despite how odd it looked, so before he could do anymore damage, both in keeping our relationship private and also to the pain I felt, I said,

      “The only person that may not have a Hex is Layla, as it seems that she is the only one who has been part of the planning of this from the start, so perhaps it would be wise to see if capturing her wouldn’t be our next move.”

      “Oh, now I like this plan!” my mum said enthusiastically clapping her hands.

      “What? Everyone does remember how many times this bitch has tried to kill me…right?” my mum added when everyone stopped to look at her. Sigurd chuckled and Jared commented,

      “Way I remember it, there were a few, Kitten.” My mum growled a little and said,

      “Hey, how’s that jacket still holding out, Jared, you manage to get out the rubble dust yet?” This must have been a private inside joke as I didn’t get it. But whatever it was, it made Jared throw his head back and start laughing anyway, so it looked like the joke was on him.

      “You mentioned the vision of her in that room, if it wasn’t the witch that helped her escape, then did you see who it was?” my father asked me, as if now giving it some thought. But this time I couldn’t help it, my gaze travelled to Lucius to find he was staring at me. He also held his body tense and rigid, with his palms flat to the table to prevent them from turning into fists. His look almost as if daring me to tell the truth.

      However, my love for him conquered all else and I found myself saying quickly,

      
        
        “No…I didn’t see who helped her escape.”
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      “Amelia…Amelia, wait would you!” Lucius hissed trying to catch up with me after the meeting and his growls of frustration at not being able to just grab me in front of everyone was obviously pushing at his restraint. The meeting had ended, and I should have felt great about it, especially when my dad came up to me and told me how proud he was of me. But all words had become a blur of noise that I couldn’t concentrate making sense of any of them.

      I had embraced my Uncle and heard him whisper something in my ear as I did but again, I couldn’t focus. I just needed to get out of there! I felt as if I couldn’t breathe, like the room was closing in on me and at the centre of that gravity was the cause of it all. Lucius, who had been speaking with my mother at the time the panic hit, felt it and his head snapped toward me. And with a single questioning frown, he knew I was close to losing it.

      Gods, but why was this happening now?

      In the end it had been Theo who had recognised this and made a show of asking me if he could speak with me privately about something. It was at that moment when Lucius was being forced to watch me leave that he made his move, determined to speak with me as he tried to reach us. But then Theo walked me out of the door and told me,

      “Go…go get some air and let me deal with him.” I nodded glancing over his shoulder as I saw Lucius reach the door, telling my brother to get the fuck out of his way. Well, at least he did so quietly enough not to draw attention to what was going on. So, trusting that Theo could keep Lucius busy, at least long enough so I could make it outside,

      I ran.

      I ran and I ran, and I ran some more. I ran until finally my legs had taken me to a staircase. One I knew would lead up to some rooftop garden that my Aunt Sophia would have had some garden designer make fabulous. I often used to question my aunt’s choice at not wanting a seat at the Table of Kings, but now I was starting to understand it. Because she once said to me that,

      ‘Great leaders don’t tell you what to do, they show you how it’s done’ and then she went on to say,

      ‘And I don’t need seven kings to show me how to bake a cake’.

      Well, just then I didn’t need seven Kings telling me how to bake a cake either…no, I just needed the one to stay and eat the one I’d made with me. But Lucius was leaving and with that decision, one made without even telling me, well, I couldn’t help but feel utterly betrayed. Just like having him lie to me about not being with my mother, when I knew from my father that he had. Why lie if you had nothing to hide?  But despite feeling this way, I still couldn’t bring myself to tell everyone that it was Lucius who freed Layla that day.

      The moment I made it up to the very last step and burst through the door, I bent over double and tried to drag in my breaths. Being outside definitely made it easier to breathe, that was for sure. Well, that was until I heard my name being called from back inside the staircase.

      So, I slammed the door, making a point and stormed over to the pretty stone seating area that was facing the stunning views of the national park. It also just so happened to put my back to the door that I could hear bursting open as an angry Vampire emerged. I heard him take pause at the sight of me and release a heavy sigh.

      I continued to take in deep breaths and tried to focus on the sound of the wind, or that of the small water feature that was trickling softly from one rock to another. I tried to focus on the smell of roses, that climbed up over the arched wall that surrounded the roof on one side. I even took in the vast green beauty before me, before looking up at the clouds and asking myself how long I had before the rain came. But then Lucius stepped up behind me and I could do nothing to block out his touch, to block out his scent or the sound of his voice when he told me softly,

      “I was going to tell you.”

      I closed my eyes at this as a single tear fell and the second they snapped back open, I found my anger. So, I tore myself out of his arms and stood facing him, now wiping away that tear in frustration.

      “When? Huh, by fucking text when you landed at wherever the Hell it is you’re going?!” I snapped in anger seeing now that Lucius was panting hard himself.

      “Of course not.”

      “Then when?!” He released a sigh and admitted with a rake of his hand going through his hair,

      “After the meeting.”

      “Yet you knew days ago?!” I asked or more like accused.

      “Yes,” he admitted, making me close my eyes in pain before asking him,

      “Then why, Lucius…why does it feel like I was the last one to know?”

      “Because you were the hardest one to tell,” he replied immediately and as nice as the sentiment was, I couldn’t hold back from snapping,

      “Not good enough!” He groaned and told me,

      “Can we at least talk about this so I can explain without you throwing attitude my way?”

      “Oh, I am sorry, is my reaction to you lying to me not convenient for you?” I asked sarcastically.

      “I didn’t lie,” he stated firmly and my eyes widened in disbelief.

      “Oh yes you fucking did!” I threw back making him start to get angry.

      “Then if that is what you believe lying to be, I suggest you re-educate yourself on the term, for keeping knowledge from a person isn’t lying,” he told me making me want to slap him. But seeing as that always ended up with us kissing, then I decided to hold my palm in check…for now.

      “No, no Lucius, you kept from me about leaving, but you lied about something else,” I told him making him frown and start to say,

      “And what did I lie about, exactly?” he asked folding his arms across a dark red T shirt that he had turned up to the meeting wearing.  And let’s just say that jeans and a T-shirt was not exactly his usual attire to wear to a meeting with the Kings. I also bet my life that it was the first time ever. But then he had been a little preoccupied before it, too busy arguing with me and hey look, here we were again, I thought with bitterness!

      “You told me you found my mother walking back to their room when you were looking for me.” I reminded him.

      “And?”

      “And that was your lie.”

      “And you know this how, exactly?” he asked in that arrogant tone of his, one he portrayed so well.

      “Because my father told me that the two of you had left together for some reason or another.” Lucius heard this and took a deep and calming breath before saying a short,

      “I see.” I frowned at this and waited to see if he would give me more but he simply took a seat and said nothing, making me snap,

      “And?!”

      “And what?” At this my mouth actually dropped before I said,

      “Do you deny it?!”

      “I have no need to deny it, as it happened,” he told me making me cry out in frustration before I snapped,

      “Goodbye, Lucius, enjoy your flight won’t you!” Then I walked past him and stomped all the way to the door, only to find that it was now locked up shut and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t get it open.

      “Open the fucking door!” I demanded making him, stretch an arm out over the back of the stone bench and look back at me over his shoulder.

      “Not until you come back here, sit down with me and we discuss this in a calm and rational manner,” he ordered in a firm tone that was no longer angry and why should he be, he was the one who got caught out. I didn’t move from the door but instead remained staring at it not knowing what to do.

      But I jumped when his hand came to the wooden frame next to my head. Then he said at my back,

      “Or you could just fight me again and see where that gets you.”  I closed my eyes against his playful words, ones that I knew he was using to try and entice me into doing as he wanted. So, he tried harder, by getting closer and this time his teasing words were whispered seductively in my ear,

      “I might even let you throw me against the door again, if that is what it takes.”  I released a sigh and told him truthfully,

      “You hurt me, Lucius.” At this I heard him release a sigh and place his forehead at the back of my head as he whispered,

      “I should have told you sooner.”

      At this I turned around, pushing back at him so as he gave me the room to do so. Thankfully, he got the hint and didn’t make it harder for me. Then, when I was facing him, I said,

      “The problem with that, Lucius, is it now makes me question what else you, should have told me sooner?” After mocking his own words back at him I then watched as an array of emotions played out over his face, one that stood out more than the rest…it was guilt.

      That was when the true horror of what I witnessed struck me,

      “Oh Gods, there’s more isn’t there?!” I asked now taking a step back and my back hit the door.

      “What?”

      “There is more you’re keeping from me,” I argued making him frown before suddenly anger replaced the guilt in his eyes and he tore himself from the door and put his back to me.

      “How…how much more?” I asked unable to hold back the tremble in my voice. But he didn’t answer me. No, instead he asked me,

      “Why did you tell your parents that you never saw me when you fled from Germany?” This was totally out of the blue and instead of answering him I wanted to know what brought this question on. But in the end, that wasn’t the question I asked,

      “How do you know that I didn’t?” He turned around to face me this time. His face was a mask of unreadable emotions.

      “Because your father asked me if I had seen you whilst you were there and if so, did I know of any reason why you would be upset,” he told me making me wince.

      “I don’t know why.” I said looking away from him, because I didn’t want to admit why.

      “That’s not an answer and you know it!” he snapped.

      “No, then maybe it’s the only one you are going to get!” I bit back angrily, because really what the Hell did this question have to do with him lying to me or not telling me that he was leaving? Was this just his way of deflecting? I stormed past him seeing as I couldn’t get out the door, determined to at least put space between us. But then he grabbed my arm and spun me to face him,

      “Don’t toy with me, Pet, just fucking tell me…why didn’t you tell them about seeing me?!”

      “Because I didn’t want you to get into trouble, alright!”

      “In trouble…in trouble by who, I am not a fucking child!?” I growled at this and tried to pull out of his hold but he held on tight.

      “I didn’t want to cause problems for you with my father, okay. He was pissed enough when he found out I’d decided to leave the first time, and I didn’t want him blaming you for me leaving a second time.” Hearing this his gaze softened slightly and he closed his eyes for a brief moment and asked,

      “And tonight?” I knew what he asked but I wanted to hear him say it anyway,

      “And what…be specific, as there is a lot I am keeping from my parents,” I said making him sigh before saying,

      “Yes, and done so through your own choice… now answer me…why did you lie when you know that it was me who freed Layla?” Ah, so there it was, he finally said it. So, I told him the truth,

      “Because no matter how pissed off I am with you for lying to me, I still love y…” I never got chance to finish as he suddenly crushed his lips to mine and consumed all my anger in a kiss. Taking it away until it evaporated into nothing but his touch. His hands gripping onto my sweater, his tongue dueling with mine, his lips soft yet demanding…it was no wonder I was left with nothing more to do but cling to him as if any moment I would fall.

      But then strangely it hit me what this was…

      It was goodbye.

      I knew it the moment it finished, and he placed his forehead to mine before telling me,

      “I needed to hear you say that, just as I needed that kiss before…”

      “Before you go and leave!” I accused, pulling myself from his grasp and this time, he let me.

      “Yes, before I leave you,” he said in a pained tone and his words cut me deep. So, I turned away from him and tried to swallow back my tears.

      “Amelia, please try and understand, being here is the best place for you, you will be safe,” he said trying to get me to understand.

      “You knew even before we left Germany that you were going to just drop me off and leave…didn’t you?” I guessed and his deep sigh told me that I was right.

      “Sweetheart, please…” I felt his hands come to embrace me from behind, but I shrugged out of his hold and repeated again,

      “Didn’t you? Say the words, Lucius!”

      “Does it even matter, for the outcome is still the same.” I guess what he said was true but to me, yes it still mattered. But I didn’t tell him this. No, instead I asked him,

      “Lucius, can you do something for me now.”

      “That depends,” he responded in a wary tone.

      “Unlock the door.”

      “What, so you can just run away again before we have sorted this out?” The pain in that statement was easy to detect. He didn’t want to leave things this way before he left.

      “You’re the one who said what does it matter, as the outcome will still be the same. Besides, you had your ‘I love you’ and your ‘last kiss’ so consider it a win on your account and by unlocking that door I will consider it a win on mine,” I told him making him growl behind me before I was quickly spun around to face him and he was once again demanding more,

      “Stubborn girl!” he snapped before he was crushing his lips to mine again, this time pushing me back against the door, and pinning me there whilst he ravaged my mouth. Then I heard the door unlock and he tore himself off me so quickly it made my head spin.

      Then he snarled one word,

      “Go!”

      I had to say, it wasn’t the goodbye I was hoping for after that kiss but then, what else could I expect, seeing as it had been what I had asked for. But still, I felt the guilt in my gut at just leaving.

      “Lucius, I…”

      “I said GO!” he roared suddenly, and it was so shocking that I stumbled back, until I found myself grabbing hold of the handle and pulling it down. Then, just as I slipped through the open door, I told him,

      “I guess me telling you that I loved you wasn’t enough.” Then I shut the door to the sound of my name being whispered from his lips, missing the part when he said…

      
        
        “No, it’s the reason I leave.”
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      After running from the rooftop, I did what any normal heartbroken girl would do, I ran to my bedroom, threw myself on the bed and spent a good portion of the day feeling sorry for myself. I also spent this time arguing with myself on ifs, buts and whys.

      Because, despite how upset I was that he hadn’t told me he was leaving, I knew that I was more upset with the fact that he was and less concerned with the telling me part.

      Simply put, I just didn’t want Lucius to go. But then I also knew that by acting this way I wasn’t being fair on him either. I couldn’t guilt him into staying and to be honest, he deserved better than having me even try to. Because he was a King and I knew that the only two reasons he left now was to ensure my safety and to also be responsible for his people.

      Meaning he had to do something to try and stop this curse from spreading as the lives of his people depended on him. Which also meant that every moment he spent here with me, lying in my bed with me curled up next to him in a naive and blissful state, he had been doing so with a heavy weight on his mind. For what was to become of his people?

      I knew in that moment that my actions today weren’t those of a queen. But those of a selfish person in love. Which meant that three hours later when I finally realised that I had been in the wrong and if I let Lucius just leave now, thinking of me as selfish, then I knew I wouldn’t forgive myself. I would stew on it for I don’t know how long, convincing myself that he may not even want to come back to me. Gods, but I had just walked away and left without even knowing when I would see him next or if he would even be able to call me.

      No, I wasn’t going to let that happen! I was going to find him and tell him that I was sorry. Then we were going to talk things out calmly like he had wanted to in the first place, before I had pushed him into his anger.

      So, with this firmly in my mind, I got up and decided to go and look for him. I had no idea where he would be but thought the best place to start would be the library. It made some sense, seeing as it was possible that should he want to find me too, then he knew that it was a good bet I’d be there. Although, saying this, when I was halfway there I also asked myself, if he wanted to see me, then wouldn’t he have just tried my room first?

      These uncertain questions continued all the way until I was pushing open the massive set of doors that led into my favourite place. One I was thankful was empty as I didn’t exactly feel like making small talk, whilst inside I was a bag of nerves. What if I was too late? What if he had left already? I continuously plagued myself with these questions until I growled in annoyance making my own frustration echo around the room.

      I paced the floor wearing new tread marks in the thread of the Persian rugs of rich reds, creams and blues which I used to sit on as a child and trace the patterns with my little fingers whilst reading my stories. Fairy tales of Princes saving their Princesses before declarations of love were made. But those stories never contained the raw truth about what that love would make you do. How it would make you shout, scream, twist the truth and believe the lies. It didn’t speak about the pain or innocence or naivety. It didn’t mention how dangerous giving your heart to someone could be, when trusting another to keep it safe and not break it.

      No, real love wasn’t flowers, sing song sentiments and sunset walks. It was red raw, tears flowing, heart achingly brutal. It burned. It terrified. It hurt beyond all else. And then, when finally it was yours, it twisted all of these things into something so profound, so real, that you asked yourself how you ever survived without it.

      That was what true love was.

      It was the reason I looked up to the one place I had been avoiding looking at since I first walked inside. Quickly discovering that Lucius had been right. Every time I looked up there all I saw was that night. All I saw were my hands tied above my head with his tie, as he made me cry out his name in more pleasure than I even believed my body capable of accepting without first being ripped apart.

      And it was that true love that made me lash out, swiping all the books on the table closest to me onto the floor, before I collapsed back into a seat and cried. Because something was telling me in the back of my mind what I didn’t want to fully accept,

      I had already lost him.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t know at what point I had fallen asleep but the second I felt a hand cupping my cheek, I opened my eyes.

      “Lucius?” My groggy voice said his name the moment I saw him down on one knee next to my chair.

      “It’s me,” he said, his voice smooth and void of any anger or frustration it had held earlier. So, I suddenly threw myself into his arms, clinging on to him as I buried my head in his neck where I told him,

      “I thought you had left without saying goodbye. I thought…”

      “Ssshh now, I am here, and that is all that matters,” he told me, hushing my emotional outburst whilst holding the back of my head to him and smoothing back my hair.

      “You’re not leaving?” I asked in a hopeful tone and he shook his head, telling me that he wasn’t. But then that guilt started to niggle in the back of my mind where I knew I couldn’t be selfish. Lucius needed to be with his people, he needed to do what he could to help them and by being here with me now, then I knew that wasn’t happening.

      It wasn’t being the King I knew he wanted to be.

      The King I knew he was.

      “Lucius, I am sorry. I should never have…”

      “Amelia, I have something to show you,” he said making me take pause and before I could ask, he grasped my hand in his and stood, before pulling me up with him.

      “What is it?”

      “Come, I must show you,” he told me and started to lead me over to the fireplace making me frown at it in question.

      “What are you…?”

      “Has your father ever taken you into the Janus Temple before?” His question cut me off and I sucked in a startled breath at the mention of it.

      “No, and I hear that the only way inside is through one of the gates and my father’s personal entrance is on one of his English estates at Witley Court,” I said making Lucius grin at me.

      “Then he lied for that isn’t the only entrance.” Lucius then looked back at the fireplace and I followed his gaze as he ran a hand over the front of it, extinguishing the flames instantly and making something click into place. Then a large section at the back of the fire opened, which was when I realised it was in fact a door.

      “What, here?!” I squealed in shock making Lucius look to the door of the library and narrow his eyes before telling me,

      “Ssshh.” I looked back also, wondering who it could be that was about to enter.

      “Do you wish to see it?” he asked in that seductive tone that lured me in. So, I nodded enthusiastically, as it was always something I had dreamed of seeing one day.

      “Then quickly, follow me before we are caught,” he said opening it fully and stepping inside the darkness beyond. But I laughed and said,

      “I didn’t think you ever cared about being caught?”

      “Give me your hand, Amelia,” he ordered without responding to the comment and I looked back one last time at the library door. Because something felt off with Lucius. He was never normally worried about anyone, let alone someone catching us in the library together.

      “Last chance, are you with me or not?” he asked this time in a slightly stern tone. So, knowing that this was a once in a lifetime chance, I nodded. As what harm could it do when Lucius was with me? I swallowed down my worry and placed my hand in his, letting him pull me inside.

      “Gods, it’s…it’s incredible,” I said in utter awe moments later after the door was closed behind us, giving way to the colossal space beyond. The temple wasn’t like any temple you would have encountered. It was more like a series of vast and huge hallways that were tall and wide enough that thirty-foot giants could have roamed with ease. In fact, the ceilings were so tall you couldn’t actually make out the details.

      I looked down one way and couldn’t actually see an end. Then I looked the other and could see a larger space that could have acted as a lobby, as I could see even more of the same hallways branching off from it.

      But it was the walls that fascinated me the most, for they were covered in nothing but doors. Doors of every type imaginable and ones that barely even resembled the word. Wood of every type and carved in every way. Whether smooth, highly polished or battered and worn. Then there were ones made of glass, etched, frosted and even cracked to almost completely shattered. Gods, but there was even one that looked like a whole tree trunk had been used with a door carved inside it.

      There were more modern materials used too, like plastic moulded and cast into shape as well as one that looked like melted wax. And metal was a theme throughout also, whether it be hammered and crude shapes or forged gleaming steel. There were hundreds of them, all around us on this level and ones above where, like in the library I had just come from, walkways offered access to each one.

      I couldn’t help but turn around and look at what my father’s door had been and smiled when I saw that it was a bookshelf.

      “Cute,” I muttered making Lucius look back at me for a second as if he too was preoccupied and had just remembered that I hadn’t been here. But then he closed the door, and the sound of it closing echoed in such a way, it almost rippled like skimming stones on water.

      “So, this was where the battle of the Blood War started?” I asked after Lucius told me to follow him. He looked down the hallway to the larger space and nodded towards it.

      “Most of it happened there.”

      “And we aren’t going that way?” I asked as it was obvious that I was eager to.

      “Not yet, but maybe after I have what I need,” he said making me ask,

      “What is it you want here anyway?”

      “Do you always ask this many questions?” he asked back over his shoulder at me, finding me still taking in the space with awe on my face. I chuckled once, another sound that danced along the walls,

      “You know I do.” He scoffed once and said,

      “That you do, Princess.”

      I continued to follow him, taking note of the doors we passed and the keystones above each one.

      “The symbols, are they names of the realms the gateways take you to?” I asked nodding to the etched stone above almost all the doors.

      “They are,” he replied and it was clear by his short answers that he was most definitely preoccupied. So, I caught up with him and after hearing the echoing of our steps, it made me wonder about the battle they had fought in. How it would have been at the time, with these halls being flooded with demonic creatures brought forth by Cronus himself. The harrowing echo of the hooves from the four horsemen as they approached the battle. It must have been terrifying.

      “What was it like?”

      “What was what like?” he asked looking down at me over the side of his shoulder.

      “The battle?” I nodded to the large space that we seemed to be walking further away from.

      “I will show you after if you like.”

      “Why, we going to re-enact it or something, ‘cause you should have brought your sword in that case?” I asked on a chuckle.

      “I think I would need a lot more than a sword for that, but you’re right, battling with you would be fun,” he said winking and before I could ask what he meant by that, he stopped at a door.

      “Where does this one lead?” I asked, being faced with a huge stone door, one that held a hole in the middle edged with a ring of symbols. The rest of the door showed one big picture of my family crest, telling me this was another door that belonged to my father. It had no handle and looked to have no way of opening the door either.

      “It is your father’s vault.” I shot him a look of confusion, wondering why he’d brought me to this door…especially after what he had said in the meeting.

      “But why?” Lucius released a sigh of frustration but, unlike he usually did, he didn’t run a hand through his hair this time. No, this time he said the very last words I wanted to hear,

      “Your father knows.” I sucked in a jolt of shock, which turned into covering my mouth and muttering a muffled cry of dismay,

      “No.”

      “But how?” I then asked after Lucius nodded.

      “We don’t have much time, but from what I can gather, he was told.”

      “Vincent.” I uttered my uncle’s name making Lucius nod looking dire.

      “Yes, that was my guess as well,” he told me and he looked…upset?

      “But why do you look so worried, you were the one who wanted him to know and now you have your wish?” Lucius looked uncomfortable for a moment before admitting,

      “I am worried for you, your father…I didn’t expect him to react the way he has. He is threatening to have you sent away, Amelia.” Hearing this and I automatically thought back to my days in that castle knowing these were the natural reactions of my paranoid father. So this was why Lucius had been acting weird and distant since coming in here.

      “But he can’t do that!” I argued.

      “No, he can’t, which is why we are going to take the box and leave.”

      “We are?” I asked sounding hopeful.

      “Yes,” he stated firmly before continuing on to say,

      “But we don’t have much time as he will know something is wrong when he can’t find either of us. And bringing you in here is the quickest way for us to leave together. He has forbidden us from seeing each other and I can’t allow that…I can’t chance anyone taking you from me…which is why we need to hurry!” he told me nodding to the door and making me do the same.

      “I can’t believe this,” I said making Lucius grip my arm in annoyance and snap,

      “What part don’t you believe as I saw his rage with my own eyes!” I could see that he was upset as I knew it would be bad, but I didn’t think either of us expected this…banished from seeing each other…I mean that was outrageous! He seemed to get a handle on himself after looking at his own hand around my arm and he forced himself to relax.

      “Amelia, please…time is not on our side here,” he said looking back the way we had come as if expecting to see an army he would need to fight. So, I took a deep breath and told him,

      “Alright, what do we need to do.”

      “I just need you to bleed,” he said making me frown in question. Then, before I could say more, he grabbed my hand and placed it in the hole, gripping my wrist and holding me there until I felt something clamping my fingers.

      “Hey!” I yelled at the shock of suddenly being forced but he just looked down at me with pleading eyes asking me to trust him. So, I nodded and allowed whatever was supposed to happen…well, happen.

      “I thought my blood wouldn’t be able to open it?”

      “There is still the blood of a Draven in you…it just might need a little more than usual,” he said just before it happened. Meaning I was soon crying out in pain. Lucius looked as if he was struggling with making me do this, at least that was what I got from the hard lines in his face and the tense look in his jaw.

      “Ahhh! Lucius, it hurts!” I shouted as I felt the razor points piercing into my flesh in what felt was over and over again.

      “I know it does, Honey…just a little longer,” he told me making me frown and the second I could bear it no longer I tried to pull my hand out, but when his hand clamped tighter, my reactions kicked in.

      “No, that’s enough!” I shouted as I threw my weight into his side to knock him out of the way and therefore making his hand slip from my wrist. I then yanked out my bleeding hand and cradled it to me, making sure to try and not get blood on my sweater.

      “What the Hell?!” I shouted but Lucius just looked to the door as it started to open, the image of our family crest now sinking into the door, making it flush with the stone behind, before it split down the centre and suddenly opened.

      “I’m sorry, we have no choice, come on,” he told me now pulling me inside and I followed him. But then once inside it wasn’t as I thought it would be. Another long stone hallway faced us as if we had just walked into the entrance to another temple or something.

      “This doesn’t look like a vault,” I commented as I faced a long line of stone columns, each with concaved lines and topped with curled ram’s horns. They ran the full length of the wide hall on my left-hand side and a jagged stone wall was on the other. Down the centre were large stone slabs placed down in a random way that looked as if they had been laid an age ago. At the very end was a large, open doorway with smaller pillars either side and a large stone tablet above that showed some kind of carved story, one I was too far away to make out.

      “This is only the entrance…come,” he told me from ahead where he had started to walk without me, meaning I had no choice but to catch up. Now running alongside the pillars and seeing the pool of clear water beyond it. It was as though it had come up through the rocks as it seemed naturally formed and had I not been rushing, I would have walked over to it and run my injured hand through the water to rinse off the blood. But Lucius was near the end by the opening and the second I saw a light glowing from beyond it, I had to shield my eyes.

      “Lucius?” I asked as I could barely see him and I shrieked as I felt my hand being grasped by a glove of leather and pulled through the doorway. It was then that the light dimmed, and I could see that we were faced with a cavernous space the second Lucius clicked his fingers and one by one flaming torches ignited.

      “Oh…my…Gods,” I said in disbelief as this was obviously where my dad’s vault was, as the treasures it held were beyond measure. It was like an Aladdin’s cave of wonder. Artefacts and relics were hung, held or mounted along with artwork of every kind and era.

      It wasn’t pots, overflowing bags or pyramids of gold and jewels but organised chaos of history. Great statues dotted the inside of what looked like a mountain, along with seating areas surrounded by shelving filled with the rarest of books and other treasures. Closest to us was even an old statue of my father that must have been from when he had been King of Persia. I wanted to examine it, to try and date it when something else caught my eye.

      Because there seemed to be a section dedicated to my mother, where her paintings and pictures of her were displayed as you would a gallery. Only these were hung on freestanding stone walls you could walk around. A maze of them in fact, with shelving too that housed what looked like pieces of her life, or the life they shared together. Even clothing, a lot of which seemed to be dresses and most of them torn in some way. There was even a punk style tie that had even been given its own glass box and held around a jewellery style, velvet holder as if it was the crown of the kingdom.

      One hand flew to my mouth as I sucked in a shuddered breath when I realised what this was…my father’s private obsession with my mother.

      “Gods, Lucius,” I uttered, but when I received no reply I looked around and saw him walking towards a glass case the box was sat in.

      “Amelia,” he called me over and I knew then his own obsession was getting that box and getting the hell out of here. So, I walked over to him, still cradling my hand as my blood continued to drip along the floor.

      “Can’t we take a minute for you to heal me…kind of hurting here?” I said making him glance down at me. Then I felt a hand cupping my cheek before he told me,

      “Just try and be brave for me a little longer…yeah?” I nodded, taking a deep breath and said,

      “Alright.” But then I noticed the box didn’t have a lock so I wondered why he wouldn’t just take the time to heal me, as it wasn’t as if he needed my blood anymore. I looked down at my hand as a memory started to seep into the moment.

      It was something Lucius had said to me once in his office,

      ‘There is no reason in this world to ever take a fucking blade to this skin,’ he had said, being so angry at me for cutting myself and opening that box. But then why wasn’t he now?

      So, I asked him,

      “It’s a bit like that time in your office isn’t it, you were so proud of me when I opened that box.” At this he grinned down at me and, running the back of his fingers down my cheek, he told me,

      “Yes, Honey… it’s just like that.” I swallowed hard and told him in a cold and emotionless voice,

      “You never said that, and you never call me Honey.”

      At this I pulled back in horror as I realised that none of this was real. Then, as if some spell had just been broken, I looked to the case the box was in and what I saw sickened me.

      It wasn’t Lucius in its reflection at all.

      But the blood cloaked figure of a scarred and twisted,

      
        
        “Witch.”
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      “NO!” I screamed the second I saw the witch in the reflection of the glass and when I did, she reacted before I could. And she did this by grabbing my head and slamming it into the glass case, smashing it around me. I felt the pain explode at the side of my head, along with the glass that shattered around me. The impact felt as if it had rattled my skull before I dropped to my knees and fell forward, hunched over in pain before I collapsed fully to the floor.

      “You should have continued to play along, Princess, it was more fun that way…although, I admit, this is fun too,” the witch snarled down at me as my world started to blur. In fact, I knew I was only seconds away from passing out and the second I tried to shake it off the pain simply intensified.

      “Now it’s time to get what I came for,” she said and I heard more glass break and fall, dancing on the stone floor and telling me that she was removing the box.

      “No…no,  you…you…” I couldn’t end it as it all hurt too much. But then, the realization of what she was doing next took hold as I felt my bloody hand being taken and placed on top of the box.

      “Ah, Blood of Kings…I am so glad he feeds you as he fucks you,” she told me on a venomous hiss before she dropped my hand to the floor with a slap. I lifted my head up trying to ignore the pain of doing so, only to see her walking away, her crimson cloak flapping wildly around her as if it were alive under an ocean of power I couldn’t see.

      “Until next time…Princess,” she said with a cackle of laughter I sneered at. I was in so much pain that all I wanted to do in that moment was pass out and hope that someone eventually found me. But then I knew what would happen should she be allowed to walk away with that box. So, despite how my body wanted to give up, my mind fought it. Because everything in me was screaming for me to move, to get up and fight! My father’s words coming back to me,

      ‘A Draven never stays down.’

      “Too fucking right they don’t…so get your ass up, Fae,” I said to myself pushing my hands under me and forcing myself to get up. I fell sideways the second I made it to my feet and put my hand out to stop myself. This landed on a statue of my father as a symbol of strength that felt in that moment like a sign from the Gods. A Persian King who, unknowingly, would be one day holding up his daughter so she could fight the enemy.

      “Time to make you proud, daddy.” I said before taking a deep breath so I could find it in me to take off running.

      And I did.

      I ran with everything I had. With every last ounce of adrenaline, I could now feel pounding like a war drum in my veins. I let my anger flow through me like a wave crashing against the rocks, untamed and without restraint. Meaning that I burst through the glow of light like some avenging Angel without wings!

      Then I saw her still walking down the hallway just as she was opening the box and lifting the lid. Which was when I couldn’t help but call out,

      “Hey, bitch…we aren’t done here!” Then I took off running once more to the sight of her utter shock at seeing me on my feet, let alone running towards her as if I wasn’t the size I was, but like I was a fucking bull from Hell.

      Then I said to her,

      “You want blood, then here, fucking have it!” I shouted just before I swung a fist and hit her dead on her face, her nose bursting and splitting at the break upon impact. Then, before she could start to defend herself with any of her magic, I tackled her to the ground. The box flew from her hands with the top opening and the map rolling along the floor.

      “I will kill you!” she bellowed up at me the second I managed to get on top of her, her bloody, scarred face not covered enough for me as suddenly all I could think about was blood. It was as if I was being taken over and if it had to be given a name then it was simple…

      Bloodlust.

      I suddenly wanted the bitch to drown in it! I wanted to hold her head under and watch as she had no choice but to breathe it in and choke on it!

      “Not if I fucking kill you first!” I snarled down at her, pounding my fist into her face again. She turned her head to the side and spat the blood from her mouth before she started to chant, and that was when I heard the rock wall start cracking. The floors too and then over head as she was willing to destroy the room just to bury us both under its destruction.

      Gods, but I was so angry! I had never felt this kind of rage before. Not even when fighting all I had in the past few weeks. Not even when I had hit Layla. No, this was something utterly different and in fact, it felt more like it was being fueled by Hell itself! I even tore my eyes away from her, looking up to the ceiling as if needing to find clarity as if I was being overwhelmed by such raw emotion I couldn’t cope! Rivers and rivers of blood were pounding through me, consuming my every thought.

      Choke

      Drown

      Die

      “No! It’s…It’s impossible!” she snarled looking up at me in grave astonishment. But wait…no, she wasn’t looking at me… she was looking past me. And the second I looked back over my shoulder I started to see what she saw. A red glow started to come from beyond the columns, filling the room crimson. The rumbling of the walls suddenly stopped and the dust from the cracks stopped raining down all around us as she paused her power.

      “You are…no, you’re human…you…!” she stopped the second we both heard the sound of an ocean of rushing water and I looked back over my shoulder to see a huge wall of blood now rising up from the pool of water behind the columns. It rose higher and higher and my mouth dropped the second I realised it had been in my vision. But then, as I closed my eyes and muttered a breathy,

      “Fuck,” it suddenly came crashing down, through the stone supports. Then suddenly the witch’s fist connected with my face and I was knocked off her. She scrambled up the second I too scrambled for the box. She missed this by an inch but instead grabbed the map. Then we both started running with a river of blood chasing us. I looked behind me to see it was getting closer, now crashing up the walls in a wave that folded back on itself.  I turned my head back to the exit ahead and forced myself to go faster, just as the witch did the same. Only she had an exit plan that didn’t include any door. As seconds later she threw up a hand making a portal suddenly appear on the wall in front of her.

      “You might not be human, but you will still drown in your own blood!” she said before slipping through the gateway she’d made, making off with the map. I looked back to see she was right, if I didn’t get out of there and quickly, then I was going to drown in blood and from the sounds of it, a river of crimson she thought I had created!

      So, with this threat holding my life in the balance, I did the only thing I could do…I ran faster than I ever had before. I felt it getting closer, the walls now soaked crimson and pretty soon, a body would be added to that. But then I finally made it to the doors and pushed through just in time before turning quickly and slamming them shut on the river of blood. A crimson spray burst through the sides in squirts at the cracks before it eased into long bloody drips down the pale stone door. I scrambled backwards, not taking my eyes off it after falling on my ass back in the Temple of Janus.

      I could barely believe that I not only managed to escape, but also doing so with the box still in my grasp. Alright, so the map was gone but I knew something she didn’t…it was useless. It told us nothing. Still, I needed to get back to Afterlife and let the others know what had just happened. Now, how I was going to do that without letting everyone know about me and Lucius, I didn’t yet know.

      But at least I still had the box, I thought looking down at it in my still bloody hand. But then, as it started to shake just as it had that day, I had to ask myself what had been the point of the box at all, if the only thing it held was a map to nowhere?

      This question still lingered, along with what the witch could have even wanted with it in the first place? It was the question everyone around the table wanted to know. The curse was already happening, and nobody could do anything…

      “Wait a second,” I muttered as I lifted the box in my still bloody hand, feeling the vibrations getting more powerful at the continued connection. But then, as I put it in my other hand to calm it down, I reached across the open section to close the lid. This was when some of my blood dripped inside and that was when the sides of the box started to split before slamming closed again.

      “What the Hell?!” I shouted as I dropped the box. Now, I was asking myself if I had just seen what I had? I then lowered to my knees before it and look down at my injured hand. Then I said,

      “Here goes nothing.” I held it over the inside of the box, at the same time making a fist, squeezing as hard as I could and wincing at the pain from the pressure I was putting against all my cuts. I even cried out, my agony echoing in the temple as I dug my nails in, pressing them into the open flesh.  Then I watched as it started to work, and a stream of my blood started to drip down and fill the centre of the box. Then, it suddenly clattered on the floor, bouncing as if coming alive before it started to unravel before my very eyes.

      “Holy shit,” I muttered as it moved in such a way that it started to unfold like a flower blooming before it was soon flat and…

      “Map sized,” I said, now using my not so bloody hand to pull the copy of the map from my back pocket. The one I had taken from the meeting and folded up at the end to slip back there.

      “I really hope that you don’t need the original,” I said down at it before placing the map flat against the box. Then I held my breath and waited, staring down at it now and praying for something more. It didn’t disappoint. As soon the lines and grooves I had been able to explain inside the box all now started to fill with my blood and the second I saw it start to seep through the paper, I gasped.

      It was showing me a road and not only that…but a name.

      “I can’t believe it,” I uttered, knowing that it was a place I had seen before, all the small details now coming through. Well, I had seen it in a painting once before. A painting that hung over a fireplace.

      The question of where had been seconds from my lips before my father’s phone call. A picture of a mountain range in Lucius’ office.

      And now I had a name start to appear in my blood,

      
        
        “Queriot, Mount Hebron.”
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Lucius

        

      

    

    
      I don’t know how long it was that I sat on this Gods forsaken rooftop. But in that time, it had rained, stopped and rained again with more promised, if the ominous clouds darkening the skies in the distance were any indication. And yet I hadn’t felt compelled to move. Of course, I had wanted to find her, force her to listen to my words and try and understand the root of them…but then, that was half my problem…

      The roots of them were poison.

      “I know you’re there, Keira girl, you’re not exactly stealthy… even as a Vampire.” I muttered this last part under my breath, even if I knew it was pointless doing so, as she heard it all the same.

      “One third vampire, actually,” she corrected on a chuckle, making me want to respond with how I hoped that would be enough to save her. However, I refrained, as what was the point, she already worried enough about the future of our people, her daughter above all.

      “You know you’re not exactly helping yourself by punching Theo in the face in front of a room full of Kings...his mother and father included,” she commented dryly before coming to sit next to me and say,

      “Hell, I should punch you in the face for that one.” I released a pained breath and told her,

      “The way I am feeling, I might just let you.”

      “Umm, that bad, huh?” A look was all she needed before I told her,

      “I am sure your son is fine.”

      “Oh, I know he is, but I already have one family member on my hands to try and stop from killing you, I don’t need two, Lucius...or three.” Of course, the first two would be Vincent and Theo, her son, who I suspected had known for some time. The third she referred to was Dom. I sighed in frustration before telling her,

      “Would it make me a bad friend right now if I said I don’t give a fuck.”

      “Erm, yeah, pretty much.”

      “Then I will just lie instead and say I am sorry,” I told her as I continued to stare out into the vast green space that was starting to blur, I had been doing it for that long.

      “Well, if I didn’t already know that the reason for your pissed off mood was because of my daughter, then I would have told you to get over it.”

      “Of that I have no doubt,” I responded dryly almost at that point of asking her to leave so I could wallow a little longer on my own. Her presence was only a reminder of why I wasn’t free to do as I pleased in the first place.

      “I hate to say I told you so here, but…” I growled stopping her and snapped,

      “Then I would exercise that hate and please spare me, Keira, I am not in the fucking mood!”

      “Yes, well, whether you are or not, her finding out you’re leaving that way was bound to hurt her,” she said making me rise to my feet in frustration and wishing in that moment I could just command her to stop fucking speaking and leave already!

      “You think I don’t fucking know that!” I retorted before deciding that I couldn’t wait any longer, I had to see her. I had to make this right. To let her know that her own mother knew about us and I had been keeping it from her. I knew it would hurt her but having Amelia thinking something was going on between us was far fucking worse! My actions made Keira release a deep breath before slapping her hands to her knees and asking in exasperation,

      “Luc, where are you going?”

      “To find her and tell her the truth…to tell everyone the fucking truth, like I should have done years ago!” I snapped making her start to follow me.

      “You really think that is wise?” she asked, knowing what this would really mean for her family.

      “You really think continuing to lie to her is?!” I snapped back. Then I walked through the door I had locked and tried to prevent Amelia from leaving through.

      “Lucius, wait!” Keira shouted but I wouldn’t. I was sick of this fucking charade, playing happy families when it was built on mistrust and lies. Dom needed to know that his daughter was mine! All the fucking Kings needed to know!

      Gods, but I had wanted to rip that fucking Hellbeast to pieces for his comment on her beauty! I didn’t care how innocent a comment it seemed to everyone else at the time, it didn’t matter to my demon who was trying to tear up my insides just to get at him quicker.

      In fact, it was all my demon ever wanted to do these days. It was yet another reason I was leaving when I intended to, knowing it had been for the best. Because I was so close to erupting with the truth, I knew the damage that would cause.

      I was trying to spare her the pain.

      But now, what was the point of that when she was already in pain? Gods, but seeing those tears she tried to hold back, it was a bittersweet trophy I felt cheated into winning. I loved her tears as much as I hated them!

      “Lucius, please just think about this!” Keira’s voice caught up to me and her own panic was easy to detect. Once upon a time I think I would have done anything for her. But those days were long gone, as I snarled back at her,

      “I have thought of nothing else!” I continued down the hallway, no longer giving a shit about who heard our conversation. Not as I had been only earlier this morning when speaking with Keira in secret. Speaking with her when I should have been in bed with my girl, still seated and buried balls deep inside her warmth.

      No, instead, I left when hearing Keira in my head asking me to meet with her. That was when she started pleading with me not to tell Dom, as I had threatened to do only the night before. She wanted to be the one to ease the knowledge of our relationship to him, when I knew it would be pointless. His reaction would be the same regardless.

      I had just been about to tell her this at the time, when Clay had contacted me. I hadn’t lied when telling Amelia about the decision I had no choice to make and knowing that my time here was coming to an end after making it.

      So, with this in mind, I had agreed, telling Keira that she had until I returned to claim my girl to tell Dom, or I would be doing it the very second I stepped foot back inside the building. When she had thanked me, I told her for the first time,

      “I am not doing it for you, Keira.” Her face said it all, for she knew that and yet she was still grateful. But that had been before the argument. It had also been before Amelia had woken up inside a fucking prison being burned by the power of a fucking witch I was looking forward to murdering with my bare hands!

      I had heard her calling my name, felt her fear and took off running the second I did. I had torn through the halls of Afterlife, near mindless in my panic. Many of which experienced this when I would just stop and roar,

      “FUCK!” in the middle of yet another room she wasn’t in. I tried to concentrate on her scent, one I had no choice but to mask since first stepping foot out of the car that brought us here. Doing so foolishly, so no-one knew that she belonged to me. The pain for doing so now sending me into a rage, for it had been masked for so long, it was even taking me longer to find it!

      That had been until I caught it heading down into the lower levels, when my fear of her being hurt tripled! I had found the quickest way down and instead of wasting time with the twisted staircase, I simply vaulted over the top banister. I had then dropped down the centre as I had done back in Transfusion when I found out she had been taken. It was like fucking history repeating itself all over again!

      Once on the ground, I had followed her scent all the way inside the prison, realising now that she had made this journey asleep as there were no traces of real time when tracing her. Meaning she was being controlled once more.

      Forced to sleepwalk.

      Well, the knowledge enraged me as, had I not been the one to leave her bed, then it would have never happened. Something she had pointed out bitterly when I confronted her in her room after the fact.

      I continued to trace her movements and I knew, when faced with an old cell, that was when her scent came alive. She had woken up and fear coated her essence like a veil of blood. It was why I had been so furious when finally following it back up to her home. I had found Keira on the way, who told me she had seen Theo and Amelia making their way to her and Dom’s room.

      By which point I had been ready to walk into there and tell him everything, but one look at Amelia and I swallowed the urge down like bitter pills I nearly fucking choked on.

      Because she hadn’t needed that stress right after it had happened.

      She had experienced enough through my mistakes.

      Mistakes I just seemed to keep making.

      “You love her,” Keira stated and I snapped, before going into the library I knew she was most likely to go at some point,

      “Of course I do, she’s my Chosen One!”

      “She’s also my daughter, Luc.” Keira replied with love shining in her eyes, telling me the tears would soon come. Tears right then I cared little for.

      “I know that, you don’t think I fucking know that, after everything we have been through. Gods, Keira…I have held her at arm’s length for far too fucking long and for what, so she could potentially get harmed because I am not free to fucking claim what is rightfully mine in this house!”

      “I know that…look, not out here, okay… let’s go inside where it is more private,” Keira said after looking around to check that we hadn’t been overheard. So, we both walked inside, or more like she walked, and I stormed inside, near feeling the floor cracking I was that furious. I could focus on little else in that moment, so I told her,

      “I just can’t do this anymore, keeping up this fucking pretence!”

      “I know, but just for a little longer, alright?” Keira replied, one said in a calming voice that was trying to get me to do the same thing. But this felt impossible when her words were the very thing causing my rage.

      “Why, why do we have to fucking wait?! Don’t you think I have waited long enough?!” I snapped knowing that I had.

      “I have done everything you asked, Keira, I have waited…”

      “Yes, beyond the time I said was right, Luc, don’t forget that, as it’s not like you didn’t have your chances back then!” Keira snapped back referring to when Amelia had come to Germany and I had fucked up the first time. But she didn’t know what I knew. About discovering what I had taken from Amelia back before anyone could comprehend such a time.

      “Yes, well the limits to my patience should be understandable then, shouldn’t they?” I said making her release a deep and heavy sigh before reminding me of the only reason I had waited.

      “And what about Amelia, huh, you need to think of her, to say anything now would only hurt her.” I cut her off with a growl before telling her in a hard voice,

      “She too needs her own family to know the truth before she can then move on from the pain.”

      “But now, really?” she challenged as it was true, the timing wasn’t ideal. But when was it ever? Which was why I snapped back,

      “Yes, now!”

      “And Draven, what do you think will happen…? Don’t you realise how many will get hurt if you tell people now, if you tell people what we have hidden from them for so many years?” Oh, I knew alright. I knew and the worst of it wasn’t what Dom would try and do to me, it was what Keira could do to her daughter. For I didn’t know what would become of their relationship after, hence Keira’s guilt trip. Not that I blamed her, as I understood that she didn’t want to lose her daughter in the process but really, what did she think would happen?

      This had all been inevitable.

      Which was why I reminded her,

      “Out of my respect and care for you, I have kept quiet, Keira.”

      “I know, Luc…I know,” Keira said coming up to me and putting a hand on my own, one concealed under leather. It was also one that only Amelia had seen the true horror of. I closed my eyes and covered her hand in my own and told her in a calmer tone this time,

      “Amelia needs to know, and I can’t keep pretending anymore, especially here, it’s fucking killing me, Keira” This was said as I lowered my head and I felt her palm on my cheek offering me the comfort she knew my ravaged soul needed. She was a good friend, but my loyalty was to my heart and the one who held it wrapped in their soul.

      It was to Amelia.

      “We can’t do it, not yet, we can’t tell Draven,” she told me and her comfort shattered as I pulled myself from her grasp and told her,

      “Well, you may not, but I can!”

      “I still don’t think this is the right time,” she argued further so I told her,

      “Keira, you know my feelings towards you, you have known for a long time. How much I respected you for your own decisions, but you also have known my own and the reasons behind them. Now I have waited, a very long time…”

      “I know but…” I cut her off,

      “…and I have done so patiently upon your request out of respect for your husband. I have done everything you asked, I have protected Amelia in every way I could, as you begged me to do. But now it is my turn to act, for I will not hold back my feelings any longer…Keira, now is the time to tell your husband what really has been going on between your dau…” I was suddenly cut off when I heard the clattering of books landing on the floor. Then, as I turned around to take in the room, I let my clouded senses clear and pushed my mind into searching the space. A feeling of dread lay like a ball of lead in my stomach and for good reason.

      For it was a dread that turned into cold hard fear the moment I smelled my blood.

      Mine and…

      
        
        “Amelia?”
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      The second I read that name on the map I knew it had something to do with Lucius’ past life. I also knew that this was the break we had finally been looking for!

      So, naturally, I had scrambled to my feet after first folding up the map, one now stained with my blood, and putting it back into my pocket. Then I closed the lid on the box and with it firmly in my grip, I raced through the Temple with only one mission in mind…

      I had to reach Lucius!

      I had to tell him what I had learned as soon as possible, it was too important. Now all I could hope for was that Lucius would take me with him as it was starting to look like he would need me. Because whatever had happened back in my father’s vault, there was one thing that remained clear, I had just managed to kick her ass! Now I don’t know exactly how I had just done that, but I knew one thing, that river of blood had been my doing, not hers. Which meant I needed to find out why or how I had managed to do that and I had a feeling those answers were only to be found by using this map.

      So, I ran until I found the bookcase door I knew led back into the library, only I didn’t account for it not having a door handle. I lifted my hand, getting ready to knock but then looked for a space to even do that.

      “Great! Just fuc…wait a minute.” I stopped myself mid-rant when I noticed one book on the shelf of classics stood out from all the rest.

      “But of course,” I said as I grasped the spine of Jane Eyre by Charlotte Bronte, knowing that it was my mother’s favourite book. Then I pulled on it and the second I heard the lock click before opening, I grinned big, feeling pretty good about myself right then!

      So, I slipped back inside the library and rushed towards the door, ready to scream Lucius’ name from the rooftops if need be. Of course, the second I heard his voice, I grinned again, thinking, ‘boy that was easy’. But then I also heard my mother’s voice straight after it and it was one that strangely… sounded panicked.

      So, despite knowing it was wrong, I got closer to the door and heard the tail end of a sentence,

      “…because I am not free to fucking claim what is rightfully mine in this house!” Lucius shouted and I sucked in a staggered breath, asking myself if he had been saying that about me or about her?

      Oh Gods, I wanted to open the door and put a stop to it all. To take the chance and trust him that it was about me. But after today and knowing that he had lied about being with her…well then, I found myself running back into the room. Then I quickly hid in the same place I used to as a child when it was time for bed. It was the gap at the back of the spiral staircase, that was thick enough wood that it hid all of me.

      Of course, there had been more room back there when I had been a child without breasts. But with the bookcase at my back and barely a crack in the wood to see through, I remained as still as I could, which wasn’t hard considering the little space I had. But then they both walked through the doors and after a brief glance to find it empty, Lucius stormed further inside in long, irritated steps, making me question what they were arguing about?

      Was it about me?

      Well, unfortunately for me, I was about to find out. Starting with Lucius admitting,

      “I just can’t do this anymore, keeping up this fucking pretence!” He seemed so angry and I still had to question if it was about me, and if so, then how did my mother find out about us…had it been Vincent?

      “I know, but just for a little longer, alright?” my mum said in return and it was done so in a way that could only mean one thing…

      She hadn’t just found out at all…she fucking knew.

      “Why, why do we have to fucking wait?! Don’t you think I have waited long enough?!” Lucius almost growled the words at her, and I could barely believe what I was hearing but then trying to make sense of it wasn’t happening like I wanted it too!

      “I have done everything you asked, Keira, I have waited…” Lucius then continued to say, which was when the true horror of my mother’s part in this came to light,

      “Yes, beyond the time I said was right, Luc, don’t forget that, as it’s not like you didn’t have your chances back then!” I swear but forcing myself not to react to this was more painful than the cuts in my hand! One that I wanted to ball into a fist and I would have done just that had I not been too afraid of crying out in pain and giving myself away. Although, the sound of my utter heartbreak was close to doing that for me!

      Because I knew then that what I was witnessing wasn’t about me and Lucius being lovers, it was about…

      Their affair.

      I swear the knowledge almost brought me to my fucking knees!

      “Yes, well the limits to my patience should be understandable then, shouldn’t they?” This was Lucius’ sharp reply, making her release a deep sigh before my name was then mentioned, cutting me even deeper by the utter betrayal I felt by the two of them.

      “And what about Amelia, huh, you need to think of her, to say anything now would only hurt her.” Too fucking late for that, mother!

      “She too needs her own family to know the truth before she can then move on from the pain,” Lucius replied, thinking that I ever would be able to move on from such a thing…was he fucking insane!?

      “But now, really?” Was my mother’s argument and I had to say that my thoughts also went to my dad, who had no idea the level of deceit that awaited him.

      “Yes, now!” Lucius shouted back close to losing his shit, a sight I had seen all before.

      “And Draven, what do you think will happen…? Don’t you realise how many will get hurt if you tell people now, if you tell people what we have hidden from them for so many years?” Oh Gods, but it was getting worse! My poor, poor father! How could my mother do this to him! I thought they fucking adored each other, or maybe after stepping inside that vault, then it was only ever one sided?

      “Out of my respect and care for you, I have kept quiet, Keira.” Lucius said in a stern tone,

      “I know, Luc…I know,” my mother said before going to him, and I swear I couldn’t fucking breathe seeing it, as it was no longer just words but actions adding to the pain of them. I couldn’t see it completely as he had his back to me, but I could see her hand on his gloved one, and instead of removing it like he always did with me, he covered it with his own hand keeping it there.

      “Amelia needs to know, and I can’t keep pretending anymore, especially here, it’s fucking killing me, Keira,”  he said and this was when my tears of agony finally broke free and started streaming down my face as I put my bloody hand to my mouth. Doing so as a fist now relishing the pain. Because the torture I felt now was far worse than opening up a wound.

      So, I cried silently, and  when I saw his head lower ready to kiss her, I finally tore my eyes from the sight when I saw her cupping his cheek ready to receive it.

      Their kiss being the last piece of my heart being ripped to shreds by their betrayal. But as I sobbed as silently as I could, I also couldn’t stop my whole body from shaking.

      “We can’t do it, not yet, we can’t tell Draven.” I heard her say and watched then as a quick action drew my attention back as Lucius had pulled from her embrace.

      “Well, you may not, but I can!” he snapped, and I shook my head asking myself what madness had overtaken him…

      My father would kill him, despite what that could do.

      “I still don’t think this is the right time,” she argued further and had I not still been utterly devastated I would have scoffed at this, if she believed there was ever such a time.

      “Keira, you know my feelings towards you, you have known for a long time. How much I respected you for your own decisions, but you also have known my own and the reasons behind them. Now I have waited, a very long time…” Lucius told her needing to cut her off when she said,

      “I know but…”

      “…and I have done so patiently upon your request out of respect for your husband. I have done everything you asked, I have protected Amelia in every way I could, as you begged me to do. But now it is my turn to act, for I will not hold back my feelings any longer…” As he paused this was when I couldn’t stop the uncontrollable shaking and I took a step back thinking there would be room to do so when there wasn’t. But no, there was nothing behind me but empty words and promises of fairy tales. I knew that when books all started to fall to the floor making me look down and in that moment I saw my childhood book at my feet.

      It was cruelly opened on a page at the end where the Prince was kissing his Princess with those fateful words written so elegantly underneath the lovers. To three words that were nothing but lies!

      I also watched strangely fascinated for a moment as my blood dripped down onto the page, landing over the couple kissing. It felt in that moment so symbolic that at first my mind had a job to recall the last sentence he said before calling my name.

      “Keira, now is the time to tell your husband what really has been going on between your dau…Amelia?” I swallowed down the pain of hearing him saying my name for what I knew would be the last time.

      I fucking vowed it!

      For I stepped out from behind the staircase, stepping on the pages of my childhood dreams, letting the moment become an emblematic reminder that fairy tales were a fucking lie and those three words, that fucking ‘happy ever after’ didn’t happen!

      And Lucius knew. He knew the moment I stepped out from my hiding place that with one look at me…

      He knew he had broken me for the last time.

      “Oh Gods, Fae! I…we…didn’t mean for you find out this way…we didn’t know you…” I had to hold myself back from snarling at her as I let my pain rip through me and peel away the layers of agony until they found the anger that I needed to get the fuck out of here.

      “Oh, I know you didn’t!” I snapped and Lucius looked me up and down, focusing on my injured hand and then at the box in the other. I could see him now trying to piece it all together. But it was when coming to the streaming black track marks of my tears I knew would be there due to the mistake of using mascara that day.

      “It is not what you think it is, my Khu…”

      “NO!” I shouted, no, not shouted but fucking roared! I had roared so loud, I swear I thought I heard the whole fucking building groan!

      “You don’t EVER, ever get to call me that again!” I screamed at him making him flinch, but still he held himself in place before raising his hands slowly as if dealing with a wild animal about to lash out at him. But my mum was muttering, asking him what was going on? What was going on…? Was she fucking insane!?

      “Alright now, Pet, let’s just take a breath and calm things…”

      “Calm things down…are you fucking serious right now!?” I snapped before getting in his face pushing the box to his chest and screaming in his face,

      “YOU’RE FUCKING MY MOTHER!” Then I ignored everything that happened next. My mother’s horrified cry, Lucius’ roar of anger as I suddenly ran from the room. My mum trying to reach for me whilst I did snarl at her this time,

      “Don’t fucking touch me! I never want to see you again! Neither of you…you are both…lost to me!”  I said unable to say the words I had wanted to say but my heart wouldn’t let me.

      To say that they were both dead to me.

      Then I ran from the room, tears flooding my vision to the sound of Lucius’ rage, one I knew would find me should I stay here. But then after this, that was never going to be an option.

      I had to leave!

      I had to go and this time I wasn’t sure if I was ever coming back.

      That thought caused me pain but not nearly enough as what I just witnessed. I looked back over my shoulder to hear a door being torn open and my mother arguing with him, no doubt trying to get him to calm down. But then she could only do so much, and I knew in that moment it was Lucius trying to chase after me!

      I just didn’t understand why he would even bother!

      But then, when doing this, I also bumped into the only person that could save me right now.

      “Dad!”

      “Amelia, what’s wrong! What happened?!” he said taking me in his arms and for merely a second I allowed his arms to comfort me as I sobbed. But then, when looking up at him, I knew he too needed to know the truth. Because, despite what I thought before, he wouldn’t kill Lucius, he wouldn’t because that would mean harming his Chosen One. Someone I knew he would love despite her betrayal.

      “Dad, I have to leave… I have to get out of here, please!” I begged as I tore myself from his arms and the second he tried to reach for me, I told him,

      “I’m so sorry, dad…I…”

      “What is it Amelia, tell me?!”

      “I am so sorry, I just…” I took a deep breath, heard the last of Lucius’ roars and committed to the decision to tell him,

      “…I just caught Lucius kissing mum!” I told him and this time it wasn’t Lucius’ roars of rage I heard…

      No, now it was my father’s.

      I then knew that as much as it pained me to see my dad’s face turn murderous and seeping into his demon side, I knew it would also give me the time needed to escape.

      And I did.

      For I ran and ran and ran.

      And in doing so, I not only escaped Afterlife.

      I escaped My Chosen One,

      My Vampire King,

      My Lucius.

      For all I had left now was a Map…
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      I would like to dedicate this book to my dear friend Carrie Anne Gosselin Wyman, who is fighting every day like a warrior queen against the battle of cancer. A true inspiration and a soul of true strength and spirit.

      A strength that knows no bounds and a great friend that will always be family in my heart, even when Heaven has claimed an Angel with your soul.

      

      
        
        This poem is for you and your family.

      

      

      

      Strength.

      

      The strength of hearts beats in times,

      Of failing health our body chimes

      It tells us it’s tired of pain that’s too much,

      But our strength remains, with the cheeks we touch,

      

      The strength of family that is by our side,

      The hearts of others that we pride,

      The sounds of laughter replace the sorrow,

      For those are the sounds of tomorrow,

      

      Those are the sounds of forevermore,

      That is held in the heart of Heaven’s open door,

      Not the tears to hold beyond

      But the sights of smiles, are found and fond

      

      Those memories held so dear

      And close to hearts forever near

      Will be the sight taken with me

      The children I love having on my knee

      

      The giggles and candy wrappers,

      The jumpers and the sound of clappers,

      The fun of life that fills my soul

      With my grandchildren that fill me whole.

      

      With my husband who is so dear,

      With his love he’s shown every day of the year

      My children of which I am so proud,

      To hear their voices happy and loud

      

      So I hold your hands and say a prayer

      As I face the new life with every last one of you there

      The strength of me, will never die,

      For I am the strength passed on in each of your lives.
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      This book contains explicit sexual content, some graphic language and a highly additive dominate Vampire King.

      This book has been written by an UK Author with a mad sense of humour. Which means the following story contains a mixture of Northern English slang, dialect, regional colloquialisms and other quirky spellings that have been intentionally included to make the story and dialogue more realistic for modern day characters.

      Also, please remember that this is part of a 12 book saga, which means you are in for a long and rocky ride. So, put the kettle on, brew a cup, grab a stash of snacks and enjoy!

      
        
        Thanks for reading x
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Prologue

          

          

      

    

    






I Run to You

        

      

    

    
      The second the song came over the radio I cursed that my hands were full and therefore I was unable to turn off the beautiful notes of Lady Antebellum’s ‘I run to you’ quickly enough. It had been nearly two months of banned love songs and as the lyrics seemed to tell my life’s story it was of little wonder why…

      
        
        ‘I run from hate, I run from prejudice, I run from pessimists, but I run too late…I run my life, or is it running me?’

      

      

      And wasn’t that just the question right now I thought as I struggled to the table with yet another armful of research papers my friend Yosef had given me. Damn my Spotify account recommending songs!

      I quickly got to the table only dropping a few scrolls and one book, doing so just as the lyrics continued with…

      
        
        ‘Run from my past, I run too fast, or too slow it seems… when lies become the truth…’

      

      

      “Yeah, you can say that again!” I said picking up my fallen articles with annoyance and slapping them back on the counter just before grabbing my tablet and turning it off just as the beat kicked up with,

      
        
        ‘That's when I run to you… this world keeps spinning faster, into a new disaster so I run to you…I run to you baby’

      

      

      “Nope, not now and not ever,” I commented as I killed the music and the second I did, that was when I felt it. Like a presence so powerful it sucked all the energy from the room and left me near gasping for breath. And that difficulty in breathing wasn’t just from the moment you realised that you were no longer alone, but it was more when you realised who it was that stole that solitude from you. Because when you were on the run there was only one being out there you hoped not to find in the room with you…

      The hunter.

      And I knew my time was up when the first words spoken in that smooth hypnotic voice of his told me,

      “Now that is a shame.”

      I sucked in a deep breath, one that felt as though it had the power to suck much more than just the air into my lungs. Which was why I started questioning my sanity the moment I heard it. The voice that I had heard so many times in my dreams. The one that had me crying out his name nearly every night. The one that had me in tears and wishing I could go back. Go back to the beginning, just to relive those perfect moments together. The dreams I had that didn’t include the reasons I ran but only the reasons why I never wanted to. The moments where I was his one and only.

      But then I would awaken to my reality. One that told me that I could never go back.

      Not after what I knew.

      It could never be undone.

      So, he became a cruel dream I couldn’t control. He became the dream I longed sleep for as much as I tried to keep myself awake from having it. But now it wasn’t a dream and that cruel temptation was standing in my reality once more. I didn’t know why or how he had found me. I had been so careful. I had left no traces. No breadcrumbs to follow.

      Not a single scrap of evidence.

      But yet found me, he had.

      I knew this the moment I felt that presence behind me stepping closer. A presence so strong that you could do little but feel it. The way it seemed to consume me. Draining me dry of every emotion before emitting back a force powered from the core of what I knew was a stone-cold heart of a Vampire King who had been hunting me.

      Well, the hunt was over.

      I had been found.

      I had been caught.

      And the moment I felt those hands take hold of me I knew with his whispered words, words I had forbidden him to ever speak again, that I had also been,

      Captured…

      
        
        “Found at last, my Khuba.”
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            Fists and Forgiveness

          

          

      

    

    






Lucius

        

      

    

    
      The moment I saw Amelia stepping out from her chosen hiding place it took me just a single look at the devastation on her face to know that the conversation she had heard, hadn’t been the same one spoken. I had even started to quickly replay certain parts of it in my mind, ready to begin to rectify the situation as soon as I first overcame what I knew was her urge to run from me.

      But then I noticed the blood, after scanning the length of her body, starting with her blood-soaked shoes and trouser hem that continued on as splashes of crimson up her jeans. There were also smear marks on her cream sweater that I knew was from the only blood that belonged to her and was no doubt from the injury I could see on her hand. But there was also something there on the side of her head where her hair was soaked with blood too.

      Gods, but what had happened to her this time?! I was fucking furious at the idea and almost grabbed her to me, caring little for what her reaction would be. But then it was the tears in her eyes that stopped the impulse. As I knew that I could heal her body in moments, but I was only free to do so after first attempting at healing what looked to be her damaged heart. Something that, by the looks of things, wasn’t going to be easy.

      “Oh Gods, Fae! I…we…didn’t mean for you to find out this way…we didn’t know you…” Keira started to say having no clue where her daughter’s mind was really crashing towards. For it was of little doubt in my mind that Keira was thinking the worst of her daughter’s heartache was solely based on the fact that her mother’s knowledge of our relationship had been kept from her. But the second Amelia snapped back with utter distaste,

      “Oh, I know you didn’t!” That was when I knew that both Keira and I had far a worse problem on our hands. One that for me personally, seemed as if it was going to become a battle of the past all over again. Which was why I told her,

      “It is not what you think it is, my Khu…”

      “NO!” she roared at me with such anger I swear I could hear it echoing around me as if the walls were about to crack from the force of her pain.

      “You don’t EVER, ever get to call me that again!” she screamed at me and I couldn’t help but physically react, flinching as she openly scorned my love for her. It was starting to become clearer still, with the level of rage and hurt that she felt had been inflicted by a shadow of the truth. Which was why I raised my hands slowly, knowing any moment I would have no choice but to strike out by reaching for her quickly, to contain her and grab her to me before she fled.

      “Lucius, what is happening?” I heard Keira asking in a pained and worried tone that told me the true horror of what her daughter believed she’d just witnessed was only now just starting to penetrate.

      “Alright now, Pet, let’s just take a breath and calm things…”

      “Calm things down…are you fucking serious right now!?” she snapped, interrupting me after I had ignored her mother’s question and focused solely on her. Then she stepped up to me, getting close, and I was seconds from making my move when suddenly she thrust the box into my chest with a hard shove into my body, one I barely remained immobile against, flinching only against the roar of anger she threw at my face when she screamed,

      “YOU’RE FUCKING MY MOTHER!” I closed my eyes for a few seconds at the grief throwing those words at me inflicted, knowing the true meaning of pain as they ripped through me. To believe that was what she truly thought of me. To know that after everything I had done, all I had said, all the fucking love I had shown her, every second of it set alight and crumbling to ash at my feet in a single heartbeat…to know she believed it all to be lies just after one moment of mistaken affection shown for someone dear to me.

      Gods, the pain of it rendered me unable to move.

      Even as I watched as she had already started walking away, I could do nothing but roar in both anger and pain as it tore through my soul. Gods, but I wanted to hate her just as much as I fucking loved her! I was so Gods be damned angry that she could believe her words, I was struck unable to move!

      That she could think of me as such was utterly unfathomable!

      I vaguely watched as even Keira tried to reach out to her only to get Amelia’s venom lashed her way,

      “Don’t fucking touch me! I never want to see you again! Either of you…you are both…lost to me!”  She sobbed these last three words in such a way that I knew she had really meant them as something else, words that she couldn’t ever take back if spoken.  Instead, she ran from the room with tears flooding those beautiful eyes of hers. Turning them into something beyond the realms of beauty…

      …but into something breathtakingly haunting.

      This was when I snapped.

      “FUCK!” I flipped the nearest table closest to me, making the sound of it crashing against the far side of the room become an echoing shadow of my rage. The song of destruction doing little to ease my temper and neither did Keira when she ran to me and begged me to stop. To see reason and calm down before scaring her daughter with my anger. To let her be the one to go to her and explain everything, to show Amelia her thoughts, the images of the conversation before. She blamed herself and with tears streaming down her face she begged me to let her be the one. But I cared nothing for Keira’s tears.

      I only cared for Amelia’s.

      Which was why, without even answering her, I walked towards the door and ripped it from its hinges without taking a moment to think about the damage behind me, simply hoping that Keira had enough sense to get out of the way of it. I was both utterly numb and furious at the same time, that I could barely even think. To the point that the second I felt Keira following me out and grabbing me from behind, still begging me to stay, was when I turned to snarl down at her to let me go. But neither of us saw what was coming next…

      Or should I say who.

      Suddenly, before I could even fully register the reasons behind it, I found myself travelling backwards until I found my body being slammed back, smashing into the fireplace in the library. I groaned through the pain as some of my ribs snapped. Then I gritted my teeth through the process as my body instantly started to mend, fusing the cracks and breaks, along with healing the puncture to my lung. I sucked in air as I started to breathe past the pain and after turning my head slightly, that’s when I noticed that the secret doorway into the Janus Gate was ajar. Something I knew wasn’t from my impact as I had landed against one of the cast iron sentinels.

      Had this been where Amelia had come from? Was this where Dom kept his safe? For she had gotten hold of the box somehow, so it would make sense and might explain her injuries. But it didn’t explain the other evidence of blood, which now had me questioning, if this was the witch’s doing?

      I located the box that in my rage I had thrown to one side, both damning its existence and questioning the reason for her trying to take it. But then these thoughts were ripped away from me the moment I saw the cause for my being back in the library with broken bones, which right now were nothing more than an inconvenience.

      I didn’t have time for this shit.

      I needed to find her!

      But then, with one look at the Demonic King who had not an ounce of Angel in sight, then I knew I first had to deal with a son of Hell’s wrath.

      “YOU KISSED MY WIFE!” his demon roared, and I found myself doing a double take the second he said the last words I believed his reason for attacking me to be.

      “What the…” I never got the chance to finish as the asshole was charging at me, his dark wings taking him high first so he could gain leverage on his attack. Then he tried to barrel into me, making me move with only half a second to spare before he would have killed me from it, being as his twin swords extended from his wrists on his downward attack, making his wife scream out,

      “DRAVEN, NO!”

      Thankfully, my senses returned quickly enough to save myself along with his wife, for had he succeeded, then it would have not only been my end, but hers too. But it was clear he was out of his mind with rage and had given total control over to his demon, who wasn’t acting rationally enough to function beyond the need for death and revenge.

      “Fuck, Dom, you have it all…fuck!” I ended this the second he lashed out against me with his swords raised, ones that flamed purple and licked out at everything they touched, scoring it black instead of setting it alight.

      “DRAVEN, STOP THIS!” Dom paused long enough to snarl at his wife, telling her,

      “I will deal with your deceit later, woman!” She jerked back as if he had struck her and I could see for myself her own anger close to erupting and when it did, then I knew it would have been nothing compared to Dom’s.

      Twin pools of crimson fire were igniting in her eyes but seeing this gave me barely enough time to dodge the blades he continued to swing at me. Meaning that I had no choice but to summon my own blade to my hand, thanking my foresight in having Nesteemia place a summoning spell on the sword of Kings, Caliburnus. A spell which enabled me to feel it start to materialise into a solid weight in my hand. And it was just in time too, for I held it up above my head with barely enough of it appearing in time to save my head as his blades collided with its growing length.

      “FUCK DOM, LISTEN!” I roared as I pushed back on the blade making him take a step back allowing my anger to fight his own rage.

      “Good, I wanted a fair fight before I see your head fucking roll from your vessel!” he shouted venomously and I snarled back, before swinging the sword around in my hand and showing him that I was ready. Because this time it was a fight I was not going to use my will against him to win. For he would soon discover that I wasn’t the same man he had once fought before.

      I was something much more and had the Venom of God running through my veins to prove it!

      “Then, in doing so, you see your Chosen One fall also!” I reminded him before I lashed out, hitting against his twin blades so quickly he slipped slightly, which was enough that I caught his shoulder with my blade. Because my words had started to penetrate through the demon’s rage, and he was weakening to the fact. He even looked towards Keira as if seeing her standing there for the very first time and there was only one emotion now clouding his judgement in the fight…doubt.

      “Please…don’t do this,” Keira whispered at him, holding herself rigid as if she were now witnessing her whole world as it came crumbling down around her. As if she had failed in some secret quest. But whatever the cause it finally made an impact on Dom as his demon simmered down.

      “I will not kill you, Luc, but that doesn’t mean I won’t bring you to your fucking knees!” he shouted back the moment he made his mind up about my death.

      “I make no such promise in return, old friend!” I snapped back fighting him now with a far more equal footing, allowing my hits to mirror my deadly mood. I was unrelenting with my sword, swinging it so fast he could barely keep up and on a punishing downward slash, he only just managed to block against it. It was clear to me now that the wrath of his demon had relented even further to the emotional reasons behind the fight. Something I used to my advantage when his guard lowered our collided blades enough for me to punch out at his face, feeling the crack of bone crunch in both his nose and my knuckle.

      Then I grabbed the front of his shirt and threw him against the wall with my sword held high ready to strike.

      “LUCIUS, NO!” I ignored Keira’s furious and desperate cries in place of something else. As just when I was about to deliver what I knew would be a damaging blow, I heard Amelia’s deep and tortured cry in agony…

      A pain I had inflicted.

      That was when I lost the fight in me and lowered my weapon. Then I raced to the door, ready to leave the battle behind me in search of one far greater.

      The battle for her heart.

      “AMELIA!” I shouted her name and nearly made it through the broken doorway when I felt myself being yanked back before a fist connected with my face, jarring my senses.

      “No weapons is fine by me!” Dom snarled at me before another fist connected with my jaw this time making me grunt from the impact as my jaw broke.

      “Dom, stop it for fuck sake! You have got this all wrong!” Keira shouted at her husband and I blocked the continued hits long enough for my jaw to fix itself and enable me to tell him,

      “You should listen to your wife before she puts you on your ass!” Then I brought up my fist and delivered an upper cut punch to his chin, knocking his head back from the force.

      “LUCIUS!” Keira roared at me as I took another moment to hit back, giving it my all and caused blood to trickle from his nose the moment I got my second punch in. Of course, I felt my own blood running down my chin from the split in my lip that was at this moment trying to fuse back together from his powerful fist. Dom wiped away his blood with the back of his hand and stared at it, before grinning back, telling me,

      “It’s been a long time since I have seen my own blood spilled by another…I look forward to this, Vampire.” Then he rolled his shoulders and I braced myself for the fighting machine that was my former King. I took a deep breath and told him,

      “Fucking bring it, you Demon bastard!” I roared my words and let them fuel my rage just as we both collided. But this was also when Keira had found her limit. And what a fucking limit it was! As the moment our fists connected, a blinding light was all we both saw as our bodies separated from a force. One so great, my bones weren’t the only ones that suffered as we were both flung to opposite sides of the room. And there, at the centre of it all, was Keira. Now a glowing figure of white-hot fire that consumed her body, licking out angrily at the air as it crackled around her. She had both her hands out towards us, holding us in place so she could prevent us from fighting further.

      She was utterly magnificent, just as she had been the day she had ended a war. A beautifully terrifying picture of Hell’s wrath as she panted through her rage. And I wasn’t the only one who suffered from it and needed time to heal from the force of her power, as Dom also had fallen victim to his wife’s fury. I don’t know how long it was that she kept us prisoner for, but long enough for bones to heal and organs to repair. A sight that seemed to flip the switch between thought and deadly action. As it was only then that she managed to get a hold on the power directed through her, one straight from both Heaven and Hell, when the flames finally started to simmer to nothing but a warm glow. She then lowered her arms and we both dropped to the ground, gaining our feet at the same time. After this she turned to her husband and told him in a calm tone that sounded as if it took great effort to do so,

      “We did not kiss, Amelia has it all wrong.” I then watched as Dom closed his eyes as her words sank in and finally stayed long enough for his demon to evaporate back into the image of a man she knew well. Although, what I knew of Dom’s usual temper, then I assumed she knew his demon’s image well enough also.

      “Then why was she so upset, my Electus?” he asked her with his tone still hard and obviously suspicious. Keira took a deep breath and released it on a sigh, before looking to me and the look of regret on her face said it all. This had been the deception she had been dreading telling her husband and it was one she had no choice but to admit to. So, I nodded for her to do so.

      “Keira?”  Her name came out as a rumbled warning for her to speak and do so quickly before he lost his patience completely. But then, as she first looked to me and then back to her husband, she must have decided to take action to prevent what she believed would happen next. I knew this when her hand raised and suddenly Dom’s body was pushed back against the wall and held there, clearly against his will. He snarled angrily and pushed against her force, making her hand start to glow brighter at the effort she needed to keep him there.

      Only after she was assured that he was kept in place did she choose to speak,

      “Okay, so there is something I have been keeping from you, but it’s not as bad as it sounds, so please…please Draven, just try and hear me out…yes?”

      “I must say that I would be more inclined to try if I was not held against my will and therefore released from your grasp…one that I can feel weakening by the second,” Dom replied with the threat of movement showing through for he had been fighting her the entire time he had been kept to the other side of the room. A fact that was starting to show with the strain on her face at keeping him from reaching me. Because, as powerful as Keira was, Dominic Draven was equally so, for there weren’t many who could defeat such a being, his wife included. No, Dom just needed a little more time to break down his Chosen One’s defences and by the looks of things, he was close to doing so.

      “Gods, but how the Hell do I…?” Keira started to say but I’d had enough of this shit! I just wanted to get the fuck out of there so I could find Amelia and explain everything to the only one in my life the truth mattered to.

      So, I quickly snapped,

      “Oh, for fuck sake!” Then I walked over to him,

      “Luc, don’t please… just let me…” I then ignored Keira’s plea, and said the words I’d wanted to say since the very beginning,

      
        
        “I am the one dating your daughter, Dom.”
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            Through the Devil’s Fingers

          

        

      

    

    
      The second I said this it took Keira the time to mutter,

      “Oh shit,” before Dom exploded into rage, bursting free from her hold with little effort as her energy was spent and his demon was too strong. Which meant that once again I found myself up against a bookshelf with a fist in my face and for once, it was a series of blows I allowed to happen.

      The reason for this was because this time, I knew he needed it and, as much as I hated to admit it, right at that very moment I welcomed the pain. Because it was one I felt as though I deserved. My gut had told me for far too long that I had dealt with this all wrong. That no matter how or when I had told her father, the outcome would have most likely remained the same…but that didn’t change facts now.

      “DOM, NO!” Keira screamed behind him as I allowed him to rain blow after blow on my face, even as she tried to pry his arm back, he merely roared down at me,

      “FIGHT BACK!” But again, I simply took it, knowing that if we were ever to move past this, then he needed to get it out. So, I calmly said,

      “No.”

      “Fight, damn you! Fucking fight back!”

      “Dom please, stop it! Just stop it!” Keira tried when he shrugged off her hold, snarling back at her,

      “You betrayed me!” She took a step back, holding her chest as if he had delivered the next blow to her instead of me.

      “No…I…I…” she started to stammer weakly.

      “You fucking knew!” he threw back at her and just as she whispered his name in a plea to get him to understand, he turned his back to her,

      “Enough, I will deal with you later!” At this she found her anger and was about to speak when something finally penetrated my whole entire being.

      I could no longer feel Amelia.

      Meaning she was no longer inside the building!

      This was when the second Dom’s fist came at me again, I caught it in my hold and allowed my true nature to take back control, telling him,

      “That’s the last one you are going to get, now get the fuck out of my way!” Then I forced him back, using my grasp on his fist to do so, letting my true nature ripple through me. The blood dripping down my face started to be absorbed back into my skin as the Venom of God darkened my veins. The cuts, bruises and breaks he had caused, healing instantly this time as my demon rumbled dangerously beneath my vessel wanting to break free and chase down what was rightfully ours.

      “Why, so I can just let you run after my daughter, I don’t fucking think so!” he shouted back and this time when he tried to swing for me, I moved with deadly calm, ducking out of the way of his throw, causing his fist to embed into the shelves behind me.

      “You are never to see my daughter ever again, do you understand me, Luc, I will fucking kill you, so help me, by the Gods I will end you!” Dom roared at me the second I started to walk away.

      “I don’t need your fucking approval!” I snarled over my shoulder and just as I was making it out of the library, he made it clear he wasn’t finished with me. I was grabbed from behind and pushed face first up against the wall next to the door. My face quickly became part of the plaster as it now had the side of my face imprinted there.

      “She’s my daughter!” he roared next to my head and I had finally hit my limit, doing something I had once vowed never to do again, not since the last time. And I started by elbowing him back in the face, spinning the moment he loosened his hold so I could face him. Then, just as he was bringing forth his blades one more time, I knew now was the time to end this. So, using the power of my will against him, one that not even he was strong enough to fight against, I forced him to drop to his knees. Then I willed his arms to cross, embedding his blades into the floor to keep them there.

      “ARRGH, DAMN YOU!” he thundered in anger, or should I say his demon did, for his vessel was under my control, whether he liked it or not and he was about to find out why. As there was something I had come to understand. It was a fundamental rule that he himself had taught me once. One I had to learn the hard way and one that was a lesson I would now be giving back to him.

      For you never got in between a King and his Chosen One.

      “Lucius, release him!” Keira shouted making me look back up at her and say,

      “Not this time. Not when he stands in my way.” Then I took the few steps needed towards him and looked down at him.

      “She may be your daughter, Dom…” I told him, pausing before I could then lean down slightly, getting closer so I could tell him the truth of it all.

      “…but she is my Chosen One.”

      Dom’s gasp of shock was one I ignored as I walked towards the door, doing so with purpose, stopping briefly when Keira asked me,

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I am going to right a wrong…once and for all,” I told her with a certainty I felt in my bones.

      “It can’t be…it can’t be true! You can’t…Luc, I forbid it, she is my…!” Dom tried to say one last time, but with a slash of my hand I cut him off by force. Then, when I looked down over my shoulder, no longer granting him my expression for only my words of promise were needed,

      “She is yours no longer, for she belongs to me now…and you should know, Dom…nothing gets in the way of me claiming what is mine!” Then after this, I allowed his roar of anger to become the background echo to my journey while running to her room. It was the last place I felt her presence, so I was hoping… no, more like fucking praying that she was still in there! That the ache in my heart had been wrong. That pit in my gut that she left was nothing more than misplaced dread. That it was a mistake and she had not left me. For her heart might be damaged but at the very least it was still in the building ready for me to fix!

      But the more I ran and the closer I got the less and less that hope held power, for I knew what I would find the second I opened that door.

      “Amelia!” I shouted as I burst inside only to find the start of my nightmare playing out.

      She was gone.

      The moment I saw this I allowed my hands to curl into fists morphing the pain into a controlled anger that I dared not let loose inside this room for fear of destroying her things. Besides, I knew that if I did give into my demon’s urge to break free that I would then be no use to anyone, the very least of all to myself.

      For starters, I argued the fact that she couldn’t have got far, as she didn’t even have a car here…or did she? Would she have taken one…could she? These were things I needed to know, so without another thought I ran back to the library, knowing that I would find Dom released of his mental bonds and unsurprisingly I found him arguing with his wife, shouting about her deception.

      “Amelia is gone!” I snapped the moment I made it back through the door and just at the sight of me, Dom was about to act when I held up a hand and warned,

      “Don’t make me put you on the floor again, Dom, my Chosen One is fucking missing and could be in danger, now you either help me find her or I will fucking put you on your knees and force your help! Now where the fuck would she go?!” I all but roared this at him making him take pause and think twice now that my words had taken the time to sink in. As, thankfully, the most important part was what he chose in that moment to focus on,

      “She is missing?!”

      “Oh, God,” Keira said covering her mouth, the tears running down her cheeks starting afresh once more. I snarled at them both,

      “I don’t have fucking time for this! Now, where would she go!?”

      “Draven, did she say anything when she saw you?” Keira asked, making me grateful that finally someone was asking the right fucking questions! Dom frowned down at the floor as if recalling the moment before he had flown inside here with the sole intent on killing me for supposedly kissing his wife. Something I assumed Amelia had told him as a way of a diversion, as it had certainly kept me busy enough for her to make her escape.

      “No, but it would be easy for her to take one of the cars and…” I didn’t listen to the rest as I was already out the door and travelling with unnatural speed down to the lower levels of Afterlife and where I knew Dom kept his car collection. Hell, when I got there under any other circumstances, I would have scoffed at the sight of his Ferraris all lined up. But instead it took me no time at all to see an empty space closest to what I knew was an automatic door that would have been on a sensor.

      The second I knew Dom had turned up next to me, I snapped out my question,

      “What car is missing?!”

      “Ferrari SF90 Stradale,” he answered quickly.

      “Tracking?” I finally looked to Dom and he dragged a hand through his hair and snapped,

      “What do you fucking think, Luc, no one is insane enough to steal from me?!”

      “No one other than your daughter!” I snapped back making Keira come running inside with a phone in hand, holding it out to Dom, telling him,

      “It’s our pilot, he wants to know if he has authorization for the new flight plan to London Gatwick or not…it must be Faith!” Dom grabbed the phone and started telling him,

      “No, you fucking…”

      “Wait!” I told him, quickly cutting him off.

      “Hold on, Curt,” Dom said lowering the phone.

      “Tell him yes, but to stall the flight.”

      “But why would he…” Keira was cut off when Dom held up his hand as he understood where my thoughts could potentially lead us to.

      “Yes, Curt the flight is approved, but I need you to stall, tell my daughter that due to the last minute flight plan you are just waiting for the ground crew checks to be approved before you’re allowed to fly.” Dom waited for his pilot to agree, before I snapped,

      “Don’t let him leave before I fucking get there!” Dom nodded and relayed the order as I went back to scan the extensive garage, having no fucking time to waste.

      “I need a car,” I told him, making Dom walk towards a panel on the wall that housed all the keys before he grabbed a set. But then, instead of throwing them to me like I was about to demand he do, he walked to the closest car, a Ferrari Roma. A car that, even if I wasn’t a fan of the brand, I had to admit was a good-looking car. Of course, it was an opinion I wouldn’t be voicing anytime soon.

      Dom walked to the driver’s side and I frowned asking,

      “What are you doing?”

      “What the fuck does it look like I am doing, I’m driving, dickhead. Now, get in the fucking car before I change my mind!” he said before nodding for Keira to go to him. The second she did, he gripped her chin, and forced her gaze up to his before he growled down at her,

      “First I get our daughter back, then you and I are going to have a very long talk, one that I have a feeling will start some years ago.” She nodded letting the tears slip down her cheeks and I tore my eyes from the sight, hearing him whisper to her,

      “Don’t worry, I will bring her back to us.”

      “She is going to hate me.” I heard her heartbroken admission and I could stand it no longer and got in the car, wishing in that moment I could have just wrestled the keys from his hold and sped off. I ignored his reply to this but instead snapped impatiently,

      “We don’t have time for this!” I heard Dom’s growl in response, but my words rang true as he folded himself in the car and started the engine, watching his wife’s small frame, arms wrapped around herself, in the rearview mirror until she went out of sight.

      “Please tell me married life hasn’t made you fucking soft on the accelerator?” I asked, as if the past fifteen minutes of trying to kill each other hadn’t just happened, he looked to me and grinned before telling me,

      “What the fuck do you think?” Then, as if to prove his point, he floored the pedal and forced the car to use all its six hundred plus horsepower. After this I was then forced to sit, unable to do more than just wait until we arrived, so I could claim my girl, her father be damned!

      “How long, Luc?” His question suddenly cut through the silence. One I had hoped would have lasted until we arrived. No such luck.

      “Seriously, you want to do this now?” I asked rubbing a hand at the back of my neck in frustration.

      “I am driving you to the fucking airport to get my daughter back, Luc, so what do you think?!” he snapped making his point.

      “For all I know you’re planning to drive me off a fucking cliff and pray locking the doors will help you succeed.” He scoffed a laugh.

      “As tempting as that would be right now, I think we both know that I can’t kill you without risking the life of my Chosen One…besides, I like this car.” At this I couldn’t refrain from commenting,

      “Singing a different tune now I see.”

      “If I had wanted you dead, then you would be dead, Luc!” he snapped making me laugh.

      “Yes, well, being as you are my Chosen One’s father and I am pretty sure killing you first would present me with a lifetime of headaches, then right back at you, Dom.” At this he held a hand up and said,

      “Do me a favour, Luc, let’s just stop talking about who you say my daughter is to you…or that cliff might find itself becoming a destination after all.” I rolled my eyes and told him,

      “Whatever suits and aids me in getting to this fucking plane of yours quicker.” After this I continued to watch the world travelling past at a far slower speed than I would have liked, even though Dom was pushing the car as fast as we were physically able to go. Hell, he wasn’t just breaking every speed limit, he was no doubt setting new records for speeds driven on these roads.

      Of course, his silence also didn’t last as he hit out at the steering wheel and growled,

      “Fuck me! But I should have seen it sooner!” Naturally this didn’t take a high IQ like Amelia possessed to know what he was referring to.

      “I thought you didn’t want to do this now?” I reminded him, something he ignored when he said,

      “Gods, just how fucking blind have I been?!”

      “I guess we are doing this now then,” I muttered dryly under my breath as he continued to rant.

      “I should have known it in my office, I should have fucking known it was you!”

      “Yeah, well, what can I say, Dom, it wasn’t exactly the time, or at least that is what the woman in your life kept telling me,” I told him with the sarcasm more than evident in my tone.

      “Oh, so you wanted to tell me but didn’t and why, because a woman told you not to…? Yeah, because that sounds like you!” he commented derisively before adding,

      “When is it that you let anyone dictate to you what you can or cannot do, let alone a woman?”

      “I don’t know, Dom, when was it that you found yourself afflicted with the same burden?” I asked knowing that I had made my point when he growled. I then released an exasperated sigh and told him,

      “Amelia didn’t know how to tell you and feared your reaction, and all things considered, I think she had a right to that, despite how I argued her decision… along with that of your wife’s, I may add,” I confessed making him bark,

      “You should have fucking told me!”

      “Yes, well I didn’t! No, instead I went against my own wishes and was forced to watch as my Chosen One acted as if I meant little to her and allowed everyone to believe I had no rights to my claim,” I bit back angrily, letting him know the toll which this had taken on me.

      “A claim I still dispute, I will add!” he said making me growl,

      “Dispute it all you want, Dom, but as you know the Fates cannot be denied, nor can they lie, which is why Keira knows and has for some time.”

      “How long?” he asked quickly.

      “That is not my place and you fucking know it!” I told him in return, as the very last place I wanted to be right then was between a married couple who unfortunately happened to be the ones who birthed my Electus! Talk about fucked up!

      “The least you can do is give me that!” he argued.

      “I don’t owe you shit, Dom! For the way I see it, if you had been the type of father and husband that had made it easier for the two women in your life to speak freely of the truth, doing so without them knowing for certain what your reaction would be, then none of this would have fucking happened!” I said giving him a bit of fucking reality.

      “You’re blaming me for this!?” I shook my head and sighed before telling him,

      “Look, I was never fucking expecting a pat on the back and a welcome to the family, Dom, but seeing as you tried to rearrange my face, then yeah, I am blaming you for being their reason to keep this a fucking secret in the first place!” Dom thought on this before nearly destroying the wheel, being forced to ease his grip before he did.

      “How long, Luc?”

      “Does it fucking matter?” I asked making him shoot me a twisted look of betrayal before he snarled,

      “How long has my wife known?”

      “And I told you to ask…”

      “It is the fucking least you could give me!” he interrupted and in that moment I decided instead of telling him to go fuck himself like I wanted to, I gave him what he asked, seeing as it  was the lesser of two evils.

      “My understanding is that she has known longer than even I have.”

      “Lucius,” he said my name in warning before gritting out again,

      “I asked how long?”

      “Since the day she was born,” I told him making him curse,

      “Fuck!”

      “And she kept it from me…all this fucking time!”

      “Yes, and ask yourself why that is, old friend,” I said rolling my eyes and looking out the window taking note that we were at least getting there a lot quicker than we had done when first arriving.

      “Oh, I know why, because I would have done everything in my fucking power to keep you from her, that’s why!” he admitted with ease.

      “Exactly and in doing so you would have also been committing the biggest sin as a King that you could, which is fucking with the Fates’ plan…or are you forgetting the last time you tried to fight destiny in regard to your own wife? Something that, if I recall, had you been successful at then Amelia wouldn’t have even been born!” I said reminding him of his past and making him frown in frustration.

      “And since when did you become so willing to accept the Fates’ plans, huh? Only if memory serves, Luc, you have spent a great deal longer singing a very different fucking tune these past few thousand years.” I gritted my teeth against the reminder of my own past and threw my own point back at him, being the next one to lash out in this verbal battle of ours.

      “Yeah, well, you wanna know what happened?”

      “Divine intervention?” he asked sarcastically.

      “Your daughter happened, Dom, that’s what!” I said making him growl my way, which I ignored and continued,

      “But hey, lucky for you when you met your Chosen One you didn’t have anyone but your own self getting in the way or holding you back.”

      “Oh no, I think I recall having someone in my way, Luc, or are you forgetting the Triple Goddess where my wife nearly lost her life too.” I shook my head at his version of the past and told him,

      “Yeah, well, go right ahead and call this even then, if that is what it takes, Dom, but the fact of the matter remains that I am not going anywhere! I am in your daughter’s life and all that is left to discover is if you want to be in it also!”

      “Exactly what are you threatening me with here, Luc?” he asked in a dangerous tone I ignored because it meant shit to me.

      “Exactly what it sounds like, Dom. You want to try and get between me and my Chosen One, then fucking think again. She is mine and…”

      “Oh no she fucking isn’t!” he roared back making the car jerk suddenly into the other lane. An action he corrected before he had a head on collision and crashed before we could get there.

      “Oh right, I forgot that you have a long list of people lined up ready to extend her life the way her Chosen One can by making her immortal, something you and I both know is only accepted by the Gods if it is fated to be,” I reminded him contemptuously, making him tense as he knew I was right.

      “Which explains the conversation in my office that night,” he muttered to himself.

      “I was merely trying to open your eyes to facts, Dom, just as I do now. She is mortal but doesn’t need to stay that way and she won’t, not by my side as my Queen,” I said thinking this was the best way of reminding him that, despite his initial anger, once thought was applied, then really, how bad did he see our union to be. Especially when it meant granting him something he had wanted since discovering his daughter was mortal?

      “I swear Luc, that if you start the next sentence by telling me you have already claimed my daughter, I will drive this fucking car into a tree and hope it impales you!”

      “Believe what you want, Dom, it won’t change a fucking thing!” I snapped back at his narrow mindedness and inability to admit that I was right.

      “No, maybe not, but your actions today most certainly might have.”

      “Make your fucking point, Dom!”

      “I think you are missing that the biggest obstacle in your way is no longer me. For have you considered that after what she believes happened between you and Keira today, that she won’t want you anymore?” he argued and I swear I wished in that moment I could have knocked him out, left his vessel on the side of the road and driven the car there myself.

      “I will make her see the truth,” I told him in a firm unyielding tone that nearly cracked my teeth.

      “Umm, yes because that is so easily achieved,” he muttered mockingly.

      “What?” I found myself asking in annoyance.

      “I think I have a little more experience in this than you, Luc, you know, seeing as I have been dealing with both my own Chosen One and my daughter’s personalities a lot longer than you to know that with all the will of the Gods, you can try and make them see what you want them to…but achieving it is another matter entirely.” Unfortunately, that was a point made that I couldn’t ignore.

      “Yes, well for your sake and hers, I hope that you are wrong,” I told him making him foolishly ask,

      “Why is that?”

      “Because now is not the time for her to disappear through that stubbornness, as she needs as much protection right now that she can get…from both of us!”  I added this last part on an exasperated growl, seeing as I hated the fact about as much as I knew Dom did.

      We both may hate it, but we also had no choice but to work together.

      Again.
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        * * *

      

      The moment we turned up at the private hanger, I knew instantly that something was wrong, even if the plane was still there and seemingly waiting to leave.

      “Stop the fucking car!” I snapped and the second he did I jumped out. A moment later, his question heard behind me,

      “What’s wrong?”

      “The Ferrari isn’t here,” I told him on a growl pushing past that fucking weight in the pit of my stomach that told me the worst of my fears weren’t yet at an end but instead…

      Only just beginning.

      I ignored Dom’s hiss of anger behind me and stormed towards the plane, finding myself up its steps in less than a second of time. Then I saw her, and it was if my heart stopped dead at just the sight. She sat with her back to me wearing what she’d had on earlier, the scent of her blood filling my nostrils and easing my panic.

      “Amelia.” I whispered her name like a fucking prayer on the wind. I released a deep and regretful sigh the second she purposely didn’t turn to face me, and it was only when I made it within reach of her that the truth of those scents started to infiltrate through the lies. Her hair, her skin, and even the blood that coursed around her body…

      It was all wrong.

      The blood on her sweater was old and the only piece about the figure sat before me now that belonged to her. I reached out and just before I could touch her, the imposter turned around to face me.

      “She gave me money.” I let my hand drop, forming a fist at my side on a snarl of anger.

      “Get out!”

      “Excuse…”

      “I SAID GET THE FUCK OUT!” I roared making her cry out in fear before getting up and running out of the plane, pushing past Dom as he entered, the sight speaking for itself.

      “Gods, no…tell me she didn’t…”

      “Deceive us all…Yes, Dom, yes she fucking did!” I snapped walking past him myself and back towards the car, doing so with purpose. Because it looked like my girl had given me the slip and run from me, slipping right through my fingers.

      Meaning that once again it was time for this King to go…
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            A Hellish Force of Hand

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time I returned to Afterlife I had issued so many orders, I wasn’t sure how many of my people I had out there searching for her, Dante included. So, granted the journey hadn’t been a waste of my time, despite cursing her name for half of it and cursing my own for the other.

      Of course, I hadn’t been the only one to spend the journey barking orders as Dom had also been making his own calls. Although, I couldn’t help but point out that most of his would be pointless.

      “You won’t find her that way,” I told him after he’d ordered whoever the fuck it was to monitor her bank accounts and have her passport flagged with all airports.

      “Well, she won’t get fucking far with no money or use of her passport!” he snapped, making me shake my head as I got out the car once it was back in front of his building.

      “I think you will find yourself eating those words when you discover the level of just how cunning your little girl can be,” was my irritated reply, hence half the journey spent cursing that very same cunning personality trait.

      “Then what would you have me do, just fucking wait?!” he snapped back over the car’s roof after first slamming the door shut.

      “Not at all, I am just advising you on what your men will find, as will most of my own,” I told him raking a frustrated hand at the back of my neck and making it crack.

      “And that is?!” he demanded in a less than patient tone. So, as I entered the main doors to his club, I told him,

      “Nothing, you will find…” I paused letting him overtake me once inside as suddenly a thought hit me, causing me to whisper the last word to that sentence,

      “…nothing.” Dom looked back at me as my steps faltered. I then looked off to one side as my mind now focused on all the questions I had started to ask myself when she first stepped out of her hiding place.  Questions that were only now starting to become relevant once more. Because, after I had found out she was missing, then nothing else had mattered but getting her back. And that same desperation in achieving this still stood strong but with little to go on, then it was time to find the answers I needed.

      “What is it?” Dom asked obviously seeing it on my face as the last moments of her in the library started to play back in my mind. Then, the second I fixated on what I had seen after being flung back inside the library, I took off running. Doing so now with Dom following me and keeping up with my speed.

      “You want to tell me what the fuck is going on now?!” he snapped the second I made it through the club, inside his home and back to the library, ignoring the obvious destruction we had caused.

      “I am about to find out,” I told him as I walked straight up to the hidden door into the Janus Temple that I had noticed was ajar.

      “I take it your vault is through here,” I commented as I opened the door and looked back at him. He raised a brow at me and nodded before following me inside.

      “Amelia had the box in her hand when she found us,” I told him making Dom reach out and grab me the second we stepped into one of the Temple’s halls, holding me back long enough to tell me,

      “She doesn’t know where my vault is, Luc.” I rumbled out a growl as I looked back towards the bloody footprints that now followed a path to only one door.

      “No, but it looks like someone did,” I commented with a grim expression.

      “You think she was led here by…?” I quickly interrupted his thought process with a growl.

      “The witch, yes I fucking do,” was my snarled reply before we both continued to follow the path, telling me now why it was that her shoes were soaked, and the hem of her jeans covered in blood.

      “What the Hell could have happened?”

      “I don’t know but this isn’t her blood.” Dom growled at my answer and snapped,

      “Please don’t talk about her blood like you are well acquainted with it, as we already destroyed my library.”

      “And?” I asked with a raised brow.

      “And I would prefer not to do the same to half this temple.” I scoffed but refrained from telling him it was a little too late for that, for I was more than acquainted with it, I was fucking addicted to it! Of course, the moment I came to the vault door that obviously belonged to Dom due to the family crest that was carved at the centre, I was growling for a different reason.

      “Now that is her blood.”

      “Yes, and I will ignore the reason it is now scented with that of yours,” Dom replied in his own scathing tone.

      “And how the fuck is it you think I am keeping her eternally young and healthy Dom, a heavy dose of Vitamin C in her morning juice?” I snapped making him snarl,

      “Just stop speaking, Luc, for the love of the Gods, just don’t say another word!” I smirked at that and focused back on the door, knowing now just looking at the center hole how the injuries to her hand had occurred. My only hope was that there was enough of my essence inside her that she would have healed by now. Along with the injury to the side of her head.

      I moved out of the way so Dom could get the fuck on with it and open the door, one that wouldn’t have needed half as much blood from him that it most likely had from Amelia. The thought didn’t exactly sit well with me and from the hard look on Dom’s face, then I would say our thoughts weren’t that far apart.

      “What the…?” he muttered the moment he opened the door and four inches of blood flowed out around our feet. We both looked inside to find the cause being from a large well situated through a wall of columns. One that could be seen overflowing with thick blood instead of the water that it should have been. Meaning that I knew just by looking at it, that it was no doubt fed by an underground spring that bordered the realms of Hell. Now, the biggest question was how it had turned to blood and had managed to flood the long passageway that led to what I assumed was Dom’s vault.

      “I take it that this isn’t a security feature,” I said dryly.

      “No, it fucking isn’t,” was his stern reply as he continued on down the wide entrance hall, seeing for himself what I was, that the blood dripping down from high up on the walls told us that there had been a lot more of it earlier.

      “Do you think she ran from this?” Dom asked and I took in all the evidence I could, seeing that it was likely the doing of a certain witch we wanted to see burn. But there was only one way to know for sure. Which was why, after first swiping a finger down the wall and scenting the blood for myself, I turned to him and said firmly,

      “Call your seeker.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later I found myself inside the library going back over everything we had learned so far. Something that, thanks to Takeshi, had started with a vision of myself waking her from a chair she had fallen asleep in. At least it answered how she had been led into the Temple to begin with and it pained me to see her trusting a figure of myself taking her into the dangers that awaited her. I had to give it to this bitch, the witch was turning into a mastermind at manipulating people.

      I had, of course, ignored the questioning look I had received from Dom the moment Amelia threw herself into what she believed was my arms, telling me she was sorry. This, of course unbeknown to Dom, was referring to our argument on the rooftop.

      But witnessing this all play out meant only one thing, which was that I found myself getting closer and closer to losing my shit with every second I was forced to watch the ghost of the past play out through Takeshi’s re-enactment of events.

      However, this had been nothing compared to having no choice but to assume force was needed when using Amelia to open the vault. This was something that we couldn’t see due to Takeshi’s limitations to where we were. But once inside, this hadn’t been the case and we were forced to witness the struggle that occurred after the deception was discovered. And from the roar of anger next to me, then I would say I wasn’t the only one finding this shit difficult. Especially when Dom’s fist found itself embedded in his own image in the statue nearest to him. It reminded me once again of forcing myself to watch the fight between her and the mercs back at Transfusion. Although granted, it helped somewhat that I had seen her since this moment obviously happened, unlike before when she had been taken from me.

      And just like that moment, I also found myself in utter awe at her strength and found that the only shred of a silver lining in all of this was that her father was finally getting a chance to witness it too. Because she made herself get to her feet despite the blow she received to the side of the head and run after the witch, fully intent on getting the box back.

      Gods, but I didn’t know whether to be angry at her for what could have happened or worship at the girl’s feet for what she had accomplished when running after her. And it was easy to see that I wasn’t the only one who was astounded as Dom’s reaction was a mixture of disbelief and blessing the Gods for the gift of such a daughter. Something we were, unsurprisingly, in agreement of.

      However, by the time Takeshi had finished showing us images of the past, then the biggest question of all had been how?  Neither of us could understand what force had summoned the river of blood in that moment, for it was clear in the worried face of panic that it hadn’t been the witch’s doing, for she had looked both shocked and surprisingly… scared. It was a question that still plagued us both after Takeshi had admitted that no other trace of power could be detected, so it remained an unknown, something neither I nor Dom, accepted easily. But then Takeshi did also point out that his power was limited within the Temple’s walls as the past belonged solely to that of Janus. Once through the doorways, this was another matter. Hence the void in Takeshi’s visions.

      It quickly had me questioning if consuming my blood wasn’t taking some effect that could cause such a connection with the source of Hell’s power the river of blood had come from? For that was the most that Dom’s Seeker could detect, none of which eased our concern. But this all seemed secondary and cast in the shadows for the time being, seeing as she was still missing!

      Dom had even called the authorities reporting the theft hoping to add pressure to finding her. This was after my insistence of course, for I would stop at nothing in my mission of finding her and if getting her put in a jail cell was a way to achieve it, then so be it!

      I walked over towards where she had been hiding when watching the wrong end of the conversation between me and her mother, one I would fucking curse until the end of my days. Even now, as I slipped behind the staircase and saw a book on the floor, I continued to replay every word back, trying instead to hear it the way she would have.

      Gods, how she could really believe my love for her had been a lie all this time, it made me fucking furious that she could ever believe that! After everything we had been through these last few weeks, did she seriously believe that it meant nothing to me?!

      I was as angry at myself, as I was at her. Knowing exactly all the places in the past I had gone wrong and asking myself if there was ever going to be a point with Amelia when I actually started doing things right!?

      I lifted the book from the floor on the page it had fallen open seeing for myself the significance of events in those two pages. The double picture depicted was one that looked to have imitated life. A blood-soaked kiss represented her fairy tale unravelling and turning into what now looked to be a poisonous kiss she believed happened between myself and her mother. For I turned around and tried to see it through her eyes. To see what she had seen and quickly realising now that during that tender moment between Keira and I as old friends, it may have indeed looked like a stolen kiss between lovers.

      The thought sickened me! I found my hands fisting the pages and tearing away the image of two lovers kissing, a scene now stained in the blood of heartbreak. Their perfect dream now shredded by demonic claws that forced their way over my fingernails. In fact, the more time passed the harder it became to hold back my demon from taking over completely. The only reason it hadn’t been allowed to happen yet was the belief that news would come to me soon and when it did, I needed to be in my right mind to act and act quickly.

      Needless to say, that it was a torturous wait.

      I left the library, knowing that it held nothing more for me in its discovery. Numb steps soon had me stood outside her bedroom door, cursing the fact that I hadn’t gotten there sooner. Along with it, the knowledge that I had been wasting that time in fighting with Dom before being able to get to her in time to stop her from leaving!

      I pushed open her door and tried to take in anything that may have been missing, seeing that not one thing had been packed.

      She had left with nothing.

      Dom assured me that she wouldn’t get far with no money and no passport, with nothing to her name but a stolen Ferrari. And I hoped…no, more like fucking prayed, that he was right. But something in my gut told me that Amelia wasn’t going to be as easily caught as her father liked to think and no amount of hoping for that outcome would change facts. For her intelligence was nothing but a curse set against me.

      Even her copy of the map she had taken today had been left on her desk, making me crush it in my hand before I turned back to her geeky little heaven. Which meant that without the box, one that was back in Dom’s possession for now, and without the map, then she was making a statement by leaving them both behind…she was done with her mission of discovery.

      Just as she assumed that she was done with me.

      A fact on which she would soon find herself proven wrong…very, very wrong.

      I tore my eyes from the bed, tired of seeing her there in my arms like some cruel memory on repeat. For had it not been her room, then I would have found my fist embedded somewhere in space and the centre of the painted wall.

      “You!” The second I heard the hiss of anger coming from the door I knew exactly who I would find standing there like some twin image of both mother and father combined.

      “I don’t have time for you, boy,” I commented letting my dark tone speak for itself.

      “I don’t give a fuck if you do! You did this! You pushed her away just like the first time!” Theo roared at me, storming his heavy frame inside her room and making me snarl at him for doing so. Right now, this room was off limits.

      “You know nothing of which you speak and therefore this will be the only warning you get…back the fuck off, Theo!” I growled in a dangerous way, one the brazen youth didn’t take seriously.

      “Man, you got some fucking nerve, you treat my sister like that and expect me to just what, let you get away with it. I don’t give a shit if what she saw wasn’t…”

      “You spoke to her?!” I snapped, suddenly realising it and hearing it in his voice for myself.

      “I didn’t say that, but the way I look at it, seeing as she left you then it’s no longer your business even if she did!” The second he said this was when I officially lost my shit, releasing the firm hold I’d had on my demonic side and relishing the moment of furious freedom!

      “Big. Fucking. Mistake!” I snarled low and menacing before I made my move. Theo braced just in time for me to fly into him, forcing him back through the door so we wouldn’t destroy anything Amelia treasured.

      We ended up crashing into one of the many stone walls in Afterlife, before I grabbed him and threw him down the hallway, one that was getting closer to my intended target. But then the asshole simply shook it off and barreled right back into me, causing us both to go crashing into some antique sideboard that almost crumbled on impact.

      I felt a fist in my gut, just as my own connected with his jaw for the second time that day. However, the longer this continued, the more and more my demon seeped through and before long I couldn’t stop it as the leather on my glove ignited into Hellish flames. Meaning that if I didn’t put a stop to this, then I would end up doing something that couldn’t be undone the moment I touched him.

      For a single touch by the hand of the Venom of God was all it would take to,

      Kill a Draven.

      “ENOUGH!” I roared and forced him to his knees using my will against him, just as I had done with his father. Only this time, he didn’t know it, but it was done so more for his sake than mine. So, despite making it less than a fair fight, the alternative would have undoubtably been far worse. Besides, I needed to get to the bottom of that call and fast.

      “Now you will tell me where she is?!”

      “Fuck…AHHH!” He ended this insult in pain as I twisted my fist, mimicking his spine.

      “Lucius, stop!” Keira shouted coming out of Dom’s office, clearly still upset shown by the tears streaming down her face.

      “I will, just as soon as he tells me what I demand to know!” I informed her calmly despite my demonic appearance. Then I felt her hand on mine, the only being in the world able to touch my hand and survive. This was due to the same Venom of God in her blood, being why she was unaffected by it.

      Her touch startled me enough that I dropped my hold on the boy’s mind and staggered back, feeling my wings hitting the wall first before my back followed.

      “He doesn’t know where she is, she wouldn’t tell him, just as she wouldn’t tell me,” Keira admitted in a devastated tone.

      “You spoke to her!? When, what did she say?!” I demanded in a rush of words.

      “Luc, please just calm down and…”

      “NO! For fuck sake, Keira, don’t you see, all this deception, all these fucking lies are the reason I am now stood here without my Chosen One! She ran because I agreed to do as you asked of me!” I said verbally lashing out at her.

      “I know…I know, but please if you will just listen to me and let me explain then I…”

      “NO! No… FUCK NO! I am done listening! I have never once gone against you or said no to you, Keira, but I am fucking done! No more, No fucking more! Because all the lies, the secrets, where has it got me…WHERE IS MY GIRL!?” I roared losing it and I only knew this when Theo rose slowly and positioned his mother behind him, protecting her now and staring at my exposed hand.

      “Easy now, Luc…let’s just take a breath,” Theo said in a calming tone that was meant to bring me back from whatever had claimed my vessel, aiming for my mind next. So, I followed their fearful gaze and looked down at my own hand, feeling it pulsating with Hell’s power like the Devil’s own limb was attached to me. And that wasn’t far from what I found, for it was only a glimpse of the charred black scarred skin that I had been used to seeing whenever I finally removed the glove.

      However, now in the height of my wrath, it was more like volcanic rock with glowing magma showing through the cracks, as it had arisen from Hell’s own rivers of fire with the sole purpose of causing death and destruction as it was currently creating an opening in the floor. A growing circle of energy where I was unknowingly summoning up that same liquid fire I seemed able to command, and it was now flowing up through the opening I had made and being absorbed into the tips of my molten crusted fingers, each digit cursed for an eternity. It was as if it was reaching for its demonic puppet master, the edges of the flames licking out and scorching the stone floor, turning it black like my own burnt skin. Its infection spreading like soul weed, snapping outwards with every inch grown from the glowing hot serpents that continued to reach for me, as it was obvious that I was the one dragging them up from the portal I had made from Hell.

      “Lucius, let go.” I heard Dom’s voice coming closer, after first taking hold of Keira’s shoulders and pulling her further back, nodding to his son to protect her as he took their place.

      “I am not sure I can,” I confessed, my voice barely being that of my own, as it only just made it through the hold this undiluted rage had on my demon.

      “Yes, you can my friend, you just need to fight it.” I looked up at him and saw the sincerity of those words in his purple gaze, his own dark wings now hiding his family from my view.

      “She ran from me,” I told him, giving him the root of my rage.

      “She ran from us all.”

      “But she is mine.” My demon growled for us both as I felt the first tentacles of flames curling around my arm, feeding the venom in my flesh with a power I could barely contain. Dom looked to my hand and closed his eyes a second longer than what was needed, for it was the first time he had seen it since I’d lost it completely all those years ago.

      “Then the Fates will grant her back to you,” he told me in a strained tone that said so much more.

      “You can’t know that,” I said gritting my teeth at the very thought of the words I spoke.

      “Oh, but I can, for they granted me back my own,” he said looking behind him and lowering a side of his wing to see his wife, who had tears in her eyes. But I found the sight too painful to look at anymore…for he had his Chosen One. He had fought for her and won! I snarled down at my hand, the hand now cursed by the first sinful act of an Angel of God and one that turned to poison. The one I had no choice but to sacrifice at the gates of Tartarus before it grew back into little more than a cursed hand of the Gods!

      “Luc, don’t go back there…don’t listen to what that hand is telling you to do,” Dom said for he knew what it wanted me to do. It wanted me to burn the entire place down beyond its foundations and even past the realms of Earth, sinking it into a portal in Hell I knew I had the power to open. I wanted his happiness consumed and twisted back into the hatred of mankind!

      I wanted a war.

      I wanted death.

      And I wanted destruction!

      I wanted to scorch the Earth, ridding it of all life until there was nothing in it but her! I wanted nothing in this world but her by my side for all of eternity!

      “I want her back!” I snarled fisting my Devil’s hand. Dom released a sigh and told me,

      “I know.”

      “I WANT HER BACK, DOM!” I roared again, now looking back at him and he closed his eyes once more before telling me in earnest this time,

      “I know, my friend.” I forced the hard lump of pain down my throat before I felt as if I would choke on it and heard Dom take in another breath before telling me,

      “I will help you…I will help you get her back, Luc.” I took another breath, one that didn’t come easily, for I knew how hard those words had been for him to say and therefore the true meaning behind them.

      “Then you accept my claim?” I asked near fucking ready to follow through with the destructive nature of my hand should he say anything but what I wanted him to say.

      But this time when he closed his eyes, he didn’t open them again until after he answered me, making even his wife hold her breath.

      “Yes, I accept your claim on my daughter,” he finally admitted, and it was a sentence that seemed as if it had been torn from him, forcing others to lay witness to his acceptance. I, too, found myself closing my eyes as the true meaning of this moment branded itself to my soul.

      It was a decree he could never take back.

      “Good, because I promise you this, the moment I find her again, then make no mistake, Dom…” I said taking pause and extinguishing the flames of Hell with nothing but a click of my fingers. Doing so with ease now that my mind was back to being centered and focused on only two things, one was finding her and the second was the promise I then made to her father,

      A promise not even the Gods could prevent…

      
        
        “Make no mistake…I am making her my wife!”
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      Once I left the airport, I found myself driving until I could stand it no longer. I didn’t know how long it had been, but it was now dark, and I knew that if I didn’t fill up the car soon, then this journey would come to an end a lot quicker than I first anticipated. Now, that was the problem with stealing a twin turbocharged V8 engine that kicked out 986 horsepower…it was damn expensive to fill up the tank!

      Now, if only my father had parked one of his electric sports cars nearer to the entrance then this little getaway of mine would have been a lot cheaper, as the electric part of this engine gave you all of about fifteen miles and that was it, although it did help air in making it go faster, so that was something at least. Damn it though, why couldn’t I have stolen a Tesla, his two-seater roadster could do about 600 miles on one charge.

      Which meant that it was time to form the next stage of my plan. To be quite honest, I had been surprised I had even made it this far, knowing that by now my father had no doubt called the cops and reported the theft. Which meant that I needed to ditch the car as soon as I could, and to do that, I needed first to use it as collateral. Which was why the second stage of my plan was admittedly an insane one. But then again…

      What did I have left to lose?

      My heart was shattered.

      My life was in pieces.

      My future gone.

      All I had left was my mind and before I would allow it to fully submerge in the self-loathing, self-pitying, bitter hatred, pathetic part of the night, I first had to use it to get the Hell out of Dodge. Which was why I had been ignoring all the tears that escaped, trying instead to focus on the road and not the sight of my own heartbreak in the mirror.

      I barely knew how my mind had even managed to get this far, but it had. It had all started when I had run back into my room and just found myself standing in the centre of what had once been my entire world. But all I found myself saying over and over again whilst looking up at the ceiling was,

      ‘Lies, lies, lies…nothing but lies.’

      I had then looked around the room and in the end knew I had no time to take any of it. I had no time to pack. I even grabbed my bag but then realised that I wouldn’t have been able to use anything inside it. Not my phone, not my bank cards, not even my passport…everything could be traced.

      So, in the end, I grabbed the only thing that I knew was worth enough for me to make it as far as I did. Then, I pulled the map from my bag and placed it on my desk in plain sight, knowing that it would be found. Doing so in hopes of fooling whoever found it into believing that the last thing on my mind was anything to do with the problems we faced. After this I had run out of there and doing so to the sound of destruction as my father and Lucius obviously fought it out.

      In fact, it brought me so much pain that I found myself falling into the wall and crying out in agony, knowing that I had caused the fight. Gods, but what if my father really hurt him…surely he wouldn’t go too far…surely he wouldn’t risk my own mother’s life? Because although I hated them both that didn’t mean I wanted either of them hurt by my own doing.

      They could suffer with the knowledge of what they had done to me. From the knowledge that they had broken our family apart and hurt those they had deceived. But that was the extent of the pain I wanted them to suffer. Which was why I looked to the library and took a few steps towards it before stopping myself. I did this twice more before crying out in anger, hitting the side of my fist to the wall before running in the opposite direction, ignoring the pain to my hand or to the side of my head. I knew the cuts I had suffered, thanks to the deception of the witch, had already started to heal and it sickened me to know why.

      Lucius’ essence was still a part of me.

      After this decision was made, I continued running until I got to my father’s garage and stole the keys to the car nearest to the door. After that I had broken every speed limit and thanked whatever luck I had left in my life that I wasn’t pulled over by the cops on the way to the airport. But this wasn’t all I did. As after I had angrily swiped away my tears it then took me all of about two minutes of driving to form the first part of my plan.

      Because I needed to disappear. I needed to leave once and for all. I could no longer be a part of that world…my father’s world…the world Lucius belonged to. It pained me to think of my parents splitting up or my father being in the same amount of pain as I was feeling. But then no matter how much I loved Lucius, I knew deep down that for my father it would be worse.

      So much worse.

      Which was why, after the first part of my plan was out of the way, I knew that I needed to call him. Just the once. I needed to know he was alright before leaving for good. But before that call, first came the one to my father’s pilot. A number that was thankfully still in the history of calls in the car’s fancy system. So, a few taps later and I was making plans with him to take me to London, knowing that his next call would be to my father asking his permission. After that I was relying on only one factor left and that was greed.

      Which then meant that I had no time at all before I was pulling the car close to the plane and running on board ready to make a deal with the flight attendant, really hoping that she had a thing for diamonds.

      I hated myself for doing it, seeing as it had been a gift from my parents on my twenty first birthday. The necklace was called a Pluie de Cartier and was a collar of twenty-one vertical and horizontal lines of diamonds equating to 27.7 carats. Each line was framed by even more diamonds that were all set in 18K white gold. Naturally, I had only worn it once, being utterly terrified of losing it or damaging it in some way. Or even worse, having it stolen, which was why it had remained at Afterlife with all the other jewellery my family had bought me over the years.

      But I told myself that one day I would get it back, no matter how much it would cost me. Even though, knowing my father’s taste, then I would no doubt have to sell my flat to do so! However, it was my only ticket out of here, so I used it to gain my part time identity. So, I took one look at her and sent up a quick thank you to the Gods that she was at the very least a brunette, because if she had been blonde then this might have a been a little harder at the whole convincing thing.

      After this I took out the necklace and quickly began to explain, telling her time was of the essence. Of course, she had asked me if it was real, making me tell her,

      “Look outside and take a look at what car I just arrived in and you tell me if its real or not.”

      “Okay, good point,” had been her short answer. After that she didn’t take much convincing to swap clothes, even though I first had to convince her it was red paint on them not the dried blood it looked to be. Although to be fair, her wide eyes were more focused on the necklace anyway, so I think it was more a case of her conveniently wanting to believe me.

      So, I handed over the diamonds and in return she handed me her purse that she admitted only had a credit card with a $1500 limit that half of which had been spent and a current account that held another $756 and $245.61 in cash. Which meant she just got the bargain of the century seeing as the necklace she now wore underneath the sweater was worth at a guess well over a hundred thousand dollars. She did at least offer me her overnight bag, that she explained had a change of clothes and some toiletries in it, meaning that she felt bad enough to add a little extra onto my side of the deal.

      Then, after giving me her details for accessing her money, I thanked her and ran back to the car with what I could only assume was minutes to spare. I knew this as I had already been told upon my arrival how the plane was being ‘delayed’ for some bogus reason or another. This then meant that my dad had been told and was trying to get them to stall for time until one of his men or even he himself could get here.

      Either way, my time was short, so I had dropped my new cabin sized luggage in the seat beside me, unsure whether it would fit in the trunk space or not. Then I made for the highway, but an hour later, I found that couldn’t stand it any longer,

      I had to call home.

      So, I pulled into a rest stop, happy that it was pretty much empty that time of night. Then, after dashing inside, I found an ATM and drained as much as I could get out of the flight attendant’s accounts before I ran back to the car. After which I took a deep breath and made the decision who was safe to call at Afterlife.

      In the end, there was only one.

      “Hey, it’s me,” I said the second he answered.

      “Gods, Fae! Where the Hell are you!?” Theo asked before anything else, telling me that they were most definitely still looking for me.

      “That’s not important right now,” I told him making Theo scoff,

      “The fuck it isn’t! Look, just tell me and I will come and pick you up…Hell, I will even drive you to an airport and get on a fucking flight with you, just don’t do this alone…come on, don’t be a pain in my ass, sis.” The sound of his pleading tone made me wince a second, bunching my shoulders before forcing my muscles to relax with the release of a sigh.

      “Well, you are always calling me little lost girl, so…” I said trying to sound a lot more lighthearted than I felt.

      “Yeah, and it’s so not the time to give that nickname new meaning,” he responded dryly.

      “Look, I appreciate it, Theo, but really, this is just something I have to do alone…yeah.?

      “Fuck no, but do I get a choice here?” he asked sounding frustrated and I could understand why, seeing as Theo would most definitely be struggling with this. I remembered the day we first met. The way he had wanted to help me even then, even before he knew who I was to him. But that was Theo, he was everyone’s hero and no matter how much I loved him for it, simply put…

      Now was not my time for heroes.

      “Not really, no…I just rang to…well, I just need to know how bad it is there?” I asked wincing before pushing through and just getting it out by asking.

      “Well, Lucius is still alive, if that is what you mean?” he said sarcastically.

      “Not really what I meant, no.”

      “Fuck, I don’t know…what do you want me to say, Fae? The library looks like a war zone and mum hasn’t stopped crying since you left.” I tensed at that, holding myself rigid and closing my eyes against the pain.

      “And dad?” I asked before the question got too hard to ask thanks to the heavy emotions I could feel trying to drown me under the weight of my heartbreak. But then he delivered a shocking blow,

      “Well, that’s the kicker, as soon as they realised you were gone they both left together.”

      “What!?” I shouted in utter shock at even the thought of it. For one why would Lucius even bother now that the pretense was over and secondly, why would my father even allow him to tag along? None of it made sense.

      “They are both on their way back from the airport now, which I can guess they won’t be too pleased about seeing as you weren’t there…were you?”

      “That’s not a bad assumption to have there, Thor,” I replied making him scoff.

      “I can’t believe they are together after what he did,” I muttered mainly to myself.

      “Yeah, well, it’s true dad lost his shit after learning about you and Luc…” Theo started to say making me shout out, interrupting him,

      “He knows that?!”

      “Wait, Fae, why do I feel like I am missing a big piece of what is really going on here?” he asked making me realise that my time was up and now was the time to end the call. I had involved him too much as it was.

      “Theo, I am sorry, I have to go, just do me a favour and tell dad that I am sorry…okay.”

      “No wait! Look, please just let me help you…you don’t have to do this alone… fuck Fae, you don’t need to do this at all! If you need a place to crash, then come stay with me. I will protect you, I will keep that shit stain away from you and…” I closed my eyes against just how tempting it was not to have to do this on my own, but then I knew that it wouldn’t be me running, it would just be me hiding from the inevitable life I would have to go back to.

      “Thanks, but I…I can’t.”

      “Why the fuck not?” he snapped.

      “Because I can’t involve you in my problems and besides, I am pretty sure after this I will be the black sheep of the family even more than I already was,” I told him with a shrug of my shoulders he couldn’t see.

      “Don’t say that! Shit Fae, I don’t know what has happened here other than dad finding out about you two, but surely running is not the answer, not when there is a fucking threat out there and…” I cut him off once more,

      “I dealt with that…look, I will be fine, don’t worry okay and…” I froze the second I heard the other voice in the room, making me tense all over.

      “Is that her…is that Faith?!” My mum’s desperate voice invaded the conversation and it nearly broke me.

      “Look, I have to…” I started to say when suddenly she was there.

      “Faith…oh, thank God you’re okay! Sweetheart please, you need to listen to me.” I closed my eyes once more and held them tight as tears started to seep from beneath them, telling her in a hard tone I felt cracking,

      “No mum, that’s where you’re wrong, I don’t need to listen to anything…”

      “It’s not what you think, you’ve got it all wrong. Me and Luc aren’t or never have been anything more than just friends…please believe me, I don’t know what you heard but it wasn’t what you…” This was when I hit my breaking point and snapped,

      “I can’t listen to this! I have to go… just tell dad I am sorry. Goodbye Mum,” I said quickly hanging up just as she shouted on the end for me to listen and before she could say anything more. Because I didn’t want to listen to it right then. Maybe one day I would ring and listen to what she had to say, but I knew what I had seen. I knew what I had heard. They had kissed, they had shared a moment, spoken the words.

      What else could it have been?

      There was no other explanation than the one I had witnessed.

      The reasons behind my breaking heart…

      
        
        The confessions of their affair.
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      After ending the call to my Mum, I found myself shaking as I didn’t know what I wanted to do first, scream in anger or agony.  Because I didn’t want to allow her words to create doubt in my mind. I didn’t want that poisonous and lying emotion called hope clouding my decision to leave.

      No, she was just saying all of those things to try and get me to go back there. Because she loved me still, like a mother would. She cared for my safety. She would say anything. I swallowed hard and folded my arms across the steering wheel before burying my head there and sobbing, letting it all go. The sound of someone calling becoming nothing but a theme song for my pain and I looked side on at the screen through my tears, cancelling it with a stab of my finger and all those after it.

      Then, I took a deep shuddering breath and started the car ready to follow through with the rest of my getaway. Which meant that I continued to drive, all the while asking myself what on earth Luc had said for both him and my father to be driving to the plane together?

      It was the only part of this that made no sense. I knew my dad and if he believed Luc had been having an affair with his wife then other than outright killing him, which he couldn’t do, the very last thing he would do was spend time with him in a fucking car!

      But then again, when did any of this day make sense?

      When did the sense part come into it, as everything in your life starts to unravel?

      Never. That’s when.

      I looked at the clock and seeing that the longer I gave them, the more chance they had to issue their orders, it meant that it was time to put the next part of my plan into action. And well, for that I needed to speak to the only person in my life I felt I could trust. The only person who wouldn’t try and convince me to go home or ‘do what they thought was best’. I thought about Auntie Pip, but then I knew she would never go against my mum and she was clearly emotional after what had happened. So, as much as it pained me, I knew that I couldn’t count on her.

      No, there was only Wendy left in my life. And luckily for me I had memorized her number a while ago, which meant that I could tap it in to the car’s inbuilt phone using its Wi-Fi and ring my last lifeline.

      “Err…Hello?” Wendy answered in the way most people would when they didn’t recognise the number calling them.

      “Kirky, it’s me,” I said, unable to prevent my emotions from pouring out in those three words. Because that was the effect of a true friend, one you needed in moments of desperate need for comfort. I had missed my friend and had barely had the chance to speak to her during all that had been going on. But, before leaving for Afterlife, Lucius had given me his phone so I could call her, finally able to update her with the status of my relationship. News that seemed pointless now.

      “Emmie! Oh my God, Jesus, I have been so worried!” The second her panicked voice said this I knew that she had already been contacted.

      “I’m fine, honey.”

      “Yeah, well, that boy of yours doesn’t seem to think so, as let’s just say that he put the fear of God in me!” she said, making me tense.

      “What do you mean…Lucius called you?” I asked with a shake of my head knowing that this didn’t sound right.

      “Oh yeah, he called me alright and your father, oh and then Dante, the asshole,” she said in a tone that was incredulous and ended on a growl of words obviously disliking the last one, something I knew I would have to ask her about when the time was right. I had tried the last time I spoke to her, but it had been obvious she hadn’t been ready. Something, that unfortunately in this moment I could relate to, so I hadn’t pushed.

      “What did he say?”

      “I would ask which one, but I gather with the sound of heartbreak in your voice you only mean one…oh and also I have someone’s skull to crack should I ever meet the asshole!”

      “Yeah, well I will hand you the bat, but for now…” I said, leaving out the part that he would just catch it on the downward blow and snap it in two. However, my comment made her chuckle before telling me,

      “Only that you had done another runner and that it was basically a life and death situation that you were found and that if I wanted to be any help to you, I would call him the second you called and tell him everything you told me.”

      “Gods, why would he do that?” I muttered in disbelief.

      “My guess, because he cares and is freaking out that you left him,” she answered making me frown at the dashboard with a shake of my head. Then I found myself asking,

      “Are you going to?”

      “Fuck no! You’re my girl, he can eat shit and die if he hurt you, which I am guessing he did.” I snorted a laugh and wiped the tears that had escaped with the back of my hand telling her,

      “Yeah…he did.”

      “Oh Smock, I am so sorry, honey. Men are shits, what can I say?” I scoffed at that and said,

      “You can say that again.”

      “Alright, men are shits, now you say it with me.” I laughed and did as she asked,

      “Men are shits…you got that right.” I said lacking her enthusiasm for it and making her whisper,

      “Oh, honey…do you wanna talk about it?” I sniffed back my tears and told her,

      “Maybe one day but right now it’s just too painful, you know,” I told her and right in that moment I wished I was back there. I wished I was about to knock on her door, ready to throw myself in her arms and pour my heart out. But then again…

      I wished for so many things.

      “I understand, honey. I wish I didn’t but like I said, men are shits so what are you gonna do other than invest in a bat thing.” I snorted a laugh at this, smiling through my tears before she then asked,

      “So, what can I do, you coming home, need a plane ticket, whatever you need, I’m your Trekkie.” I smiled, sniffing back the tears that threatened again, this time from the love I had for this woman…this wonderful friend of mine. As we may not have spoken much these last few weeks, what with all the craziness that was happening in my life, but it didn’t matter. Because this was what real friends were, the ones who were there for you no matter how much time had passed.

      They weren’t the ones who got shitty with you for what you had or had not done. They understood the situation and gave you the space you needed, being ready at the first moment you needed it, surrounding you with their comfort. It made me long for my life back. It made me wish that I could just go home and camp out in my living room in my PJs with Kirky by my side making me laugh or holding me through my tears.

      But I couldn’t.

      Because right now, my life wasn’t my own. Lucius’ phone call to my best friend was proof enough of that. Besides, I still had a job to do. Which is what I told her,

      “I can’t. I have something important I need to see through to the end before I can get my life back on track.”

      “Alright, now I feel the need to say this just because if anything ever happened to you and I hadn’t, then I would never forgive myself…you know,” she said in a serious tone that told me she was worried.

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “So, here it is, the friend lecture part of the call.” I laughed and said,

      “Okay, go for it.”

      “This thing you need to do…is it dangerous?” I released a sigh before telling her,

      “I am not going to lie to you because you’re my best friend, which is why I am telling you, that yes, it could be.”

      “Smock…I don’t…” she started to say, and I could almost see her shaking her head, wondering if her 50’s pinned barrel curls were lasting through it. So, I cut her off,

      “Okay, so before you say anything, there is something I need you to know about me.”

      “Which is?” she asked in a naturally suspicious tone. I took a deep breath and told her,

      “I am kick ass.” She burst out laughing and said,

      “Yeah right, pull the other one,” she said referring to her leg, one that was most likely attached to some quirky mad shoe of hers.

      “No, I am serious and shit you not, my friend. I am a total bad ass”, I said trying again.

      “Seriously, this coming from the girl who makes painting her toenails look dangerous?” I laughed and I had to say, it felt damn good.

      “Oi, I said I was bad ass not a gazelle…besides, as it turns out, you can totally beat the crap out of guys and still be clumsy enough to trip over standing still.”

      “Ha, who knew,” she replied before adding,

      “So, being serious for a moment, exactly how bad ass are we talking here, like John McLane or John Wick?”

      “I would like to lean further towards the Wick but without his extensive knowledge of guns,” I told her with a smirk.

      “Holy shit! Are you serious?!” she shouted after first sounding like she might have spat out her drink.

      “Deadly.” I giggled happily in that blissful moment, ignoring the past and painful hours this day had granted me.

      “So, like when…when did this happen, I mean what exactly have you been doing these past few weeks, training with the Marines?” she asked clearly surprised, as anyone would be.

      “I wish… no, it’s just something I have always done.”

      “Ermm…back up a sec, like why is this something I am only now hearing about?”

      “Well, it never came up,” I argued lamely.

      “Okay, just so you know for future potential friend making, that granted, will never be as awesome as me but nevertheless, it should always come up… for example, like when we first met, you should have introduced yourself as, ‘hello, I am Emmie, kick ass extraordinaire, my hobbies include collecting Lego, lame T shirts and putting men on their ass when they get too grabby…plus, I just bought a bat.” I burst out laughing at that before agreeing,

      “Right, I must really remember that for next time,” I said with a smirk.

      “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me! I could have been making money with you in underground fight clubs!” she said in a high-pitched way, again making me giggle.

      “And just how many of those do you know about, huh?”

      “Admittedly not one, but hey if I ever find a Brad Pitt look alike then I will follow him and see where he goes.”

      “Oh sure, that’s why you would follow him,” I said in a knowing tone making her laugh this time.

      “And besides, don’t you mean Ed Norton, as I believe…”

      “Yeah, yeah alright smarty kick ass pants. So, back to this plan of yours, what do you need?” she said getting back down to business.

      “Do you still have your connections in New York?” I asked, knowing she was right. Because as much as I needed this conversation for my sanity at the moment, I also had a time restriction set against me.

      “Yeah…whyyy?” she said in a way that extended the word and I could just tell it was one of those, ‘I have a bad feeling’ type of why.

      “Because I have a plan, but first I need money.”

      “Well, why not just…wait, you’re not just running from the hot Ex are you? That’s why I got a call from hot daddy too.” I groaned and told her,

      “Please, don’t call him that and yes, I am running from everyone.”

      “But why?” she asked clearly confused, which became just one more thing to add to the long list of shit I couldn’t tell her fully.

      “It’s hard to explain right now, but I promise you, Kirky, one day I will explain everything…off the record of course, I said knowing this was only a half promise and feeling bad about it, but then again, I also knew it was a truth that I was forever forbidden to tell.

      “Alright, but I am trusting you here not to get yourself killed…don’t disappoint me…yeah?”

      “I promise and if it helps, I really don’t want to get killed either,” I admitted.

      “Good to know and just for the record…you are officially one of the coolest and most mysterious people I know, especially when I just thought you were a geek in PJs.” I laughed at this and said,

      
        
        “Oh Kirky, you have no idea.”
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      Driving through the clearly dodgy areas of New York wasn’t exactly my idea of fun, but neither was driving five hours straight to get here all the way from Portland, Maine. But then Wendy had come good on her promise to help and found me the guy I needed.

      He was someone who worked at the New York Times and he had written a few articles on the Iron Triangle. This had basically once been a place where stolen cars went to die. It was a place in Corona Queens where the METS played baseball and where people used to turn their heads away from the slum across the street.  A place that once looked more like an apocalyptic version of New York than what it did today, now that the city had finally stepped in and reclaimed the land after years of promising to do so. Hence why the flooded, pothole heaven was no more.

      But before the high rise complex had been built, it had been Willets Point, a place known for its auto repair shops, scrap yards, waste processing sites, and similar small businesses that consisted of people all trying any way they could to make a dollar. It was a place where junkies slept in broken, rusting cars and only came out at night. It was a place where the smell of garbage had once been a scent people became used to. And where sights like a van’s back doors being held together by three rolls of duct tape was considered the norm. Where graffiti on the walls and burnt out cars became the only flashes of colour in this typically grey part of the world.

      But like I said, a world that no longer existed thanks to the city finally intervening. However, this merely meant that a lot more chop shops ended up opening around different areas of the city, as stealing cars and stripping them down for parts was still a business many didn’t feel like giving up on. Which was where Wendy’s contact came in.

      See, after he had followed the wastelands of the Iron Triangle, he had ended up meeting quite a few people and only one name continued to pop up among the drunken chatter of small shop owners during that time. He was the one who dealt with the more, should we say, wealthy side of things, and movies like Gone in 60 Seconds became the documentary of life for this gangster.

      They called him Big B, which from what I gathered could mean anything from boss, boulder, berserker and bone breaker. In other words, he was known as a ruthless, hard bastard that took no shit and was one scary motherfucker. This being the word on the street.

      Big B was also the one who dealt with cars that weren’t easy to come by or easy to steal for that matter, as it wasn’t as if you could just jimmy a window of a Ferrari and hot wire one. Meaning that he had a syndicate of experienced and highly talented thieves working for him. He was also the one who had them stolen and on a container heading off to his clients before the owner even knew their prized possession had even been stolen.

      He was in the big leagues.

      And, as insane as it was, he was exactly who I needed right now.

      So, I arranged to meet her contact, a guy called Micky and was just pulling up to Central Avenue after Wendy had arranged the meeting place. And well, seeing as I was the one currently sat in a Ferrari, then I wasn’t exactly hard to spot. Which meant the second some skinny white guy with a baseball cap and a hood over the top approached my door and knocked on the window, I lowered it and asked,

      “You Micky?”

      “Bitch, I will be whoever the fuck you want me to be, now get the fuck outta the car!” he said pulling out a gun and pointing it at me through the window. It was at this point that I rubbed the top of my nose in frustration and said,

      “I guess that’s how you people say hi in New York then, huh?” He snapped,

      “Bitch you fucking wacked or…AAHHH!” This ended in a scream of pain the second I grabbed his wrist and bent it back on itself making him drop the gun in my lap.

      “Tut, tut, Micky, you don’t think I would be stupid enough to drive my nice expensive car around here if I couldn’t take care of myself, now would you?”

      “Bitch, my name ain’t…Ahhh, okay, okay.” I cut him off by applying some more of that handy, agonizing pressure before giving him some advice,

      “Tip for you Micky, never start off an answer with Bitch, especially if that bitch in question is the one who’s had a bad fucking day and might just snap your wrist for the sheer fucking fun of it…now let’s start again should we?”

      “Yeah, yeah, okay cool…shit Bitc…I mean lady, you got it!” he said quickly singing a different tune and wincing through the pain I caused.

      “Good, now there is a place I am looking for around here that is owned by a guy known as Big B and well, seeing as you were intent on stealing my car, I will assume you know who I am talking about and where it is.”

      “Nah, nah, I was just gonna take it for a spin is all.” I flattened my lips and cleared my throat before bending his wrist back a little more and making him scream again.

      “Let’s try that once again, should we Micky?” I said in a calm tone that was the total opposite to his. His fearful eyes scanned left and right making me add,

      “Okay, let me put it this way, just how many cars do you hope to jack after I have broken your arm in three places…huh?” I asked adding even more pressure at the end to make my point and making him scream out louder this time.

      “AHHH, Fuck! Fuck, Jesus Christ! Okay, okay, shit yeah it’s over on Washington Avenue, just a couple streets down!”

      “And this fine establishment, what does it look like?” I asked next and this time, he didn’t hold back.

      “Two double doors, blue, windows above…fuck oww, okay, just ease up, it looks like a shithole but it’s a front,” he said and like they say in the movies, he was singing like a canary.

      “That’s good. Right, now here is what’s gonna happen. I am going to let you go, and I want you to remember that I have your gun, so no funny shit, Micky,” I warned making him nod fast, obviously desperate for me to let him go and relieve the pain I knew my hold on him had inflicted. So, I picked up his gun with my free hand and pointed it at him making him back up the second I let go.

      Then I opened the car door which shot up into the sky just like on a Lambo, giving it the appearance as if it had wings. After this I unfolded myself from the car and kept the gun on him, which was when he started to get braver, putting more space between us as he told me,

      “Bitch, the joke is on you! Fucking wacked piece of shit…and my name isn’t fucking Micky!” he said as he started running off, trying to get away from me as quickly as he could, cradling his abused wrist to his chest.

      “I know, asshole,” I muttered just as another car pulled up and from the looks of the family man saloon, it was safe to say that this was the real Micky. Mr family man got out of the car dressed like he had just thrown on whatever was to hand first, as the milky stain on his shoulder told me that it was more than likely he had a newborn at home. The stick family stickers on the car’s window also told me he had three other children and a wife at home that was mostly likely wondering what her husband was doing leaving in the middle of the night. But then he had a kind, honest face with tired eyes that told me he needed at least five more hours of sleep at night. This also told me that the favour he owed Wendy must have been a big one.

      “Wow, so Wendy wasn’t kidding…hey, nice to meet you, I’m…”

      “Micky, yeah… I know,” I said but then he spotted the gun and lifted his hands and looked freaked.

      “Shit, whoa…okay, not sure what you are…” I quickly cut him off and said,

      “Oh this, ah don’t worry, I just pulled it off some punk who tried to steal my car, that was also my first indication that I was in the right place…although, I have to confess, I have no clue whether this thing is even loaded or not. The last gun I fired ended up being…well, should we say, under slightly unusual circumstances and let’s leave it at that.” He gave me a wary look, obviously wondering why his now ‘not so good friend Wendy’ had missed out the part where I was clearly bat shit crazy. Which I wasn’t, I was just stepping firmly into the pissed off, woman scorned stage of a breakup.

      “Look, she didn’t explain exactly all the details and seeing as you have just turned up in that car, then I am not sure I want to know?” This was definitely said as a question, making me tell him,

      “Oh, trust me Micky… you really, really don’t want to know.”

      “Right, well then I will just quickly give you the basics as a favour to Wendy and then I was never here, if you know what I mean.”

      “I sure do, the real Micky…I sure as shit do,” I answered cryptically.

      

      Okay, so one look at what I was about to do, and I most definitely wished I had taken the time to change my outfit. As, let’s just say that a tight pencil skirt, skintight shirt and little blue tie was not exactly the bad ass image I was hoping to go for here. But then again, maybe I was going about this all wrong. Maybe the whole sexy, unsuspecting act would be better? Now, if I could just pull it off without first falling on my ass as I got out of the car, then yeah, that would be swell.

      “Well, here’s hoping that these thugs think with their dicks first and their trigger-happy fingers second,” I said to myself after rummaging through the overnight bag and finding what I was looking for…jeez, was this chick a party girl or what? Blood red lipstick, eyeliner, hairspray…okay, so who needed a glitter stick in their travel bag for work? Where was she expecting we were headed, Vegas?

      I flipped open her compact mirror and went to work, starting with getting rid of any evidence of heartache. Like the black track lines running down my cheeks from the mascara I was never wearing ever again! But thankfully, heavy makeup most definitely helped in this and with the whole sultry look I was hoping to achieve I snapped the compact shut. I completed the look with twisting my hair up into a loose bun and holding it there with a pen I found in her purse. This was so I could do the whole, hair flicky thing the second I got out the car.

      Then I sat across the street and waited. And fake Micky had been right, the place looked like a real shithole. Like a large house that had cracked windows on the top floor held together by a geometrical shape of tape. Faded, peeling paint from split wooden siding framed the two large, blue roller doors that were the only part of the building that didn’t look close to giving up and buggering off to find a scrap yard themselves like the rest of the tired building did. Next to it was an empty lot that was fenced and filled with scrap cars piled up, telling me this was a way to hide the good stuff at the back. Because one look at those solid locked gates and it was easy to see where the money had been spent.

      Meaning, I knew instantly that I was in the right place and all I had to wait for was one of the big roller doors to go up, so I could make my entrance. This was after first sticking the gun in the waistband of my skirt, hiding it with the fitted suit jacket that matched the navy skirt. Then slipping my heels back on and hoping I could drive the car the way I needed to with them on, I focused on getting my timing right.

      In the end it was only about a fifteen minutes wait until up they went, and my opportunity presented itself.

      “Here goes nothing, Fae…time not to get dead,” I said starting the engine and the second the random car started to clear from the opening, I floored it, making the car roar like a fucking beast was coming out of the shadows of Hell!

      Needless to say, I got myself noticed pretty damn quick as the second they saw me coming everyone jumped out of my way. And this was just as the roller doors were lowering, which meant that I was thanking my lucky stars that this car was as low to the floor as you could get! Because I only just made it inside, slamming on the brakes and barely stopping in time before I hit anything or anyone, for that matter as one guy obviously wasn’t as quick as the rest. Which meant that he ended up closing his eyes instead just as the stallion looked close enough to make a permanent imprint on his legs. The cocktail stick he’d had in his mouth fell from his lips the second he realised he could have died by a Ferrari related injury.

      “Phew,” I said on a sigh, looking lower so he could see me and in doing so I could make my Aunty Pip proud and mouth at him,

      ‘My bad.’

      Then, I took in a quick scan of the space, seeing a large twin garage that housed at least twenty cars on one side and a workshop on the other. Naturally, as expected, there were also multiple cars in different stages of being fixed or stripped down for parts.

      The side I had driven the Ferrari into was where the work was done as there was a lift, a pit, and the walls that were framed above by half naked chicks, auto part signs, and shelves of paint cans. Below this were benches, and heavy-duty tools that were used to get the illegal jobs done.

      Five guys all stood around wearing pretty much the same expressions, which was my cue to get out and start my pitch, hoping it didn’t include my gun. One that I found out after fake Micky told me that the joke was on me, was actually because it was minus any bullets and was pretty much useless. But hey, you couldn’t tell that from looking at it right?

      Thanks for that one, fake Micky. Jeez the guy couldn’t even steal a car properly I thought as I raised the door and tried my hardest not to trip on my heels as I got up out of the car. Then, as I did, I plastered on a grin, even going so far as winking at one guy whose mouth actually dropped open as I pulled the pen from my hair and shook out my two-minute hairstyle.

      “Well, hello boys,” I said with a smirk as they scanned the length of me, having no clue what was about to go down if the shit hit the fan. Thankfully for me, I didn’t see an arsenal of weaponry amongst the cans of oil, so I was taking this as a good sign. Otherwise, I would have been up shit creek with a bullet shot limb as my only paddle!

      But this was when I noticed that there was also a mezzanine level right ahead of me at the end of the shop. One that seemed to be where the office was, if the sound of one pissed off male was any indication. I knew this as I heard a door slamming and an angry voice snarl,

      “What the fuck is all the fucking noise and who do I have to fucking kill to shut them the fuck up?!” Sheesh, that guy needed to relax, or maybe a valium…I mean the guy said fuck more than a certain, shall forever now be known as, ‘asshole Vampire’ did.

      The guys all looked up the second he appeared, as did I to see a large brute of a man appear, who kind of reminded me of the dude who played Drax in Guardians of the Galaxy. Only without all the grey and red skin and very literal sense of…well, pretty much everything.

      Then again, this guy wasn’t half naked, although he looked just as angry as Drax could get, especially in a fight. His dark hair was shaved short, with the hair on his lower face longer than the top. He had hard eyes that looked smaller due to the furious look he seemed to be holding onto and his large nose had clearly been broken more than once. It was also easy to see him as the boss, especially with all the muscle that looked as though it was worked at by tossing rival gang members in some car crusher on the weekends. That or he just bench-pressed auto parts giving new meaning to the term ‘muscle cars’.

      Oh, and my guess was that Big B didn’t like getting disturbed much.

      “And who the fuck are you, lady?!” he snapped making me really wish I had rethought this plan of mine. Maybe I should have tried getting my hands on an actual weapon that wasn’t useless and its only use was as a gangster looking paperweight. Although, I had a pen, so that had to count for something after the night with the merc…right?

      “Oh, don’t mind me, I’m just here to browse, you know, thinking of getting an upgrade…” They all looked at me as if I had lost my damn mind, so I rolled my eyes and decided to cut through the bullshit and get right to it,

      “You’re an illegal chop shop that deals in stolen cars and I just drove in here with a Ferrari, what do you think I am fucking doing here…about to ask for an oil change?!” And this was when I dropped the bomb and the reaction was what I had been expecting, but not what I had been hoping for.

      “Bitch, you should have just said you were in the wrong place…damn shame, you were one fine bitch,” Big B said before nodding to one of his guys that was wearing oil stained coveralls. I released a sigh and shook my head a little, taking note of the confused glances from the others. They were no doubt asking themselves why I hadn’t yet started to run away in a panicked, girly fashion.

      Well, they were about to find out, as the second the first one reached out to grab me, obviously acting as if he was about to fight with a girl and outright punching me in the face obviously didn’t sit well enough with him. But hey, reaching out to grab me by the hair was fair game I thought with a roll of my eyes…oh, but I didn’t think so!

      The second he did, I grabbed his arm, ducked under it and took it back on itself before kicking out at the back of his knee so he went down, then I twisted his arm in such a way that it dislocated his shoulder with a sickening sound. Then I dropped the screaming man to the floor and calmly stepped over him.

      “Right, so as I was saying…I am interested in a trade…no?” I said as another man in coveralls, suddenly stepped towards me, this time grabbing a knife that was amongst the tools and also…was that an apple he’d been cutting?

      He then looked up at his boss who folded his arms and nodded, obviously giving him the go ahead to stab me, presumably to death. Well, this should be fun, I thought with another tiresome eyeroll.

      “Well, whatcha gonna do with that, grease monkey, bore me to death whilst I wait for you to get permission from daddy up there?” I taunted knowing that this was also a technique to use, as anger often made people slip up and act sloppy.

      Some of the guys grunted a laugh and muttered about how ‘this bitch’ was going down. But a quick glance up at the big boss man and he seemed somewhat intrigued as to how this would go. Well, maybe putting his boys on the floor would be the start of good business. I mean jeez, I worked in a freaking museum, so what did I know, maybe this was like the initiation process or something. I mean come on, what was next for me after this, watching Pink Panther movies and training to become an international jewel thief? Oh, how my resume was certainly looking more colourful by the day.

      Grease Monkey came at me and I instantly grabbed his wrist, twisting slightly as I tugged it down against his torso, then as I turned the blade back on himself, I thrust up after stepping into him. This move ended how I’d anticipated as it stabbed up into his balls, making him actually scream like a little girl. I even heard the collective hisses of imagined pain from the other three as they watched their colleague drop to the floor and more than likely no longer be able to father children. Which from the looks of him, was me probably doing the world a favour by not allowing him to add anything to the gene pool of life. Dude could have eaten corn through a picket fence after first scaring away the sheep!

      “Holy shit!” one guy muttered under his breath making me smirk as I winked at him. This was after I had pointed the end of my now bloody blade at him, scanning the tip down the length of him until it ended at his meat and two veg…my guess, they were now the size of sprouts after just witnessing what happened to his friend.

      Hell, for all I knew they could have just jumped back up inside his body to hide until this shit was over with. And from the looks of things, shit was far from over as I was left with three guys who all looked like thug extras from some old James Bond movie…seriously, was that actually a black turtleneck I saw beneath the cheap leather jacket?

      “Anyone else wanna go, or you done with me breaking people yet and finally want to do a deal?” I asked, only looking up at the boss at the end. But then he scoffed, snapping,

      “Tommy, you’re up!” The biggest guy at the back then came forward and looked ready to go as if he was going to enjoy trying to kill me. Especially as he picked up a heavy looking tyre iron and started testing its weight by letting it fall a few times in the palm of his free hand. I gave him a wry look, tilted my head and said,

      “Really, is that supposed to intimidate me or something…you see that in a movie, sweetheart?” I mocked this last part in an overly girly voice making him sneer at me in anger now aiming it high and hoping to hit me over the head with it, using his added height to do so. Well, lucky for me, I still had my knife, however, not so much for him.

      “Time to crack your skull, bitch!” he snarled.

      “Seriously, do you guys not know anything else to call a woman kicking your ass?” I asked before I pivoted my body, minimizing the surface of my body as I was trained to do in case a blow managed to get through my defense. I also needed to put myself out of his reach in case he grabbed hold of me to try and keep me trapped to the oncoming blows.

      It was strange, how the moves seemed ingrained in my brain. As if I didn’t even need to think about it, almost like breathing, it just came natural to me. Which was good because in fluid movements that barely even registered to my attacker, I delivered what could easily be considered as one of my most brutal attacks yet…well, other than the pencil in the brain thing.

      I stepped inside the arch of his longer weapon as the attack came down from above, to strike out first before he could hit me with it. I sliced my blade down the inside of his elbow against the muscle that effectively took away his ability to grip the tyre iron. Then, I instantly put my arm up to block, with my palm facing me, which was another instinct kicking in. One done to protect my own vital parts of my arm, like my arteries and veins on my wrist.

      Blood burst all over the sleeve of my jacket, coming from the deep slice I made to the inside of his arm before I thrust up and stabbed the blade into his armpit. This was to hit at the nerves there that prevented his brain telling his arm what to do…now his limb was mine. Oh, and how he was about to know it.

      But before he could even think too long on that particular ouchy, I turned my hand, putting my palm to his forearm. I did this so I could push his damaged arm down in front of his body and at the same time sliced up with my knife, cutting out from his armpit and straight through the top of his bicep with a sickening sound. This ended up severing his nerves completely, rendering his arm pretty much useless and in desperate need of medical attention before he bled to death.

      “AAAHHHH!” he screamed after the mere seconds it took me to complete this brutal move as he dropped to the floor right after the tyre iron did, its clatter drowned out by the sound of sheer agony.

      But after this I felt the gun being snatched from my waistband and held against my head.

      “Drop the blade and turn around slowly!” he shouted making me stretch a hand out, making a point of dropping the blade with a clatter on the oil stained concrete floor. Then I turned around slowly and faced the last two guys.

      “Try dodging this, bitch!” he said with a snicker that didn’t last long as he pulled the trigger, no doubt wondering why he didn’t see a bullet redecorating my face red. Instead, I cocked my head to the side and looked around the barrel of the gun and smiled.

      “My turn, turtleneck…try dodging this!” I said before I kicked him straight on, getting him the nuts and making him fall to his knees. He did so cupping them, like this would somehow help. After which I grabbed the back of his head and brought it down on my knee, splitting my skirt at the side with the action. After this I let go, making him drop to the floor now unconscious and with a broken nose.

      “No bullets, dickhead,” I said in cocky tone that lasted about two seconds after it was said, as I heard the hammer cock back on another gun behind me and the threat from Big B was clear…

      
        
        “No, but there is in this one.”
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      I soon found myself turning around slowly once again, only this time knowing the threat was real. Then I started to act panicked, showing him the fear he expected and making the big guy smile because of it.

      “I have to say I am fucking impressed. Never seen a chick with balls as big as yours, shame this wasn’t an interview, or I would have had you on my crew in a heartbeat…of course, it helps that you’re hot as fuck!” he said looking me up and down with that hungry look.

      “Uh, thanks I guess…I don’t suppose this is your way of asking me on a date is it?” I chuckled in a nervous way, making him grin.

      “Well, if I didn’t fear my dick from being ripped off, then I would be tempted to go a round with you in my bed instead of pulling the trigger…damn shame,” he said with a shake of his head, adding,

      “No hard feelings, yeah? This is just business, Doll.”

      “Please, don’t do this…just hear me out before you…well, you know, shoot me in the head,” I said as I raised my hands slowly making him think that I was doing so to get him not to shoot me. I also moved ever so slightly to one side as I did this before I made my move. One that quickly made him realise that my fear wasn’t real.

      This was because the moment I got my hands up to the level of the gun, I quickly crossed them over at the same time stepping sideways so if he managed to pull the trigger, my head was no longer in the line of fire. Then in a flash of movement, I had the back of my wrist against his own and I grabbed the barrel of the gun with my other hand so I could flip it, which ended with it now pointed at his head instead of my own. After this I stepped back with it in my hand, doing as he should have done by putting distance between us.

      “Oh yeah, thanks for loading this one for me, I am hopeless with guns,” I said with a wink, making him start to look pale.

      “Jesus lady, just who the fuck are you?!” he said as I nodded for him to back up.

      “Just call me a woman scorned who’s having one bad fucking day,” I told him making him frown before telling me,

      “Well, I know I didn’t fuck you, as trust me sweetheart, I would most definitely remember a sweet, crazy ass piece like you.”

      “Aww, you say the sweetest things, sugar,” I replied blowing a kiss his way making him smirk back at me.

      “I do you wrong in some way?” he asked crossing his arms over his chest making his muscles bulge in the black shirt he wore open over a dark grey T-shirt underneath.

      “Nope, in fact, I’d never heard of you until this day.” At this he raised a disbelieving brow.

      “So why you here fucking up my guys?” At this I laughed once in a disbelieving way and told him,

      “Hey, you started it, buddy, by setting your dogs on me, what’s a bitch to do?” This made him scoff with a nod of his head before he asked,

      “Then what do you want?”

      “Like I said, what I want is to make a deal,” I told him making him frown in suspicion.

      “Then, Bitch, you really are crazy, how’d I know you ain’t no cop?” Now this did make me laugh,

      “Are you serious, you really think I would drive in here like a crazy person in a half million-dollar car dressed as a damn flight attendant, if I was an undercover cop…Seriously, you’re that paranoid?” I asked letting my tone do half my point making for me.

      “Then what are you doing with that fucking car? ‘Cause I doubt being a waitress in the sky is that good for tips…unless you offer a little summat, summat extra…”

      “Eeew, no…jeez, can you just go back to calling me a bitch as I will take that over a mile-high whore any day of the week, thanks,” I said after making a face that said it all, pushing my glasses up my nose in disgust.

      “Oh sure, why fuck a guy for money when you can just beat his ass and take it…right?” he argued, back to crossing his arms over his chest and looking down at his guys on the floor still groaning in pain…the ones that hadn’t already passed out of course.

      “Huh, excuse me, but do you see me stealing their wallets and besides, don’t you think it’s about time you get them to a hospital or something.”

      “Oh, now she’s concerned… I dunno, you gonna shoot me when my back’s turned?” he said first talking to the room as though we had an audience.

      “Now why would I do that when I am just starting to like you.?” I replied sweetly.

      “Cute,” he said with a smirk before nodding to the last guy in the room not broken and nodding to the guys that obviously needed help. Then he pulled out his phone and started snapping out some orders, using words like, ‘Call the Vet’ and ‘Clean-up crew’. After this he turned back to me and said,

      “You never answered my question, Dollface.” So, I told him,

      “Let’s just say that I didn’t feel like being with my boyfriend anymore and decided he didn’t need it.”

      “And now?” he asked with what I now noticed was with a scarred brow raised.

      “Now I just wanna get the hell out of Dodge and in doing so, am about to offer you the deal of a lifetime,” I said making him once again look sceptical, in that bad ass menacing way of his before saying dryly,

      “Yeah, like what, damaging more of my guys when they show up?”

      “Not unless PMS kicks in before they get here,” I replied with a wink.

      “Funny,” he said with a sarcastic grunt.

      “Look, this is the deal, you get a car worth half a mill for any car you got in this place that has a pink slip so I can sell it legit… capeesh?” I said lowering the gun in hopes of finally gaining his trust.

      “Are you shitting me right now, did you just say capeesh?”

      “Too much?” I asked with a wince.

      “What do you think?” he asked in a knowing tone, so I looked off to one side and muttered,

      “Damn, it felt like the right time too.” His grin said it all and he ended up muttering his own,

      “Damn girl, but your crazy is making me hard.”

      “Okay, so ignoring the obvious imprint of your cock against your jeans… Mazel tov by the way,” I said nodding to the impressive length and making him smirk as he fought another big grin.

      “Ask yourself, would a sane person have just pulled the shit that I did unless they were desperate.”

      “Your point being?” he asked, clearly enjoying this conversation, as now he couldn’t stop from grinning at me.

      “My point is that lucky for you my sanity isn’t up for sale, my car however is and for one night only you get the chance to cash in on that desperation, because I know what she is worth and so do you,” I told him making him mutter,

      “Jesus, you are fucking insane…hot, but fucking insane.”

      “Tonight, then you can bet your ass I am, but I am also gonna bet that those bleeding guys of yours aren’t looking too bad right now and a quick trip to the ER is all it will take for them to be right as rain and you, my friend, will be sitting pretty, all because some crazy chick drove in here after having the worst fucking day of her life and decided a nice vacation from life looked good right about now, starting with a car that can’t be traced…so whatcha say…we got a deal?” I said holding my free hand out ready for him to shake and after giving me a probing look for a few seconds, he asked,

      “You gonna give me back my gun?”

      “I don’t know, you gonna play nice with it or do I have to take it off you again, only this time accidentally on purpose snapping something important when I get it back?” I said, making my point and in turn making him grin huge this time.

      “Mmm, fuck I knew I would like you,” was his strange and obviously aroused reply.

      “Feeling’s mutual…of course, that will change the second you try and shoot me again.” He gave me a toothy grin this time and nodded,

      “I think we have an understanding, Doll.” I gave him a head nod in return and handed him back the gun, hoping that my act of good faith would gain me respect instead of a bullet. But then I picked up the knife I had dropped close by, wiping the blood on the leg of the guy whose balls weren’t gonna be working great for a while and told Big B with a grin,

      “I’m keeping this though.” He laughed and said,

      “Sugar, I am thinking you could do more damage with that than I ever could with this, but I respect the trade,” he said tucking his gun in the waistband of his belted jeans after first lifting up his t-shirt showing the hint of ripped abs. Doing it like a badass gangster and motioning with a nod of his head for me to follow him. I looked behind me as the men on the floor, that I had put there, started to come around. This was of course helped by Big B, after he had kicked a few out of the way, making them groan after he had grumbled,

      “Useless fuckers.” Then he held a hand out to me like a gentleman to help me over the pool of blood that came from the tyre iron man. Who, I should probably mention, was looking paler by the minute and was by far the worse off.

      “Alright, ya sexy bitch, what is it you need?” he asked after leading me into the other part of the garage.

      “Now that, Big B, you can call me,” I told him before walking closer to the line of sweet rides and I felt his gaze on me as I did so.

      “Fast and Furious fan, eh?” I asked referring to the mean glossy black 1970 Dodge Charger RT, that I recognised as being driven by Vin Diesel in the movie. Although this one was minus the shiny chrome supercharger raised from the hood. He winked at me and said,

      “But of course.”

      “It’s nice, but for me its Eleanor every time,” I said walking over towards the utterly gorgeous 1967 Mustang Fastback Gt500.

      “These are all the legit cars we have, and you can pick anyone but that one.” I raised a brow at him and said,

      “Gone in 60 seconds? A little cliché for you, don’t you think?” He shrugged his shoulders and replied,

      “If the shoe fits.”

      I smirked to myself as I turned back to the line of muscle cars and saw my choices were a 1969 Chevy Camero SS in candy apple red, an Orange and Black 1969 Barracuda and a beautiful 1960 GTO Pontiac in midnight blue. But for me right now there was only one that seemed to fit, so I told him with my mind firmly set,

      “Alright, in that case then I will take the Dodge.”

      “Fuck, I knew you were gonna say that! You sure, Dollface? I’ve got a sexy 1967 Chevy Impala Sport out back?” he asked showing the mask of a true wheeler dealer.

      “I’ll pass,” I said giving him a knowing look after already running my fingers along the hood of the sleek and sexy looking Dodge.

      “Not a Supernatural fan, huh?” I smirked back at him over my shoulder and replied cryptically,

      “Oh, Big B, if only you knew.”
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      A short time later I was handing him the keys to my dad’s Ferrari, knowing that it would cost him a car, but hoping all the same that one day he would get it back. Because you didn’t dissect a car like this. No, this one would be in a container within the hour, I could bet my life on it.

      I felt bad that I had stolen it from dad and hated that I was given no choice, but I was on a mission and one day when this was all over…he would understand that. After all, lives were at stake, my mum’s included. And despite the ruins of our relationship, her life and even Lucius’ still meant something to me. Even if I had absolutely no intention of being a part of them again.

      “So, what’s the plan here, Sugar, you going on the run or what?” Big B asked when there was nothing left but for me to say goodbye.

      “What gave it away?” I asked as I pulled my case from the passenger’s side and carried it over to the Dodge that he’d had one of his guys (not a broken one, but recently arrived) drive out of the shop for me. He gave me a wry look in return and said,

      “Wow, that guy must have really done a number on you.” His comment made me wince as the raw and recent memory assaulted me, one I had been purposely trying to hold back until I could afford the time allocated for such a mental breakdown. Which was why what I said next, I did so in a stone-cold way,

      “Yeah, well I caught him kissing my mother so…what do you think?” His eyes got wide and hissed through his teeth before saying,

      “Fuck, yeah, that would do it.”

      I put the bag in the trunk and took off my bloodstained jacket, throwing it in there before pulling my shirt out of the tight waistband of my skirt. I swear, I nearly moaned aloud just thinking about the shower I would have the second I found a motel for the night.

      “Look, I know that after what you did to my guys…well, I should tell you to…”

      “Fuck off and go to Hell?” I finished for him with a knowing grin, one that died the second he said,

      “Yeah, but seeing as I reckon you’re halfway there already with the shit you got going on, I gotta ask, do you even know where you’re headed?” I released a heavy sigh and slammed the trunk shut before telling him,

      “Probably best you don’t know.” He accepted this knowledge with a head nod, knowing it was meant in case someone came looking for me, which I had a feeling would happen.

      “Well, if you’re serious about disappearing then I know a guy,” he said making me frown in confusion before he pulled out his phone and rang someone,

      “Jimmy, it’s Big B, yeah I got a job for you. I’m sending you this chick who needs a new ID…yeah man, the works, put it on my tab…yeah, fuck she’s hot but I wouldn’t try touching her, this bitch will break your fucking arm and bite your dick off at the same time!” I raised a brow at the same time putting my hands on my hips and making him chuckle with my sass. Then he hung up the phone and told me an address of where to find Jimmy.

      “Why did you do that?” I asked in shock.

      “Because you got balls and in my line of work, I respect anyone with the balls to do what you did and survive it…besides, I’ve been to that same Hell myself when I caught my bitch fucking my brother, so we got shit in common.” I winced at the pain that would cause him also, not really thinking it a good idea to point out that he might not have been cheated on had he not referred to his woman as ‘my bitch’. But then the bad guy was being nice to me, so I didn’t think it wise to push my luck.

      “That sucks and sorry she did that to you.”

      “Nah, it’s all good, I got myself a good woman now, can’t cook for shit but she’s a dynamite in bed, so…”

      “…You just order takeout.” He burst out laughing and said,

      “I knew I liked you.”

      “And dare I ask what happened to the brother and the ex bitch?” He grinned in a dangerous way and told me,

      “She’s still a bitch breathing if that’s what you mean.”

      “And the asshole brother?” I enquired although I had no clue why or if I really wanted to know.

      “And the brother’s breathing but not walking so straight after I broke both his kneecaps.” I looked back at the broken guys that were left and who were now either shaking it off or being put in a car and driven to what I assumed was a ‘Vet’, who took human jobs on the side. Then I lifted my hands up and said,

      “Hey, I am clearly not one to judge here.” He grunted a laugh and said,

      “Shit, no you ain’t.” I winked and opened the door to my new car before sliding in behind the wheel. Then I wound down the window and nodded to the Ferrari and said,

      “Nice doing business with you, Big B.”

      “Painful doing business with you too…hey, but you got a name, Dollface?” I put the key in the ignition and started her up. Then I revved the black beast until she roared and said,

      “Big B, you can call me…”

      
        
        “Little Dodge.”
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      After this I sped off into the night, drowning out the sound of my heart breaking as I thought about Lucius, doing so with the roaring sounds of a V8 engine as I floored it along the highway. My new identity now sat in the glovebox along with a new license and passport. When Big B had said to give me the works, he hadn’t been kidding as I even had the car ‘registered’ in my new name. His guy, Jimmy, had come through in a big way and it had to be said that he had been a master at his craft.

      Although, finding out that Jimmy was in fact seventeen years old, lived in his mother’s basement and was clearly a computer hacker on the side, wasn’t exactly what I had been expecting. But then I also hadn’t expected to be shown in by his sweet wholesome looking mother or finding myself stepping over empty pop tart boxes as I navigated the steps down to his ‘apartment’. Something the skinny seventeen-year-old obviously thought was a nutritional staple in life, that and power drinks. The pyramid of pop tart boxes in the corner and the four toasters sat on top of a large glass cooler filled with cans, being the biggest indicator.

      Then again, the freshly baked cookies his mother brought down for us was a nice touch, even though I did kind of want to ask her if she believed her son had made good life choices…you know, considering that her son worked for the bad guys.

      However, when she mentioned that her Jimmy would help get me a good grade on my paper, I took a few things from this. One, she either had some major denial going on that may have been aided by drugs or I looked a lot younger than I was in what she must have thought was me wearing a school uniform.

      Either way, neither of these things explained why I was in her basement at three in the morning and she thought it a good time to make cookies. Needless to say, the drugs theory won over my youthful looks…besides, I had seen myself in the mirror lately and knew that after the day I’d just had, then let’s just say that cracks were starting to show.

      Not that Jimmy would have noticed. In fact, the kid barely even acknowledged me as a new presence in his life…period. In fact, I think that I would have received more of a reaction out of him had I been dressed as a giant pop tart doing a sexy dance and juggling soda cans, than the tired, slightly slutty looking flight attendant I looked. Clearly this kid wasn’t being ruled by his hormones, that was for damn sure. Nope, it was nothing but sugar and binary code running through this kid’s veins. Although, why he had asked Big B if I had been hot was anyone’s guess. Maybe he had been too scared off by the bitten dick comment to even acknowledge me.

      Whatever the reason, other than looking at me long enough to flash a quick picture and ask me what I wanted my new name to be, that was pretty much the extent of my stay. Meaning that I had been back in my car in no time at all with a new life in my hands and a free cookie.

      “Seriously, could this night get anymore fucked up?” I asked myself out loud, allowing the sound of my car starting up to be my only answer. Because after this, I had driven for another hour before I found that I could keep going no longer. Which was why I pulled off the 85 after seeing signs for Bluestone Wild Forest and forgoing the Best Western for something cheaper. For starters, I didn’t know how long my money would last, so knew I needed to be conservative with my funds. Which meant that the end of my night was signaled by the rumbling burble of the exhaust as I pulled into the free space at the cheap hotel passing a sign for the Kingston Plaza.

      “Great, just had to be a King in there somewhere,” I muttered to myself after getting out of the car and stretching before shivering in the freezing early morning air. After this I grabbed my bag and got myself a room, ignoring the questioning looks I received from the receptionist, that clearly spoke of how much I needed caffeine almost as much as I needed a bed. I knew this when she gave me one of those judging looks up and down, so I couldn’t help myself after I too looked down at myself, seeing what she saw, which admittedly was a mess. That’s when I told her,

      “It was a Hell of a flight.” Then with a shrug of my shoulders I grabbed my keycard and pulled my case along, fully intent on getting my tired ass to my room as quickly as possible. Once inside I spent all of about thirty seconds taking in the blue carpet, basic furniture and bedding that had large bright blue circles over it that gave me a headache after only five of those seconds allocated. Then I dropped my bag, took a deep shuddering breath, knowing I had finally made it and quickly ran to the toilet so I could throw up nothing but bile.

      After this I let my emotional wall come crashing down all around me, starting with vomiting and ending with me slumped down against the wall sobbing uncontrollably. I knew I was being too loud, so raised my hand to put a fist in my mouth when I suddenly spotted the blood on my fingers. This was such a sobering sight that suddenly I burst into hysterical laughter that I knew marked the sign for both exhaustion and stress.

      Which was when I found myself stood at the sink, first looking down at my hands and then back up at my face. Now seeing the tear tracks were back, and although they were clear this time, they were still far too visible as they continued to run down my face, dripping to the sink from my chin.

      So, I calmly removed my glasses, folding them gently before placing them on the counter. Then I first scrubbed at my hands before I went about washing my face. And I did this quietly, even methodically, all the while the tears didn’t stop, but they just continued to run down my cheeks, silently continuing despite how many times I tried to wash them away.

      In the end I gave up trying what seemed like a hopeless endeavor. No, instead I cupped my hands, drank down as much as I could to rid myself the bitter taste of bile and undressed. I decided it wasn’t a good idea to shower for fear I would fall asleep, slip and crack my head open. And seriously, after everything I had survived over the last few weeks, then dying in a two-star hotel from being clumsy wasn’t exactly how I would have imagined going out.

      When I was down to my underwear, I walked over to the bed, briefly glancing at the window and seeing nothing but that damn sign.

      Kingston Plaza…like the bloody land of Kings or something!

      Fucking typical!

      I tore my face from it, not even bothering with the curtains before I crawled beneath the sheets and turned out the light, closing my sore, tired eyes on everything that was now wrong with my life. And like all those nights before Lucius had become a fixture in my life…

      I dreamt of a Vampire King.
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      “Amelia…my Amelia…my Khuba.”  The moment I heard this being whispered in my ear, every muscle in my body tensed before I heard that consuming voice of his cooing down at me,

      “Be easy, sweetheart…calm for me,” he told me, and I found I could do little else but obey, relaxing back as if feeling myself sinking under. Which was when I finally opened my eyes and saw Lucius leaning down over me in the bed. He was dressed how he usually was, in some dark suit only without the jacket. A tight fitted waistcoat that was a dark red this time and the black shirt underneath was rolled at the sleeves, showing his thick leather glove. But despite how sexy he looked, there was a haunted look to his features.

      He looked…worried?

      Actually, he looked as if there was a pain behind his eyes and it was one I couldn’t understand. Did he feel guilty that I had discovered his secret? But surely, for that to happen he would first have to have felt something for me. Could it be possible that he had fallen for us both?

      No! I was not doing that! I was not going to that dark place.

      Which was when I started to mutter,

      “This isn’t real.” And I knew it wasn’t because there was no way he could have found me. At least not this quickly. I had left no traces since leaving behind the Ferrari. There was also no reason why he would come looking for me, unless he had been ordered to do so…had my mother put him up to this? Gods, the idea was sickening.

      “It’s as real as it needs to be,” he told me cryptically, making me frown and turn my head away, which was when the bed started to shift beneath me. I felt strange…as though it was made of a liquid I couldn’t yet feel soaking into my skin. But then I looked down at myself and saw that I was back to wearing what I had been before I had changed, swapping clothes with the flight attendant.

      It was the last thing that Lucius had remembered me wearing and that’s when I realised this was his doing, not my own. This was Lucius’ control, something that was confirmed when he rose from the bed and without touching me, he beckoned me closer with his hand. I felt myself floating up, being pushed from behind by the body of vapour that the sheets had turned into, before then evaporating from my skin. One I knew that in reality was naked, as I had stripped off when I had collapsed into bed at close to five in the morning.

      But still, I rose up without commanding my own body to do so and soon stood facing Lucius in a shadowed room, that barely allowed anything to be seen other than Lucius and myself. Which was when I realised what this was.

      “Am I in the Void?” I asked knowing this was a state of mind that was like a blank space the Supernatural beings of the world could access and bring others into if they chose. From what I understood about it, this was a part of the mind that could be used for communication or allowing another to access memories, visions or even a method of control. It was usually a protected place, but that protection only relied on how strong the person was at blocking others out or how strong the person was that was trying to get in. Now, from what I gathered, you could allow this connection if you chose to do so. But for Lucius, well he was the master of commanding the will of others, meaning that there was no one strong enough to block him. Well, no one other than the witch and well…me and before she became one of his Vampires, my mother.

      But then it also made sense why he was here now. As it was becoming obvious that during the times I slept my mind was left vulnerable to a certain extent. No doubt added by the emotional state I was in.  Which also made sense as to how the witch had been able to access that part of my mind. And right now, it was how Lucius was breaking into my Void against my will. Something I could tell was taking its toll, as Lucius looked strained, telling me this was taking a lot of his energy. But then…he wasn’t the only one.

      I knew this when he ignored my question and I found it near impossible to resist as he commanded in a stern tone,

      “Come here.” So, I stepped towards him, looking at my feet disappearing in the grey fog that surrounded us.

      “We are in your Void,” he told me, being honest despite the fact I already had gathered as much. I looked around at the black open space around us that looked like an endless room.

      “Why?” I asked wondering why it was I hadn’t yet slapped him or screamed at him for breaking my heart. Or was keeping me calm all part of it?

      “You will know soon enough, now turn around,” he commanded making me do as I was told, and it felt strangely as if I had become a puppet in the hands of a master manipulator, being forever pulled the way he wanted me to go by invisible strings. It was as if my body belonged to him and my mind was nothing more than the remote he used to get me to do as he wanted. He almost seemed matter of fact, or was he just trying to get the job done quickly?

      “Now, I want you to look inside this mirror and focus on the last time you saw your face.” I frowned wondering why he wanted me to do this and was about to tell him no. Especially when remembering now when it was but before I could stop my foolish self, it started to appear. The mirror above the sink in the hotel room. It was all starting to appear in front of me, only now there was a dark shadow behind me. I even raised my hand to wipe away what seemed like the never-ending tears on my face. I also saw that I was wearing what I had been, the untucked shirt over the tight, ripped pencil skirt.

      I looked down at the dried blood on my hands and found myself tightening my fists.

      “Tell me who fucking hurt you?!” he snapped seeing for himself and the moment he did, I plunged my hands into the water, telling him in a tone void of emotion,

      “You did.”

      Then the tap came on and I grabbed handfuls, splashing it all over my face scrubbing away the tears that continued to fall. I glanced to Lucius to see him snarl to his side, tearing his eyes from the view of what he had done to me.

      “What comes next, show me!” he snapped, clearly struggling with the reality of what he was demanding of me. I pulled the plug letting the water drain, watching it in slow motion as if the water symbolized my life. I then started to drag the shirt over my head, and unzip the back of my skirt, before letting it slip to the floor. There should have been a bruise on my knee from using it to break that guy’s face, but I knew that, like my hand and my head, I had healed already. Thanks to Lucius’ blood in my system, I couldn’t help but wonder how long that piece of him would last within me? Days, weeks…maybe a month or two?

      Maybe if I just started running…maybe if I just ran and ran and ran until I could run no more, maybe then I could get him out of my system? I looked behind me around the incessant space and asked myself if I started now, would I ever find the end, or would I die long before?

      “Back to the room,” Lucius said in a strained clipped tone that told me he was losing his hold on controlling this Void of mine. But even so, I couldn’t hold myself back from doing as I was told. Which meant that the moment I turned around, he stepped back so I could take a step forward, and in doing so my surroundings changed. The Void morphed into the room I was staying in and like I had done before passing out, I walked towards the bed in just my underwear. Then just before I was about to get into bed, mimicking reality, he spoke.

      “Stop. Now take a good look around.”

      “Why?”

      “Look around the room, Amelia,” he said but this time the whispered voice was one of seduction in my ear and I looked down to see his arm held at the front of me, a palm to my naked belly. But it was one that didn’t make contact, just one acting as though it wanted to. So, I looked up and as I did the pieces of the room started to emerge from the shadows as my mind brought each piece of it forward into the light. It was like accessing a memory…or should I say, Lucius was.

      Which was when something started to niggle at the back of my mind. It was that small voice of doubt asking myself why? Asking myself why he would want this…why he was here now, asking to see the room?

      “Focus, Amelia…focus solely on my voice.”

      “But I…” I tried to argue, bringing back my own voice of doubt.

      “No! Only on my voice…now walk over to the desk.” I frowned as I did as he asked, but the moment I started to waver he growled angrily,

      “Fuck! You didn’t even look at it,” he hissed irritably to himself.

      “Alright, now walk over to the window,” he ordered next and again I wanted to hold back, seeing it now as it started to emerge, beginning with the edges. Pieces of it started to knit together, like time was merely a thread that could be woven just as easily as it could be unraveled. The blue curtains, ones that matched the carpet beneath my feet started to come into focus.

      “Go on…a little closer…a little bit more…” he urged, and his voice was becoming so strained, it was almost too painful to hear.

      “Quickly now…quickly Amelia, run towards it now!” he said panicked and I did, I ran and the second I saw what he wanted me to see I screamed, now knowing that it was all a plot to find me! I knew it the second I saw that sign and felt the promised threat whispered in my ear,

      “Finally… I’ve got you now!”
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      After this I woke up and screamed one name,

      “Kingston plaza!” I bolted upright and before even giving it thought I jumped out of bed, tripping up over the bedding that tumbled out with me. I grabbed a hand to my pounding chest and tried to breathe through my panic. The sun was blaring through the window telling me it was some point during the day, and I bent forward to try and ward off the nausea I felt starting to rise. I also found myself stumbling towards the wall so I could hold myself up against the light-headedness. One I knew was from lack of food and water and no doubt the remnants of the dream.

      I found my way to the bathroom and without looking at anything else found myself bent over the sink so I could take large gulps of water from the tap, drinking it down before splashing water on my face. But it was only on straightening up, that the true nature of that dream started to seep back in and with it the dangers I now faced.

      Lucius had found me!

      “Shit!” I shouted before I was quickly running into action. I grabbed the bag I was yet to open and found a few spare outfits, so picked the most casual. This turned out to be a pair of dark denim leggings that actually fit me pretty good and a plain white t shirt, that was a bit snug over my larger breasts, which meant it ended up showing a line of skin at my belly. To this I also unrolled a khaki light-weight jacket that was an open draped front, parker style. One that told me the flight attendant chick didn’t exactly pack for the weather.

      I had also grabbed an insanely quick shower after finding a well-stocked vanity bag that had pretty much everything I needed and lots, lots more. The only items that I was left wearing that actually belonged to me were my glasses and my bra because there was no way I was getting into her B cups.

      In total, it took me a record breaking fifteen minutes to get ready and out the door just as the phone started ringing. I froze with my hand glued on the handle as I looked back at the phone, doing so now as if it was a bomb about to go off. I held my breath as it rang and rang and rang some more before it finally stopped. This blessed silence then had the power to release me as I snapped out of it.

      “Screw you!” I ground out bitterly before letting the door slam behind me, and quickly getting to the reception so I could check out. But then I found a different receptionist on the phone, saying in irritation,

      “I am sorry, Sir, but it is like I said, I cannot force a guest to…oh wait, here she is,” she quickly added the moment she saw me coming and I released a deep tired sigh before asking her,

      “I am sorry, but do you mind giving us a minute?” She obviously grasped the situation pretty quickly and said,

      “Sure, I will just be in the back room, take as long as you need.” Then I took in a deep breath and put the phone to my ear, bracing myself for the sound of his voice.

      “What do you want, Lucius?” I asked and his reply hit me like a punch to the chest.

      “What do I want…? What the fuck do you think I want, Amelia…? Get your ass back home now!” he snapped sounding furious and this only managed to ignite my own rage, only mine was displayed with deadly calm,

      “I am not a child, Luc, and I can do whatever the Hell I want with my life,” I said making a point of calling him a name I had never done before, and he knew it, as I could hear the faint rumbling of a growl from his end.

      “Yeah, and just how long is that life going to last out there unprotected?!”

      “I think I have proven enough times how capable I am at surviving on my own, so if you don’t mind, I have shit to do, so I will…” I started to say when he quickly interrupted me on an angry growl of words,

      “Don’t you dare hang up! So help me by the Gods, I will…”

      “You will what, Luc, huh…because last time I checked you already ripped out my fucking heart and stepped on it, so what…you wanna see what more damage you can do?!” I snapped feeling the Gods’ forsaken tears start to rise.

      “You have this completely wrong and if you had just waited for five fucking minutes before running off, then you would have given me the time to explain that!” he argued making me frown so hard it ached.

      “I know what I saw! And I know what I heard! Which means that I don’t need your interpretation of events to clarify shit! We are done, we are over and the quicker you get that through your stubborn royal ass head the better this will be! So, you can just quit pretending to give a shit and run back off to mummy dearest and tell her that you tried your best!” I told him, now gripping the phone so hard my knuckles were white and I added something else to that list of things that ached, the main one being that of my fucking heart!

      But Lucius wasn’t done…not by a long shot.

      “Now you listen to me, my girl and you listen well, you and I will never be done, we will never be over, which means I will NEVER stop looking for you. I will fucking hunt you down to the ends of the Earth and beyond…so unless you want a hard time running, then I suggest you keep your ass there and be ready for me because… I. Am. Coming. For. You!” he snarled dangerously, emphasizing each word and I swallowed hard after first closing my eyes against the sound of his threatening promise.

      Then I placed a fist to the chasm sized hole in my chest and took a deep breath. One I needed if I was ever to say my Goodbye.

      “Then to the ends of the Earth is where it will be…”

      “Amelia…”

      “Goodbye Luc. Have a nice eternity with…with someone else’s Chosen One,” I said interrupting the threatening way he snarled my name, before I dropped the phone on the counter, along with my keycard and walked out the door to the sound of him calling my name before he then cursed it to the Gods.

      Cursed it to the Gods that had long ago cursed me with broken fate.

      Then I left this…
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      The very moment she fought my control over her Void and realised what it was I was doing, was the same moment when I finally discovered the limits to my power. It was as if the cord had been severed completely and I woke up with a roar of rage unlike any other!

      It was like waking up in some kind of Hellish oblivion that was trying to drown me in pain and blind me with the darkness of her Void. Getting inside her mind had been a battle in itself. But staying there as long as I had was the reason I actually took one step and found myself falling to my knees. My strength was trying to fail me as I had never once felt so drained of power before in my eternal life. It was when I realised two things, both of which sent me hurtling into panic and rage. One was how strong Amelia was against me and secondly, in reference to the first, it just proved how strong this fucking witch was!

      And now Amelia, my Chosen One, was out there and vulnerable in the world, stupidly leaving herself wide open! Gods, I was fucking furious with her, even more so than I was with myself for letting this happen! Gods, but she should fucking know better!

      A thought that forced me to find my footing so I could stagger to where my phone lay on the table next to the bed I had slept in. Doing so with rest as the very last thing on my mind. No, I had only needed to do so in order to slip into her Void and take control. Usually, with most beings, I could do this whilst still awake but with Amelia this was not the case. I had needed to focus my mind solely on getting into hers, casting everything else out and doing so in the hope that all it would need was a quick view of her surroundings.

      But the pain she had showed me she was in, was like being accused all over again. For if she believed herself to be the only one in pain, then she was utterly and foolishly mistaken.

      Gods, but I could barely think and actually found myself holding my phone for a full thirty seconds before I knew what to do with it!

      “Fuck!” I snarled before getting my ass into action, starting with barking orders at those I knew would get shit done!

      “What do you need?” The gruff, deep voice asked at the other end.

      “I need to know where in the US Kingston Plaza is and what hotel faces a sign for it, and I need this two minutes ago!” I snapped quickly.

      “Gotcha,” Dante said before cutting the call and at the same time I was out of the door and heading to Dom’s office. This was where I knew he would be, seeing as he had his own people to organise and had many looking into the leads he thought he had…leads which I knew he hadn’t. Because no one knew Amelia like me, not even her parents, but there had been little point highlighting this fact, not when it would merely antagonize the situation between us. For Dom may have had no choice but to accept my claim, but that didn’t mean things between us wouldn’t remain tense for a while.

      Which was why the moment every fucking lead ran cold, I’d had no choice but to enter her Void. The part of a mind that enabled me to control a person and it was one that I had refrained from entering in a very long time.

      However, years ago, I would do this by simply whispering the scenes I wanted her to see, not needing even half the amount of energy to do so.  For in the early days, I had done this to ensure that she would dream of me. That I would remain a permanent figure in her mind.  It may have been a cruelty, teasing her with thoughts that she believed she could never have, but at the time it was a necessary evil. For I needed to continue to be a constant in her life and this was the safest way I could think to do that. At least until I could finally become a constant in the physical sense.

      But during the time I had been absent from her dreams, it seemed as though she had grown in her strength in shutting me out. I could quite honestly say that I had never struggled to control anyone before as I did only minutes ago, for even her mother’s mind had been easier to access in her dreams all that time ago. Making me question if this gift had been passed down from her mother?

      Even with the witch, there was nothing there but an impenetrable wall facing me. There had been nothing for me to access, telling me it was a spell that was hiding the Voids of both herself and that of her growing army. But with Amelia, there were holes in her defenses, ones only there as she slept.

      Now the getting in had been the easy part. No, it had been remaining there that had been the real battle facing me and giving me no other option but to fight for the right. But then, whilst I was there, I knew all I needed was a single clue. Just one. Which had me hoping for a hotel logo on top of stationery, a welcome pack or Hell, a chocolate on her pillow would have been enough, just so long as it had the name of the place she was staying on it. But then when that came up empty, I knew I had to push her to the window so I could see for myself if there was a sign or anything. And that was where I had hit my jackpot.

      Which was why I walked right inside his office without knocking and demanded,

      “I need a helicopter here and ready to go as soon as possible.” Dom heard this and he was out of his chair in a heartbeat. Keira, who looked as if she was being torn apart emotionally, also now stood from the sofa she had been dozing on.

      “You have found her?!” she asked quickly, at the same time her husband growled,

      “Where?” Which was the only question that mattered to him. This was naturally because he feared for her safety nearly as much as I did, something we had both discussed at length. Especially after seeing for ourselves that the witch was obviously still not done with her.

      “I am waiting on the details, but she is near a place called Kingston Plaza.”

      “How do you know this?” Keira asked me with a questioning frown, but I didn’t have time for a lecture on moral code so told her,

      “I have my ways.”

      “It matters not, only that we get our daughter back,” Dom said having my back as we had come to an understanding, he and I. Our priority was solely to get Amelia back. Now, as to our own personal issues, well they would have to take a backseat.

      “You need to make her listen, you need to make her understand…maybe I would be better…”

      “No!” I snapped before Keira could try and convince me that she was better at handling this.

      “You’ve already spoken to her and it achieved nothing,” I reminded her, unable to keep the annoyance that knowledge brought me after the conversation they’d had with her finally came to light.

      “But…”

      “No buts, Keira, Luc is right and as her Chosen, then it is his decision.” At this Keira wasn’t the only one to look at him as if he had been taken over by another entity. Hell, even I was questioning who the Hell he was!

      “Oh, don’t fucking look at me like that, I may not like this fucking reality, Luc, but I think we both know where fighting against the Fates has gotten me in the past,” Dom snapped making me reply,

      “I think you will find that I am the very last person who will disagree with you here. Besides, you couldn’t stop me even if you tried and you know this.” I replied because it was true, making him grit his teeth as he was forced to admit,

      “Yes, that as well.”

      “So, you see, little Keira girl, better the Devil you know,” I said before my phone started ringing.

      “Tell me you have an address.” I barely refrained from snarling this demand, only taking a breath when he replied,

      “And a number. I have just sent you the details,” Dante informed me.

      “I need that…”

      “On it.” Dom said before picking up his own phone and demanding the helicopter to get here asap.

      “Anything else?” Dante asked, already fully aware of the situation.

      “Yes, question Wendy again.”

      “Luc, I don’t think…” I quickly cut him off and this time gave into my demon’s urge to snarl at him,

      “I don’t want to fucking hear it! Now, I want it done and Dante…”

      “Yeah?” he asked in a deflated tone.

      “If she doesn’t tell you anything, then I will be the next one questioning her and I don’t need to tell you…”

      “Yeah, yeah, that would be bad. I will use force this time,” he admitted making me nod despite him being unable to see it.

      “Good. Report back to me when it is done,” I said knowing that this time he would get his answers, even if the Drude needed to bend a few rules to get them. Which meant invading more than one mind in search of my missing Chosen, something I had not one fucking problem with!

      I hung up and got the information I needed before calling the hotel demanding that I be put through to her room immediately. Hoping now that I wasn’t too late before she was on the run again. But even if this was so, I was hoping at the very least it meant that the net was closing in around her, as I would finally have a radius of time around a centre point I could work with. And after all, a Ferrari wasn’t hard to spot in the daylight. Meaning that finally the cops may have more luck picking her up.

      But in the meantime, I pressed in the number and started walking out the door as this was one conversation that was between me and my Chosen One only.

      “Put me through to Miss Draven’s room,” I asked without bothering with any pleasantries.

      “Let me just check the system for you, hold please.” I had to hold back a growl of impatience.

      “I am sorry, Sir, but we don’t seem to have anyone by that name.” I gritted my teeth despite expecting this to be the case and said,

      “Fine, then you may know what name she did give, for you can’t have many slim, beautiful young women, staying there alone.”

      “Aww, that’s sweet,” the woman said making me grimace, for fucking sweet was as far from what I felt in this moment. No, murderous, furious, fucking mad was what I would have gone with and it was one that was quickly tipping over towards blind rage with every second wasted!

      “Yes… quite,” I gritted out before telling her,

      “She’s five foot five, black hair, naturally tanned, blue eyes, drives a Ferrari.” She snorted a laugh and said,

      “Are you sure you have the right hotel, Sir?” I held back the growl of frustration and gritted out my reply,

      “Yes, I am sure, and I take it by that wry tone that your establishment is a shit hole?” I snapped making her backtrack,

      “Well, no that is not what I am saying…”

      “I don’t care, just find the rooms where there are single female occupants!” I snapped,

      “Oh, right…yes, I can do that,” she mumbled and the sound of tapping on the computer didn’t exactly fill me with confidence, but despite this and the fact that I nearly put another hole in the walls of Afterlife, a minute later she came back and said,

      “There is only one and I will put you through.”

      “And the name?” I asked hoping it was one she would continue to use and would aid me for future enquiries if the unfortunate need arose after this phone call.

      “Miss Eyre,” she said making me roll my eyes,

      “Jane Eyre?”

      “Yes, that’s right…oh wait, wasn’t that a book or something?” she asked making me roll my eyes.

      “Just patch me through!” I snapped before hearing it ring and ring and fucking ring until I was back with the receptionist.

      “I am sorry Sir, but it seems…”

      “Try again!” I snapped cutting her off and making her do just that. But once again it continued to ring, making me snarl,

      “Pick up the phone, Gods be damned!”

      “I am sorry, Sir, but perhaps you could try later?” The receptionist suggested making me want to throw the fucking phone against the wall as my answer.

      “No, she is there!” I growled out.

      “Then perhaps she doesn’t want to…”

      “Take this phone to her room!” I demanded.

      “I am sorry, Sir, I can’t do that,” she told me, clearly shocked.

      “Why the fuck not, is it attached to the fucking wall?”

      “Well, no it’s handsfree but I cannot exactly go harassing the guests,” she argued back making me close to snapping and using mind control on this bitch despite the information I needed from her. Because the possibility of doing so might render her useless, depending on her state of mind…because honestly, I wasn’t sure I wouldn’t just go too far. I wasn’t exactly what you could call in control and restraint was close to becoming just a fucking word that meant nothing but failure.

      “Just fucking do it!” I snapped making her say more firmly this time,

      “I am sorry, Sir, but it is like I said, I cannot force a guest to…oh wait, here she is,” she said making me suddenly tense, my hand needing to find the wall to hold myself steady.

      “Put her on the phone.” I forced the command through my lips on a barely held back snarl. Then I heard her sweet voice and I swear I actually sighed in relief.

      “I am sorry, but do you mind giving us a minute?”  The receptionist replied with some nonsense and I held my breath waiting for her.

      “What do you want, Lucius?” she said in a tone that said it all, making me unable to stop myself from snapping,

      “What do I want…? What the fuck do you think I want, Amelia…? Get your ass back home now!” Gods in fucking Hell, I was so angry!

      “I am not a child, Luc, and I can do whatever the Hell I want with my life,” she said calmly but the second she called me Luc, I knew what little patience I’d had before this phone call just evaporated. She never called me Luc and I hated hearing it coming from her lips. She wasn’t Fae to me or even Faith, she was and always would be my Amelia and the same went for her.

      I was her Lucius.

      “Yeah and just how long is that life going to last out there unprotected?!” I threw back at her, wondering if she had even considered the dangers of being out there alone.

      Her answer said it all,

      “I think I have proven enough times how capable I am at surviving on my own, so if you don’t mind, I have shit to do, so I will…” Once again this forced my hand to crush the nearest door frame as I threatened,

      “Don’t you dare hang up! So, help me, by the Gods, I will…”

      “You will what, Luc, huh…because last time I checked you already ripped out my fucking heart and stepped on it, so what…you wanna see what more damage you can do?!” she threw back at me and I swear it was like receiving a verbal slap, one that continued to sting through my next set of words…words that were said in hopes of actually getting through to her.

      “You have this completely wrong and if you had just waited for five fucking minutes before running off then you would have given me the time to explain that!”

      “I know what I saw, and I know what I heard, which means that I don’t need your interpretation of events to clarify shit! We are done, we are over and the quicker you get that through your stubborn, royal ass head the better this will be! So, you can just quit pretending to give a shit and run back off to mummy dearest and tell her that you tried your best!” After this I was actually forced to take a step back as if she had been here in front of me. As if she had her hands to my chest and was now pushing me backwards with every word she threw at me. Which was when I officially lost my shit with her!

      Now came the real truth behind my threat, one I would make good on if it was the last thing I ever fucking did in this world!  Because convincing her was something her mother had failed at. But then, I was about to discover that I would be no better at this, for I also had my anger set out against me. Which meant that instead of trying to lure her in and convince her of the truth, I was left with nothing but letting bitterness coat my threat,

      “Now you listen to me, my girl and you listen well, you and I will never be done, we will never be over, which means I will NEVER stop looking for you. I will fucking hunt you down to the ends of the Earth and beyond…so unless you want a hard time running then I suggest you keep your ass there and be ready for me because… I. Am. Coming. For. You!” Once I’d finished this dark and possessive promise, I found myself barely able to drag in enough air to keep breathing!

      I was almost panting like a rabid beast and barely keeping a lid on the one that already consumed me. The one that wanted to break free and roar so loud down the fucking phone at her that it would shake the foundations of Afterlife.

      But after last time and needing to be brought back from that Hellish part of me, by none other than Dom, then I knew the importance right now in trying to keep my demon under my control. Not the other way around. Of course, the flaw in this plan was Amelia and her utter refusal to listen to reason. Now, on some level I was trying to put myself in her mind set, for I knew she was hurt and truly believed that what she had seen to be the truth. Mistaken roots grown from insecurities I myself had planted there seven years ago. But to know that in that one moment it eradicated everything I had tried to achieve these last few weeks was beyond my comprehension!

      That my words meant nothing to her. That she obviously believed it all to have been an act, one played so well and all for what, so I could protect her just because her mother wished it?! It barely seemed plausible as far as reasons could go. But then, what else was her mind to conjure up, for the reasons she believed I would kiss her mother?

      Fuck!

      All I could hope for was that my threat was enough to ring true and she would give up this hope of running from me. I mean what chance did she really think she had. This was me we were talking about…did she not know me? I was a fucking hunter! I had been an assassin longer than I had ever been a King! Hunting people was what I had been given new life to do first…Hunt those who would not kneel.

      And now it seemed as if history was repeating itself as I found myself hunting rogues. But before that, it was time to hunt something far more precious to me and when I finally captured her, Gods I wasn’t going to make her kneel…

      I was going to tie her to my fucking bed and this time, I wouldn’t use silk, I would use fucking chains!

      Then I wouldn’t release her again until I had convinced her of the truth and until she agreed to marry me! To tie herself to me in every way possible!

      In fact, I was just about to open my mouth after this thought had calmed me somewhat and try and reason with her some more, when she said something to me that cut me not just deep but to the fucking core…

      “Then to the ends of the Earth is where it will be…”

      “Amelia.” I hissed her name in warning for her not to continue but it was one she ignored and did so anyway. Now giving me what she foolishly believed was her version of a goodbye, one that I would never allow to fucking happen!

      “Goodbye Luc. Have a nice eternity with…with someone else’s Chosen One,” she said before I heard the clatter of the phone and I was left roaring her name in anger before hammering a fist down on the nearest piece of furniture I could find.

      After which I found myself once more drowning in my own pain. A darkness that consumed me as panic gripped my heart in its vice like grip. But this time it wasn’t the deadly grip of the Devil with his hand inside my chest.

      No, now it was Amelia’s and she was pulling me under.

      Under into a heartbreaking…
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      “The helicopter is on its way.” Dom informed me the second I made it back inside his office.

      “I need a word alone,” I said after taking the time needed to compose myself enough to form actual words, a skill I would be needing for the next part of my plan to be put into place. Because there was no denying what that phone call had done to me. Meaning that Keira took one look at me and then at Dom before deciding that it was best not to argue or be stubborn. Something she and her daughter clearly had in common. That and the habit of running from emotional difficulties, being something Keira had certainly done her fair share of in the past.

      “I will go and make some calls, see if she has reached out to Ella or not,” she said referring to Amelia’s cousin, who I knew she was close to. I waited for her to leave, before coming right out and telling him,

      “I need you to take the lead on hunting the rogues and finding the witch whilst I am looking for her.”

      “You didn’t find her?” he asked in a strained voice that spoke of his disappointment and worry.

      “No, I found her, but given the way in which I did it also caused her to run again.” He raised a brow in question before surmising for himself,

      “The Void.”

      “I will not apologize, Dom,” I stated before he could say anything else but then he surprised me by releasing a sigh and deflating back into his chair,

      “I would not expect you to, Luc.” After this, it was my turn to grant him the questioning look.

      “You know, when I first met Keira, I would find it near impossible to stay away from her. And just so I could do as I pleased, I would make her believe my appearance in the night was nothing more than a dream. I was no better than a fucking stalker,” he admitted making me scoff,

      “You’re not telling me anything I didn’t already know, my friend.” After this he looked at me head on and shocked me when he came right out and said what he had been leading up to,

      “I know you own her building, Luc, and I know you filled it with enough security to go unnoticed and you situated your own people to live there using your witch to hide the fact from Amelia. I also know about you hiring Dante to watch her, which I gather is more recent considering you most likely had your own people do this years before.”

      “I will not apologize for that either,” I said in a firm tone, not even taking a second before answering.

      “And once again, I don’t expect you to, but what I want to know is how long?”

      “How long what, Dom?” I snapped not having the patience for this fucking conversation right now.

      “How long have you been stalking my daughter?” he asked nodding to me and emphasising his own words, whilst giving me a knowing look. After all, he had admitted to being there once before. Either way, I told him frankly,

      “What does it matter, the fact remains that it happened and I…”

      “…And you were keeping her at arm’s length for the very same reasons I did the same with Keira. It had fuck all to do with me or Keira deceiving me and asking you to.” This was quite a deduction but then again, it came as little surprise considering he had been through this all once before.

      “I also take it that you were the reason she went to Germany and you were also the reason she left and came back a broken version of her former self.” At this I released a frustrated sigh that said it all.

      “I don’t see how this is fucking relevant now!” I snapped seeing little point in having this conversation now, of all times.

      “And I don’t give a fuck if you do or not, I deserve an answer, Luc!” He threw back at me and I decided that instead of telling him to go fuck himself like I wanted to, I knew that on some level he was right. After all that had been kept from him, then perhaps he did deserve an answer.

      “Fine, yes it was fucking me! The time was not right…I was not, did not…fuck.” I hissed getting lost for words and hating that he was the one to witness it.

      “And I also assume that this was where she first formed her belief of your attachment to…” At this my warning growl cut him off before I snarled,

      “Yes…fuck, Dom, really… you want to do this now?!”

      “You’re waiting for the helicopter to arrive and can do little before it gets here, so yes …yes, we have to fucking do this now!” This last part was most definitely said as my own warning, and I tore my face to the side with a shake of my head.

      “Then I think you already have a pretty clear concept of what you have been missing these last years,” I said pointing out the obvious, for it seemed since finding out about Amelia and I, then he had spent his time digging deep enough to know the true depth of my obsession for his daughter.

      “That may be true, but what I would like to know is since when?”

      “Since when?” I repeated his question wondering why the fuck it mattered.

      “Since when did you discover who my daughter was to you?” I dragged a hand through my hair in frustration and snapped,

      “It doesn’t fucking matter!”

      “It matters to me… now tell me when!?” I released a pent-up growl and came close to walking out the office telling him that I didn’t owe him shit! I answered to no one, least of all him. But then it only took a single memory to infiltrate through my anger to prove that statement wasn’t true…not anymore. It was the sight of him embracing his daughter outside the gates of Afterlife. Because Dom may no longer be classed as my King and the days had long passed since I called him my comrade, but I had to remember that he meant something to Amelia.

      And for that reason alone, he deserved my respect. I released a sigh and looked back at him.

      “Since the night I saved her life in London, the night of the tournament at the Devil’s ring,” I admitted in a strained tone making Dom close his eyes as he absorbed this information and tried not to give into the urge to try and kill me…again.

      “So that is why it was like pulling Gorgon fangs to try and get you to come to council meetings” I shrugged my shoulders and said,

      “What do you want from me, Dom…I may be considered a cruel bastard by most who know me, but I’ve always tried to do right by your daughter.”

      “And if I hadn’t been the one to bring you together that night of the gala…what then?” he asked making me growl this time,

      “Don’t fucking go there, my friend, for I was nearing my limit as it was and needed little pushing on the matter. Amelia was always mine to claim, despite what you or any other fucker may think, so do not presume to think that you had a hand in this…she would have been mine soon enough.” He growled back at me and again the limits of his patience on the matter were wearing as thin as mine were. Which was why I suggested,

      “It is all of little consequence now, don’t you think? Besides, we have more important aspects of the past to deal with…you know, like the fucking witch you failed to kill…don’t think that I missed the part where Keira wasn’t the only one keeping the true nature of things from the other,” I reminded him this time making him look uncomfortable at the turn our conversation had taken.

      “I hardly think one equates to the other, Luc, and besides, times were different back then. Keira is different now and knows the way of our world. Back then she was innocent, and she was…”

      “Human. Yes, I remember,” I finished for him dryly.

      “She also needed to learn an important lesson that night and that was not trusting in what it is you think you see.”

      “Yes, and from the sounds of things, after this last twenty-four hours, then I would say that your daughter also needs to learn this lesson,” I told him dryly.

      “Well, at least we both agree on that…she should not have run from here...she shouldn’t have run from you,” Dom admitted surprising me, and my look must have said as much as he responded to it,

      “I am aware of the irony here, Luc, as despite how much I may not like it, I have no choice but to accept the claim. Besides, I think you have proven enough to me that we have a common goal here and that is her safety comes first.” I nodded once and agreed in my usual way,

      “Indeed.”

      “Then I will give you this time to do what it is I know you do best, hunting without the usual outcome of course.” I smirked at this for we both knew that I spent more years being his personal assassin than that of a King.

      “Naturally,” I said in agreement.

      “I also wish for an outcome that in time her anger is replaced with acceptance of the truth, as naturally Keira is beside herself with worry, and as you know, this is not a sight I relish seeing.”

      “I can see that, Dom, and that hope will turn into a certainty if I have anything to say about it,” I told him, now getting to my feet as I could hear the helicopter in the distance. He granted me a knowing look before continuing,

      “The guilt of this last twenty-four hours lies heavily on her. In other words, Luc, I ask you this, not only as a father, but also as a husband…find my daughter, protect her and please, for the love of the damn Gods…fix this.” I released a deep weighted sigh and nodded, bowing slightly in respect. A respect that I thought in that moment he deserved in return. Because by asking me to do this for him, well I knew it had most likely been one of the hardest moments of his life. After all, I had once been granted the title of his greatest enemy and now here I was, being asked to hunt down his daughter. Even though he knew that by me doing so, it also meant he had no choice but to accept the outcome of such…that Amelia was mine to claim, announcing it to our world.

      So, naturally, for that alone he deserved not only my respect but also my promised vow,

      “I will stop at nothing in achieving all in which you ask, of this you have my word…”

      
        
        “I will find her.”
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      “It’s not here,” I growled angrily in response to Zagan’s comment on the missing Ferrari, one that was clearly not in the hotel parking lot as I had hoped for. Although, admittedly, I wasn’t surprised that she was long gone, but finding myself furious all the same. But after the receptionist’s comment about not seeing a Ferrari, something from the looks of the place that would have stood out, I now wondered at her still having the vehicle at all.

      The moment the chopper was coming into land, doing so in the nearly empty parking lot of the hotel, I had the door open and was jumping the ten feet down not caring who the fuck saw me. I was then striding towards the entrance scowling at the cheap building with a curl of my lip.

      I swear that it took all my strength not to rip the door off its hinges before I stepped up to the desk. A woman, whose features barely registered more than the artificial red colour of her hair and heavily made up face, looked up as I approached. Her eyes widened at the sight of me and did a leisurely scan of my physique one that, in this moment, was tensed to the point that had I been just a man my muscles would have ached. But then I knew that until I got her back in my arms once again then my days of relaxing were over. Instead, my body was held taut and at the ready for anything.

      “Good afternoon, do you have an…?”

      “Silence!” I commanded, knowing that I didn’t have time to waste so I took control of her mind now that I had regained my strength to do so without causing permanent damage. She naturally did as I ordered, becoming that of a willing servant with few thoughts of her own.

      “Do you have security cameras?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good, log in to the computer and bring up the guest information,” I demanded of her, making her do so quickly and efficiently. Then, as Zagan and Takeshi who had been assigned to aid me, walked inside I issued my orders.

      “Zagan, the security system should be in the back. Takeshi, re-trace any sense of her outside and see what you can find.” Both nodded and went about their duties without a word.

      “I have finished,” the woman said stepping back. So, I walked to her side of the desk and turned the screen my way so I could look for myself, scanning a finger down the list of names.

      “Room seven, has it been cleaned?” I asked the moment I saw the name ‘Jane Eyre’ on the system, seeing for myself that she had paid in cash. But of course, she didn’t want to be traced. The question became where she got that money from to begin with. Had she really been reduced to stealing it? That certainly didn’t sound like Amelia, but then again, I knew for myself what the depths of desperation would make a person do.

      “No, but it will be shortly.”

      “Call the chambermaid and tell her to leave it. Then give me a key to the room,” I told her making her pick up a radio and call the maid to relay my order. Then she picked up a blank card and assigned it a room after swiping it through a reader. I plucked it from her fingers the second it was free from the machine and was striding towards the rooms with determined steps, knowing that I had no time to waste. My only hope was that she had left some clue as to what she was planning next. Or at the very least, clues as to where it was she had come from, that way I may discover her intentions as to where she’d planned to be her destination.

      Pip’s earlier question had been what if she had no plans? What if she had simply got in the car and decided to keep going with no destination in mind? But at the time, both Dom and I had dismissed the idea. Because Amelia always had a plan. It was who she was. It was ingrained into the core of her. And I would bet my fangs on the fact that by the time she had made it outside the boundary of Afterlife that she had already started to formulate a plan in her mind.

      It was what made her so dangerous. She was one of the smartest people I knew and for that reason alone I knew that hunting her down was going to be no easy feat. But everyone left something behind. And even the most insignificant thing could lead somewhere.

      Especially in the age of technology. Everything had a digital fingerprint. Even the packet of a coffee cup could lead a person in the right direction, as everything had a code to chase back to the source. From manufacturer, to buyer, to distribution and then to consumer. It was all breadcrumbs to follow and as smart as my girl was, everyone at one time or another slipped up. Now, my only hope was that she slipped up this early on and behind the door I was now approaching was a slip up made sooner rather than later.

      I opened the door and entered, taking a moment to breathe deep, taking in the lingering scent of my Chosen. But doing so ended by finding myself having to fight my demon as he rose to the surface. To the point that I could see the reflection of crimson eyes staring back at me through the mirror in the bathroom as I stepped inside.

      I picked up the still damp towel that had been left on top of the counter and brought it to my face so I could take in the new soap she had used, familiarizing myself with it. Then I fisted it angrily, letting the water seep through my hand and drip down my leather glove. I threw it aside with a slap against the tiles and scanned the room for anything more.

      Then I frowned as the faint smell of bile reached my nose and I walked closer to the toilet seeing now a tiny speck of vomit at the rim, telling me that she had been sick. I growled angrily as I turned away from the sight, before spinning and putting my fist straight through the glass above the sink, shattering the image of my anger.

      I tore it from the mirror letting shards of glass clatter with the song of destruction raining down against the ceramic bowl, before looking down at the blood pooling around the shards that were still embedded in my skin. I calmly pulled them free and in doing so remembered the blood I had seen on her own hands, making me question where it had come from? Had it been left from the cuts I had seen there that I now knew was from her being fooled into opening the vault…or had something else happened to her?

      Gods, but if something had then I knew that my vessel would never survive the rage of my demon without him tearing free! I snarled down at myself before I turned my back on the damage and left the bathroom. Instead, I walked back inside the room and took in the hurried array of her actions. I walked to the coffee tray and ran a finger along the selections of teas seeing that nothing looked missing. I looked down and located the trash bin, kicking it back under the desk when seeing it was empty. She hadn’t even been here long enough to drink something.

      There wasn’t even a fucking a receipt or food wrapper, nothing. It was as though all she had come here for was nothing more than to stop for sleep and that was it. Gods, but the girl must be running on fumes by now and all I could hope for was that she was at least eating on the road. I hated to think of her not taking care of herself and I swore that when I finally found her, then it had better not be in anything less than the perfect condition I had become used to seeing her in before all this shit began!

      And well, from the evidence I had found in the bathroom, then my hope for this outcome was looking less likely by the fucking second! I walked over to the pile of clothes she had left on the floor to see now that it was a uniform…the flight attendant’s uniform to be exact. But of course, she had swapped clothes with her to keep up the ruse and not arouse suspicion when leaving the plane. However, this then made me question what if her clothes weren’t the only thing she had swapped with her?

      I knew that she had gone to her room before leaving but hadn’t taken her purse, passport, phone, nothing that could be traced to her, but what if she had taken something after all…

      A bargaining chip?

      After all, she needed money somehow and I could not imagine that Amelia had just decided to leave it all up to chance. No, she would know that she needed money, if only to fill the tank of a very expensive car that didn’t exactly get the best mileage. So, what if her reasons for arranging the jet weren’t solely to fool us? After all, driving there first had been a risk in itself, for we must have only just missed her being there.

      I pulled my phone from my back pocket and made the call.

      “You found something?” Dom asked as way of answer.

      “Perhaps,” I told him, not surprised that he hadn’t asked if I had found her. Because he knew as well as I did, that she would be long gone from here by the time we arrived.

      “Then what do you need?”

      “I want you to tell Keira to go to her room. Look again to see what is missing…it would have to be something of value,” I told him, knowing that an explanation wouldn’t be needed.

      “You think she would pawn something to fund her escape?” he asked then relayed the message to Keira who didn’t ask questions.

      “I think she bribed the flight attendant for more than just the use of her clothes. I didn’t think of it at the time, but her decoy told me she had been paid, yet Amelia’s purse remained in her room. So, it stands to reason she must have paid her with something, and I think Amelia would have bargained for a lot more than just a uniform.” He agreed before giving me what I wanted before needing to ask for it.

      “I will have her account checked and have the girl questioned.”

      “Good, my only hope is that Amelia slipped up and is still using her card, but I doubt it,” I told him making him agree once more.

      “Knowing Fae, clearing her accounts would have been one of the first things she did, but it is worth looking into.”

      “Well, knowing how much cash she has will at least give me an idea of the limits set against her…or should I say set against me. Let me know what you find,” I told him.

      “Of course.” After his agreement, I hung up and went back to the uniform, hoping to find a receipt or something more in a pocket but what I didn’t expect to find was blood.

      Blood…

      
        
        That wasn’t hers.
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            Devil’s Right Hand

          

        

      

    

    
      I left the hotel with my hopes of being able to track her from the air crushed as it became clear, after speaking with witnesses, that it was as I suspected. No-one had remembered seeing a Ferrari of any kind in the parking lot. Meaning that my cunning girl had somehow managed to change her car. Now, how she had achieved that without having proof of ownership, I didn’t yet know but at the very least I was close to finding out. And the key had been her friend Wendy.

      Dante had come through, as I knew he would for it was clear that he didn’t want me anywhere near her. So, with the ultimatum I had set against him, he had done the job. He had exercised that certain skill set he was known for and admittedly, was a master at. Doing what he did best, which was manipulating her dreams. Something I should have been able to do with just as much ease with Amelia, but something was changing in her.

      She was getting stronger.

      I’d never had a problem before entering her Void, especially while she slept. Which made me question now if my blood, my influence and essence in her was doing something more than just keeping her immortal? It made me begin to question the past and start asking myself if I had missed something?

      Either way, it didn’t change the fact that the timing couldn’t have been worse, despite being at least assured that should she find herself injured in any way, that she would heal. But then I also knew that eventually my essence in her would run its course and when it did, then even in this way I could not protect her.

      A fact I spent a great deal of time worrying about and ultimately dreading. But naturally I was hoping it wouldn’t yet come to that. That time, even though it felt like it was slipping through my fingers the longer she was gone from me, would run out for her long before it did for me. However, despite feeling confident that I was tightening the net around her with every hour that passed, I also couldn’t dispel the fabled tale of assumption biting me in the ass!

      But as new information was coming in, I had to act accordingly, starting with the flight attendant. Dom had called me to let me know that my instincts had been right, the only thing missing from her room had been a diamond necklace that she had bargained with. Something I was happy to discover, he had retrieved. This was solely for Amelia’s benefit, for I could have bought her all the diamonds she wanted, I was fucking rich enough!

      But knowing Amelia the way I did, then I knew that she would already be trying to think of ways of getting it back one day. Little did she know was that it was worth over two hundred thousand dollars.  Something we discovered she had traded for nothing more than a small overnight bag, a uniform and a total of $1751.61, that she had drawn out at ATM’s on her way to New York.

      Dom had been furious, doing little more than writing the girl a check for double that amount and telling her that she should count herself lucky that she received anything at all. If it had been me, she would have lost a lot more, not gained from it. For if it hadn’t been for the woman’s greed, then I would have most likely found her by now, seeing as she would have run out of gas and had no choice but to try and make it on foot.

      However, this gave her enough money to make it to New York, which I discovered was her first destination after Dante had recovered a phone conversation Wendy had with her from her memories. He mentioned some cryptic shit about never giving Wendy access to any sporting goods, mainly the use of a bat and also the name of a friend of Wendy’s who worked at the New York Times.

      Which was exactly where I found myself now, stepping through the glass front of the Times’ building on 620 Eighth Avenue, Manhattan. Doing so with the sole purpose of finding the next piece of the puzzle and discovering why the fuck she had wanted to meet with a reporter!

      Thankfully, before Dante had given me this information, he also had the foresight to do a background check on the guy. I swear if he wasn’t a royal in his own right then I would have been tempted to bargain with him into joining my people and letting me become his sire. But then the big bastard didn’t exactly need an upgrade of power and nor was now the time to be making offers. As being tied to my life right now was looking more like a fucking death sentence than anything remotely close to personal gain.

      He was most certainly efficient in what he did, that was for sure.

      Like the information on the reporter, Micky Donnelly, who was nothing more than an unsuspecting family man who had on occasion rocked a few boats with some of the articles he’d had published in the paper. Granted, this was mainly with politicians and other businessmen in power, but as of yet nothing too bad that it had got him fired.

      But my one and only question was why him? Something I was close to discovering as I made my way to his cubicle on the floor Dante had told me I would find him. I ignored all the looks I received, making it known I was interested in nothing but my destination. I swear, but I found myself cursing the use of elevators by the time I finally got there. Especially after one woman in a tight blue dress thought that by continuously ‘accidently’ knocking into me, that this was going to make me suddenly look at her differently. That I would look at her with anything but the indifference I had been showing her. Meaning that by the time I reached my floor, I was close to snapping and baring my fangs at her! Especially when the doors finally opened and she handed me her card telling me,

      “Call me and I will prove to you that I’m not that clumsy.” I curled my lip in disgust, dropped the card to the floor and walked away telling her,

      “I’ll keep my clumsy, thanks.” Then I found my intended target and got right to the point, leaving the outraged woman dumbstruck.

      “You were asked to meet a girl with a Ferrari last night.” I heard him release a sigh down at his keyboard before he finally turned around to look at me,

      “Damn that Wendy! Look, I don’t know who you…oh.” The sight of me looming over him stopped him in his tracks and after taking a look at our very noticeable size difference, he visibly gulped and started to sweat. His heart rate also increased, and I followed his gaze to my clenched fists, one where the leather of my glove was cracking.

      “What I mean is…ahem…what is it you would like to know?” he asked after first needing to clear his throat. So, I put a hand to the small partition wall of his booth, leaned closer and said in what I knew was an intimidating, and threatening way,

      “Why Micky… I want to know everything.”
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        * * *

      

      Only ten minutes later I had my phone back in hand and was issuing my next order,

      “Bring the car around, we are going back to the helipad,” I said before stepping on the elevator, now having all the information I needed to continue my search. Which also meant it was time to inform Dom just what his precious little princess had been up to. Something that waited until I was once again folding myself inside the limo that had been organized to be waiting for me once the helicopter had landed.

      I tapped on his name, wondering whilst waiting for him to answer if it meant that I now needed to change his contact name from asshole to something less derogatory, especially seeing as we seemed to be working together on this.

      “Please fucking tell me that you have found something useful?” Dom snapped, obviously like me very near to the end of his patience and answering my internal musing I decided that asshole would stay for now.

      “Well, I think I may have found your car, although I am pretty sure you’re not going to like its destination,” I told him.

      “Just tell me, Luc, where is it?” His tone said it all and one that would soon turn from frustrated to furious in a heartbeat.

      “In a chop shop in Albany,” I told him making him growl low and menacing, gritting out the question,

      “And what the fuck was my daughter doing at a fucking chop shop!?”

      “That, my friend, is precisely what I am about to find out, but I think we both can guess, seeing as she wasn’t driving your car when she arrived at the hotel,” I said pointing out the obvious.

      “Gods in fucking Heaven, Amelia!”  He cursed under his breath and I didn’t bother telling him that I had already uttered the same curse seconds after the reporter had told me who it was that Amelia had been trying to find.

      “Let me know what you discover.”

      “And the car?” I asked making him groan,

      “Use your imagination and if that doesn’t work, write a fucking cheque, after all I know you’re good for it.” I scoffed a laugh before telling him,

      “Fine but consider it a gift that I will be reminding you of when I am marrying your daughter.” After this I ended the call to the sound of his growl and allowing my frustration a moment’s reprieve after smirking at the thought of riling my former King. A sound that despite the circumstances still managed to amuse me.

      However, that amusement died the moment I started issuing orders which included calling the helicopter pilot and telling him to get the bird ready as I wasn’t wasting over two hours driving to Albany from the city. Which meant arranging yet another car to be waiting for me when I got to whichever pad was closest for us to land on. During which time I also called Dante, now with a new name for him to research,

      A gangster by the name of Big B.

      The moment the reporter had mentioned him an image of the blood on Amelia’s hands instantly came to mind and I hated where those reasons took me to, having a bad feeling in my gut. But then again, I also didn’t see any bruises on her in the image she portrayed back to me in the mirror and none were described when questioning the receptionist at the hotel.

      Which was why, by the time I reached Washington Avenue and was sat across from the chop shop, I already had a pretty good idea of what I would find inside. Knowing Amelia, it would be broken bones and a red Ferrari.

      “Do you have what I need?” I said as a way of answering the phone the moment Dante called me back.

      “Oh yeah, I have what you need,” was his amused answer.

      “Good, time to go and introduce myself then.”

      “It would be rude not to,” he agreed with what I knew was a smirk. And my answer was a simple and knowing one…

      “Indeed.”
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        * * *

      

      Night had started to fall by the time I got out of the limo, telling the driver that I would no longer be needing the car and as I took one look at the double roller doors, I told him,

      “I will shortly have alternative travel.”

      Then I slammed the door and walked across the street up to the doors that I knew were locked. I decided against knocking and instead got right to the point. Something I did by reaching down and forcing them to lift, snapping the locks with the resounding echo of cracking metal as the doors started to crumple upwards. I felt the anger rolling through my senses and rage fueling my blood as it pumped around my body at a greater speed. Now I know I could have just walked inside and commanded every mortal to their knees, at the same time draining them of every memory that contained my girl.

      But really,

      Where was the fun in that?

      No, this way it gave me the rare opportunity to expel some pent-up anger and frustrations. Which was why, when I walked through the now broken doors, I cracked my head to the side, relishing the snap of pain it rewarded. Gods, but I needed what felt like a whole day on the mats, fighting someone with skill. Because one look at the mortals in this garage and I almost wanted to roll my eyes. Although, the more I looked, taking in the details of each, I finally allowed myself a deadly grin.

      My girl had done well.

      Damn it, but I hated it when she was fucking right! She could take care of herself. Fuck, but just looking at these guys and now I was wondering if she couldn’t be classed as a dangerous weapon on the streets of the mortal world. Of course, it wasn’t the mortal world I was concerned about…it was my own.

      “Who the fuck are you?!” Some guy shouted at me as he walked towards me in what he no doubt believed was a threatening way. So instead of answering him, I snapped out a fist quicker than he could react and broke his nose…again.

      He dropped to the floor instantly and I hated the fact that I wasn’t free to give more into the punch. For it wouldn’t have just killed him, my fist would have most likely embedded itself inside his skull and that shit was one mess that even I didn’t relish the idea of right now. I still had a lot of travelling to do and didn’t foresee doing so with brain matter crusted on my knuckles as being exactly practical.

      Amelia didn’t realise it yet, but it was why I always forced myself to hold back when fighting her. Doing so more with the aim of teaching and well, the last time most certainly ended more to my advantage. Especially when it was becoming clear the addiction to tying her up that had manifested in our sex life very early on.

      But this was unsurprising, as it was true that I was a dominant lover, even spanning throughout my long history. But since Amelia, naturally being the first mortal in my bed, well then there was no comparison. The urge to keep her in place and unable to take away my enjoyment as I made her mine and claimed her body, was just too tempting not to give in to. This was also helped by the fact that she also enjoyed it…immensely, for I always made sure of this fact before finding my own release.

      But right now, it was time for a release of a very different, violent kind.

      “Oh shit, not again.” I heard one of them mutter and from the looks of the sling around his arm, then it wasn’t surprising, nor was the fact that he started to back up.

      “Let me guess, you’re the motherfucker missing a Ferrari?” The question came from the mezzanine level above and from who I expected to find walking closer to the rebar railings. Of course, his choice of insults had me questioning exactly what Amelia had said, for however it had happened, she had somehow managed to do business with this asshole.

      I replied with a deadly grin,

      “No, I am the horror story your boys will tell others when asked how you lost your life, should you choose not to co-operate of course…now where is my woman, Bryant?” I told him making him sneer down at me at the sound of his own name from my lips.

      “I don’t know who the fuck you think you are or where the fuck you got that name but both just signed your fucking death warrant…’cause, unlike the last time someone walked in here and fucked with me, now we are all packing, asshole and from the looks of things, you look shit out of luck, as you should have brought a gun.” I smirked at this and told him with a confidence that cracked the air around me along with my knuckles,

      “I don’t need luck, Bryant, just as…I don’t need a gun.”  I let these last five words out with a demonic growl that made his eyes widen. Then I reached down and picked up an air line before ripping it from the air compressor it was attached to. As the first guy pulled a gun from the holster at his back, I swung the hose and hit him square in the chest with the impact gun that had been the tool the forced air had been used for.

      He landed backwards into the tall red tool chest, knocking a set of wrenches off the top with a clatter of sound. By which time, I had started pulling the hose back to me, and was swinging the end of the tool ready for the next asshole. But then one came running at me from behind and I sidestepped with time to spare. This was so that when he passed me, I could then wrap the length of hose around his neck. After this I twisted my body downwards to one knee putting my back to his. The move took him with me and started to cut off his air supply.

      It was only when I felt his body go limp that I let him go, just as the first rain of bullets started from both my level and the one above. So, I threw up a hand and stopped them in their path, making them drop to the floor like metal hailstones. And it was just as they were no doubt asking themselves how the fuck I had done it that I turned towards the closest car that they had been working on. It was one that was minus its wheels, hence the impact gun, and soon that wouldn’t be all that was missing.

      I grabbed the open door to what I could now see was a Mercedes, ripped it from its hinge arms before using it to throw at the men who were all foolishly stood close to each other, making them one big target for me. The impact rocketed into them, knocking each man back into the wall of tools, just like their fallen colleague before them.

      This also caused their guns to scatter along the floor and neither one looked like they were getting up from the hit anytime soon. Or if they knew what was good for them, they would simply fake their injuries.

      After this I focused my attention on my intended target seeing now that the big man had gone pale.

      Good, it was time fear played a part and like I said, it was time for his own horror story.

      One that featured…

      
        
        The Devil’s Right Hand.
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      “Where is she?!” I snarled out the question dangerously, now focusing all my attention on who was known to the underground world of organized crime as Big B.

      “I don’t know what the fuck you mean, one of my guys jacked that Ferrari from some chick yesterday,” he said obviously lying, as I granted him a knowing look before I told him,

      “Now, I might have been inclined to believe you, however you’ve got two problems with that.”

      “Oh yeah, and what are those, dickhead?!” he shouted back down at me.

      “One is that my girl would never allow someone to steal from her and secondly…” I paused to motion to his broken men now bleeding on the floor and said,

      “…this looks like her handy work.” And as if on cue one of them groaned in pain making Bryant sneer down at them before shaking his head as if they were all fucking useless.

      “Now, unless you give me what I want, then you will join them and trust me when I tell you, asshole, you really don’t want to see me painting your fucking floor crimson, as I promise you…you wouldn’t like my idea of art,” I told him before I disappeared from his view and calmly made my way to the staircase beneath where he was stood.

      “You a fucking cop?!” he shouted, and I laughed once and told him,

      “Do I look like any fucking cop to you?”

      “You look fucking insane and someone who needs a taste of lead in their brain!” he said training the gun on me as I slowly walked up the metal staircase that led to what I assumed was his office. But from the look of the slight tremor in his hand, by now he knew that having his gun was pointless. Naturally the sight of his fear made me grin before warning him,

      “Oh Bryant, I am not insane…No, I am so much more than merely insane, something you will get a taste of should you decide not to tell me what I want to know…and fucking soon.”

      “Fuck, tell me that she didn’t learn her fighting skills from you?” he shouted, finally admitting that he had seen her, which I knew was only the start.

      “No, for if she had, then she would have slaughtered the lot of you.”

      “Look, I did the girl a solid, gave her the fucking car she wanted and that was it. It was business, you want the Ferrari for my life, then fucking take it!” he said quickly, thinking that I was there for metal over flesh.

      “Oh, I am taking it, but I didn’t come here for a fucking car…now, tell me where she is!” I roared this time after first snatching the gun, then throwing it so hard that it embedded in the wall. After that I grabbed the front of his jacket and yanked him hard into my fist held at his gut, so he doubled over with the pain.

      “Fu…ck…I…fuck, I don’t…don’t fucking know, alright!” he said once he managed to get his breath back. I folded my arms and watched him as he struggled back to his feet, using the railings to aid him.

      “Besides, if she is half as smart as I assume she is and seeing as it only took you a day to track her ass down, then you already know she would never tell me where she was headed.” I growled in frustration, knowing the asshole was right! Amelia was too smart to slip up like that. But then, just as I took another step towards him, I saw something there. It was in his eyes.

      He knew something.

      So, I grabbed his collar and yanked him the rest of the way until I was in his face. Then I snarled at him, as I was done with wasting time! My demon growled angrily, and I couldn’t fight it when my fangs started to grow and my eyes morphed into crimson death,

      “Fuck! Jesus fucking Christ, what the fuck are you!” he stammered in fear, making me get drunk from the delicious scent of it.

      “You’re not telling me everything,” I warned dangerously before snapping my fangs at him and I had to give it to him, this one managed to keep his bladder in check.

      “Alright, fuck, okay she is not worth my life. I helped her out…more than I fucking should have…clearly,” he said, obviously knowing now the full depth of shit he was in.

      “Helped her how?” I asked after letting him go and he straightened his jacket before telling me,

      “I put her in contact with one of my guys, got her a new ID.” I growled deeper at this and snarled in his face, making him tense and jump back as if ready for me to slash his throat.

      “I should fucking kill you for the trouble you have caused me!” I threatened before turning my back on him with a frustrated growl, needing to take a breath to calm the rage of my demon and preventing him from coming through fully before going on a murderous rampage, starting with these pathetic shit stains on society!

      “Then why aren’t you?”

      “You think I should?” I challenged back on a snarl over my shoulder, making him raise his hands and say,

      “I ain’t complaining.”

      I released a sound of frustration, pushed the rest of my demonic self down and told him the truth,

      “You may have added to the challenge set against me in finding her, but the fact remains that you helped her when you didn’t have to…that means something to me.”

      “Enough for you not to kill me?” he asked clearly needing confirmation of the facts.

      “Precisely…besides, once I have her back, then to know that I had killed you would no doubt cause its own headache for she clearly liked you,” I told him before I walked towards the staircase fully intent on getting the information I needed and getting back on the road.

      “Yeah, how do you know that?” he asked following me. I waited until I had reached the bottom before answering.

      “Because you don’t have a scratch on you,” I told him making him grunt a laugh before admitting,

      “She was one hard bitc…lady of yours,” he replied catching himself in time before he received death for a different reason, as disrespecting my girl was a sure way to end his day…permanently.

      “That she is,” I agreed with a smirk towards the whimpering men of his that were only now trying to pick themselves back up off the floor.

      “Yeah, well she didn’t exactly have nice things to say about you, or the reasons she was running.” I tensed and felt my fists clench trying to remember the reasons I was leaving him in one piece. He had balls, I would give him that.

      “A mistake I will shortly rectify, after I am given that name of course,” I told him making him hiss,

      “Fuck it, this is one relationship the Devil himself wouldn’t want to get in between!” he said getting out his phone and making me smirk for he had no idea just how close to the mark he was with that one.

      “Yeah Jimmy, it’s me, that chick I sent you, well I need the new name you gave her,” he nodded a few times and then a grin spread over his face before he responded,

      “Good work, kid.” Then he hung up and told me what new name she had picked,

      “She only gave me a nickname, never gave me her real one but I am gonna take a guess here and say your girl’s first name is Amelia?” I frowned in question before snapping,

      “And just how the fuck do you know that?!”

      “Because I think she is trying to send you a message,” he commented with a brazen smirk.

      “Yeah, and what is that?”

      “I may not be a history buff, but even I know this chick is lost.” I growled and ground out a warning,

      “I have the patience of the Devil if you want to see it!”

      “Lia Earhart, she changed her name to Lia Earhart,” he told me and had I been told this under any other circumstances surrounding the reason I was here, then I would have laughed. But it was like Bryant had said, she was clearly trying to send a message. She now wanted me to think of her as a ghost. Well, little did she know that she was about to become resurrected, because a name was all I needed…that and the car she was now driving.

      “What was the trade?” I asked nodding to the line of stolen goods on wheels.

      “Dom’s Dodge.” I raised a brow in confusion…how the fuck did this guy know her father?

      “Come again?”

      “Not a Fast and Furious fan, eh? Well, your girl certainly seemed to be, of course she wanted Eleanor first but there was no way I was parting with her.”

      “Fucking get to the part where this is fucking important to me!” I snapped as he walked towards the other side of the garage, pulled a cover from the Ferrari and said,

      “Dom is the main character in the movie that the black 1970 Dodge Charger RT belonged to, it made her smile when she picked it, so I gathered it meant something to her.” I gave him a nod and answered with my usual dry,

      “Indeed,” as this was starting to sound like my fucking catchphrase these days! But she certainly had a sense of humour or a fancy for irony as Bryant went on to explain in the movie it was his dad’s car. And seeing as she’d just stolen her father’s car who was named Dom, well her choice was starting to make sense. Especially after I asked,

      “I am curious, what did she tell you her nickname was?” He grinned at this and replied,

      “Little Dodge.”

      “But of course,” I muttered with a shake of my head.

      “It’s gotta be said, she definitely has a sense of humour, even told me her plan was to get the Hell out of Dodge and now she’s in one.”  I ignored the next level of irony she obviously was making a statement with and instead found out all the details surrounding the car, like the all-important license plate. After this I plucked the images of my demonic self from his mind, as was law and then I demanded the keys to Dom’s car.

      “Aww, fuck man, come on, you gotta give me something,” he complained as I got inside the half a million-dollar sportscar after first telling him,

      “I have given you something.” Then I started her up making her roar angrily as if desperate to get back to its owner and added,

      “You fuck over people for a living, Bryant… so consider this the redemption of others, with the added bonus you get to keep your life…” Then I pulled down the door, watched the roller doors go up after doing so with my mind and muttered to myself this time,

      
        
        “…not all of us can claim the same.”
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      Three days later I found myself back in the very last place I expected to be, but I had come full circle, finding myself at the very beginning! I swear, but I was starting to question the level of expertise Amelia had at evading capture or I was asking myself if I had lost my touch for hunting?

      Either way, I was pissed about being back here but there was nothing more to be done. She had indeed become a fucking ghost and I was hoping that something new would come to light after I had delivered Dom’s Ferrari back to him. Meaning that yet a-fucking-gain I was walking inside of Dom’s office with fuck all to go on.

      “Still nothing?” he asked in that same hopeful tone he always had whenever we spoke, as I had kept my word and continued to keep him in the know. I threw his keys at him and snapped,

      “What do you fucking think!”

      “Gods, what is she thinking?” he replied with a disappointed shake of his head.

      “I can fully imagine exactly what she is thinking, Dom, and other than my head being on the end of a fucking spike at the gates of Afterlife, then I don’t see your daughter returning home any time soon,” I said kicking out the chair and gripping the back of it, feeling the wood soften under the grip I had on it.

      “I take it you found the Dodge then?” he asked making me snarl at the fucking memory.

      “Oh yeah, I found it alright,” I said before releasing my death grip and deflating into the chair opposite his desk, now scrubbing a hand down my face with my own frustrations. Then, with my elbow to the armrest, I continued to rub my brow as if it would help alleviate the building pressure there.

      “And?” His question caused me to take pause and raise the hand from my forehead in a gesture that said it all…I was pissed off.

      “And… as suspected she sold it, that’s what…”

      “I get you’re obviously not used to getting your ass handed to you when it comes to your intended target evading capture, but you’ve got to give me more than that!” Dom complained, making me growl at his words before releasing my anger on a sigh, knowing that he was right. I told him that I would keep him informed and I needed to remember that my own frustrations and worries were mirrored in her father’s gaze.

      “I had the Dodge traced and found it at a dealers in New Jersey.” He raised a brow and commented,

      “That close to New York?”

      “Yeah, which means that she planned for me to find the chop shop and drove for as long as she thought was safe to do so before selling it.”

      “She didn’t do a trade?” he asked making me shake my head, feeling fucking tired and old at that!

      “No, they paid her cash, then called her a cab.” Dom swore in Persian on a hiss and shook his own head, commenting,

      “That girl is too smart for her own good.”

      “Yes, and the only comfort both you and I will get out of how intelligent she is, is that if I can’t fucking find her then neither can the witch. But be sure, Dom, that comfort I find is fucking slim at best!” I snarled angrily with a clenched fist finding the desk to hammer down against.

      “As it is with me…I take it you tracked the cab?”

      “Yes, but little good it did me as it took her to Newark bus station,” I told him remembering turning up there and being forced to watch my girl on a security screen as she bought her ticket and disappeared up the steps inside some Greyhound coach.

      “So that’s it… she’s just gone?!” he shouted, now getting the full depth of my frustrations.

      “Using the security footage, I was able to discover that she bought a ticket to Columbia, South Carolina,” I told him knowing that it was pointless considering the outcome but doing so all the same.

      “And?”

      “And I had my people waiting for her there with instructions to contain her until I arrived but when the coach pulled into the station, she wasn’t on it. We then discovered that a woman by her description got off at one of the stops in Winston Salem, North Carolina and never returned. After that the trail ran cold because the only camera footage, we have is of her walking away on foot. Where it is then believed she used a payphone to call another cab company to take her somewhere. But then she also could have caught another bus to somewhere else or bought a fucking car for all we know!” I added this last part with a growl of words, hating that I didn’t fucking know!

      “I take it you’re having all bus stations monitored?”

      “I am, but the challenge set against us is the small town stops that have no security footage, so there is little hope to track her movements, as it seems her plan is to continue this pattern of bus hopping until she gets to wherever it is she is going.”

      “And I take it there is still no signs of her trying to leave the country?” he asked once I had finished explaining the bus situation.

      “No, her new passport has been flagged at all airports, but I think we can safely assume that if she is being this cautious when simply using the bus service, then she will make sure that she stays away from planes.”

      “Then what do we assume her next step to be, for she will have to settle at some point?” he asked making me release a sigh, then rubbing the back of my neck I told him,

      “I agree, as at the very least she can’t leave the country, so all that is left is for us to do is to be ready when she does settle, as gaining another ID won’t be easy…not without her contacts.”

      “Ah yes, I remember meeting this Wendy,” he said with a shake of his head as if the memory was an amusing one.

      “Dante is having her watched and her calls are also being monitored, but I would be surprised if Amelia took the chance of involving her again,” I said, knowing that the only reason she did so in the first place was that she knew it would take us the time she needed to get away, before we were able to start piecing all her steps together.

      But the fact that she sold the car did now present a bigger problem for she had more money and enough to settle down somewhere as the Dodge hadn’t been cheap. Meaning that it could be weeks before she slipped up again. Which was why I made the decision to keep invading her dreams until one of two things happened, she either slipped up and showed me something she didn’t realise would lead me to her, or she became so strong at blocking me out that my chances of doing so again would become too limited.

      Naturally, I was hoping for the first.

      “So, what you’re basically saying is that we have little choice but to wait, is that it?” His tone said it all.

      “Hey, I don’t fucking like it any more than you do, but if you have any better plans then please, fucking share away, Dom,” I snapped making him release a heavy weighted sigh, a sound I had become used to hearing.

      “Truth is, every way I look at this and trust me when I say, Dom, I have spent a long fucking time looking at this, but with every idea I have it is as if she is ten steps ahead of me and I just don’t know how to get ahead…not without knowing her intended destination.”

      “And you have entered her Void again?” he asked, surprising me enough to show it.

      “I am no fool, Luc, you may not have wanted to admit it to Keira how you found her hotel, but you’re a fool if you think I haven’t already tried myself.” I raised a brow and asked a simple,

      “And?

      “And nothing! She is like her mother, a fucking wall the size of that monstrosity that surrounds Lucifer’s palace. Besides, I am not the master of her will here, you are.” I released a low growl of irritation before deciding to be honest with him, seeing as we were alone,

      “I will admit, doing so isn’t easy and I fear if she grows any stronger then I won’t be able to access her mind at all.” His eyes widened in surprise but thankfully he chose not to comment on what any King would feel was a weakness, which was why admitting such wasn’t easy. He knew this, which is why he merely nodded for me to continue.

      “But I will continue to try until I find something as, unfortunately, for the moment, it is all we have left to go on.” And this was true. Which was the only thing that prevented me from giving in to the rage I felt, one that grew from feeling both useless and beaten. But then with nothing left to go on, I was forced with no other choice but to put all my hopes of finding her in that of her own stubborn mind. One that I noticed lately had refused to sleep, no doubt in hopes of preventing me from gaining access once more.

      I had been furious with her once realising this, but over the last few days every time I had tried, I had found no way of entering her Void. Meaning that if there were no cracks in her mental walls, then her mind was not at peace and she was not sleeping. Making me wonder when it was that she was getting rest?

      Of course, I couldn’t spend all of my time focusing on her mind for I would be no use to anyone by spending all my energy this way. And honestly, I wasn’t even sure if I could manage it or not, for it wasn’t as if I had ever tried.

      No, my guess was that she was simply picking random times of the day to power nap, in hopes that I wouldn’t have the time to break into her mind and take charge. But then, there was only so long she could keep this up. As she was mortal and unlike my own kind, as we didn’t need even a quarter the amount of sleep they did.

      Naturally, this also made me worry, especially if she had bought a car and was hoping to drive it to wherever it was she was hoping to get to. However, I thought it prudent for the time being to keep this from Dom, as he had enough on his hands to worry about And besides, I had to admit that having him on my side was easier and I worried that he would ask me to stop trying to discover her whereabouts through her Void if he knew it could offer potential risks.

      No, only I would make that call and for now, I thought finding her was more important than the sleep deprivation. Besides, I was also hoping that she was smart enough to know that her health came first.

      So this was why I changed the subject and I did this by asking,

      “Tell me about the situation with the rogues.”
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      After this conversation it was unfortunately another six days later that any new information came in and during this time I had gone from difficult to murderous. I had travelled to seven different states running after leads that never amounted to anything but lost time and pointless effort in the name of hope. And in all of that time the only pieces of information that had been of little value, had been four different cabs, three more buses and not even a single night in a hotel, motel or even some small- town bed and breakfast.

      I had tried, albeit unsuccessfully, to enter her Void and the most I had seen was her sat asleep in a Greyhound seat on some coach. One I could only discover was on its way to Jacksonville, Florida. But naturally, when I had arrived there and was waiting for her, she had been a no show. Just like all the other stops along the planned route I had placed my people. Which meant that she had become wise to what I was doing and decided to change tactics.

      I knew this after one witness’ account said that a woman asked the bus driver to pull over in the next town, even though it was unplanned, because she wasn’t feeling well. Naturally she was convincing enough for him to do this. So, she got off the bus and was last seen crossing the street and disappearing inside a coffee shop. It was also said that she looked exhausted, which meant that since then, I hadn’t tried to access her mind again. This was after seeing for myself the damage I was doing. As she no doubt woke in panic, desperate to get off the bus and knowing her, hadn’t slept since.

      To say that I was worried about her was a fucking huge understatement and I was therefore forced to give it some time. This was in hopes of at least letting her get to where it was she was determined to travel to. And the hardest part was that I couldn’t be sure that she even had a plan to speak of!  It just all seemed so random but for all any of us knew, Pip had been right from the start, that she could have just been closing her eyes and sticking her finger on a map.

      However, after the mention of Jacksonville, then she was singing a slightly less random tune and one more, should we say…out there.

      “Why Florida, what is she planning, a trip to Disney World, or hey, maybe a nice relaxing cruise?” To which both me and Dom commented that it was hardly likely, especially seeing as Amelia got seasick and hated boats.

      Of course, before this Dom hadn’t exactly been impressed to discover just how many of his own family knew of mine and Amelia’s relationship long before he did. A list that it would seem looked longer than those who didn’t know. Making Pip comment at the time cryptically,

      “Hey, it’s starting to feel like that Friends episode, you know the one where everyone knows about Monica and Chandler, but Ross and it all started with Joey, only Dom is Ross and Keira you’re Joey… only without the whole ‘how you doin’ thing going on…what?” Everyone in the room had looked at her in the usual, questioning way. With the exception of Keira, as her giggle told us that she knew exactly what this had obviously been in reference to.

      Needless to say, that Dom didn’t exactly take kindly to this. Especially not when finding out that that not only his own son knew, but his brother as well. In fact, the only one who seemed not to know was Sophia, who at that point, received a harsh and questioning look from Dom making her snap,

      “Don’t look at me like that, I am as pissed off as you for being the only one other than you in this family who didn’t know! And besides, I think we are all missing the biggest plot hole here!”

      “And that is?” Dom snapped,

      “How the Hades in Hell did Pip keep it a secret all this time!”

      “Hey! I will have you know…oh, what am I saying, she’s right, I have no clue either,” Pip admitted with a shrug of her shoulders, looking to Adam and mouthing another, ‘no clue, do you?’

      But despite this personal set back against Dom, his main focus had remained on aiding me in trying to find his daughter. However, after exhausting every mortal resource we both had, along with trying to free up that of supernatural means also, it still gave us nothing. Because it had to be said that the capturing of the rogues had also taken a lot of our combined manpower and wasn’t a problem either of us, as Kings, could simply ignore until Amelia had been found.

      Which meant that in total I had been without my Chosen One for a total of eleven days and the knowledge of such was taking its toll in a way that it had me questioning how I had ever been able to function without her before. Before I had finally allowed myself to claim her.

      But since then I knew what it was to have her in my life and not just as a spectator of her life from afar. I had slept with her in my arms. I knew the touch of her face, the smile in her eyes and the comforting weight of her body next to mine. I had thought it would have been the absence of her blood, of her essence or even the shallower reason of missing the sexual gratification claiming her brought me. But then the most surprising revelation was it was the little things that I found myself missing the most.

      Her laugh, the way she bit her fingertips, the push of her glasses when deep in thought. It was her witty humour or our lively verbal battles. It was watching her cook and boasting at how masterful it was. The way she would become animated when explaining something she was obviously passionate about, like explaining storylines to things she wanted me to watch. And during these times, the way she unknowingly would nod or smile at the TV when she agreed or sweetly found something touching on the screen.

      It was all of these things that finally made me understand the full depth of my love for her. For it wasn’t the things that I would have believed most important in claiming a Chosen One. Like the way she ignited for me in the bedroom, or the addictive taste of her blood, a flavour granted by the Gods and labelled my own personal flavour. It was all the things I never would have believed could be important to me.

      And Gods, I missed every single fucking one of them and I wanted them back!

      I wanted her back.

      And I was starting to believe that she wouldn’t be going through the same longing as I was. Well, that was until on the twelfth day, I finally received word and this time it wasn’t from one of my contacts.

      No, it was from her.

      
        
        Her drunken phone call.
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      The moment my phone started ringing I pulled it from my jacket pocket and not recognizing the number I answered it, expecting it to be one of my contacts on the road.

      “What have you got for me?” I asked, which these days was the usual way I answered most calls. I had been on my way to Dom’s office, where he seemed to spend most of his time. Although, I had been informed that he had some new evidence that she had been seen on some security footage at a shopping mall in Jacksonville where she had been spotted.

      So naturally, I had been on my way there as he told me the footage was being sent to him. It was our joint hope that whatever it was she was seen purchasing might then lead us to the next clue to follow. Although, granted I didn’t see what it was that she could have bought from a shopping mall that would give us much to go on. Unless it was a ticket to a destination, road map or better still a travel guide on that particular area. Naturally, I didn’t hold out much hope for either of these things.

      No, instead my hope came, unbeknown at the time, in the form of answering my phone on the way there and finally, after nearly two weeks without it, I heard her voice.

      “Nothing but hello, I guess,” she said softly, referring to the way I answered the phone. I swear in that moment I had to question whether I was fucking dreaming or not, for my steps faltered until I found myself struck frozen in the middle of the hallway.

      “Amelia?” I said her name in question, doing so now in a hushed tone, as if testing my own sanity.

      “Hey, yeah it’s me,” she said sounding strange and I was soon to find out why.

      “I know, sweetheart, and I am…”

      “I am so tired, Lucius,” she said interrupting me, her words mirroring the sound of her voice. However, I couldn’t help but take pleasure in the fact that she was back to calling me Lucius.

      “Then stop running and come home to me,” I told her softly, trying to keep my voice steady, even though to do so wasn’t easy as my body was anything but relaxed. I wanted to say so many things in that moment, but I also didn’t want to push her too soon, too quickly. Just the fact that she was reaching out to me was a huge step, not one I wanted to squander by making demands I knew she wouldn’t like.

      “Or you could just give up and let me go,” she suggested making me close my eyes against the very idea of it.

      “That is never going to happen,” I told her, still keeping my tone as calm as I was physically capable.

      “But I am so tired, I just need to sleep, and you won’t let me,” she said in such a small voice that my heart ached for her. She sounded so alone, so lost and even a little scared that it made me question what had happened.

      “You can sleep, sweetheart, in fact you need to,” I said in an urging tone.

      “No, but that’s the thing, I can’t because you won’t let me and I know you won’t because every time I do, I feel you there or I wake up scared that you’re trying, so I am just getting these useless power naps which is starting to make my brain useless and like mush.”

      “Amelia?” I said her name in question as it was clear something wasn’t right.

      “No, seriously, some old guy asked my name today and I told him it was cornflake, because that was what I was eating at the time,” she said on a rush of words and I knew then the reason she had been brave enough to make this call.

      “Amelia, have you been drinking?”

      “Yes, I have recently developed a taste for cocktails, but there is this one that’s called a long island iced tea and it’s yummy but so very dangerous, as I spent a while looking for my room and I was at the wrong side of the, let’s call it a place, ‘cause I am being sneaky remember…Ssshh,” she said in an endearing way that made my chest ache because all I wanted was to be there with her. To scoop her up in my arms and take care of her.

      As what if being drunk could make her vulnerable? It could put her in a dangerous situation, like if she was unable to fight? Gods, I hated that I was forced to think this way, but without knowing where she was, then being paranoid had become an everyday occurrence. One only fueled now by the sound of her being inebriated.

      But then I also knew I couldn’t scold her for it, as she would most likely hang up and I would have lost my opportunity. No, I needed to keep her talking. Besides, it looked like she might be in a hotel because she mentioned looking for a room.

      So in hopes of it sounding like an innocent enough question, I asked,

      “Did you find it?”

      “Find what?” she asked, ending it with a little hiccup that again, made me ache for her sweetness.

      “Your room, sweetheart, did you find your room?”

      “Oh that, yeah I am here now. Why, do you want my pillow chocolates?” she giggled making me swallow hard through the sound and tell her softly,

      “You keep them for me.” I then held back from adding, ‘for when I get there’ knowing that it would only remind her that she was being hunted. Something her drunken mind had chosen not to focus on if the lighthearted part of this phone call was anything to go by.

      “Then why did you ask?”

      “Because I want to imagine where it is you are, whilst I am speaking to you,” I told her in a subtle way.

      “Ha! So, I can give you a clue as to where to find me…nope, nope, I don’t think so,” she said in a playful tone and I could hear her shaking her head, which must have made her burp, as she giggled again at the sound. So much for her mind not being focused, I thought wryly.

      “I think you’re safe by telling me if you are sat on the bed or on a chair,” I pointed out.

      “Bed and it’s comfy,” she said, obviously giving it a little bounce as I could hear the slight squeak. I dragged a hand through my hair in frustration and, forcing my tone to continue to be calm, I asked,

      “And do you still have a drink in hand, or did you leave your last cocktail at the bar?”

      “Nope, I left it at my table, although I should probably drink some water, they say that’s good, right?” she asked making me sigh,

      “Yes, that is probably best, do you have any or do you need to call room service?” I asked, all the while trying to discover little bits of information. For I knew if it had a bar and room service then I could cross all motels and bed and breakfasts off my list.

      “I have some in the fridge,” she told me, and I heard the sound of her getting up and opening a door. Then I heard the sound of a bottle cap twisting telling me she was doing as suggested.

      “Is there anything else in there, like food to soak up the alcohol, as that will help also?” I asked at the same mentally wondering how many hotels could be crossed off a list due to the contents offered in a minibar.

      “Oh, Gods, I couldn’t eat another bite! There is a lot of food here, like they are constantly feeding you!” she said laughing and taking another sip of her water, telling me that would most definitely help in narrowing my search as it was starting to sound as if she were at an all-inclusive resort of some kind, perhaps in Florida as Pip suggested.

      “That’s good,” I commented trying not to let on where my thoughts were.

      “It is? Why, because I think if I keep eating like this, then I will be the size of a house by the time I get there…I’ve been living on junk food, and I can’t decide which was my favorite,” she said rambling and not realising that she was giving me more and more information, so I decided to push a little.

      “No, you won’t, maybe a cute little hippo, but not a house.” She giggled at that and Gods, how I had missed the sound.

      “Unless, of course, you are planning on writing a book on the junk food of the States?” I said making her laugh, at the same time I was holding myself rigid, as if waiting any moment for a single place name.

      “Umm, now why didn’t I think about that?”

      “I will let you have the idea, at a price of course.” She made a huh, huh sound and after another little burp slipped out, she asked in a sceptical tone,

      “And what would that price be exactly?” This told me that I needed to continue to be cautious here, so decided to change my answer,

      “I will only ask for fifty percent of the cut and a place on the book tour.” She laughed again,

      “Great, I will see you in Milwaukee then.” My heart started pounding and I asked in a feigned amused tone,

      “Why, is that where you are?” However, the hope in my tone was easy to hear because she released a deep sigh and said,

      “No, I am not in Milwaukee, Lucius.” I closed my eyes against the disappointment and forced myself to say,

      “That’s a shame, I hear they have good beer there.”

      “Really?” she sounded genuinely interested so I kept the conversation going and told her what I knew of the place,

      “It’s known for its breweries, also your uncle would like it.”

      “Yeah, how come?”

      “It has the Harley Davidson museum there.” At this she laughed.

      “Oooh, I wonder if they have a job going,” she teased, making me reply,

      “Well, it is said to have Elvis Presley’s bike there, so how is your knowledge of the King of Rock and Roll?” I teased back.

      “The King of Blood Rock, pretty good, the King of the famous hip roll…not so much.” This time I was the one to laugh and tried once again,

      “Then may I be so bold as to suggest that be your next destination… better yet, let me meet you there and I can be your guide.”

      “Nice try, as I think that would defeat what I am trying to achieve here.” I gritted my teeth at her reply.

      “Which is?” I braved to ask, knowing that I was pushing this.

      “I may be drunk, Lucius, but I am not stupid…you won’t find me, you know, she added in a sad tone and I swallowed hard, making a fist with my hand and pressing it against the top of a sideboard I was stood next to.

      “Then why did you call me…why chance it?” I decided to come right out and ask.

      “For two reasons, the first being I wanted to ask you a favour,” she said making me raise a brow intrigued, telling her,

      “If it’s for me to stop looking for you, then I am sorry, but I can’t do that, sweetheart.”

      “No, I don’t suppose you will, but can you at least let me sleep?” I hated that she was right to blame me in this, despite telling her,

      “I am not stopping you from sleeping, in fact, I encourage it.”

      “Yeah, so you can sneak into my mind and try and get me to show you…”

      “Sleep, Amelia,” I interrupted her in a tender tone.

      “Yeah, so you can…” I swiftly cut her off again and added my reasons why she should sleep,

      “I won’t risk your health for the sake of finding you. If you are asking me to let you sleep, then I will honour your wishes and grant you a promise that after tonight I will leave your mind in peace.” She released a deep and weary sigh before she muttered a small and sweet,

      “Thank you.”  I nodded, despite her being too far from me to know, instead forcing out,

      “You’re welcome, Amelia.”

      “You know you don’t need to do this, you don’t owe them anything,” she said making me frown, hating what reasons her mind had warped reality to be. Which was precisely why I told her,

      “Despite what you think, I am not searching for you for any other gain but my own.” I heard her swallowing down her emotions and I knew in that moment that she was crying, and my back hit the wall at the faint sound of her trying to hide it from me.

      “I wish I could believe that, you have no idea how much I do,” she told me, and the wood crumbled in between my fingers.

      “You are the only one who has the power to change that, my girl.” At this she cleared her throat and I could almost see her shaking her head, so before she had the chance to back track, I asked her,

      “Tell me the second reason.”

      “Second reason?” she asked as she’d obviously forgotten her own words.

      “The reasons you called, you said there were two, so I am asking what was the other?”

      “Oh that,” she said in a small voice that only made me want to hold her.

      “It doesn’t really matter now, does it,” she told me, making me silently utter her name before I could speak again.

      “It matters to me…it always will,” I told her making her sigh,

      “And if I tell you, you swear to keep your promise, you won’t try and get in my head again…right?” I hated doing it, knowing what it could end up costing me, but I said it anyway,

      “I am usually known to be a man of my word, yes,” I said unable to keep the strain from my voice.

      “Then I will tell you.” She took a deep breath, muttered a whispered, ‘what am I doing?’ before she did it anyway and told me,

      “I was watching a couple dancing tonight. They couldn’t stop smiling at each other. It was like the whole world didn’t exist, as if not a single person was there watching them… like they were the only two people in the room. It was so beautiful, like they had spent their entire lives dancing to that same song…you know?” At this I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, seeing it for myself and feeling the same pain that she had felt watching it.

      For then she confessed,

      “I called because…I miss dancing with you.” The moment the words finally were allowed to flow over me, I lost my stance allowing my body to slide down the wall until I was sat on the floor leaning against it. An elbow to my bent knee was when I rested a heavy mind in my hand, holding it there as if it was suddenly too much to ask my body to support it.

      Gods, how much I wanted her back!

      “Then choose not to miss it and come back to me, for I can only promise you a dance when you’re back in my arms,” I told her, making her suck back a sob.

      “I…I can’t.” This was when I couldn’t help but lose the fake persona of patience with her,

      “So that’s it then, you truly believe that we will never see each other again!?”

      “The world’s a big place, Lucius, but who knows, maybe one day I will be ready to come home and maybe then I will be able to look at you again without it being too damn painful. Without this feeling, without this fucking agony that is tearing me in two…without remembering…”

      “Without remembering what…tell me?” I asked forcing my hand to ease the pressure on the damn device that I wanted to crush in my anger, in my frustration and in the drowning reality that my own fucking heart was breaking!

      But then she whispered her answer before hanging up the phone and I swear that crack in my heart became a fucking chasm,

      “Without remembering…”

      
        
        “…the days you loved me.”
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            After the Night’s Promise

          

        

      

    

    
      After she hung up the phone my head dropped, and I must have looked like a man broken. In fact, the only reason my phone survived was in the hope that she would call me back. I was also damning not having my people monitoring my phone for calls to be traced, thinking the very last thing she would have done was call me.

      But she had.

      She missed me.

      The knowledge was like a bitter scented balm that soothed the doubts of her actions in leaving me. I was furious that she had left, of course I was. And knowing that she was somewhere in the world hurting did little to relieve the ache. What did relieve it, however, was knowing that her heart was still mine and it gave me hope that not all was lost between us. That the fight I thought I would have on my hands once I did finally find her, no longer looked like an impossible win.

      But the true pain came from not knowing when that battle would be. I had tried to get what information I could from her. But I swear the moment I heard her voice again it became harder to focus on the mission. Of course, knowing she was drunk had been an advantage I wanted to exploit, which was why my promise made was only one for after tonight. Because I knew if she had been drinking then the barricades on her mind wouldn’t be there and the best part about it was, she wouldn’t even realise that I was there.

      But first I needed to pick myself off the floor and in this moment, I will be honest, that in itself seemed like an immeasurable task.

      “Now, that looks like a place I have been before,” Dom said making me barely even acknowledge him by anything more than a shrug of my shoulders. But then, as the silence between us grew, I found myself asking,

      “And did you also curse the Gods, as I do now?”

      “Every damn day me and Keira were apart,” he replied honestly. Then I saw a movement in front of me, making me look up to find his hand was held out for me to take. So, I took the moment between us for what it was…

      A show of kinship.

      I rose to my feet with his help and shook his hand in silent thanks before letting go.

      “I take it she called?” he asked nodding to the phone in my hand with the now cracked screen.

      “What gave it away?” I asked dryly.

      “Other than often looking down at a broken phone being a place I have also lived through, then it is the look of someone who’s just had their chest ripped open and their heart handed to them.” I scoffed at that and said,

      “And I take it this is also something…”

      “I have experienced...let’s just say that my daughter shares many traits with those of her mother. Give it time, Luc, she will see sense.”

      “Yes, well just as long as that sense doesn’t include a French prick with daddy issues.” At this he growled at the memory before grumbling,

      “Don’t fucking remind me of that poisonous heartbeat with a death wish.”

      “Yeah, well lucky for you, you’re not reminded of the shit stain every time you clench your fist and hear leather groan.” At this Dom laughed as we started walking towards his office,

      “All in the name of saving the world, Luc.”

      “That’s easy for you to say, you didn’t get ten years of Michael Jackson jokes from Pip.” At this he actually threw his head back and laughed, so loud in fact that as we walked into the office Keira was startled by the sound.

      “Alright, you two walking into a room both laughing tells me that I have reason enough to be concerned,” she stated with a frown. Then Dom walked up to her, tipped her head back before telling her,

      “Nothing to concern yourself with, but how do you think Amelia would feel about changing her name to Billy Jean?” At this I growled,

      “Not fucking funny.” To which he ignored me and told her,

      “Amelia rang Luc.” Her eyes grew wide before looking to me with hope blooming quickly.

      “She did?!” I nodded and before I had the chance to explain the extent of it, Pip and Adam chose that moment to walk in, with her asking,

      “Someone was talking about me, I know because my third and favorite toe was itchingalingalo.” Keira laughed and muttered,

      “Oh Gods, not this again.”

      “Well, am I wrongalingalo?” she asked with her hands on her hips above what looked like a fucking red and white polka dot tutu.

      “Wrongalingalo?” Keira dared to ask.

      “She is trying out this new thing where the last word in every sentence ends in an alingalo sound and if you could find any way to get her to stop this, then I would be in your debt,” Adam replied making her smack him and complain,

      “You said it was cutealingalo?”

      “That was before I realised the level of your commitment to doing so, my little peach,” he replied flicking her nose playfully.

      “Ha, well that’s what you get for being a Mr Doubty Pantalingalo!” He groaned and muttered,

      “No that is what I get for having an insanely cute wife…any news?” Adam asked after making this comment, no doubt hoping to end the discussion with a certain colourful aspect in his life.

      “I just received a call from her,” I informed him, unsurprisingly, making Pip the first to comment.

      “Holy shitalingalo,” she uttered gripping onto Adam’s arm as I knew that Amelia leaving the way she did, hadn’t only affected me or her parents, but it had shaken everyone who cared deeply for her. It was also the reason why most of Dom’s council were still out there looking for her, using what resources they had to do so.

      But no resource would be enough and not like the one I would be using against her one last time. However, before that, I explained what had been said, making Keira get teary once more before she started blaming herself… and cryptically, damning the Fates. But before I could ask why, Pip suddenly shouted,

      “Oh my good Gods given me a giddy Auntyalingalo!” I frowned down at her and before I had chance to bark at her to talk fucking properly, Adam intervened.

      “Perhaps it is a good time to take a break from your personal quest and just speak your mind…doing so quickly,” he added when nodding back to me to see for herself how close to the edge I was. Of course, reliving through the painful call hadn’t helped matters. Which was when she shouted,

      “I knew it, she is on a fucking cruise!” Everyone groaned in exasperation.

      “But we already told you, she gets seasick, Fae hates boats,” Keira argued whilst Adam, mouthed a ‘Sorry’ at me, excusing his wife, which she saw and hit him on the arm for.

      “I am being serious!” she argued making me fold my arms, barely having enough restraint left to force out a clipped,

      “Explain.”

      “Think about it, what did she say, she mentioned loads of food, check, she mentioned a couple dancing, uh yeah, check, and she mentioned old people, check, check and triple check, because there are loads of them… the oldies just love their cruises,” she said this behind her hand aimed at Dom who, as usual, didn’t look as though he had a clue how to deal with her.

      “I hardly think just because she mentioned food, old people and dancing that it is enough to assume…” Dom started to say, until his wife interrupted him.

      “Actually, I think she is right,” Keira said after looking deep in thought.

      “Told you, it’s the oldies, it’s common knowledge,” Pip commented with a wink at me.

      “Plus, why now, eh?” Pip asked,

      “Why now, what?” I asked in irritation.

      “Yeah, I mean there must have been a reason she felt safe enough to call you,” Keira pointed out, obviously agreeing with her friend.

      “And safe enough to get blotto drunkalingalo…what, still no?” Pip said adding this last part when Adam cleared his throat and shook his head down at her, telling her silently to still keep her crazy at bay.

      “I have to go,” I said quickly, making the four of them stop to look at me as I walked towards the door.

      “Where?”

      “Where do you think…to find out if you’re right?”
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        * * *

      

      As expected, the moment I linked my mind with hers I felt little resistance unlike all the other times before. It reminded me of the past when I was free to plant dreams in her mind. Something at the time that had been easily achieved. Which was why, when I stepped into her Void, I wasn’t surprised to find I did so in the middle of a heavy dream she was having. This had been precisely what I had been hoping for, as when she woke, she would do so believing it was a dream she had created and nothing more.

      As this time, I was here merely to observe, not make demands of her mind. I wasn’t forcing her to look around or access any memories. I was simply a spectator hoping that her dreams would feature where she was and what she had seen recently. Simply put, she would just think that she had dreamt of me by her own doing.

      Because even though I wasn’t breaking my promise, I knew she wouldn’t have seen it that way. Besides, she had sounded tired and I didn’t want to do any more damage than I already had done. I wanted her to sleep and do so peacefully, something I knew she hadn’t been able to do since she started running.

      That being said, I still had to know. I had to know if there was any truth to Pip’s theory. Because as much as I wanted to deny it even being possible, the fact remained that the idea of her taking a ship hadn’t even occurred to me, nor had it to anyone else. Which was why I foolishly hadn’t thought to have her passport flagged at any ports. Meaning that she had conquered her dislike of sailing just to get away.

      Naturally, the thought didn’t sit well with me but then again, just because I hoped for something not to be true, it wouldn’t make it so. Which was why I felt as though I had no choice but to invade her mind once more and for what I knew would be the last time…for I would not reward her for trusting to call me by breaking my promise to her.

      However, the moment that I stepped through the dark edges of her mind was when the room around me transformed into that of a small dance floor. It was one surrounded by empty tables and chairs…well, almost empty. As now it held only one occupant sat at a table facing the empty floor head on…

      Amelia.

      It was as if she was waiting for something and the moment the music started to play, I knew what. Seconds after this, an image emerged in the centre of the dance floor, a lone couple dancing who looked to be in their seventies. And Amelia had been right, the sight was a startlingly symbolic one.

      I walked slowly towards her as she immersed herself in the sight of the couple, telling me that she was replaying parts of the evening. She even had the tall cocktail glass in front of her half consumed and the five empty glasses also there keeping count.

      “I told you it was a beautiful sight,” she told me without taking her eyes off the two.

      “That you did, my Khuba, that you did,” I told her, barely even acknowledging the sight, for I was too mesmerized by the sight of her. She was wearing a black lace, cocktail dress with her hair swept elegantly off to one side. But it was her haunted eyes that concerned me, the way they watched the couple with lost hope in their depths.

      Then she said softly,

      “The dance ended.” I looked towards the couple and saw them suddenly begin to float away. It was as if their image was caught on the wind and the painting of life had started to fade into the darkness after being dragged away by the elements against them.

      “Then dance with me,” I said holding out a hand for her to take, knowing that now it was safe for me to touch her, for it was a dream she controlled. She finally looked up at me and I found myself taken aback by the slight spark of hope I saw there. Then she looked down at my offered hand and took her time in deciding, telling me,

      “Can you forgive me for dreaming of you.” I frowned first at her question, wondering in fact if this question wasn’t aimed at herself.

      “There is nothing to forgive, for I always want you dreaming of me,” I told her, and it was something in my response that made her place her hand in my own and tell me,

      “Then I will forgive myself instead.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that but instead of telling her so, I walked her to the centre of the dance floor. After which, the same song the older couple had been dancing to started to sing out around the room. It was our turn.

      “Why do you feel like you need to forgive yourself?” I finally asked after a few silent minutes of leading her around the room, to which she answered,

      “Because I will suffer for the memory of it tomorrow.” I tensed at this, something she could feel as it seemed to resonate down from my frame and into hers.

      “Then why think of me at all?” I snapped making her swallow hard and tell me,

      “Maybe I am just addicted to the pain of you.” I tore my face from hers at the agony this brought me and swung her around and then back to me, catching her and holding her against my chest. We seemed lost in the moment and just as I wished to kiss her, she closed her eyes and said,

      “Maybe I always have been.” This stopped me in my tracks, and I straightened, before telling her,

      “You’re not addicted to pain, Amelia, you’re just running scared from being forced to face the possibility of it finding you.” At this her eyes widened before narrowing as my words obviously started to hit home. Then I swung her around, letting her spin out to the side and as she was held there at the stretched length of our hands holding each other, she looked back at me and said,

      “You mean of you finding me.” At this I yanked her hard once more, making her spin back into my chest before gripping a hand at her hip. Then I looked down at her and issued her a promise,

      “Oh, make no mistake, my beauty, I will find you and when I do, I won’t bring you pain, I will only bring you truth, one that will make you sorry that you ever ran from me.” At this she yanked herself from my hold and told me,

      “I don’t think I like this dream anymore.” I frowned back at her, crossed my arms, and told her,

      “Then run from it, after all, it’s clearly what you do best.” At this she looked as if I had slapped her and I nearly cursed my anger. Especially when I was here for the sole purpose of discovering where she was. Instead I was pushing her to do as I expected she would, which was start running from me again. So, the second she turned around and ran towards the door, I growled in frustration, cursing before going after her.

      “Fuck! Amelia, wait!” I shouted before running through the vision of the room she had been in and the second I got through the door, it all started to change. Soon I found myself running down a narrow corridor filled with doors, one that continued to branch off, causing me to get lost in the maze. Yet I could hear her softly crying and I tried to follow the sound, making me wonder if this was the part of the night where she explained that she couldn’t find her room.

      Then finally, when I turned a corner, I saw her at the end. She was staggering down the narrow aisle with her shoes dangling from her fingers. She was also swaying slightly, before she steadied herself on someone else’s door, apologizing to no one before she continued on. I muttered a curse again and made off running down the length of the corridor after her, hoping to catch her just before she got to her room so I could see for myself.

      However, the second I saw her disappearing around yet another corner I snarled in anger, hitting out against one of the doors as I passed. I rounded the same corner, only I was too late as I wasn’t met with a door like I had hoped to be. No, instead I was suddenly inside her room. And that was when I saw her.

      The image of her as I knew she was now. Curled up on the bed, still wearing her dress, one that had bunched around the tops of her sun kissed thighs. Her shoes remained at the side of the bed where she had obviously dropped them and next to her, was a half-consumed bottle of water. But it wasn’t the water that took my interest, no it was the room’s phone that she was clutching to her chest, the receiver off the hook and in her hand, as if it brought her some comfort.

      The sight caused me to stop dead in my tracks and all earlier anger fled me. She looked so lost. So lonely and vulnerable, that all I wanted to do was scoop her up in my arms and hold her through the night. To whisper in her ear that I would take care of her and to beg her to stop running from me. But two things stopped this and the first was when she whispered my name in her sleep,

      “Lucius, you promised.” After this I was about to ease her mind and tell her to go back to sleep, when something else caught my eyes. So, I glanced from her sleeping form and found,

      Another window.

      It was small for a hotel room and as it started to come more into focus, rising from the shadows, the size wasn’t the only thing I noticed. It was the view beyond that had me transfixed. The seemingly endless abyss, that this time wasn’t just part of her Void.

      Nor was it a sight that had been conjured up from the random access of memories.

      No, this time her dream had quickly become my nightmare, as the reality of where she was had finally come to light.

      Because Pip had been right…

      
        
        My heart was at sea.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            17

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Lonely Life at Sea

          

          

      

    

    






Amelia

        

      

    

    
      I woke the next day and wasn’t surprised when I discovered I’d slept most of the day away. Not that I had anywhere I needed to be or really anything to do on this floating hotel. I mean, I had spent the first few days trying to get over being seasick, something that finally calmed once I got used to the movement. I knew most of it was mind over matter as I didn’t like boats, something I discovered after taking the one and only trip on my father’s yacht, that he had naturally named The Catherine. This was actually my mum’s first name, but she always went by Keira, her middle name.

      Well, needless to say that after spending the week throwing up, I think it was safe to say that I wasn’t a natural seafaring girl by any means. In the end, my dad had arranged travel for me to get back home after realising that my green skin wasn’t going to change anytime soon. It was also one of the reasons I had chosen to get to Europe this way. I knew it would be the last journey anyone who knew me would think I would take. Besides, everyone always goes straight for the airports and no one ever thinks about cruise liners.

      Granted, this particular way of escaping was a little out there, especially as it would take me twenty-one days, eight of which were spent at sea. But I also had to say that the second I stepped on board and we finally left the port in Miami, I could finally breathe. I made myself relax, taking a breath and all with the knowledge that I had made it.

      This was all made possible the day after I had left the hotel in my new Dodge, after Lucius had found me. I had driven just under two hours and sold my car to the first dodgy dealer I had come across. I accepted his deal, just because I needed whatever cash I could get my hands on without any questions asked. Of course, it also helped having the car in my new name to convince the guy that I hadn’t stolen it. Not like the first I had, stopping myself from saying so just in time.

      After this it was days of bus hopping, knowing that Lucius wasn’t far behind and if I could just get to Miami, then I had a shot at getting out of the States. The flaw in all of this had been my new fear of sleep, which resulted in power naps, asking people sat near me if they could set an alarm on their phones to wake me up. I also made sure never to sleep at night, knowing this was when Lucius would be waiting for me, expecting it.

      Hence my drunken phone call and one that even the memory of it made me rub my temple and groan out loud. Gods, but I had even slept with the phone next to me and why? It wasn’t as though I could have expected his call back. He couldn’t trace me here, I made sure of that.

      I had just been glad for the opportunity to finally sleep, something only possible as Lucius had given me his word that he wouldn’t try again. And well, as sneaky as the bastard could be, he wasn’t the type to break a vow…

      No, just hearts, I thought with a grimace.

      But the phone call last night had lasted longer than I told myself I would allow. Something that just couldn’t be helped as the temptation of his voice was just too much to fight against. Gods, how I hated myself for missing him the way I did. Which unfortunately became the worst part about my decision to take a cruise, it was the time it gave me to think.

      When I had been on the road all my mind had focused on was the next part of the plan. The next safe place to stop, picking the small towns that would be less likely to have security cameras or other ways that might be enough to track me.

      The hardest one had been in Jacksonville when I had no choice but to buy supplies, as I knew it would look a little odd getting on a cruise for a holiday with nothing but the dirty clothes on my back and half empty hand luggage.

      So, after the first thing I bought being a baseball cap and new jacket, I kept my head down and bought what I needed, which had basically been everything. Then I dumped the flight attendant’s clothes and bag, now having new luggage of my own. The cocktail dress I had bought onboard after realising that if I wanted to leave my room at night and do so without sticking out like a sore thumb, then I needed to buy a dress.

      Because as great as camping out in my room feeling sorry for myself for twenty-one days sounded, I had lasted about two days before that shit got old. So, instead I had fallen into a rhythm of life on board, which started with a morning art class. This was something I sucked at despite the sweet encouragement I would get from the retired ladies I had in my group.

      Then after some failed art, I would go for a swim and dry on the sunbeds with a book from the library. After this the rest of my day pretty much centered around food, getting ready for the evening and planning what live show there was to watch or what new movies were scheduled. To be honest, as holidays went, then yeah, I could totally see the appeal. But for someone trying to get over heartbreak, then spending all this time by myself wasn’t ideal. Every fucking thing reminded me of him. The evenings were the worst, for every time I saw a blonde male in a suit from behind, I thought of Lucius.

      I had even been hit on whilst at the bar, and the conversations always started the same way. What did I do for a living and what was I doing on the cruise alone? And let’s just say that telling them I was on the run from my Vampire ex-boyfriend who I caught kissing my mum, wasn’t exactly the most convincing of stories. Hence, why I had come up with my cover story long before getting on board. Telling people that I wrote articles for a travel magazine and next month’s issue was a feature all about life on board. I even had a catchy title for it, just to add weight to my backstory, it was going to be called,

      
        
        ‘Lonely or Lively Life at Sea.’

      

      

      Of course, I think some of the ladies at my craft table got the wrong impression to this as I ended up with a different grandson’s phone number or email address every day, and I was gaining quite a collection. Enough at least to have my own black book half filled, should I feel the need to become a sexed-up floozy during this next stage of my life.

      But through all the smiles and jokes told, I always ended the day stood in front of the mirror, removing my make-up and asking myself what the fuck it was that I was doing? I wanted to call home every damn day! I wanted to talk to my mum and hope that if I absorbed the lies enough, then I had the power to turn them into truth.

      I wanted to speak to my dad and ask him how he was after what I had forced him to discover, feeling guilty of the fact every day since it happened. I also wanted to call Wendy, or even Ben, who admittedly I hadn’t spoken to since the day I left London…since I discovered he had been planted in the building and ordered to become my friend.

      I wanted to connect with those I loved and cared about, but I knew that with everyone, there was a chance of a slip up. A chance that something could be discovered from the conversations we would have. I already knew that they had most likely got to Wendy, as I suspected they would. No doubt Dante would have been in charge of that one. Gods, I even felt guilty for that, wondering what I might have put her through.

      But no matter how tempted I was and how alone I felt, I just couldn’t chance it. So, I would just have to wait. Because really, just how long was Lucius willing to hunt me down for my parents’ sake? Because he felt responsible?

      I mean, it was clear that Lucius obviously cared for me on some level as I would be an idiot to believe anything else. But I also knew that he wasn’t above trying to lure me back by any means necessary. And it had become obvious that lying was already a skill of his that I had been a victim of far too many times before.

      But what hurt the most was that I missed it. I missed the lie so fucking much that behind this closed door and in this small cabin, I couldn’t hide it. Not even from myself. Because the tears in my eyes that stared back at me every night wouldn’t go away. They just wouldn’t leave me. The pain wouldn’t go away.

      Not even for a second.

      No, all that would happen was that numbness you relied on to make it through the day and function. The cloak you wrapped around yourself whilst you smiled at others and made polite conversation. The cloak that made your heartbreak invisible to everyone around you. But it was a cloak that you had no choice but to remove at the end of the day, hanging it up by the door at the ready to use the moment you had to leave and face the world again.

      Then there had been the couple dancing and something in me crumbled. I had watched that couple dance and the sight of their love for each other had set my cloak of fake smiles alight. Burning it to ashes at my feet as if I had just stabbed a rogue. I had tears streaming down my eyes and found myself stumbling back to my room after the wrong man had asked me to dance. After the wrong man’s hand was offered and I looked up to see it attached to the wrong man. That’s when my illusion to the world on board had shattered and six strong cocktails and the offer of a dance had been all it had taken for me to break.

      To call him.

      Oh sure, I had convinced myself it had all been solely for the promise of sleep, but it was a lie. I just needed to hear his voice. That beautiful voice that I just wanted to hear whispering sweet words of seduction in my ear as I slept in his arms. I wanted his teasing, his comfort, and his strength. I wanted his dark promises of pleasure and the stern command of his dominant sexual tendencies. But I also wanted his laughter to be the answer to my jokes and the sound of his amused responses to the silly things I said. Gods, but even his growls of anger and frustration were on the list of sounds I missed.

      But most of all I missed the way he loved me…even if it was for a short time and wasn’t real, I still missed it.

      I missed it all.

      And by the end of it all, twenty-six days since first running, I ended my journey on the last night at the very back of the ship, looking out to sea with a glass in hand. With what I hoped was the last of my tears streaming down my face, knowing that I had done it…

      I had really run from the only man that I’d ever loved. All because he could never fully love me back. Maybe the Fates had got it all wrong or maybe it was just me that had? Maybe there was no such thing for me as a Chosen One or maybe it was just all bullshit and the fucking Fates didn’t mean anything.

      Which was why I had lifted my glass, toasted the moon, and said,

      “Fuck the Fates and fuck love…I’m done.”

      Then I downed the rest of my champagne, calmly placed my glass on the deck and walked away with what felt like the whole world at my back.

      That was the first night I went to bed and didn’t cry into the mirror before it. My tears had finally stopped. Because now, the moment I walked off this ship I had a plan.

      And like all the ones before it, this time I knew nothing was going to get in my way.

      
        
        The real journey had just begun.
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            Map of Thieves

          

          

      

    

    






Lucius

        

      

    

    
      “Amelia!” I bolted upright with her name being once more cursed from my lips as I called out for her in my sleep. Then I reacted as I did every time I woke after yet another fucking dream of her, I bent my knees, hung my head, and dragged both hands through my hair in frustration as I hissed a curse in at least ten different languages. Then I looked up at the room that no longer felt like my own, but more like a fucking shrine to the girl. All her stuff remained around me, untouched and waiting for what felt like the ghost of her to come back and walk into the stack of empty shoe boxes in my closet.

      I was back at Blood Rock, for there had been no reason for me to stay at Afterlife any longer. Not when I finally discovered what cruise liner she had boarded, and that the ship’s destination had been Europe. Genoa to be exact and unfortunately it came to light why she had chosen such travel.

      Because even after I had discovered that Pip had been right, it had taken far too long to find the fucking ship she had taken. This was thanks to PortMiami holding the title, ‘cruise capital of the world’ for a reason, seeing as it was classed as the busiest cruise/passenger port in the world. And with over 5.5 million cruise passengers passing through the port a year, even in the space of a week, well it was a fuck load of people and cruise companies to check through. And by the time she was finally found, it had been too late… by one fucking day!

      One fucking day and I had lost her again, knowing nothing more than she had arrived in the MSC Cruise Terminal at Genoa after stepping off the ship named the MSC Seaside.

      So naturally, I had flown to Italy and the search began all over again and just like all the other times, it had gone cold almost as quickly as it had begun. Which meant that after a week of nothing, I returned to Germany, hoping that her passport would be flagged should she try and leave the Schengen area. Airports and all ports had also been flagged, so it was believed that she had either disappeared in Italy somewhere or she had bought herself a car and was determined to settle somewhere in Europe.

      My first thought had been that she was trying to get back to the UK. But after discovering that her options when purchasing her cruise ticket included one to travel to the UK, it told me that she had picked Italy for a reason…I just didn’t know what.

      Because if there was something that I knew about Amelia, it was that she had a plan for everything she did. Every step of this had been well thought out. Which meant that Amelia had a destination in mind and therefore I knew that the key to finding her was first discovering the why.

      But it had been seven weeks since she first left, and I was still trying to find out that damn ‘why’! Which also accounted for why I was permanently pissed off and if I had a reputation for being an asshole before, then now, I had turned into a fucking tyrant! Which, given the circumstances, was of little surprise. Especially considering I had started every day for the past seven years with a report on my desk explaining the most minute aspects of her life and now… well, now I didn’t even have that.

      I had fucking nothing!

      Which meant that the moment I had finished getting ready for whatever fucking day this was going to turn out to be, I stopped dead the moment I found Dom stood waiting for me in my living space. I didn’t bother with the steps but instead released my wings and was down there facing him, sparing myself the extra seconds it would have taken my legs to do so. But then he raised a hand and said,

      “I am not here to give false hope, Luc.” I released a grumbled sigh and snarled,

      “Then what the fuck do you want, Dom?”

      “I take it there is still no news?” he asked, and I was tempted for my demon to be the one to answer this time. Instead I raised my arms to the sides, looked down at myself and snapped sarcastically,

      “Take a fucking look, Dom, and tell me, do I look like I have any fucking news, or do I look like a violent King on the edge of insanity?!” This response made him release a sigh and admit,

      “Point made.”

      Then he turned slowly, taking in the living space, and seeing for himself that his daughter was all around us. This was by the way of all of her possessions that were exactly where she’d left them and were naturally forbidden to be touched. In fact, other than Dom, then no fucker dared come down here. It was an insanely possessive reaction to have but I didn’t care. I didn’t want to share my piece of her with anyone else.

      Which was only one of the reasons that I didn’t like that her father was here now and walking around the space as if he were taking a mental note of everything.

      “Fuck me, but you really do love her, don’t you?”

      “What gave it away, the fact that I am going out of my mind with fucking worry or her Star Wars collection on my shelf?” I asked with a sarcastic growl of words, a tone he ignored as he walked over to the glass case with her Lego model of our home inside it. My whole body tensed, and my fingers curled into fists. I had to force myself not to tell him to get the fuck away from it.

      “A love I can see most definitely goes both ways.” he said nodding down to my prized possession.

      Her second gift.

      Her first had been that of her heart when she first told me that she loved me.

      “Yes, well last time I checked, Dom, that love you speak of stole a car and fucking left me, so I wouldn’t go making wedding plans just yet,” I reminded him with a barely held back snarl of words.

      “She spoke to Keira,” he told me, now gaining my interest back, but the fucker held up a hand and said,

      “I stand by my earlier comment and am not here to grant false hope as she gave nothing away.” I growled in frustration slashing a hand through the air and cursing,

      “Fuck, will this woman ever give me a fucking break!” Dom chuckled and said,

      “Not fucking likely but gain comfort in the knowledge at least that she is safe and well.” I scoffed a grunt of acknowledgment despite feeling that same comfort. My girl was safe. That was something at least.

      “What did she say?”

      “Keira tried to explain once more but was mostly shot down by her saying quickly that she didn’t want to hear it but was just ringing to inform us that she was fine and living life. That she was happy and that she didn’t want us to worry any more than we have been,” he said with the hint of purple coming through his gaze telling me this had been difficult for him to hear, prompting me to ask,

      “And?”

      “And I grabbed the fucking phone and demanded that she stop being damn foolish and come home!” I laughed once and commented wryly,

      “I bet that went down well.”

      “Well, she hung up the phone shortly after that, which didn’t exactly make me very popular.”

      “Ah, so that’s what you’re doing here, hiding out from your wife, eh Dom?” I commented with a smirk and the first one I had felt there in weeks.

      “Fuck off, you cocky bastard,” he growled making me laugh this time. Then I couldn’t help but be the pathetic asshole I didn’t give a shit about appearing when I asked,

      “At least put me out of my fucking misery and tell me, did she at least mention my fucking name?” At this he granted me a look that said it all, even if his words followed suit,

      “No, Luc, she didn’t mention you.” I felt his words fuel my pain and anger, wishing in that moment I had the freedom to just start smashing up the room. But then, one look at my girl’s personality that coated every surface and well, I quickly swallowed down that urge.

      “But I think that the fact she even called at all is a good sign, that she is settled and feeling more comfortable to reach out. After all, we have a better chance of finding her once she’d stopped running.” He said everything that I had already heard before and it brought little comfort after seven fucking weeks!

      Which is why I snapped,

      “Good, now we can move on to the part where you tell me what the fuck it is you are really doing here? As I know you didn’t just drop by, not when you could have called to tell me this seemingly shit and utterly useless piece of information,” I said letting my anger be known and having fucking zero patience for having my hopes heightened with the sight of him, before they were annihilated by the knowledge, she hadn’t even mentioned my fucking name!

      Dom released a sigh and looked like the reply he wanted to give he refrained in doing so, obviously knowing that I was a King on the edge and thought to give me a reprieve.

      “I wanted your permission to have the map copied once more.” I frowned back at him and commented,

      “I am surprised that you would even need to as I believe I made enough copies for all of the Kings, something that was agreed between us would be the only copies made…although, that seems pointless now seeing as the Witch made off with the fucking original,” I added but still, I wondered at his request.

      “I gave my personal copy to Vincent before he left to conduct his own investigation, as there wasn’t a spare for him the day we had the meeting of the Kings, as I was under the impression one was made for Amelia, which she left, did she not?” I frowned as I started to work through that meeting. Had Vincent not taken one that day?

      “Yes, I had one made for her, which she left and is now in my possession,” I told him but still a nagging feeling started to rise.

      “And you’re sure that Vincent didn’t take one?” I asked again.

      “He simply believed that due to his absence at the beginning of the meeting that his copy was held back, but I take it from the looks of things that this wasn’t the case.” I didn’t answer him, but instead I started to work through my memories and then yes, I saw it. I saw the way he had taken the map from Theo at one point to look at it, before he then gave it back to him.

      But Amelia had taken one. I remember seeing her eagerly grabbing one and being forced to hide my smirk at the sight. And this was the one I had assumed she had left in her room. I’d thought by doing this she was making a point to show that she no longer cared to pursue the answers. I had picked it up and kept it with me. Which now had me questioning, what if she had fooled me yet again?

      “Luc, what are you thinking?” I looked back up at Dom to find his arms folded, a questioning look on his face, as he tried to follow my racing thoughts.

      “I am thinking that our little lost princess might not be quite as lost as she has allowed us all to think,” I told him before holding out my hand and requesting,

      “Give me your phone.” My demand made him pull it from his suit jacket, unlock the security feature with his thumbprint and hand it to me. I scoffed at the picture of Keira and himself on the front making me roll my eyes without comment, making him mutter,

      “Just you wait, asshole.”

      I ignored him, mainly because he was right. Amelia and I didn’t have a single photograph together and the ones I had of her were all from afar and taken without her knowledge. Making me envious that he had that and what I wouldn’t have given to have been granted a picture of her smile to obsess over.

      “Adam, no it’s me Luc, listen I need to know, exactly how many copies of the map did you find on my desk before we left for Afterlife?” I asked knowing that if anyone would remember it would be Adam, he was meticulous about the details.

      “Six, why?” I looked up at Dom as I answered Adam’s question,

      “Because I had seven copies made.” Dom raised a brow understanding where my thoughts were headed.

      “So, you’re sure?” I had to ask.

      “I think you get that I don’t make mistakes, Luc,” Adam responded making me reply with a grin,

      “Oh, I know you don’t.”

      “You think someone stole one when they were still in your office?” he asked slamming me back to a memory. It had been shortly after our argument, Amelia and me. It was also one she had sheepishly come to my office to apologize for, after once again taking my meaning and twisting it into something dark and untrue. A common trait with my girl, so it would seem.

      But then after that, Amelia had made a note of seeing them on the desk. She asked me about them, making some funny comment about planning a lame treasure hunt or something to that effect. Then, after spending time going over the map together, there had been a phone call from Dom demanding once more to speak with his daughter.

      Shortly after which, we had left my office only when doing so, we had barely rounded a corner when she told me she’d forgotten her sweater, running back for it.

      The seven copies of the map had still been on my desk waiting for Adam to retrieve.

      “Oh, we had a thief alright, and I think I have a pretty good idea who,” I told Adam who laughed once and said,

      “And let me guess, a troublesome little princess now going by the name Lia Earhart.” I didn’t answer him, as I didn’t need to. No, instead he added,

      “Keep us posted.” Then I ended the call.

      “I must say, Dom, but that daughter of yours is becoming quite the thief these days.”

      “You think she stole a copy of the map from you?” My look echoed the words that followed,

      “No, I know she did, which means that she left a copy in her room on purpose to throw us off the fact that she was still pursuing it,” I said leaving now to go to my office to retrieve that same copy. Dom followed and quickly made the point,

      “But even if she did, we all agreed the maps are useless, so how would she know where to go?” I stopped in my tracks, giving thought to his comment before I then turned back to face him.

      “What if she found a way?” I asked.

      “Luc, I am fully aware of my daughter’s intelligence, and speak very highly of it in fact, despite where it has gotten her right now…that being said, we have had all our people working on cracking that fucking map, all of the Kings have also had their own people on it and nothing!” I dragged a hand at the back of my neck thinking about all he’d said and knowing it to be true.

      But then, this was Amelia we were talking about, which meant I knew anything was possible.

      “I think you’re forgetting that she was the one who cracked the box and discovered how to open it.”

      “Yes, but are you really telling me that my daughter has somehow now deciphered what seems to be the biggest fucking puzzle on Earth right now and maybe as we speak is at its destination?” I gave a him a knowing grin just thinking about my girl and said firmly,

      “Yes, Dom, that is what I am fucking telling you.”

      “But that is…” I quickly ended up cutting him off,

      “Fuck! Gods be damned!” I suddenly shouted stopping once more and raking a hand through my hair near yanking it from my scalp for being so clueless!

      “What! What is it?”

      “I have been so fucking blind, that’s what!” I snapped.

      “Luc, I have little patience for this.”

      “That day in the library, she had the box with her…” I reminded him.

      “Yes, we know, the witch lured her to my vault, we discovered that, what is your point?”

      “Yes, we did, but after she discovered what she thought had happened between Keira and me she gave me the box back, made a point of it actually by forcing it into my chest,” I told him but he still didn’t see the connection I was trying to make to the big bastard.

      “And?”

      “And ask yourself, why would she do that? Why, if she already knew that she would take her secret copy of the map and go on the run to try and discover its secrets…especially knowing that she may need the box to do so. Why not take it with her?” I pointed out making him now see where my train of thoughts were headed.

      “Because she didn’t need it,” he said in a tone that spoke more to himself.

      “Exactly, because she didn’t need it,” I repeated.

      “What if something happened in that vault that showed her the way to discovering the map’s secrets. What if it had something to do with the box and she discovered how to use it to discover the destination before giving it back to me, counting on the fact that its secret wouldn’t be discovered by our people,” I continued, not only laying all the pieces of it out for him, but for my mind also.

      “So, what you’re saying is…”

      “That if we decipher the map, then we find out where our girl is hiding,” I finished making him agree.

      Then he placed a hand on my shoulder and said,

      “Then I’d better leave you to your work and your own journey of discovery.”

      “And I will keep you informed of any progress made,” I told him making him nod in thanks and then as he started to walk away, he turned back to me and said,

      “Go bring our girl home, Luc.”

      Oh, but I would do much more than that, for I had a princess to reclaim, meaning only one thing…

      
        
        The hunt was back on.
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            Hiding in Blood

          

        

      

    

    
      After hours spent looking at the box and pouring over every fucking report I had received on it, I wanted to throw the fucking thing out of the nearest window and let its new home become a frozen lake. I was starting to believe that one of two things must have happened. One was that Amelia had officially hit genius status or the God of dumb fucking luck had struck a deal with the Fates and decided to give her a healthy dose of it!

      Honestly, I wouldn’t have been surprised at either, but knowing how smart she was for this ancient crap, then I would put my money on it being mostly her doing and a bit of the other. Now, if the Fates would just be so fucking kind and grant me the same courtesy, then I could swiftly move on to the part where my ass was on a plane and heading to wherever the Hell it was in the world she had been hiding.

      I pulled the map from beneath the papers it had got buried under and placed it angrily on top, putting the box next to it, expecting it to do something…fucking anything! Hell, I would take the fucking Devil’s hand reaching out of it and slapping me three ways from Limbo, just as long as what followed was the fucking answer!

      “AAHH FUCKING THING!” I suddenly roared after grabbing it and throwing it at the wall. An action that ended with a small explosion of glass from the frame I had hanging there, with the picture I had taken of the lake now floating to the floor.

      I raked a frustrated hand through my hair and held it at the base of my neck before releasing the strands on another growl. Then I got up with a sigh and went to retrieve it, first having to brush off the shards of glass and not giving a shit that doing so ended with a bloodied hand. Well, at least it was from something other than putting a fist through a wall, which was novel for a change, I thought sarcastically. To be honest, it was of little wonder why no one wanted to be near me these days.

      But with my council spread out around the world dealing with the crisis the rogues had presented, then for once I found my castle near empty. At first I had been tempted by Adam’s offer in accompanying me in my decision to return here. But then, with Adam came Pip, and I knew that in this current state of misery I was in, then I wasn’t sure Pip’s personality would survive it.

      Even having the new work being done on the club hadn’t been enough to keep me occupied. Surprisingly, of all people I had given Sophia, Dom’s sister, free rein to arrange this shit for me. This was after Dom’s recommendation as she too was worried for her niece’s safety and clearly needed something to take her mind off that worry. I had accepted the offer with only one rule put into place…

      Not a single shade of purple.

      This, Dom had found most amusing. On the other hand, I had walked out of the room, stopping long enough to warn Sophia,

      “I am not fucking joking.” Then I had handed her a limitless credit card and left.

      Well, it had to be said that she was good, for the club was nearly finished despite the fortune spent on overtime alone. But from what I had seen from some pictures, it was looking good. However, not good enough to tempt me into travelling back there to see it firsthand. At this rate I wouldn’t even be at the fucking reopening of it, as I refused to do so without Amelia by my side.

      Speaking of which, I placed the box back down on my desk and sat staring at it as if this would help, before looking down at the blood pooling in the hand I had kept away from it. I snarled down at the sight, feeling as if my fucking blood was the cause of all of this. My blood and the tainted hand of a fucking Titan tyrant!

      I fisted my hand, letting the thick crimson rivulets rain down through my fingers, before I hammered it down on the desk next to the box in my anger. It split the wood from the force, making the box tip into the bloody print of the side of my fist. The second it did, it vibrated before unlocking as it had done many times before. I decided I needed to do something. Maybe there would be some sort of specialist out there that I didn’t yet know about.

      As much as I hated to admit it, one thing was for sure and that was I was out of my depth here. Which also meant that I was simply wasting time by sitting here staring at the fucking thing!

      So, I decided to fold up the only copy of the map with my gloved hand being careful not to get blood on it. I intended to put it back in the box for safe keeping.

      At the very least I knew that I didn’t need the original which I had intended to keep. This was before the Witch had got her hands on it, of course. Because somewhere between Dom’s vault and the portal door back into Afterlife, Amelia had opened the box. Fucking typical, seeing as that had been the only place a seeker couldn’t fucking seek!

      Had Takeshi accomplished this, he would have been able to see how Amelia had unlocked the map’s secrets. That way she wouldn’t have stood a chance at being gone so long, as I would have discovered her destination from the start.

      But yet again, it just felt like another barrier set against me by the fucking Fates themselves! I grabbed my phone off the desk and rang Adam, thankful that he answered on the second ring, well at least I thought he did,

      “I’m sorry but Mr Ambrogetti can’t come to the phone right now, this is due to an unfortunate accident that we are calling The Great Inflatable Butt Plug incident of two thousand and…Ooops, no sugar belly, I most definitely did not, slash did…answer your phone again…eeek!” I groaned aloud and started to rub my forehead, knowing now how I’d made the right decision in not taking Adam up on his offer. Thankfully, Adam’s voice came on the other end after the sound of slapping naked skin was heard. This and demonic growls and giggles after it.

      “Now sit still before I tie you over my knee again…Hello?” Adam muttered what everyone would have known was a pointless threat seeing as this was most likely her aim in the first place.

      “Adam, its me.”

      “My Lo…”

      “Drop the shit, Adam, no one is fucking here!” I snapped making him release a sigh before muttering down at Pip,

      “Time to get up, little one.”

      “Aww, but you promised you would be the teacher this time and I stole your phone and everything!” I heard her say and knew she was pouting, even from here.

      “We will play later, Peaches, now go do your homework ready for me.” At this she shouted,

      “Yey! Hell yeah, I will, just you wait and see, those equations are gonna look the shit, we are talking hearts, kisses and little cupid cocks in the margins and everything!”

      “Good girl,” he responded on a chuckle, making me regret the call and wished I had just sent him a fucking text!

      “Alright Luc, go for it.”

      “Are you sure, ‘cause you could just go ahead and rub salt in the wound and fuck whilst I wait?” I snarled making him laugh instead of taking me seriously.

      “Don’t give her ideas, Luc, it’s the last thing she needs…now I take it you needed something…other than some alone time and a porno of course.” he added because the bastard knew he could.

      “Asshole,” was my muttered response and again he laughed.

      “I need to know if there is anyone else out there who can look at this map, anyone we haven’t thought of.”

      “Luc, come on, we have been through this, we have had every geographical expert looking at it and half the idiots believed it was the lost city of Atlantis!” Adam certainly had a point and he would know being the poor bastard that had been charged with meeting with them.

      “I take it this has something to do with Amelia taking an extra copy of the map?” he asked getting to the point.

      “Stealing an extra copy of the map, yes,” I corrected before adding the real reason for my call,

      “She found a way to decipher it, Adam.”

      “Whoa, okay so that’s new…how do you know that?” he asked after first expressing his surprise.

      “Because she purposely left a copy in her room and gave me back the box, now why would she do that?”

      “Because she didn’t need it anymore…alright, point taken, and you officially have my attention,” he replied making me raise a brow,

      “And I didn’t before?”

      “Luc, I have my wife here dressed in a naughty schoolgirl outfit, bent over my desk and leaving very little to the imagination other than the fucking pencil she has been sucking on this whole time…yes, only now do you have my attention.” I scoffed before being the one to mutter this time,

      “Point taken.”

      The amusing part about this comment was that most people who knew Adam, had never heard him speak this way. But seeing as we had that kind of friendship, then unless anyone was around, this was the natural way of things. And in truth, it was that kind of honesty I needed right now.

      “Okay, so what do you need?”

      “I want you to put together a team, anyone from experts in the geographical field, to Philologists, to the study of fucking ancient map reading…Hell, get me a fucking Scribe for all I care!” Adam laughed and made another point as was his way,

      “Unless you’re referring to the Jewish recordkeeper variety, then I think we are all out of luck at finding an ancient Egyptian who documents the life of a pharaoh.”

      “Adam.” I growled his name as a warning of my dark mood.

      “Alright Luc, I will see what I can do…where do you want to meet?”

      “I will come to you, as I think you have more chance of finding the people we need in the States…fuck, but it’s not like it’s lacking in the amount of Universities.”

      “That’s true…and the map?” he asked.

      “I am putting it in the box as we speak and will bring both…wait…what the…?” My voice trailed off the second I opened the box further thanks to the blood I had already spilled for it. But the moment a drop of my blood dripped inside the box, it started to do more than just vibrate this time. No, now it started to open at the seams before it suddenly stopped.

      “Luc? What is it?” I didn’t tell him, wanting to find out for myself first.

      “Go, enjoy your wife, I will call you back later,” I said hanging up to the sound of him cursing me, no doubt for leaving him in the dark. Adam loved a good puzzle as much as the next geek. Hell, but from what I had been told, he and Amelia would often be found hunched over a crossword or some new challenge bought for them in the way of some plastic, multicolored puzzle cube.

      But as for me, well this was challenge enough and it just looked to be one I had just cracked...finally. So, after throwing my phone down on the table, I shifted the box closer to me. Then I lifted my right hand to my mouth, one that had already started to heal. After this I let my fangs extend and bit hard into my own flesh, deep enough to make it bleed thoroughly. Then I removed the map and allowed my blood to pour down into the box.

      In seconds it started to unfold before my eyes making me curse,

      “Fuck me…it worked.”

      That was when it all started to make sense, as seeing her hand bleeding had obviously been when she had discovered the box’s secret just as I had. Because once the box was flat, it was easy to see the channels of blood that had started to fill. Channels that were there for a reason.

      But for me that reason became something else entirety as I placed the map over the now flat piece of wood, watching as its destination started to seep through the paper.

      One that included a name.

      One I knew all too well.

      “Gods, can it be?” I muttered in astonishment as I looked up at the painting above my fireplace. And for the first time in a long time, a real grin emerged as that reason became one that mirrored both my past and my future.

      After this there was only one thing left to say,

      “I’ve got you now, my little Šemšā…”

      
        
        “I’ve got you now.”
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Amelia

        

      

    

    
      The second the song came over the radio, I cursed that my hands were full and was therefore unable to turn off the beautiful notes of Lady Antebellum’s, ‘I run to you’ quickly enough. It had been nearly two months of banned love songs and as the lyrics seemed to tell my life’s story it was of little wonder why…

      
        
        ‘I run from hate, I run from prejudice, I run from pessimists, but I run too late…I run my life, or is it running me?’

      

      

      And wasn’t that just the question right now I thought as I struggled to the table with yet another armful of research papers my friend Yosef had given me. Damn my Spotify account recommending songs!

      I quickly got to the table only dropping a few scrolls and one book, doing so just as the lyrics continued with…

      
        
        ‘Run from my past, I run too fast, or too slow it seems… when lies become the truth…’

      

      

      “Yeah you can say that again!” I said picking up my fallen articles with annoyance and slapping them back on the counter just before grabbing my tablet and turning it off just as the beat kicked up with,

      
        
        ‘That's when I run to you… this world keeps spinning faster, into a new disaster so I run to you…I run to you baby’

      

      

      “Nope, not now and not ever,” I commented as I killed the music and the second I did, that was when I felt it. Like a presence so powerful it sucked all the energy from the room and left me near gasping for breath. And that difficulty in breathing wasn’t just from the moment you realised that you were no longer alone, but it was more when you realised who it was that stole that solitude from you. Because when you were on the run there was only one being out there you hoped not to find in the room with you…

      The hunter.

      And I knew my time was up when the first words spoken in that smooth hypnotic voice of his told me,

      “Now that is a shame.”

      I sucked in a deep breath, placed my hands on the table just to steady myself as his name slipped from my lips,

      “Lucius.”

      Then I felt him stepping up behind me and I tensed as I heard those forbidden words whispered in my ear at the same moment he took possession of my body. He did this by gripping my arms and pulling me back against the strength of him,

      “Found at last, my Khuba.”

      I gasped and started to struggle in his hold, making him grip me tighter before banding an arm across my torso, telling me softly,

      “Ssshh, be still now…I won’t hurt you.” I tensed, closed my eyes as the tears started to rise as I told him fiercely,

      “And I told you once before…you already have…now let go of me!” At this I felt his arm turn to steel and the rumbling vibrations at my back matched that of his low growl of frustration. But he had no clue as to what he was doing to me right now. How much pain he caused me by being back in his arms once more.

      Gods, but how I just wanted to relax back against him. How I wanted to let him hold me and say to hell with my strength. One that seemed to be sucked right out of me, especially when he suddenly turned me to face him and snarled angrily,

      “And I told you, that I never would!” Then, before I could stop myself, I slapped him across the face as hard as I could, until the pain lashed across my own skin. Then, before he could react in any way, I lost every good sense I had and grabbed him by the shirt, yanking him into me. After this I reached up and crushed my lips to his the second I pulled him down to meet me! Doing so with so much passion, it felt as though it had the power to burn us both to Hell for our sins!

      His own reaction only managed to fuel my own into holding onto him tighter. This was because he had one hand fisted in my hair at the back of my neck and the other fisted in the material of my shirt at the base of my spine. There he held me to him as if he feared that I would suddenly disappear through his fingers. As if he was doing everything in his power to prevent that.

      Somewhere in the back of my mind I had that nagging voice telling me that this was wrong. That I shouldn’t be doing this, that he was no longer mine and I didn’t belong to him. That I was angry and upset. But above all else, it was questioning why he was even here and why was he kissing me so desperately, it felt as if he needed me like he needed his next breath? None of it made sense, least of all the way my hands curled around his neck as if to anchor him to me, never wanting to let go.

      But then I started to think of everything I had been through these last two months. I thought of all the pain and suffering he had caused me. I thought about what seemed like the endless tears and cursing his name as I woke from my nightmares. And then after all of this my mind forced me to ask myself…what was I doing?

      So, I let my fingers uncurl from his hair, and just as they started to lower, he knew. He knew that he was losing me because he pulled his lips back enough to tell me on a dangerous promise,

      “No, I am not fucking letting you go!” Then he pushed me back until I was trapped between him and the table. So this time I had no chance of escaping him as he really kissed me. And foolishly, I opened up once more, doing so on a whimpered moan, as he plundered my mouth, tasting me, drinking me in and consuming me whole. He ravished me just with his kiss, and I swear it felt powerful enough to brand the memory to my damaged, fragile soul.

      And I wasn’t the only one who was affected in this way, as when he finally released my lips, doing so now, as we were both panting, he placed his forehead to mine and told me,

      “By the Gods, how I’ve missed you.” I swallowed hard, so hard that he could hear it, that along with the feel of my emotions getting too much to hold back as I shuddered in his arms. Which was why this time, instead of simply pulling away, something I knew Lucius would react to in a negative way, I tried a different tactic. Because I couldn’t let him kiss me like that again…I just wouldn’t survive it.

      “Please, Lucius…please.”

      “What is it, my Khuba?”  he whispered down at me, as his hand cupped my face before caressing a thumb across the apple of my cheek. His beautiful eyes scanned my face, my hair, even down to my neck as if needing to take in every inch of me. Gods, but just with that look alone he made me feel so treasured.

      “Please, give me time… this…this is all too much to take in,” I whispered, finally braving to look up at him, meeting his eyes as his gaze came back to mine. He released a heavy sigh before placing his forehead to mine once more, a rumbled sound of frustration coming from him before he lifted his head so he could kiss me there.

      “Alright Amelia, I will give you this time…”

      “Thank y…”

      “But it is time that will be spent by my side,” he said cutting me off and giving me little choice in the matter. I looked away from him, knowing that right now I didn’t have it in me to argue. No, I just couldn’t think much more past the realisation that he was here with me now. So, I nodded without looking at him, simply waiting for him to step away and finally give me that space I felt desperate for. It was as though I couldn’t breathe. As if I had forgotten the process or something.

      But then he grasped my chin and turned my face back to his, giving me little option than to do as he wanted. However, despite his dominant grip, his eyes softened in a way I used to love.

      “Don’t shut me out,” he whispered gently and this time I couldn’t help but close my eyes, needing to rid myself of the sight of what was happening. Then finally I could breathe again when I felt him stepping away, cursing under his breath in a language I didn’t know. That was when I finally opened my eyes and turned my back on him. Finding myself once more holding onto the table top and grasping at the papers there, as if the feel of the pages beneath my fingers would help take me back to what had once been my reality. The one I had built up without Lucius.

      Not here. Not back here in this dream world that I had been stumbling blindly through the whole time Lucius had pretended to want me. Back to the place he seemed to want to force me back to. Which made me hiss,

      “Why?”

      “You know why, you are just too blinded by what you think you saw to see the truth behind the veil of pain,” he told me making a breath get stuck in my throat on a gasp.

      “I won’t go back there…I won’t go back to Afterlife. You can’t make me,” I told him, turning back around to tell him the last part of this vow, which was when he surprised me.

      “I have no intention of trying to force you to,” he told me with a fold of his arms across that wide chest of his. Gods be damned, but why did he have to look even better than I remembered. In fact, my memories hadn’t done his image justice and even then, he had been the one to feature in every one of my fantasies. Also, I had never seen him dressed in anything other than a suit or jeans and a t shirt. But right now, he was dressed for summer and I hated to say it, but Gods, he looked hot and that had nothing to do with the temperature.

      He wore a worn denim shirt open and rolled at the sleeves with a white t-shirt underneath. He had dark grey cargo shorts that reached his knees and had multiple pockets, that looked to have a pair of aviator sunglasses hooked in one. I knew that most likely a phone and wallet would be in the others. A pair of black sandals that looked like the kind wore for hiking and a black glove that looked like strapping you would have on for a boxing match, completed the look. Who knew that Lucius had a glove for every season, I thought with a concealed snigger.

      But it made me wonder what he thought when seeing me now after all this time. My denim shorts, striped red and white vest top and white sneakers weren’t exactly anything to write home about.

      Besides, my mind was kind of stuck on the part when he said that he had no intention of forcing me to go back to Afterlife.

      What the Hell?

      I turned back to the table and started to pile up the books just for something to do other than look at him…it was too painful, knowing that perfection wasn’t mine anymore. I wasn’t free to touch it, to own it and drink it in wherever I wanted to. I swallowed down the hard lump of my reality and tried to get my hands to stop shaking.

      “If that is true, then I still fail to see what it is you’re doing here,” I said trying to keep my tone steady, which helped without looking at him. But when he started laughing, I shot him a dumbfounded look over my shoulder.

      “Seriously?” he asked, making me frown in answer.

      “You just slapped me, kissed me and then I kissed you back, only better… and you’re asking me what it is I am doing here?” he said making me slam a book down and snap,

      “Your kiss wasn’t better!” At this he folded his arms over his chest making the denim at his arms tighten around the biceps in that delicious way that made it really, really hard not to look at.

      “It was,” he stated condescendingly.

      “Gods, you’re so arrogant! No, it wasn’t!” I told him making him smirk in that cocky way before he leant his body forward at the waist slightly so he could tell me,

      “Yeah… it fucking was.”  I shook my head and rolled my eyes at him making his own widen before a full-on grin arose, making me hold up a finger and snap,

      “Oh no, don’t you even fucking think of it!” Of course this was referring to his spanking rule as punishment for what he deemed a ‘disrespectful gesture’.

      “Trust me, sweetheart, since you ran from me, then I can assure you that I have thought of little else but doing it and it has not one fucking thing to do with you rolling your eyes at me.” At this my mouth dropped open in surprise and he nodded to my face and said,

      “Actually, you can include that expression on the list as well.” At this I snapped my mouth shut and narrowed my eyes at him.

      “You’re unbelievable!” I snapped making him tell me in a firm and pissed off tone,

      “No, what is unbelievable is that you made it this far and this long alone…I have to say, you broke all records with that one, Princess.”

      “Oh, I was waiting for how long it would be before you went back to calling me Princess,” I threw back at him.

      “I believe I used the term Khuba and sweetheart first, or didn’t you notice and was too busy waiting for one that suits your pissed off mood?” Grrr I hated it when the asshole made a point!

      “Ahhh, Gods, you’re intolerable!” I snapped with a throw of my arms making him nod my way and tell me,

      “Yes, and for these last two months, then the feeling is mutual, although I would have chosen impossible, stubborn, reckless, obstinate, and tenacious…oh, and of course, infuckingsane! But hey, you go ahead and pick one,” he snapped making me reply in a mocking tone,

      “Oh right, just because I chose to leave you, eh…? Because that could never happen to the mighty Lucius without being insane…clearly.”

      “Ahh, so you picked one…good choice, as it was the one I was leaning heavily towards myself.” I growled at him and turned back to the table and then spun around, opened my mouth to say something that never came. Damn it, but it left me at just the sight of him raising a brow in question before I huffed and turned back to the table again now looking like an idiot.

      Then I took a deep breath, found my words, and turned to face him one last time.

      “And she’s back again,” he muttered the moment I knew what I wanted to say, ignoring his sarcasm, and telling him,

      “I was insane for…” suddenly I was stopped dead, losing my train of thought and the ability to speak when a hand covered my mouth and he was inches from me.

      “I am going to stop you there, Princess, before the humour of this moment runs dry and the memory of your kiss is replaced by the bitter bite of your tongue lashed my way,” he warned making me look up at him with wide eyes before I mumbled against his hand,

      “I thout you sid your kiss wass bett…er?” At this he grinned down at me and, keeping his hand in place, he leaned closer and whispered,

      “It was but yours was a good contender for first.”  I swallowed hard and his eyes flashed a shade of amber at the sight. Gods, but I had missed that sight, so much so that it made my chest ache. I would see it sometimes in my dreams. Those eyes watching me through the darkness, as if watching over me, guiding me to the safety away from my nightmares.

      “But then, it is unsurprising, seeing as you are out of practice,” he told me in a playful tone that made me growl behind his palm before I gripped onto his wrist and bit into the soft fleshy part near his thumb. However, this didn’t exactly have the desired effect, as he just grinned down at me, before taunting me,

      “Harder, sweetheart, for it tickles.” I growled and yanked it down with a hard tug forcing him to release me. Then I snapped,

      “Oh, but I don’t want another mental image of you ‘practicing’ thanks.” At this his playful humour was gone in an instant and darkness took over it before he got closer to my face and snarled,

      “Reel in your claws and tone down the bitch act princess, for it doesn’t fucking suit you!”

      “Oh my Gods, you utter asshole!” I shouted pushing on his chest, happy that he stepped back so I could escape his hold.

      “I can’t believe all this time I have been spending it miss…I mean thanking that I…uh…left.” I trailed off my sentence not knowing what to say to cover up the mistake I’d made, as I knew he heard it when he shot me a look of shock before his angry features softened. I turned my back to him and started to walk away when he grabbed my hand and tugged me back to him.

      “Spending it?” he asked, making me clear my throat first before answering,

      “I just told you.”

      “No, what you just told me was a lie to cover up the truth,” he argued, making me swallow down about half of the things I really wanted to say to that. And he knew it. As he raised a hand before it turned into a fist and fell. Then he closed his eyes for the seconds it took him to say in a strained tone,

      “Don’t say it, Amelia, don’t you dare say it.” I turned away from him and walked back to the table to grab my canvas book bag. Then I started stuffing the books I needed back inside it, as I told him,

      “Consider this as me dared not to say anything else but, bye Lucius.” Then I folded the flap over the opening and hooked the strap across my chest before grabbing the lightweight jacket I’d brought because it was chillier in the mornings.

      Then I started to walk away, not exactly getting far without him. This was because Lucius grabbed my hand in his and no matter how much I tried to get out of his grip, I couldn’t. Then he looked down at me and informed me,

      “Like I said, you can have your time, but it is going to be spent by my side…”

      
        
        “Now and forever.”
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      I walked out of the Bible Lands Museum where my friend Yosef worked and had been helping me with my research. Although, I certainly didn’t expect when I walked in there this morning that I would be leaving hours later with Lucius’ hand refusing to let go of mine. He had also taken my bag from me, making me suck in a breath at the contact when his arm brushed across my breasts. If he noticed, he didn’t comment but then again, his eyes did brighten a moment, burning amber.

      But now, with the way his hand gripped mine in what felt like an unyielding hold, it was as if he was worried that if he let go, then I would bolt, and he would only end up having to chase me. Which, in front of a load of tourists, wouldn’t have been a good idea, not unless we wanted the police involved. But then what was I thinking, as this idea only crossed my mind for a second, because it was foolish to think that by screaming for help right now might have given me another head start. Because Lucius was the master at manipulating mortal minds, so it would have been pointless. He could have just created a wall of people to surround me before calmly walking up to me and throwing me over his shoulder and no one would have batted an eyelid.

      Damn Vampire King!

      So, instead, I stormed from the glass fronted building and started walking towards where my car was parked across the road. A plan that ended the moment Lucius pulled on my hand, stopping me. I looked back up at him, now seeing him with his sunglasses on and I swear my heart raced. But then with the smirk he granted me, it was obvious that he knew my heartbeat had kicked up a beat. Bloody hell, but could he look any sexier! Gods, if the sight hadn’t been so hot to look at, then I would have hated him for it!

      “My car is over there,” he informed me, and I looked towards the chauffeur driven car parked where it shouldn’t be and said,

      “Good for you, it’s a good sign you’re aging well when you can remember things like that,” I said sarcastically making him chuckle, before he started to lead me over to it.

      “I can’t leave my car,” I told him, trying to pull back. Something that was useless clearly, as he looked towards the parking area and told me,

      “We can get it later.”

      “Or we could just arrange where to meet and I will take my car and you take yours and I will see you there?” I asked in a hopeful tone making him pull his glasses down enough so he could look at me over them, his unimpressed look speaking for itself.

      “I will take that as a no, then?” I commented awkwardly.

      “It’s nice to see that your powers of observation are still up to par, Love…as you can take that as a, Hell no,” he said before gripping my hand tighter and pulling me towards his car. So, with my bag over his shoulder and my hand wrapped tightly in his, I had little choice but to go where he wanted me to go. Especially seeing as most of my new life was in that bag he had hold of.

      I had been staying in a small apartment only ten minutes’ drive from here, picking it for that reason. Because coming here had always been in my plans as no one knew about Yosef. He was a friend that I sometimes reached out to if anything particularly interesting came into my sector at the museum, one that I knew he could help with. A job, I had to ask myself often if I would ever get to do again. Of course, the museum had given me time off, but I doubted they had been planning on it being three months!

      The thought was a depressing one, as that job had been my whole life. A life that, from the looks of things, just got even more complicated.

      But Yosef had merely thought I was on a sabbatical, due to a personal historical discovery I was funding with the help of investors. He worked in gallery three of the museum, one that was called symbolic communication, and housed seals used in trade and commerce, being one of the earliest examples of communication and featuring over 6,500 years of glyptic art. He also oversaw works in gallery four which was literate voices, the story of writing. A field of expertise which naturally leant itself as useful considering what I faced.

      The history was all based on the development of writing and a gallery of chronicles showcasing the development of written communication from its earliest forms: cuneiform, hieroglyphic and alphabetic writing. So basically, the box in a nutshell. Of course, having the symbols pretty much memorized by now helped in this, seeing as I had thrown the box back in Lucius’ face in my moment of trying to make a point.

      So, Yosef had pulled a few strings and they ended up welcoming me to carry out my research with the promise that the museum would benefit from any discoveries I made. I now wondered if that included the angry Vamp King who was currently opening the door to the parked car and nodding down at it expectantly. Well, he was old, so it’s not like he wouldn’t fit in, I thought sarcastically as I folded myself inside. He soon followed and it quickly became apparent that Lucius didn’t intend on giving me much space and he sat in a way that he was touching me. Which made this car feel as though it was getting smaller by the second.

      “So, the deal is we go somewhere, we sit, and we talk and that’s it…right?” I said which he ignored and told the driver,

      “Back to the hotel.” This made me mutter,

      “Or I could just get ignored and you make all the decisions,” I muttered mockingly, making him finally respond,

      “Now that sounds like a good plan.” I rolled my eyes at the window this time and ignored him.

      “Relax, there is a restaurant at the hotel where we can sit and talk, besides, I need to retrieve my phone from my room.” I looked down at the pockets on his shorts in a questioning way,

      “It needed charging,” he informed me, as if this mattered but it made me laugh,

      “What’s funny about that?”

      “Only that it is probably the most human thing I have ever heard you say.” He scoffed before removing his glasses and hooking the arm of them in the neck of his T-shirt, so they hung there.

      “So, this hotel of yours, this isn’t the part where you left out that it was in Germany or Portland, Maine…right?” I asked because I felt strangely as if I needed to speak. He granted me a grin before saying,

      “It’s the Notre Dame of Jerusalem Centre.” Of course, I knew of it naturally as it was a beautiful building, with a lot of history.

      “Waldorf Astoria all booked up?” I asked making him grant me a wry look before telling me,

      “I have investments in the hotel.” I scoffed a murmured,

      “Of course, you do.” But this wasn’t what struck me,

      “So, the Notre Dame huh…? Well, that’s close then,” I commented quietly, wondering if he was staying there because of how close it was.

      “Seven minutes from the museum and ten minutes from your apartment,” he told me, and I released a deep heavy sigh, making him chuckle.

      “I didn’t have a hope, did I?” I asked in a deflated tone making him pick up my hand, and raise it to his lips to kiss as he told me,

      “No, you didn’t, but if it helps, you gave it a good try, sweetheart.” I yanked my hand from his and mumbled,

      “Patronizing, condescending, arrogant…” he laughed before turning to me and saying,

      “You can’t say that I didn’t warn you.”

      “Yes, because that makes a whole month of buses, cruise ships and car journeys so much better and seem so worth it!” I snapped making him shrug his shoulders just as we pulled up to his hotel that looked more like the entrance to some English castle.

      “Yes, well it’s lucky for you, that out of the both of us, my tenaciousness was fueled on the grounds of making you safe, whereas yours was just reckless and foolish,” he said making my mouth drop open. Then without looking back at me or my astonished (had I just been slapped without realising it) face, he got out of the car, doing so the moment the door was opened outside the hotel. I then leaned forward to the driver and said,

      “If I give you 4000 shekels, would you just speed away, like right now?” He granted me a wide eyed, questioning look at what was the offer of over a thousand dollars to drive me somewhere. But the sound of the growl outside told me what his answer would be.

      “Don’t fucking try it.” Then Lucius’ hand came into view and he said my name in warning, making me release a frustrated sigh before getting out of the car, after first slapping his hand away and ignoring his courteous gesture.

      Oh, and let’s not forget the part where I tripped over my own feet and fell into him anyway. The second his hands went to my hips to steady me, my breath hitched and he, in response to the sound, squeezed me tighter. Damn him and his ability to turn me into a mindless twit!

      This meant that I had no option at salvaging this other than to take a deep breath and try and at least appear to be taking charge of my life. So, I tagged his sunglasses from the neck of his T shirt, flicked out the arm, put them on and tapped his cheek, before telling him,

      “Thanks, handsome, now did you say something about a bar?” Then I started to walk towards the entrance, leaving him behind and left muttering to himself,

      “Must be losing my damn touch.”  I grinned to myself and felt him catch me up just as I was looking up at the impressive entrance, his next correction was,

      “And it was a restaurant, not a bar.”

      “Same jazz,” I replied without looking, instead taking in the two turrets of pale stone blocks and the building in between, with glass doors set back through a stone archway. There were also two huge buildings that framed either side of the impressive entrance which I assumed were the accommodation wings.

      Lucius opened the door for me, and I walked inside to find a lobby showcasing the same pale stone as on the outside. This was combined with pale marble floors to match. Two comfy looking seating areas framed both sides of the open centre space, one that led to the reception.

      Lucius took my hand once more and walked us both through the lobby, going first to the receptionist and when her eyes widened, I could understand why. Damn sexy Vamp!

      “Mr Septimus, welcome back, they have just finished adding the new luggage to your suite.” He nodded and said,

      “Very good, any messages?” She checked on the system and said,

      “Just one, a call from a Mr Draven.” I tensed at the sound of my father’s name and Lucius’ hand tightened on mine before he looked down at me, turning his head to the side slightly, before whispering,

      “Easy, sweetheart.” I took a breath and ignored the way he watched me as I swallowed down the hard lump.

      “Can you make us reservations for dinner tonight at the Cheese and Wine, he asked, making me want to ask what he thought he was doing. Instead I told him firmly,

      “I can’t have dinner with you.” Then I lifted my sunglasses to the top of my head so I could show him how serious I was when making that statement.

      “Why not?” he asked, and the receptionist slipped up and also inquired,

      “Yes, why not?” I shot her a look, at which she rolled her lips inwards before mouthing a silent ‘sorry’. I gave her a nod before turning back to Lucius.

      “The deal was that I let you drag me here for a drink or lunch at the most, but not dinner.” The woman behind the desk looked at Lucius as if asking herself why this man would have needed to drag any woman anywhere. And maybe questioning why they weren’t all lined up around the block or something, this at the very whisper of a mention that he was looking for a date.

      “It is too late for lunch,” Lucius told me, and the receptionist opened her mouth about to correct him, when he gave her a pointed look, which in turn made her look to me and quickly say,

      “He’s right…so I will just ring them…any particular time?”

      “Never o clock,” I answered.

      “Eight o’clock,” Lucius replied, ignoring my made-up time which sounded a much better option. She nodded and walked to the phone off to the side, no doubt wanting to put distance between us. Something that became obvious, seeing as she wasn’t using the one that was right in front of her screen.

      “Lucius, this was not…” I was stopped short the moment I felt his fingers under my chin, bringing my face up at the same time he lowered his before whispering,

      “Trust me, sweet girl.”

      I swallowed hard again wanting to point out that I most definitely did not trust him or his pushy ways. But the way he had said it was enough to steal any response I may have had or would’ve been brave enough to voice. I swear, that even my poor neglected clit had just swooned. Because as much as I hated to admit it, my two-month dry spell hadn’t only been linked to sex. For even my fingers seemed to have lost their appeal. This I put down to Lucius and just the thought of him being too painful to think about. Especially in that way. And well, seeing as he had featured in all of my sexual fantasies before he even became my boyfriend, then I was stuck with nothing else to work with.

      Which meant that two months without even a single orgasm was enough to make a damn Disney princess cranky and ready to tell even the birds and talking mice to fuck off! But what I was currently discovering that made this even worse, was that I was now being forced to endure my very own walking, talking, smoking hot fantasy! And let’s just say that expecting my body not to turn into a traitorous bitch and betray me was like asking for it to snow tomorrow, and it was summer in Jerusalem!

      I swear, I wouldn’t last the day without rubbing myself up against him like some damn cat in heat! Gods, but why the Hell had he turned up!?

      It turned out that this internal musing ended up not just making me horny, but I also missed everything that was arranged. Only knowing this when Lucius started leading me to…well, I had no clue where. For all I knew he had arranged chloroform, chains, and a coffin to be in his room, ready to ship me back home…well, at the very least I expected it would have airholes otherwise that would have just been mean.

      I let him walk me to the elevators before I finally came out of my own inner monologue, enough to say,

      “I’m not going to dinner with you.”

      “Yes, you are,” he stated glancing up at the numbers to see if it was on its way.

      “You know, bullying a girl to go on a date with you is a little sad and giving off major desperate vibes…besides, why not ask the receptionist, she looked like she was checking you out…see what I did there?” I said nudging his arm and making him smirk down at me, ignoring my ‘check out’ joke and commenting in a cocky way,

      “Why, you jealous?”

      “Why, you delusional?” I threw back at him, making him chuckle.

      “Besides, I am hardly dressed for dinner but hey, that’s an idea, you just let me catch a cab home and then I will meet you back here later…yeah?”

      “Nice try, sweetheart. Besides, the dress part won’t be a problem,” he told me as the doors opened and he pulled me inside the elevator.

      “I hate to ask, ‘cause I know I am going to regret it, but why isn’t a dress going to be a problem, Lucius?” A bad boy grin was my only answer, making me then ask,

      “Where are you taking me now?”

      “To my room,” he said making me instantly try to step out of the elevator, at the same time saying,

      “Oh, hell no!” Only he tugged me back and slashed a hand in a way that made the doors close a lot quicker than they usually did, so I had no choice but be trapped in there with him. Then an arm banded across my front in a way that seemed as though it was becoming a habit of his. He held me to his chest and whispered down into my ear,

      “What’s wrong, sweetheart…scared?”

      “Terrified,” I admitted and then to save myself I added,

      “They take murder very seriously here.” It was after this that I felt myself shaking thanks to him throwing his head back and the sound of his laughter made my heart ache. Gods, but I loved it when I could make him laugh. It felt like I had just won a prize every damn time.

      After this, he only let me go from this very intimate hold when the doors opened to what I gathered was his floor. I soon found my hand was in his once again and I was being led to what I discovered wasn’t a room at all, it was naturally a suite.

      And as far as suites went, it was a very nice suite, beautiful even. But its beauty wasn’t what my eyes went to the moment I was pulled inside the room. No, it wasn’t the stunning view of the city from the private terrace, or even the expensive looking luggage that was yet to be unpacked, telling me Lucius had just arrived.

      No, it was none of those things. Instead, it was the items that shouldn’t have been there, making me turn to the culprit in question and ask him in what I considered a dangerous tone…

      
        
        “Why are all my bags here?”

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            22

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Under My Wear

          

        

      

    

    
      I continued to take in the sight of all of my things as my mind struggled with the reasons why. It was obvious that they had all been packed up from the apartment I had been renting. My mind also did a quick sweep of the surprisingly modest living room that was the same pale stone walls, with oak wooden floors and soft furnishings in sunset colours. Artwork, which included painted nights of Jerusalem, next to fields of olive groves in the sunrise, adorned the walls and pottery and other ornaments were dotted around the room on chunky, dark wooden furniture with arched latticed doors.

      But these accents of colour in the room were being overshadowed by the sight of my belongings.

      “Why is all my stuff here, Lucius?” I asked making him shrug his shoulders and look as if he was trying hard not to smirk.

      “I told you once before, looking smug is not an answer!” I snapped making that smirk now turn into a grin he was doing a shit job at trying to hide.

      “I thought I would save you the cash,” he said giving me his first bullshit lie.

      “That’s funny, ‘cause see, I paid up for the next six months, so do you want to try another bullshit reason or just give me the gist of your dominant ass making decisions that weren’t yours to make!” I told him, shouting at the end as I walked closer to him. And although he looked amused by the sight, he still started to back up as if I was a threat. Which I knew I wasn’t, because he was looking as if all he wanted to do was burst out laughing.

      “You had an infestation,” he said making me shake my head, fold my arms, and tell him,

      “Right well, unless I really pissed off the Gods since leaving my flat and unbeknown to me, they decided to release a plague of locusts I am unaware of, then there were no bugs in there this morning, Lucius.” His lips twitched again before telling me,

      “It was a rodent infestation.” I raised a brow, silently calling him on his bullshit once more.

      “I like mice,” I said picking up one of my handbags and throwing it straight at him. He caught it head on, as it would have hit its mark had he not been fast. He moved it to one side and said around it,

      “They were rats.” I leaned down and picked up one of my shoes from the box and said,

      “I like rats.” Then I threw the shoe at him, making him drop the bag and catch the shoe.

      “They were the size of cats,” he said on a grin and this time I picked up a vase from a side table and shouted this time,

      “I like mutant, cat sized rats!” Then I threw it at him, but instead of catching it as he had done the rest, he side-stepped, making it smash into the wall behind him. The second it burst into pieces my hands flew to my mouth as I shrieked, before dropping them to my sides and accusing,

      “Why did you do that!” He laughed once and said,

      “I think you will find you’re the one who threw it.”

      “Yeah, but you were supposed to catch it, or it was supposed to knock you out, not smash on the wall! Shit…do you think it was expensive?” I asked as I started to walk past him getting ready to pick up the pieces, when suddenly he tugged me around the waist making me squeal in surprise.

      Then, before I knew what was happening, I found myself pinned against the wall with one large vampire consuming my personal space and making it his own. Then he tore his sunglasses from the top of my head and threw them to one side. After this his hands were framing my face and he was tipping my head back and up to his, before he told me on a growl,

      “Fuck me, but how I missed you!” Then he was kissing me, and my gasp of surprise only ended up being a welcome for his tongue to slip inside and taste every last bit of me. A needy moan of mine was absorbed by the kiss and only ended up spurring him on to take more of me. But my hands had remained by my sides, as I didn’t know what to do with them, because I didn’t think it was a good idea to give him the impression that I wanted him to be doing this to me, even if by the Gods, YES, I did and I fucking hated myself for it!

      But it was if he knew because he pulled his head back and took my hands in his before raising my arms. When they were level with his shoulders, he placed them at the back of his neck. Then he put pressure on my fingers, prompting me to hold onto him after ducking his head lower. This was so he was free to pick me up by the waist, so we were at the same height. After which he started to walk me somewhere and before I could ask where we going, he started to speak.

      “Now this is what is going to happen, you will go inside this bathroom, where you will find everything you need, then you will shower and get ready. After which I will take you to dinner, where we will sit, eat and talk about all the things that need to be said…” I opened my mouth to speak, getting out a barely heard,

      “But…” before he shut me up by snapping his teeth at my lips making them close from fear of getting bitten. Then he went right back to speaking,

      “…and I promise you, Amelia, you will listen to all I have to say or I swear, I will bring you back to this room, tie you to my fucking bed and keep you as my prisoner until you do…now do you understand?” he said, finishing by placing me on the vanity in the bathroom and catching my eyes as if to make sure that I had. To which I was only capable of nodding in return. Then he let me go and flicked me playfully under the nose and said,

      “Good girl.” After this he walked out of the bathroom closing the door behind him, making me turn around to face the mirror at my back so I could see my reflection and ask it,

      “What the hell just happened?”

      Naturally, the traitorous bitch had no answers for me.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t know how long I took getting ready, or how long it was before I even started to. I just stared at the door before staring at myself in the mirror as if either one of these views would explain to me what was happening?

      This was in hopes that the last few hours would somehow begin to make sense to me. The biggest question of all being what the hell was he doing. Fuck that, what the hell was I doing?! A question I had asked myself at least six times during this whole ‘getting ready’ order Lucius had given me. Now the question was, did I want to go on a date with him, Gods no! But did I want to walk back out the door and tell him this…? That was the ‘Hell no’ that won. As I wanted to do that even less. Because I couldn’t face him right now.

      So, instead, I focused all my energy on getting ready and yes, of course I went the extra mile in trying to achieve amazing results. This with the aim that with one look at me and it was powerful enough that I could bring him to his knees and crumple at my feet at the sight of my beauty! Then I could bolt for the door and do a runner. But then, in all honesty, I was a woman about to go on a date with her ex and wanted to look amazing, as after all…

      I was only human!

      Of course, achieving this would have been easier had my eyeliner stopped making mirror imprints on the arch of my eyelid every time I opened my damned eye. So this meant redoing one eye twice and using I don’t know how many cotton buds to achieve this. Now, as for stabbing myself in the eye with one, well that was thanks to Lucius knocking on the door and scaring the shit out of me. But he did this to inform me that he had hung my black lace dress behind the door making me mutter in a mocking way,

      “I guess I am wearing the black lace dress then.” Then I stuck out my tongue at myself pretending it was Lucius, aka, Mr bossy ‘date me’ pants. Although, to be fair, it was the only fancy dress I had, so it made sense. But to know that he had obviously gone through my things, well let’s just say, it hadn’t exactly given me the warm and fuzzies!

      The major thing that still hadn’t made any sense, was why the bathroom was filled with my beauty products and the living room of his suite was filled with my luggage? Because as we had left the museum I had told him, one cup of coffee and that was it. Something he had agreed to. Well, so far it had started with a quick conversation over coffee, with the choice to leave after I have heard him out, now to somehow being in his hotel suite. Somewhere, I will add, where he obviously intended me to stay and go on a date with him. Like seriously, when had I allowed all of this to happen?

      Of course, this was Lucius we were talking about. He might not be able to manipulate my mind with the power of his will, but he wasn’t without his other skills in the art. Which was why I got to the point of not being able to put it off any longer. As I had already found my outfit hanging up, with my underwear hooked over the hanger making me want to growl at him.

      I had to say that spending the entire evening with him knowing what my underwear looked like wasn’t exactly going to add to the cool ice queen persona I had decided to go with. Especially when I opened the door and saw him standing there looking like sex on a stick. Gods, but why hadn’t I just invested in a vibrator…or a sex shop?

      He was wearing navy-blue suit trousers, a black leather belt and a crisp white shirt tucked in at the waist and naturally, rolled at the sleeves. Black dress shoes completed the sexy look. His trademark glove could be seen, this one made of black strapping that, damn him, only ended up adding to the sex appeal.

      Of course, so did the dusting of blonde stubble kissing his jawline and the way his hair had been styled back. It parted a little at the side, as if he had got out of the shower and just run his fingers through it a few times working with where it fell naturally. And as much as I hated to admit it, it did make for the most perfect sight when I opened the door being faced with his magnificence. My heart fluttered and my lady bits…well hell, I didn’t even want to think about what they were doing! Most likely drooling, spreading wide and wolf whistling to get his attention…had my pussy been a cartoon character that was.

      I walked out to find him leaning casually against the arm of the sofa, his handsome features illuminated slightly by the screen of his phone that he was looking down at. But then, at the sound of me opening the door, his head snapped up. Then his eyes scanned the length of me, doing so slowly and with the keen eyes of a predator, one with the sole purpose of taking in every inch of me. And well, the moment that dark grin, the one that promised so much more than I was ready for, started to appear, I couldn’t help but shiver. He didn’t miss it either, as his eyes flashed amber before they shimmered back to bluish, grey steel.

      Then he tossed his phone to one side, never taking his eyes off me before making his move towards me. It was like a killer on the hunt and I tried not to squirm under the intensity of it all.

      “You could make a Goddess shy away from your beauty, for it knows no bounds, my Khuba,” he told me making me blush and drop my head, finally free from the sight of him approaching me. But then he wasn’t happy with this and took hold of my chin so he could bring my gaze back to his.

      “But these eyes…these fucking eyes. Gods, but the power they hold over me is fucking limitless!” he said before leaning down ready to kiss me again and I turned my head just in time to avoid it, telling myself that I couldn’t let him do that again. Not until I have had my answers and discovered what was going on. Because his kisses were dangerous. They had the power to lure me in and make me forget. They had the power to give me hope, and I knew how painful hope could be.

      They had the power to entrap me in the promise of him forever.

      In the end, his kiss landed on my cheek instead and I ignored his growl of frustration at not getting what he wanted.

      “Thank you,” I said on a barely heard whisper as my emotions were making my voice too thick to push past my lips any louder. Then I took a much-needed breath and after stepping away, something he thankfully allowed, I granted him a look up and down before telling him,

      “You look nice too.”

      “Nice?” he mocked making me fight a grin.

      “Very nice?”

      “Damn, but I must be losing my touch if the word nice comes up…in fact, I think I am hurt,” he said teasing me by placing a hand to his heart as if I had damaged him. I laughed once and said,

      “I think your ego will survive, big boy.” To which he replied,

      “Well, the big boy compliment certainly helps.” Then he winked at me making me laugh,

      “It wasn’t a compliment.”

      “No, it was a compliment aimed at you,” he said before slowly looking down at himself and making my eyes follow to see for myself what he meant.

      “Lucius! Gods, can’t you…” I said putting a hand in front of my eyes to hide the very obvious erection straining the material down his impressive length. He laughed unapologetically and said,

      “What, hide it? And just where do you suggest I do that…? As I am not sure you will like my preferred suggestion so soon,” he said with a grin at the horror on my face.

      “Seriously, did you just say that?”

      “What do you expect with you looking like that…? Besides, I know what lies beneath that pretty dress of yours,” he said obviously flirting with me and making my mouth droop slightly.

      “Yes, well you know I think I could have picked out my own underwear!” I snapped making him reach for my silk wrap off the back of the armchair we had been stood close to before he said,

      “Damn, why didn’t I think of that, then you would have been forced to walk out here naked.” I scowled at him without any real heat behind it and said,

      “I had a towel, jackass.” He then placed the wrap around my shoulders and told me in return,

      “Yes, and I have hands, beautiful…very capable hands.” He emphasized those words with a quick squeeze of the top of my arms, before letting me go.

      I rolled my eyes making him lean down slightly so he could whisper in my face,

      “And one of them is itching for punishment, so you want to roll your eyes for me again, sugar?”

      I swallowed hard and told him,

      “Not unless you want to see my ass running.” His lips tipped up on one side before telling me,

      “As delicious as that sight would be, especially with me chasing it down like the fucking beast you have the power to turn me into…I think I have had quite enough of the action these last two months.” I sucked in a quick breath before coming back with,

      “Right, well better tell Mr twitchy palm to cool off then… yeah?” At this he laughed and said,

      “With your sass, then I’m not sure that is possible.” This made me smile, before I walked towards the door and said over my shoulder,

      “Make it possible,” I threatened again, making him chuckle before following me. Then just as he turned to close the door, I heard him mutter,

      “Even the Gods wouldn’t have that power, sweetheart.”
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        * * *

      

      Wow, so this really was a date then.

      “Well, this is nice,” I said after we were shown to a private table that looked to have the best view. It was a rooftop restaurant called the Cheese and Wine and it had the most spectacular views across the Jerusalem skyline. And according to the menu it also boasted the best selection of imported cheese and wine in the city.

      The large open space was inviting with its pale woods, wine barrels and pale stone walls. It was also open all along one side with a roller blind of bamboo above, unnecessary without the elements trying to ruin this perfect night. There were also warm yellow waves of fabric swathed over the wooden beams above the long tables, creating an inviting experience of the city. One that was offered with unobstructed views watching the setting sun cast its golden hue over the Old City and at the same time offering you the chance to enjoy fine food and wine. And like I said…

      It was perfect.

      Lucius gave me a warm smile in return for my comment and took the place of the waiter by holding my chair out for me. The gesture had me unable to hold back a secret grin, knowing that this was Lucius’ way. Along with taking both menus from the waiter, obviously choosing to hand me mine after first seating himself. Then the waiter asked what we would like to drink,

      “Would you like a bottle of wine?” Lucius enquired making me say,

      “Not unless you’re having some?”

      “I’m not really the wine drinking type of guy,” he told me with a smirk making me nod in a way that silently said, ‘yeah, I got that’.

      “Then surprise me,” I challenged making him accept it and after scanning a finger down the list, he said,

      “I’ll have a Taybeh dark and a Long Island Iced Tea, for my girl.” I had to bite my lip to stop myself from both smiling at being referred to as his and also what he ordered me. But the moment the waiter walked away, I decided to keep up with ice queen pretence, so I leaned in closer over the table and hissed,

      “That was mean.” He laughed and said,

      “No, what was mean was calling me when I couldn’t get to you and making me miss the opportunity to see you drunk again.”

      “So, what is this, your hope at take two?” I asked in a testing tone.

      “I am not sure you could handle it again, sweetheart.” I snorted a disbelieving laugh at this, which granted wasn’t the most ladylike sound I had in my arsenal, but still.

      “I know what you are doing.” I told him making him shrug his shoulders and say,

      “And what would that be?”

      “You’re goading me into trying to prove how much I can drink so you can get me drunk.” Just then our drinks turned up and once alone again he challenged,

      “Does this mean I should call him back and order you a water?” I narrowed my eyes at him, picked up my cocktail and said,

      “Challenge accepted, Vampire.” Then I pulled out the straw, dumped it on the table and took a long drink the old-fashioned way. This made him smirk, before he tipped the neck of his bottle towards me then took a long swig himself.

      And with that one look alone in his eyes, making them flash amber for a mere second I knew…

      
        
        I was in trouble.
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      The moment I woke up, I found myself asking my brain if it remembered why I felt like I had made a lot of foolish mistakes last night? And if it could possibly have anything to do with the consumption of lots and lots of alcohol, seeing as it felt like my head had been used as someone’s drum last night. Okay, so granted this was a lot of questions for my poor brain to handle, which was why I closed my eyes again, rolled over and pulled the covers over my head with a groan. But then I felt and heard something I knew I really shouldn’t have and that’s precisely when all my bad mistakes started to crash into me. Starting with the chuckled laughter and shaking of the body next to me.

      “Please brain, tell me I am only dreaming again?” I muttered making him say,

      “I must say it’s nice to know that dreaming of me in your bed is a regular occurrence.” I groaned before muttering,

      “Who said it is?” This was said with the covers still over my head.

      “You said the word again.” I closed my eyes tighter and hissed a,

      “Damn it.”  Naturally, this was Lucius I had woken up next to, so he laughed again. Then he whipped the covers from my head, making me complain with a moan, and not of the ‘making me feel good’ variety.

      “Good morning,” he said in a way that sounded far too awake for him to have woken when I had. Hence why I complained,

      “Gods, but how can you sound so awake this early in the morning.”

      “Because it’s actually the afternoon and you snore when drunk…that, my little Khuba, is why.” I continued to keep my eyes closed, rolled away from him, and said,

      “Okay, you can stop talking now.” Again, this amused him. Then I felt him shift his body closer, as he draped an arm around me from behind, pulling me back against his chest…his very naked, hard chest.

      “I find it cute,” he hummed behind me, making me warn,

      “Lucius, stop talking.” Of course, he ignored me and leaned down to whisper in my ear this time,

      “And endearing.”

      “Lucius, I said stop talking,” I warned yet again.

      “And also, even a little sexy,” he teased making me turn quickly in his arms, so I could slap his big bicep and say,

      “I thought I told you…omg you’re completely naked!” I shouted the second I saw the tangled sheet reveal as much. The sight making me react totally irrationally considering our history as I started to scramble backwards. But seeing as this was me, I misjudged the fact we were completely on my side, which meant I fell out of bed with an umpf. Then, after the chuckling had stopped, his head popped over the side and he said in a cocky tone,

      “I believe we have been here before.” I threw an arm over my face and grumbled,

      “Great, does that mean I am allowed to slap you again?”

      “Mmm, well, seeing as I know where it ends…most definitely,” he purred making me groan, even though my cheeks were going red under the cover of my arm.

      “Although, I do remember you wearing significantly less clothes at the time,” he said and I felt him pull at the t-shirt I wore, making it tent over my breasts with a pinch of his fingers. It was huge on me and obviously one of his that I had no recollection of changing into.

      “As it shall stay,” I told him dryly making him mutter,

      “Spoilsport…you know, you were far more accommodating last night.”

      “I will now go back to my earlier statement of…Lucius, stop talking.” He laughed and carried on anyway…but of course he did, I thought rolling my eyes under my arm.

      “In fact, it was harder to get you into clothes, seeing as you were determined to keep taking them off and throwing them at me.” I lifted my arm and muttered up at it,

      “Oh my Gods, you’re evil.” He ignored this and continued to add to my horror,

      “I can honestly say, that in all my years, I have never felt so much like a rock star as I did last night.”

      “Correction, make that primeval,” I muttered making him laugh.

      “Are you intending to stay down there for the rest of the day?”

      “Yes, at least until I am thirty,” I told him, hearing for myself the grin… how, I didn’t know but I would have put money on it being there.

      “Then should I join you and we can make camp?” I couldn’t help it, I laughed at that.

      “I never took you for the boy scout type, Lucius.”

      “That depends, are they wine drinkers or beer?” This brought back some memories of how the night started, making me want to gasp in horror as they started to flow back to me. But instead of giving anything away I told him,

      “The only grape you will find those kids drinking is of the Kool-Aid variety.” Of course, he saw through my bullshit strained response and said,

      “Your memories of last night are starting to come back to you, aren’t’ they?”

      “No, they are not, and I swear if you mention the D word, then I will shoot you…I’m getting quite good with a gun now, you know.”

      “Yes, but like you said, they take murder quite seriously here…now come back on the bed,” was his answer.

      “No, I’m fine down here and given your last comment, I think it’s safer for you if I…hey!” I complained the second I felt him get out of bed, lifting me into his arms before putting me back in bed.

      “And just what D word is it you’re referring to?” he asked, now I was back in his arms and I had to admit, there was most definitely worse places to be.

      “Lucius,” I said his name in warning, as he started to whisper,

      “Dinner?”

      “Lucius,” I continued to warn him on a growl,

      “Drinking?” he tried again, making me raise my hands to my ears and say,

      “Lalalala, not listening.” Then I felt him shackle my wrists and forcefully pull my hands down so he could whisper against my jaw this time,

      “Dancing.” I turned my face away and shouted,

      “Gaaahh!”

      “Be at ease, sweetheart, the night was an enjoyable one and that is all that matters,” he told me, his voice sincere and comforting.

      “Well, at least I wasn’t sick this time,” I pointed out making him chuckle.

      “There is also that.”  I finally decided it was time to get serious, so I rolled back to face him, so we were both on our sides. Then I tucked a piece of hair behind my ear in a nervous gesture. He watched me do it silently, with a half-smile playing at his lips.

      “Ask your question, Amelia.”

      “It’s just…did we, I mean last night…did we, you know?” I said rolling my hand around in between us making him grab it in his and pull it close to his lips so he could start biting on the tips of my fingers. Then he repeated,

      “Did we…? You’re gonna have to be more specific here…I believe we did lots of things last night.” I rolled my eyes, ignoring that spark of heated amber in his eyes and said,

      “Did we have sex, Lucius?”

      “See that wasn’t too hard now, was it?”

      “Kind of part of my question, Lucius.” I responded dryly, referring to his obvious manhood that usually needed to be hard to achieve what I was getting at. Something Lucius clearly didn’t have any difficulties with, seeing as the bloody thing always looked ready!

      “As disappointing as it is for me to admit, the answer is no, we did not. As trust me, sweetheart, one you would have remembered and two, my preference in a partner during the act is for them to be a little more coherent than your drunken state allowed.” God’s, but I swear he was trying to get my cheeks to melt right off the bone! A fact he didn’t fail to notice seeing as he was currently running the back of a finger down my heated skin.

      “But I remember you carrying me to the bed and then us kissing and then…well granted, I don’t remember much after that,” I confessed.

      “That’s because before that part of the night could continue as I would have liked, your head touched the pillow and you passed out.”

      “And this?” I asked looking down at myself, referring to his t shirt.

      “That was to hide the temptation from waking you up by continuing where we left off…it was for both our benefits, trust me, getting you out of your dress was torturous enough,” he said and looked strained as if the memory flashed back to him. My chuckle prompted him to add,

      “I’m talking medals need to be purchased and awarded here, Amelia.” I blushed at this and tucked in my chin to smile. At this he got closer to me, lifted my face to his and whispered,

      “Big, huge, fucking medals.”  So, I tried to talk past my smirk and said,

      “I will see what they have on Amazon.” He laughed at this and flicked my nose before shifting back and giving me at least a few more inches of space.

      “Wow, I don’t even remember what it was we ate for dinner,” I said after my stomach chose that moment to growl.

      “That would be down to the four cocktails before it and the three after it…don’t worry, I made sure you ate, and you hydrated,” he said nodding to the bottle of water next to the bed that was half empty.

      “And the reason we are in bed together and you’re…erm, well clearly naked?” At this he grinned, looking down at himself and the abundance of muscles on show…I mean jeez, a girl didn’t have a chance! Especially when he lifted the sheet that was once again rested at his waist. Then he looked down at his body, one that was making a statement of saying hello to me in a very ‘erected’ and obvious way,

      “Well, would you look at that, I am naked…oops.” At this I laughed and shook my head at his obvious playful mood.

      “As for sharing a bed, it’s my bed, sweetheart.” I looked around the room, and seemingly taking it in for the first time now I was sober. I looked up to see the beautiful mosaic masterpiece on the domed ceiling, making me wonder what I had said about this room last night.

      It looked like some King’s bedchamber, making you ask yourself what era of history you had woken up in. With its archways of mixed blocks of sandstone and rose coloured marble, framed with even more mosaic tiles in its carved alcoves. Even the floor of pale stone framing the centre square of rose/orange marble, made the room warm and tranquil. And like the rest of the suite, it was adorned with chunky wooden furniture, with the bed being no exception. The headboard was a ladder of thick twisted spindles that matched the two larger ones at the end of the bed. White sheets and a plush wine-red comforter that now lay crumpled at the foot of the bed and half draped over the bench seat at the bottom.

      But his comment about it being his bed made me point out,

      “Ah, so what you’re saying is the extent of your gentlemanly ways is limited to opening doors and passing menus?” I asked after propping my head up on my hand with my elbow to the bed. He smirked and said,

      “Do I look like the type of guy to sleep on a fucking couch…especially with such a temptation in my bed?” I tried not to blush again or bite my fingertips, instead giving him my sass,

      “I don’t know, Lucius, you’re not the type of guy to drink wine and you’re not the type of guy to sleep on the couch…”

      “And your point is exactly?”

      “Just peeling back the layers, handsome,” I said with a shrug.

      “Well, whilst you’re peeling, then you should know that I am also the type of guy who puts his woman to bed when she drinks too much and passes out, instead of the way I had intended her to pass out. I am also the type of guy who hides that temptation and doesn’t take advantage of the beauty at my fingertips.” I released a shuddered breath I tried to hide, as his words hit their mark as intended.

      “And just how did you intend for it to go?” I was almost too scared to ask,

      “If you have to ask me that question, then I believe a history lesson will be in order.” Another shudder later and I was backtracking.

      “You know what, I think the answer just came to me, so I’m good.” I practically squeaked out the answer making him smirk. Then I reached for the water, opened the cap, and said,

      “Well, lucky for you, looking after drunken girls seemed to be your forte, and takes precedence over your less than gentlemanly ways…t-shirt or not.” At this I started to drink the water, which ended in a high-pitched shout of horror the second after he said,

      “Is that so…um, time for another lesson then.” After this he grabbed me and just as he was quickly shifting me beneath him, the open bottle of water went everywhere. Splashing his face but mainly it went over me and ended up soaking the front of my white t shirt. One that quickly started to turn see-through.

      “Lucius!” I called his name and then to prove how little he cared, he shook his head at me, making the water from his hair drip over me as he laughed. Then he grabbed the bottle and tossed it to the side, before running a hand through his now damp hair, pushing it back so that the longer parts weren’t in his face. Gods, but the sight was one that would certainly feature in my fantasies…that was if I could ever get my fingers back up to the task of helping a girl out in sexual frustration!

      But then my breath caught in my throat the second he started to scan down the front of my body. My pounding chest making my breasts rise and fall under the wet cotton, and well, his grin said it all even when his words followed,

      “I must say, sugar, I am enjoying the view…immensely.”  The way he said this last word was like a promise of what was to come and the way my nipples were now straining up against the wet material…well, I would say that the traitorous bitches were responding.

      “Lucius.” His name slipped out on a moan the second the back of his fingers skimmed across one taut nipple. But at the breathy sound of his name escaping my lips was when his restraint snapped. His lips were suddenly on me, his weight pressing me into the bed, and I found myself arching up to meet him. Then I felt the material on my top get tight as he quickly had it bunched in his hand at my back. It became so tight across my breasts that the wet material felt like it had become a second layer of skin, one he was very interested in exploring. I knew this the moment he left my lips and dipped his head down so he could take a wet nipple into his eager mouth. Doing so straight through the material and making me cry out at the intense pleasure that zapped through me like some sexual bolt of lightning!

      “Gods,” I muttered on a sigh and his lips spread into a knowing grin around my nipple before he started biting it and this time I cried out,

      “Fuck!”

      Now this made him chuckle before telling me above my flesh,

      “That’s better.” Then he went back to it, driving me wild. And just as I felt myself getting lost in the feel of it all, something kept nagging at me. Something I wanted to ignore, knowing how desperate I had been for him. But as I felt his hand skimming down my belly, letting me know where his destination was, this was when it really started to scream at me. The fucking doubts! Which was why, in the end, it was my own words that woke me up from this dangerous fantasy,

      “Gods, that feels so good…so good…Lucius wait!” I shouted at the same time shackling his wrist and stopping him from going any further. This was because a memory of last night finally made it through and now wouldn’t leave me. It was one of the things I had asked him in my drunken mind,

      “Why is it called a goodbye, when there was nothing good about it?” I repeated the question as it came to me and his head rose slowly from my breast. One look at my face was all it took for him to know the problem. As he too remembered the reasons I had even asked this of him last night.

      We had our goodbyes and they had hurt…they had near fucking destroyed me!

      “And there she goes again,” he muttered raising himself up from me.

      “I can’t do this…I can’t let myself…”

      “Ssshh, stop, Amelia,” he said sternly before taking me in his arms and holding the back of my head to his chest, before telling me,

      “We are still due that chat you and I, which I will give you as I know you need it….” Then he eased his hold and tugged on my hair a little telling me to look back at him,

      “Just as long as you realise that after we do, this…what we have right here…it doesn’t change a thing.” I swallowed hard and forced his name through my lips, intent on telling him I didn’t even know what.

      “Lucius, I…” he quickly interrupted me, obviously not taking any chances on what I was about to say.

      “I am not going anywhere…End. Of. Discussion.” His firm voice brooked no argument in the matter, so I didn’t even try.

      “Now this is what is going to happen, I am going to order us some room service whilst you have a shower.”

      “So, I need one then?” I asked on a laugh. He grinned and told me,

      “You taste just fine to me, sweetheart, even if you do smell like a cocktail bar.” Then he caught me under my chin and gave it a little playful shake before he left the bed, walking away now with his gorgeous ass on show making me say,

      “Oh, come on! Seriously, give a girl a chance!” He chuckled to the sound of my rant and whilst completely naked stood there with the hotel phone in hand as he ordered a selection of food to be brought up. This was when I thought it best to get my ass up, one that thankfully wasn’t on show due to his t-shirt looking more like a short dress on me…a wet one.

      Then, whilst he was preoccupied, I ran into the bathroom and did what was needed, ending up in his shower once more. In fact, I was just enjoying the solitude and the feel of the powerful jets raining down on me when a very powerful and also, very naked figure walked around the shower wall and joined me. My hands flew to my girly bits making him raise an eyebrow and tell me,

      “Even if I didn’t already have every inch of you burned to my memory, then the image of you without your dress on from only last night will be…everlasting,”  he said, whispering this last word down at me before taking my place and ducking his head under the spray, making it near hard to breathe at just the sight. Then I heard him clear his throat before asking with a knowing grin,

      “You finished or do you want me to help?” I bit my lip, blushed, and told him in a shy voice,

      “I’ve finished.” Then as I turned from him, I felt a hand span my belly as he pulled me back against his naked front as he rumbled in my ear a growled insight to his thoughts.

      Thoughts that soaked me much more than the shower did, for his words felt more like a promise…

      
        
        “Now that is a shame.”
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      After this sexual promise of his in the shower, I got out quickly leaving him to his knowing chuckle. Then I made quick work of getting dry, dressed, and looking somewhat human again. And I achieved this by tying my hair up into a high ponytail, putting in some new contacts, that I had been able to order online, and adding a light touch of makeup, concentrating on the dark circles under my eyes…thank you, hangover.

      I decided this time to forgo the usual t-shirt and shorts that he had found me wearing yesterday, opting for something a little sexier…because like I said, only human. So, today’s choice reflected on what I would have picked, had I known the love of my ‘broken hearted’ life would show up. Which was why I was naming this outfit, ‘a little late to punish him with how nice I looked’, deciding it was better late than never.

      So, I snapped the pearl pop buttons together on my shirt dress that was a tight tunic style with a mandarin collar. The chest area had rows of embroidered flowers in the same pink, blush rose colour as the shirt and each was edged with white tipped petals.

      The dress came to mid-thigh, so showed off a good amount of my legs and I added a belt to pull it tight at the waist, giving me what I hoped was an hourglass shape. The belt was three rows of plaited black leather that matched a pair of black leather ballet flats I slipped on my feet. But it was the pearl buttons that only started in line with my nipples that made it what I hoped was sexy, as it certainly offered an eyeful of cleavage…thank you balcony bra!

      Then, once I was ready, I found Lucius sat in the living room waiting for me and he was also on the phone. He saw me the second I entered, and I found myself quietly congratulating myself on the choice of outfit. This was because the heated look in his eyes made them look as if they were burning for me. The way he took his time scanning my body and making a show of letting me know that he liked what he saw.   Then, without looking away from me, told whoever was on the phone,

      “I want it here by morning… make it happen.” After this he hung up, making me wonder what it was he wanted to ‘make happen’ this time. Huh, maybe it was the shopping list of chloroform, chains, and the coffin I had first been expecting.

      “Come here, pretty girl,” he ordered gently, and I soon found the tip of my thumb in my mouth before I realised I was giving in to the habit. Then I ignored the twitch of humour playing at his lips and walked closer to where he sat on what was a warm yellow coloured sofa, one that matched the rest of the room’s sunset tones.

      Then he rose from the seat, seeing that my response to his order wasn’t what he wanted as I left space between us. Then, before he could face me, I veered off towards the private terrace, one that was overlooking the wonderful view of the Old City of Jerusalem and what was known as the Mount of Olives. It was a mountain ridge east of and adjacent to Jerusalem's Old City and it was named from the olive groves that once covered its slopes.

      The mountain ridge had also been used as a Jewish cemetery for over 3,000 years and held approximately 150,000 graves, making it central as was the tradition of Jewish cemeteries. It was one of the places Yosef had taken me to and explained its history to me. This included several key events in the life of Jesus, as related in the Gospels, events that took place on the Mount of Olives and is described as the place from which Jesus ascended to Heaven. So naturally the mount has been a site of Christian worship since ancient times and seeing it now on the terrace with Lucius at my back was…well, a startling contrast of events, given his own history and the part he played. Which was why I wanted to ask him, how he felt about being back here?

      It was why I wanted to hear his own story being told by his own words. I wanted to know everything about him and being here together only ended up fueling that burning desire to know and adding to what I knew was dangerous curiosity.

      “Time for us to talk, little Šemšā,” he said and unfortunately, I knew what this talk would include, and it was nothing about what my mind was currently focused on. Which was why, that after Lucius had said this, I suddenly wasn’t feeling hungry. In fact, one look at the doorway that led into the bedroom and I was tempted to fake a headache, blaming it on a hangover and hoping that I could just go and hide in the bed for the rest of the day.

      Of course, the second I felt a hand span the small of my back, then I knew the chances of this were slim at best. Besides, he wasn’t the only one who needed answers. But this was where my problem lay, as I wasn’t sure I was ready to relive that day, no matter what he had to say about it. But I did, however, need to know what his intentions were now. Because if he didn’t intend to take me back to my parents, then what was his plan…why had he come at all?

      Well, I think one thing was obvious and that was Lucius still felt strongly for me. As clearly no-one would go as far as he had done. Not only by still trying to find me after all this time, but also in the way he kissed me. The way he had missed me. I was hurt, but I wasn’t stupid or blind enough not to see sincerity in his actions. So, to say that confused seemed to be a constant state of my mind this last twenty-four hours was naturally a huge understatement.

      “Let’s just take this one step at a time, should we?” Lucius suggested, obviously feeling my anxiety and resistance. Especially seeing as I hadn’t yet taken one step towards the table.

      “That sounds good,” I answered before letting him lead me onto the private terrace that had been set up for us with a large selection of food spread out on the round dining table…including cheese.

      “Didn’t we have enough of this last night?” I asked on a laugh, nodding at the large platter and making him smirk.

      “Ah, so you have started to remember?” he asked as once again he held out a seat for me to take.

      “I haven’t forgotten it all, no,” I replied trying to will myself not to blush because of it.

      “Well, you’re the one who demanded I order the English cheese board, getting very excited about cheddar if I am remembering correctly,” he informed me as he took his own seat next to mine.

      “Mmm, the cranberry cheddar was yummy, oh and village oak.”

      “But not the Stilton if I recall?” he laughed at the memory of my face as I scrunched up my nose, because eww.

      “Oh yeah, now that was some potent stuff…Hell, we should have taken some with us in case we need to knock out the witch, she’s like a bad penny that one and bound to show up again,” I said making him scoff,

      “Yes, well, unfortunately I think it’s going to take a lot more than cheese to defeat the bitch.”

      “Smelly cheese, don’t forget that part.” He smirked at me before motioning to the platters and saying,

      “Hence why I told them to leave that particular choice off the board.” My eyes went to where he pointed and I grinned big,

      “Aww, you ordered me my cheeses again, you big romantic you!” He laughed at this and muttered,

      “Easily pleased I see.”  At this I picked up one of the fresh rolls and threw it at him, making him spill half his coffee on the table.

      “Oh shit, I’m sorry… but seriously, can you go back to being super reflex Vamp and start catching shit again?” I complained making him grant me a look before telling me,

      “Or another idea…crazy I know, but you could refrain from throwing things at me and solve both our problems.” I rolled my lips inwards trying to hold back the grin and said,

      “Yeah, but Lucius, this is you we are talking about, chances are high that I will want to throw stuff at you again.” He paused, mopping up his coffee with a napkin and grinned at me.

      “Then how about I create an incentive not to.”

      “Not sure you have anything to bargain with, but I am open to hearing my options,” I replied before taking a bite of the apple I had plucked from the fruit bowl. He watched this with hungry eyes flashing like the burning sun before he leaned in close. Then he took hold of the arm of my chair and suddenly tugged it closer towards him. I yelped a little before he gave me his incentive,

      “How about you get to keep your delicious ass without finding it over my knee, wearing a pretty shade of red in the shape of my hand…incentive enough for you?” he asked before taking hold of my wrist and taking a huge bite out of my apple, doing so with it still in my hand.

      “Erm, yeah, that sounds like a good trade,” I said making him nod once before letting me go. But when I tried to shift my chair back, his hand shot out to the armrest and stopped me.

      “I like you close,” was his only response to this and it was one that had my heart pounding. After which I poured myself a cup of tea, needing to do something with my hands. But I still had to clear my throat before asking him,

      “How’s your coffee? Better now it’s in a cup, eh?” At which the intense moment left us, and he burst out laughing.

      “It’s fine, but my palm is itching again.”

      “You know you should get that looked at…I bet they have a cream that could help,” I said before taking a sip of my tea and then winking at him over the rim of my cup. He lowered the paper he had started reading, in Hebrew of course, and replied with,

      “Duct tape could also help, now eat your lunch before I make enquiries on where to get some.” At this my lips twitched as I fought a smile at our banter, knowing just how much I had missed it. After this I took his advice and piled a plate up, making sure to get a good amount of that cheese I liked.

      It also helped me relax more because we hadn’t just sat down and started discussing the giant anvil sized question mark hanging over our heads. This was until my belly was full and I couldn’t stand it any longer.

      “So, I take it you didn’t just decide to pick Jerusalem as your next holiday destination and just happened to find me when sightseeing at the museum did you?”

      “Unlike a nerdy little beauty I know, I don’t usually step off a plane and travel directly to the first museum I can find,” he told me making me tempted to ask why he did then, only I wasn’t brave enough.

      “That’s a shame, there are plenty of treasures to be found at them,” I teased to which he lowered the paper, stole my gaze, and said,

      “I believe I found the only treasure I was looking for, now let’s talk about the part where I am keeping her.” After this, and I swear it was a good job I hadn’t been trying to swallow food as I think I would have choked!

      “Lucius I…” I stumbled on my words as I didn’t know what to say to that. But in the end, it didn’t matter as it turned out that Lucius had plenty to say about it.

      “Alright, so before we get to the root of why you ran from me, I want you to first ask yourself an important question, setting aside those doubts of yours that are obviously flooding your mind.” I cleared my throat first, and forced out,

      “Which is?”

      “Why would I be here now if I was in love with another and why am I not trying to get you back to Afterlife if I was doing it solely for that mistaken love?” I swallowed hard and felt that weight in my chest that you do when facing difficult questions.

      “If I am honest, I have been asking myself the very same thing since you showed up and told me that you’re not taking me back to Afterlife.” At this he looked pleased, making me state,

      “I am not unreasonable enough not to ask myself obvious questions, despite what I saw that day.”

      “What you think you saw,” he quickly corrected.

      “There are very few ways to interpret what I saw and heard Lucius, you must know that?” I told him making him release a frustrated sigh.

      “I get that, but you must also know that you’re not the only one who feels betrayed here.” At this I jerked back in my seat, one I shifted further away from his and said,

      “You’re joking right?!”

      “Do me a favour, Amelia, and just for one fucking second put yourself in my position.”

      “I’d rather not,” I snapped folding my arms and looking away from him. Yet he continued on as if I hadn’t.

      “Say I was the one who saw an innocent moment of comfort you accepted from a friend, only the way it looked was much more than what it was. Say I was the one to listen to a conversation between you and this friend that sounded like some forbidden love being confessed, when in fact, every single word that was said with me in your mind?”

      “I think you can stop talking now,” I said hating where this was going…destination guilt trip that’s where!

      “No! You are going to fucking listen to me, like you should have done the second you stepped out from behind that staircase!” he snapped getting angry, rising from his chair, and then making me do the same. So, I backed away as he started to stalk towards me.

      “Every word that was said between me and Keira was about you! About the love that both you and your fucking mother spent all your time convincing me to keep quiet about, when it went against everything inside me to do so!”

      “Lucius, please let’s just…” I started to say before he interrupted me as he came even closer, causing me to edge my way around the table trying to keep it between us.

      “And look what fucking happened!”

      “Calm down, Lucius,” I told him as his eyes started to change, only this time it was two pools of crimson sun that were staring back at me. That’s when all that calm cool shell of his totally evaporated, and I knew it was from weeks and weeks of this building up.

      “Calm down?! You think that I have had one fucking chance to calm down this whole time! Fuck sake, Amelia, the one and only time I felt anything close to fucking calm was when I saw you yesterday before having your hand in mine!” I sucked in a quick breath and said,

      “What did you expect me to do, Lucius, I saw you kissing my fucking mother for Gods’ sake!” At this he roared and flipped the table between us making me scream as it smashed against the wall. I raised my hands up to prevent anything from touching me, but this wasn’t a problem as Lucius was right there in front of me.

      “No! Put me down!” I demanded the second I found myself over his shoulder, hitting his back as if this would help. Then long strides later I felt myself falling the moment he bent forward, making me cry out in surprise before landing on the bed, bouncing twice as I did. After this I quickly felt my wrists being shackled by his hands before I had chance to use them to aid my escape from the bed. Then my arms were being pinned above my head and suddenly my leather belt was being tugged from my waist.

      “Lucius, what are you…?”

      “Silence!” he snapped as he yanked the length from under me, jerking my body. A second later and his intentions became obvious, as he wrapped it around my wrists with speed. He bound my hands and then tied me to the wooden spindles on the bed frame.

      And it was only once I was unable to go anywhere, that he took a breath and sat back on his knees. I swallowed down a lump put there by both fear and lust and took in the sight of him, wisely doing as I was told by keeping quiet. He continued to take large purposeful breaths, obviously needing to ease his demon. And after making a point to look at my bound wrists, he finally spoke,

      “There…”

      “Now I am fucking calm.”
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      I tugged on my arms, discovering there was no give and now that he had calmed down, I let my own anger show through.

      “Great, so glad I could help with that one!” I snapped, jerking once more at my bound wrists to make my point. One he didn’t look to take seriously.

      “Now, I ask of you Amelia, how would you have felt being in my position had I been the one to run from you, run from the love you had tried to so hard to convince me of feeling…how would you have felt had I been the one to run before giving you the chance to explain?” At this I turned my head away, hating that he could be right…because if it was true, which from his actions now, it seemed to be, then how would I have felt? I hated being forced to feel that doubt, one that was just as painful as my own beliefs.

      “I see my words are starting to sink in, something that would have sank in a lot sooner had you not run from me and given me the opportunity to explain.”

      “You could have just lied to me again, Lucius,” I told him with a grit of my teeth making him release a sigh before shifting so he was now stretched out next to me. Then he started brushing back the loose strands of my hair that had escaped during our tussle before leaning forward so he could smell my hair.

      “Yes, and you could have chosen to trust me,” he said, speaking against my hairline before pulling back.

      “Trust is earned, Lucius… not demanded,” I informed him, referring to more than our time together but our history as a whole.

      “You’re right and will no doubt take me a long time to do so again.” I scowled at him and snapped

      “I haven’t lied to you!”

      “No, but you ran from me and it will therefore take me a while to trust that you won’t do that again,” he informed me calmly, which only managed to make me angrier than if he had been back to shouting at me.

      “Oh, so what, you gonna put me on a leash?!” I snapped making him grin,

      “Don’t give me ideas, Pet…” he said putting emphasis on the word before adding,

      “…I think you would look fucking sexy wearing a collar with a chain attached from it, to my fist.” I sneered at him and snapped,

      “Yeah well, this bitch bites, Lucius, and not in a way you will fucking like!” Then I looked down at his cock, making my point by nodding to his hard erection that was pressing against his jeans. However, having him throw his head back and laugh, had me asking,

      “Seriously, you’re Bipolar aren’t you?”

      “Around you, starting to feel like it sweetheart,” he commented wryly.

      “Let me go,” I demanded, seeing as he seemed to be in a better mood again.

      “No… now tell me your fears, and let’s get this done.” So much for good moods, I thought irritably.

      “I don’t want to talk about it like this!” I snapped, yanking on my hands, and making the bed shake a little. The corner of his mouth tipped up into a dark grin as he told me,

      “I like you like this.”

      “Well, I don’t!” I shouted, making him snap back in sight of my anger,

      “Yes, well I have just spent eight weeks hunting your ass down and that, Amelia…that, I didn’t like so much!”

      “Fine! Then I will just live like this then…can’t wait until I need a pee!” I snapped making him chuckle and making me hiss under my breath,

      “Bipolar, asshole.”

      “Yeah, well this asshole has you at his mercy, so maybe think about that the next time you want me to feel the sting of venom from your tongue,” he threatened making me scoff,

      “What I want is for you to release me so you can feel the sting of my hand as I slap you!”

      “Yes, and we always know where that gets you, and sweetheart, if you wanted me to kiss you, then all you need to do is ask…or beg, depending on my mood.”

      “I wouldn’t beg you for anything!” I shouted up at him, at the same time raising my head as much as my restraints would allow, so as to put action behind the statement.

      “Oh, I bet you would, especially as I have a feeling that my girl has been suffering from the loss of my hands…and my lips…” he said lowering himself to my collar bone and kissing across it after first popping a few of my buttons open, freeing one shoulder. I purposely held back a moan and muttered instead,

      “You wish.” Then I felt his knowing grin against my skin before he kissed his way up my neck and along my jaw before coming to my lips.

      “No, I don’t wish, I know… for I have felt that same loss, my girl.”  He whispered this last part before kissing me. But I refused to participate, which is when he started to coax me to.

      “Open up for me, sweetheart.” I shook my head keeping my mouth closed. Because I was angry, and I was hurt and most of all I was confused. But throughout all of these things, I refused him because I knew that nothing would be solved with a kiss, one that would only end up playing on my emotions. So, I held strong, turned my face away and said,

      “Release me.” He started kissing my jaw once more, nipping at it until his fingers took hold of my chin so he could force me back to his lips.

      “Open for me, and I will think about it.” I shook my head once more, gritting out a hissed,

      “No” and his reply was a bad ass grin that should have told me that he was a long way from being done with me.

      “But you look so beautiful when you open that pretty mouth for me,” he said, his tone smooth and dangerous. So, I made a point of rolling my lips inwards and shaking my head.

      “I always get what I want, Amelia, remember that,” he warned and just as I was about to shake my head once more his hand was suddenly cupping my sex and before I could shift away from it, he slipped a hand inside the waistband of my panties. Then the second he touched my clit I gasped, and of course…

      He was there ready.

      His tongue invaded my mouth and his kiss turned hot and heavy in seconds. The sounds of him growling combined with my desperate moans meant that with only a few minutes of having his fingers drumming that fuckable beat against my sex, I was on the cusp of screaming his name. When suddenly, his hand cruelly disappeared.

      “No! Please!” I shouted as my sex fluttered in little pre come spasms. He chuckled and I swear I hated him for it but not as much as when he said,

      “See, sweetheart, I knew you would beg for it!” I growled up at him as he rose back to sitting on his knees. Then just as he yanked open his jeans, I snarled because I was furious,

      “Go to Hell!” He grinned down at me, after first yanking his grey t-shirt over his head, before suddenly my panties were torn down my legs, making me gasp. Then he positioned himself in between my thighs and I couldn’t help but squirm at the sight. He slowly lowered himself down over me and said,

      “Without you…My Khuba, I was already there!” Then he thrust up inside me and swallowed my cries of pleasure with his fervent kiss. The sheer size of him made me glad that he had got me all hot and bothered first as I was soaked, and needed to be, as Gods, had he always been this big?!

      But then his kiss stopped and instead he lifted himself up so he could look down at me, slowing down his thrusts. Then he placed his forehead to mine and whispered the most beautiful words I could have heard in that moment, erasing all others before it,

      “Finally, I’m home.”  I closed my eyes, as I felt the tears start to rise, the emotions almost too much to bear but ones I treasured all the same. I tugged on my arms, forgetting that they were tied as I wanted to touch him. So, knowing this, he yanked hard on the leather tied to the bed making it snap. After which I was then free to lower them, hooking my still bound wrists over his neck, before lifting myself up and whispering over his lips,

      “Home.”

      His response was to groan a throaty sound, before crushing his lips to mine and consuming me with all that was Lucius. After this he didn’t hold back in making me his once more, claiming a lot more than just my body, but my heart right along with it. He couldn’t seem to get enough of me, his hands were everywhere, on my ass, lifting me to his thrusts and making me cry out every time he hit those delicious nerves. Doing so now in a way unlike he had ever done before, and I felt something coming that I never had before.

      “Lucius I…I don’t know…” He chuckled no doubt at my innocence and pulled my hands from behind his neck so he could pin my wrists to the bed. After this he whispered down at me,

      “It’s alright, just let it go, let it gush for me…trust me.” After which he continued, moving in a certain way that made his cock entice something from deep inside me. I didn’t quite understand what it was but the urge to release something more than just my orgasm was overwhelming me, as if I feared it. Then I was crying out in both horror and an almost blinding pleasure unlike I had ever experienced before as it erupted from me. He pulled his cock free and looked down to watch as my release sprayed up all over us, making him smirk down at me as if he wasn’t just pleased, he was fucking ecstatic!

      “Oh…Gods I…I…” I didn’t know what to say but before I could utter my mortification, he decided for me what would come next.

      “Now again,” he declared making my eyes widen before he was filling me again and doing the same over and over making me scream and beg and plead with him, Yes! No! Gods, anything just for him to never stop. I don’t know how many more times I came this way and each time he would pull out to watch, as if he had opened the floodgates and broken something within me. The way he continued to force them out of me, telling me after each one,

      “Again!” But I was soon shaking my head and telling him,

      “I can’t…no more, I can’t…oh Gods! Gods, Lucius I am…Fuck! AH…AH…AAHHH!” I screamed as the biggest and longest orgasm ripped through me and I swear it had the power to tear me in two! I ended up dragging in big lungful’s of air, panting with my sex quivering around him as he looked down at me and said,

      “I told you, you would remember it, and now… it’s my turn!” he said, after releasing my wrists so I finally had the use of my hands…hands he had plans for. I knew this after he suddenly ripped open my dress shirt, the sound of the buttons snapping open all at once echoing in the room. My heaving breasts seemed to strain up towards him, rising with every thrust he made with his hands at my hips yanking me down onto his length.

      “Free them for me and offer yourself for my teeth,” he ordered nodding down to my breasts and with fumbling hands I did as he asked, pulling them both free from the black silk cups.

      “Lift one to my lips, offer it to me, my fuckable, sweet girl,” he said making me bite my lip as I shamefully did as he asked, as though he was my master and I was there to please him. A thought that only made my sex quiver around his cock when he stilled a moment. Then he took what I offered him, making me cry out at the first pinch of pain and then when it morphed into utter bliss! I found my hands in his hair, gripping onto him, with the strands fisted through my fingers as I anchored him to me.

      “Yes, yes, Gods yes!” I cried out as his hips continued to a steady rhythm that he chose, obviously wanting to make our first time back together last as long as possible. But then I wasn’t sure how much more pleasure my body could take. So, I lifted up to his ear and whispered,

      “Come honey, come inside me…I want you to claim me again, the only way you know how.” My words did something to him. I knew this from the sound of his growl around my abused nipple. I also saw this after he lifted his head to look down at me, his eyes blazing into mine. Then his hand was in my hair, yanking it to the side before telling me,

      “Mine…always…Fucking. Mine!” then he swooped down and finally…finally…he made every last piece of me his, like his dark words of passion promised he would. A promise sealed by the bite of my Vampire King. His fangs pierced my neck and I cried out,

      “YES!” Then he started drinking down my blood making me come undone around him, for it felt as though I hadn’t just come home, it felt as if I had discovered the heart of it! Every pull of blood he sucked down seemed to tug at my last orgasm, making it last until I was a shaking mess like a fucking crimson leaf in the storm that was Lucius.

      But wait…

      Where had that thought just come from?

      I didn’t have long to think on it before Lucius tore his bloody lips from my neck and just as he held me so tight to him, I knew the last thrusts of his cock were all it would take before he came inside me. But before he did, he held my head to his neck and said,

      “I’m yours, every fucking piece of me belongs to you! I love you, Gods, how I fucking love you! Now claim me! Bite and claim me now!” He roared just as he made me bite down on him and the second his blood burst across my tongue, he fisted my hair and roared!

      “RAWWWHHH!” It was a sound that this time had the power to crack the walls above the bed. He bellowed his release as he continued to power into me, draining himself of every last drop until he was seated deep within my core.

      After this I felt him lower my head gently back onto the bed, easing my lips from his neck. I couldn’t help but smile to myself at the sight I left, looking up at the crescent shaped cuts on his neck that I had made.

      My mark.

      My claim.

      And one look at his bloodstained lips and I knew mine were the same. Something that turned into a crimson kiss, as he placed his lips to mine, this time in a sweet tender way that spoke only of the love he had declared to still have for me. One that this time couldn’t be denied, despite all my doubts.

      What had just happened between us couldn’t have been faked…

      It just wasn’t possible.

      “Are you alright?” he asked softly after pushing all my hair back from my damp forehead. I couldn’t help but nod before saying in a breathy tone,

      “So, you missed me then?”  to which he threw his head back and burst into laughter… gut clenching, belly shaking, laughter. The kind that I felt everywhere, including my sex seeing as he was still seated deep within me. Then, when his amusement had eased, he licked his lips until the blood was mostly gone. Then he kissed my forehead and what he said next had the power to heal my heart for good.

      Healed from the hurt the second he whispered tenderly…

      
        
        “Every damn day, baby.”
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      The rest of the day was spent together and would have no doubt been in his bed, had it well…not been for the mess he had forced me to make. Geez, but just thinking about it made me start squirming and from the knowing spark of power in his eyes, then he knew it too. But since then we’d had sex three more times and I had to say by the time night started to fall, I was feeling it, both between my legs and with how tired I was.

      But then, I most certainly wasn’t regretting it, as it had been like being reunited with an addiction. One, that granted was dangerous for my health considering the amount of my blood he had consumed. Although, he had also made sure I fed from him every time as well and I had an idea this was his way of trying to get back that bond. The exchange of our essence and what strengthened that link between Chosen Ones.

      It was clear he wanted that connection back and I was only too eager to give it to him. But sex, after the first time, had been a mixture of frenzied sex in the shower, then playful sex on the sofa and last of all, making love. It had been slow, sensual, and adoring. And it had also been on fresh clean sheets back on the bed. This was after the chambermaid had come in and I had told her we were sorry, that I was clumsy and spilled water on the bed…all in a rush of words. Something Lucius ruined the second he said in perfect Hebrew,

      “What she is trying to say is that I fucked her like a beast, and she loved it, but now she is shy because we made a mess.” Something I learned once the horrified woman left the room making a sign of God and I’d asked what he had said to her. I knew some Hebrew but nothing like Lucius’ skills. Of course, I had been mortified hearing this and hence how we ended up having playful sex on the sofa, which I made sure we didn’t make a mess on, this time.

      But now, we had just finished making love. And honestly, it had been so utterly perfect that I felt myself getting emotional and having to hold back the signs of it. However, with the moonlight pouring in through the open windows and the hum of the city outside, it was a moment that I would never forget.

      Especially with my body curled to his side and with him looking down at me the way he was. The way his gloved hand tipped back my face so I could look up at him, then he ran a covered thumb over the apple of my cheek and said,

      “Gods, but how I have missed these stunning eyes of yours…no wonder I would dream of them every night, looking up at me the way you do now.” I blushed and turned my face quickly so I could kiss the palm of his bound hand, making him tense a little at the contact. Contact, I had never braved to attempt before, but then as soon as the gesture was done, he relaxed, lowered his hand, and pulled me tighter against him. Then he kissed my forehead, calling me,

      “My Sweet girl.” I grinned before teasing him,

      “Yeah, but I bet you weren’t calling me that only two days ago.” I felt him smile and admit in a knowing tone,

      “No, I was not calling you that, Amelia.”

      “I never asked, but how did you find me?”

      “Apparently dumb luck can happen to us all,” he replied making me hit his belly, although little good it did me with all those tight abs bunched like a brick wall of muscle.

      “Hey!” I shouted, making him question,

      “And did it happen any other way?”

      “Well no, but still, give me a little credit here,” I grumbled, knowing that dripping blood into that box had been more luck and less intelligence.

      “Oh, my girl, I have given you enough credit over these last eight weeks to last you a lifetime…Of course I have also cursed your name equally so.”

      “Gee, way to go in making a girl feel…” he quickly cut me off, reminding me that we may be in each other’s arms, but we still had a long way to go before trusting each other again.

      “Hunted? Because that is precisely what you were. I told you that I would never give up, I warned you that I would find you and now here we are. You’re locked in my embrace and soon to find yourself this way every night that follows it, for I promise you, my Khuba, letting you out of my sight will not happen…not for quite some time.”

      “You think I would run from you now, after what just happened between us?” I asked making him point out on a growl of words,

      “I believe that is the second time for such a thing to happen between us and yet it still ended in you running.” I hated that he was right, because we had been like this together once before and I had run from it the first moment I had seen…well, what I thought I had seen. Something in itself that still needed to be explained. Yet, when I was just about to open my mouth to ask, he shook his head and told me,

      “Not tonight, let us face everything else tomorrow, for today was perfection and tonight I get to sleep with you in my arms. Let us just enjoy the now.” I couldn’t argue with that and well, I also couldn’t argue with him playing with my hair the way he was, finding myself sinking into all that was Lucius,

      And loving every breath I took doing so…

      Sleeping in his arms.
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        * * *

      

      The next day started pretty much the same as the one before, in the sense that we woke up late and Lucius and I were in bed together. Although the differences were that our first meal of the day wasn’t then followed by destruction, arguing, and being tied up before sex. No, it just started with sex, then came the meal and we skipped destruction and arguing altogether.

      But by late afternoon, I found myself being led down to the lobby where I was faced with what Lucius had planned and it included a huge heavy duty 4x4. I watched as it was driven and parked directly in front of us making me comment,

      “Well, this is unexpected.” His knowing grin was my only reply to this, and I couldn’t help but take a moment to look down the length of him. It was slightly cooler today, so he was now wearing stonewash jeans and a plain charcoal T shirt, that was tight on the arms. But he wasn’t the only one who’d dressed for the cooler weather as I was wearing tight indigo jeans that were rolled at the calf, and a plaid shirt in burgundy red, navy blue with hints of white in the lines that separated the two colours. I wore the shirt open and knotted under my bust with a white vest top underneath. White and red sneakers matched, although from the looks of things, I was missing hiking boots and a beige safari hat!

      “Are we going hunting or something, ‘cause despite popular belief among rogues and Mercs, I don’t actually consider killing a sport?” I commented at the sight of the huge Mercedes 4x4. Lucius burst out laughing before grabbing the knot in my shirt and tugging me to his front before telling me,

      “You wanted to know what was next, this is next.” I frowned in question then asked,

      “Is this why you had me pack a small bag, because you know, I was only kidding with that boy scout stuff and didn’t really peg you for the camping type,” I said as he started to lead me around to my side. Then he opened my door after the man who had driven here handed Lucius the keys.

      “Just wait and see,” he told me before grabbing me by the waist and lifting me into the car, adding yet another bossy order,

      “Sit your sweet ass down, beautiful.”

      “Wow, bossy much…you know, you are lucky you are hot, Mister.” I grumbled with a smirk I couldn’t hide after he got in the car and started her up. This was before we headed out to I had no idea where. I lasted all of about five minutes when I said,

      “Oh, come on, this is killing me here! Lucius, where are we going?” He chuckled at my outburst and told me,

      “Where do you think, Mount Hebron of course?” My eyes widened at the sound of the name that was written on the map, as it had been the one I had spent weeks researching.

      “We are?!” I said, the excitement in my voice easy to hear.

      “Once the blood started to run through to the map, you recognized the mountain track from the picture in my office, didn’t you?” he asked making me look sheepish.

      “I might have done,” I answered in a cryptic tone that didn’t match my obvious reply.

      “It was my home, you know,” he said after a few silent minutes, making me tense and hold myself rigid, as for the first time he was giving me something of himself…a piece of his past.

      “But I take it you know where I was born…being the clever little scholar you are,” he added playfully.

      “Queriot, a town located south of Jerusalem in Judea,” I told him making him grant a sideways grin.

      “Also known as Kerioth, but it is nothing more than ruins now,” he said without any melancholy in his voice, just more matter of fact.

      “What was it like?” I asked, making him look thoughtful as we drove through the city in a heavy duty truck that looked right now nothing more than overkill.

      “The same sun baked, dry earth in seemingly endless summers, to snowcapped mountains in winter, so basically the weather is what I remember the most, that and olives.” I laughed at his dry humour.

      “In truth, I don’t often find my mind going back there,” he admitted surprising me.

      “Too painful?” I asked softly, surprised and thrilled that he was finally opening up to me.

      “Too old, more like,” he said scoffing first, then going on to say,

      “When time seems everlasting, it changes you. Your memories seem more like distant tales whispered from ear to ear until they become barely even the truth in which they were born from.”

      “So, what you’re saying is that you don’t miss…”

      “Stale flat bread and herding livestock…no, Amelia, I don’t miss that,” he said amused. I honestly tried to picture it, knowing he didn’t even look close to being the same man he once was…Judas Iscariot.

      I confess that since being here I had become obsessed in discovering all I could about who was only classed to most as being a traitorous historical figure during the days of Jesus Christ. So, needless to say, that more often than not, it just ended up making me angry. Besides, I didn’t want to learn about it from books or what the bible claimed it to be. I wanted the truth of it from the man himself.

      “So, I take it we are going to the mountains and following the map, because you know I have tried to follow the same route and it’s still too vague…for starters the tracks don’t even look to exist anymore,” I told him making him reply cryptically,

      “That’s because they don’t.” Naturally, this made me frown in question.

      “So where are we going then?”

      “Harei Yehuda,” he told me, marking the end of our discussion. I knew this when he said,

      “After today, will you do me a favour, Amelia?”

      “What?” I asked in a tone that said I was almost afraid to.

      “I want you to call home, talk to your father and…”

      “My mother?” I finished off on a whisper.

      “She is worried and upset, she is also desperate for you to discover the truth and believes she has something important to tell you that will help you understand.” I looked out of the window and watched as we continued through the built-up parts of the city. Then I felt him reach across and take my hand, raising it to his lips to kiss. After this, he held it there and asked in a sincere tone,

      “Please?”

      I released a deep sigh and nodded, telling him,

      “I will… I promise when we get back that I will call her.” He granted me a warm, tender smile that created small creases at the corners of his eyes before he thanked me. One kiss more and my hand was given back to me so he could drop his sunglasses down from his head before changing gear. Twenty minutes later and I soon understood why it was we needed a four-wheel drive, as we started heading up the mountain.
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        * * *

      

      The drive up the mountain had been beautiful and offered amazing views, if not a little bumpy. Hence the heavy duty ride, one I discovered had been what Lucius’ ‘Make it happen’ order had been all about yesterday. I also discovered that Lucius most certainly knew his way around this part of the world. He drove to places that seemed like the road would go nowhere and it was only when we pulled into a clearing that I finally asked,

      “Are we here yet?” He laughed once and inquired,

      “Be honest, just how long have you wanted to say that?”

      “Erm…about five minutes into the drive.” He smirked and told me,

      “We have a few hours until night falls.”

      “Wait…so we are camping?” He put the car into park, took off his glasses and said with a wink,

      “Boy scout, remember?” Then he got out of the car taking a moment to scan the area. I watched as he made his way around to my side before he opened my door and helped me down.

      “Well, this is cute,” I said following him to the back of the car and scanning the clearing that was framed by trees which sloped down over the ridge the clearing was situated on top of.

      “I used to travel through here with my father as a boy,” he told me, shocking me enough that my steps faltered.

      “You did?” I asked after first needing to clear my throat. Gods, but I could barely even think of Lucius as being human, let alone just a boy!

      “Of course, over two thousand years have passed, so it’s of little surprise that the place looks different now, far more trees and such,” he told me after opening up the back doors revealing what looked more  like a rugged camper. Then he continued to get things out of the back that looked like…fold out chairs?

      “Holy shit, we are camping!” I shouted making him laugh.

      “Don’t get too excited, sweetheart, we are just spending some time here before night falls.” Then he pulled out a basket and I shouted,

      “And you brought a picnic!” making him mutter under his breath,

      “Easily pleased once again.”

      I ignored this and skipped up to him, placed my hands at his back and reach up on my tip toes by his ear so I could whisper,

      “You know, if there is cheese in there, then chances are you are gonna get lucky in the wilderness, Mr Septimus.” At this he turned his face to look at me over his shoulder and with an arrogant grin he asked,

      “Is that so, Miss Draven?” I gave him a wink and kissed his cheek, before grabbing the chair and taking it over to where we were setting up, ‘picnic camp’.

      After this Lucius made short work of using what was inside the camper style 4x4, that I learned was a Mercedes-Benz G professional that meant it had been stripped of its back seats, so it could be converted by Grey Wolf camping interiors, with a custom pop top roof that had a bed in it. It also had two 20L jerry cans filled to the brim, a Forcetec ladder to the roof and rails to match. Oh, and just in case we happened to get stuck in a downpour, it had Mud Tec reinforced ramps attached to the sides. They were ready to be taken off and used to get us out of any sticky, muddy situations, by putting them under the wheels. But in my opinion, it just added to making the gun grey vehicle look meaner.

      Now, I knew my cars and also my bikes, as growing up with so many diesel heads in the household, well something was bound to stick, seeing as I was a walking, talking, living breathing, information sponge. But even with this being said, I wouldn’t have known anything about this car, if Lucius hadn’t decided to share with me after I had asked him about it.

      This also signified the first of many conversations once we sat down together. As soon we were sat looking out into an incredible view of the mountains, we both had a beer in hand and consumed half of the food Lucius had arranged for us. It was hours later, and the sun was just beginning to set, bathing the view in warm colours of pinks, oranges, and hints of red as the shadows of the mountain ridges turned to shades of blues and purples. It was beautiful, but for once this wasn’t what I commented on.

      “So, what did you do up here with your father and what was he like?” I asked seeing as he was in a chatty mood. I noticed him glance at me from the corner of his eye before taking a swig of his beer and looking back over the vista of colours.

      “He did most things fathers did at that age with their sons, he taught me to hunt, to be cunning and to be fast.” I raised a brow in question, prompting him to tell me,

      “I was something of a troublemaker.” I burst out laughing at this and couldn’t help but continue to chuckle after it.

      “I am shocked, of course,” I said making him scoff,

      “Yeah, I just bet you are.”

      “So, what you’re saying is that you have always been one of the bad boys, eh?” I said teasing him. His amused look said it all. Then after a minute of thought he continued,

      “I questioned everything, including authority.”

      “Noooo…that doesn’t sound like you at all.” He gave me wry grin and said,

      “I wasn’t one to conform, unless there was a cause I believed in.” I took a breath and decided to see how far this conversation would go.

      “Is that why you followed Jesus?” I braved to ask. He gave a smile and told me gently,

      “Not ready to go there just yet, sweet.” I granted him a little nod of understanding and decided to switch to when he first became who he was today, thinking this was a good way to keep him talking.

      “So, you didn’t deal with authority well…Must have been the natural born leader in you then,” I commented taking another swig of my beer. But then he shocked me by saying,

      “I never wanted to be a leader, least of all a King.” I frowned before pointing out the obvious,

      “Lucius, you were a Roman Emperor.”

      “Yes, but only under the order of your father did I become so, my little scholar,” he told me making me nearly choke on a swallow of beer. He chuckled at my reaction.

      “I didn’t know that,” I said, pointing out the obvious.

      “Two thousand years of history, sweetheart, there is a lot you don’t know,” he said making me release a sigh because I knew it was true. I mean just how many layers could a guy that old have?

      “Hardly seems fair seeing as you know everything about me,” I complained on a sigh, making him remind me,

      “I’m talking now I believe.” I grinned at him and agreed, tipping the neck of my beer at him,

      “That you are.” I took a sip and then said,

      “And not that I want to seem ungrateful or at the risk of making you stop or regret that…”

      “You want to know, why now?” he cut me off from my rambling,

      “Yeah, I want to know why now,” I repeated wanting to know why he was all of a sudden Mister chatty past pants and was letting me into the world of Lucius.

      “Let’s just call it the first steps to gaining back that trust that has been lost,” he replied making me realise that he was doing this for me…or so I thought, until he added,

      “Besides, I realise that expecting you to be content at only knowing the past thirty years of my life is unrealistic.”

      “Oh really?”

      “Well, given your curious nature, your love of history and tenaciousness at getting what you want, then yeah, it was unrealistic.” He teased making me shout,

      “Oi!” This before throwing the first thing my hand grabbed from the table, which was a half-eaten pastry.

      “Gods, woman, will you stop throwing shit at me!” he complained as it missed him by an inch as it went sailing past his face.

      “I will, when you stop pissing me off, handsome!” I threw back at him without an ounce of malice, making him grumble,

      “Fuck, wish she would go back to slapping me…ends better.”

      “Who are you even talking to?” I snapped making him grant me a dangerous grin. Then he placed his bottle down next to his chair, doing so without taking his eyes off me.

      “Oh no…no you don’t…” I started to say moving from my chair and starting to walk backwards, keeping him in sight as he rose from his seat, ready to start stalking me.

      “No…you…don’t…Lucius, ah!” I shouted as I turned to run back to the car finding myself grabbed from behind and thrown over his shoulder.

      “Well, look at that, caught you again!” he shouted. Then, just as he started walking me to the back of the car, his entire body went rigid. This was something that made mine do the same and only realising why, when we heard a voice say,

      “I can say the same thing.” I looked down at Lucius and told him,

      “See, I told you that you should have packed the smelly cheese.” He growled low after pulling me down the front of him, so I was plastered to his chest. Then we both started to take in the full extent of our problem as the small army of shadows started to surround us.

      I released a sigh and said,

      
        
        “The bitch, witch is back.”
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      “Well, I have to say, it’s about time you two got back together, I was getting impatient,” the witch said stepping from the tree line curled in what looked like the shadows she commanded. It was as though she had just appeared out of nowhere. This made me think back to the way she had escaped the river of blood in the vault, telling me then that she most likely had created some kind of portal.

      She wore her usual red cloak. The same one I had seen her wearing in both my dreams and the nightmare reality. I didn’t know what she meant about us being back together or why she would need for us to be, but I knew one thing, I wasn’t the only one who didn’t like her comment. I knew this when I felt Lucius get tense.

      “Aww, well, would you look at that, honey, she was rooting for us,” I said sarcastically making Lucius scoff.

      “We meet at last for I have been curious about when the bitch I intend to kill would turn up,” Lucius said in a calm tone that the hard muscles beneath my palms told me he was anything but.

      “I wouldn’t be so cocky, Vampire, after all, it’s not like I came alone,” she said, now raising up her hands and out from the shadows stepped the army of rogues she had brought with her, one we both already knew were there. I didn’t know how it was possible for me to know this as it wasn’t as if I had any supernatural gifts to help in this department. But for some reason, I just had. As if I had felt them humming against my skin, one that gave new meaning to the saying making your skin crawl.

      “Good, for you will need a fucking army,” Lucius told her.

      “Now. if I had known that was all it would take,” she said in cocky tone.

      “You mistake me…for you will need the fucking army just to give you a head start before I rip your fucking heart out, witch!” Lucius snarled the threat making one of the figures that suddenly emerged next to her start laughing, one unfortunately we both knew well.

      “See, I told you he is arrogant,” she said turning her head towards the witch. However, one look at her and I just groaned in annoyance before commenting dryly,

      “Ah, well, it’s clearly not a party without Bitch face…well, this should be fun, I was looking for another shot at killing that bitch!” This had the desired effect as it made Lucius chuckle and Layla furious,

      “We will see about that, you little cunt!” Layla snarled stepping towards me, only to find herself stopped when the witch’s hand rose, ceasing her movements.

      “Not yet, we need her,” the witch warned, making Lucius growl low in his throat, pulling me tight to his frame.

      “Yeah, to fucking bleed!” Layla said maliciously.

      “Silence!” the witch snapped after turning her head to the side and slicing a hand down in front of her making Layla cower slightly,

      “Wow, so crass…seriously Lucius, you had terrible taste in women before you met me.” Lucius didn’t look away from our enemies, keeping his eagle eyes on them, whilst agreeing with me,

      “That I did, love.”

      “Enough of this! You know what we want, Vampire, now show us the way,” the witch snapped, and the jerked motion made her hood slip back a little. But what was then odd was the way in which she hurried to cover herself back up, yanking it forward with a fumbled motion. I frowned in question as it was almost as if she didn’t want to show her face. Was it because of the scars…? Did she consider it a weakness…or perhaps it was more than that?

      “Explain to me why I should, do you think your little army scares me?” Lucius challenged.

      “No, but what does scare you, Vampire, is losing your Chosen One and can you really risk fighting them all without risking her life…besides, here’s a little example to back up my claim.” The witch then made a motion with her hand and suddenly there was a whizzing sound before pain burst in my shoulder at my back, making me push into Lucius from the impact.

      “AAAHH!”

      “Amelia!” he shouted as I fell into him, and when I lifted my face off his chest the first thing I asked was,

      “Where did all the blood come from?” Lucius looked down at me and the second he saw that I was hurt, he did so with blood thirsty murder in his eyes, as his demon started to come through.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you, for I have ten more aimed at her that you can’t see and won’t have the power to stop. Now, show me the way and I will let you heal her,” the witch told him, making him close his eyes and snarl as he twisted his neck to the side in a painful way. It was then that I knew he was actually fighting with his demon side in order to try and stay in control.

      But the pain was starting to rip through me, making me fall limp against him and as a result, his arm tightened around me. Then, pushing past the pain, I used my strength to reach up so I could put a palm to his cheek,

      “Hey, it’s okay, come back to me…yeah?” I said trying to help him focus as he struggled to hold himself back from allowing that part of him to take over. I knew this when the black veins started to branch out around his crimson eyes and snake down his neck where his skin seemed to ripple with the increasing power building. But at the sound of my voice he started to pull through and was soon looking down at me, half as a demon, half as the man I loved, before whispering my name,

      “Amelia…I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay…I’m okay, it’s just…ahh…my…” I finished this as I tried to reach around my back to pull whatever I could feel was stuck there.

      “Ssshh, it’s okay, I will heal you,” he told me softly.

      “Tut, tut, not yet, Vampire… now show us the way, as I am sure it was not a walk you could have ever forgotten,” the witch said with a smirk in her voice making him growl.

      “She’s got a fucking arrow in her shoulder!” he snapped making me frown. Holy shit… was that what it was, no wonder it fucking hurt!

      “Yes, and she will continue to bleed the longer it takes you…quicker if you remove the arrow.” The witch said making Layla laugh,

      “I can’t fucking wait for that show!” I hissed her way, and said to Lucius,

      “New rule, no ex bitch faces on date night.” He gave me a small strained smile before cupping my cheek and rubbing a thumb over my cheek,

      “Sweetheart.” His tender endearment was interrupted the second the witch snapped,

      “Time to get moving!”

      I felt the rumble of Lucius’ growl against me before he swept my legs up and even though he did so gently, I still cried out in pain as he took me in his arms, being mindful of where the arrow was sticking out of my flesh.

      “Ssshh now, it will be alright…I will take care of you, my Khuba,” he told me softly at the sight of my pain. I nodded twice and laid my head against his chest as he carried me. Then I tried to ignore the strange feeling, like a wave of heat, as if someone had shot a firecracker in my shoulder not an arrow.

      Lucius started walking and I glanced over his shoulder to see that the witch was following along with the shadows of rogues behind her. Layla at her side, of course, dressed all in black like some fucking ninja! Gods, I hated her! Unfortunately, it looked like we were outnumbered here as there were seriously too many shadows to count and with my injury, then in all honesty, I couldn’t be bothered anyway.

      Lucius continued walking, and we left the clearing as the last of the sun said goodbye to the day and a full moon replaced it. This at least gave us enough light to see and the car behind us soon became a shadow in the distance. Lucius continued to take long strides along what looked like an old footpath that was most definitely overgrown. He was trying to stay along the tree line instead of going into the thick of the forest, and I soon realised why.

      He kept looking up at the night sky as we walked, which was when I realised…he was being led by the stars. That had been why he was waiting for night fall.

      “Well, look at you…total…boy…scout.” I said feeling lightheaded, from what I gathered was losing blood. Lucius gave me a little shake and said,

      “Come on, sweetheart, keep talking to me now, yeah?” I took in a deep breath and let it out again.

      “Any pain when you do that?” he asked, me making me frown in question,

      “No,” I told him with a little shake of my head. He then went on to ask,

      “Any shortness of breath?”

      “Well, yeah but that’s most likely down to the arrow sticking out of my body,” I replied making him smirk,

      “Not lost your sass…also a good sign.”

      “A good sign of what, that I am still living and able to verbally abuse you?” He chuckled again and I looked behind him, making him say,

      “Don’t look at them, look at me.” I knew why he said this as he didn’t want me to panic. A little late for that, seeing as I had already been shot and didn’t exactly see how we were going to get out of this.

      “It’s kind of hard not to, I mean they are kind of noticeable,” I told him, making him repeat the order,

      “Ignore them and tell me how you feel?” I chuckled but it ended on a groan thanks to the burning pain that tightened when I moved.

      “Without laughing,” he advised.

      “Well, don’t say that, as now all I will want to do is laugh!” He shook his head as if he was questioning my sanity when I explained,

      “It’s the same as telling someone who’s scared of heights not to look down, they always do!”

      “Alright, sweetheart, I think I am getting your point here…now tell me, any sharp pain when inhaling or chest pain, which is more severe on one side?” I frowned again and said,

      “No, just a burning pain…why?”

      “Because your heart rate has increased.” I laughed once, winced again, and ignoring his raised ‘I told you to keep still’ brow, I said,

      “Again, if I were to venture a guess that would be from the arrow sticking out of my shoulder.”

      “I asked because there might have been the possibility of a pneumothorax.”

      “A collapsed lung?” I translated in form of a question.

      “Yes, but seeing as you seem to be breathing without difficulty then I would say that, thankfully, this isn’t the case.”

      “Any other fatal worries I should know about, Doctor Phil?” I asked and his replied shocked me, because clearly, he had heard of Doctor Phil…unless I had mentioned him in some cocky reply before?

      “I’m not worried about your state of mind here, sweet.”

      “Yeah, but he is the only famous doctor I know about, other than the one from Doctor Who.”

      “Who?” he asked making me repeat,

      “Yeah, Who.” He frowned and said,

      “Actually, now I am worried about your brain.” I was about to laugh when he shook his head silently reminding me that laughing wouldn’t be fun for me right now.

      “Doctor Who is a TV show, I wasn’t confused or forgot. Now go back to your other worries,” I told him without telling him how sexy the whole doctor act was.

      “Other than a fucking witch that can pull arrows from a veil of another realm?”

      “Ah, yeah, well that does sound bad, as I gotta say, this being shot business isn’t fun for me.” He gave me a tender look before looking up at the stars again, changing his direction a little. Then we started to make our way towards a large open space as a field spread out in front of us. I half expected us to find Maria from Sound of Music being followed by a bunch of singing kids and a broody guy she fell in love with. Forget Nazis, an army of Vampires being led by a pissed off witch with a grudge, was where the real horror was at, I thought sarcastically.

      “Now, tell me what your other worry was, other than yes, the army, the witch and raining arrows from another realm…wow, must say, didn’t see myself saying that sentence today.” Again, I received another grin before he said,

      “My concern was if it had hit the brachial artery, then there would have been dramatic blood loss, requiring the application of a tourniquet to prevent exsanguination but the arrow is continuing to slow down the bleed rate, so this is good.”

      “Wow and here I was thinking I was the smart one…see, total boy scout,” I said making him laugh after which he told me quietly,

      “Amelia, listen to me, they can’t see you from here, so they won’t know what you are doing.”

      “Why, what am I doing?” I asked whispering back.

      “I want you to pull the neck of my shirt down and bite my chest as hard as you can.” Suddenly my fun day was getting better.

      “Hardly time for a hickey, handsome.”

      “Amelia, you know what I want, now it won’t heal you completely, not until I can remove the arrow, but it will help with the blood loss.”

      “And the orgasm that usually follows it?” I asked making him reply,

      “It won’t be enough all at once.”

      “I guess that’s why they didn’t use a gun to shoot me with, huh, clever really.”

      “Right, well, before we praise the enemy too much, can you get on with it, as we have a way left to go and you will need strength for both the journey and when we get there,” he advised in a tense tone.

      “Why?”

      “Because I have a plan,” he said making it wise not to ask but instead to praise the right person who was on my team.

      “Of course, you do…my man always has a plan,” I said making him grin, flashing his fangs that I knew were the parts of his demon he hadn’t yet released. After all, the threat was still at our backs.

      After this he nodded down at me, telling me to start so I did what he asked. I yanked hard on the neck of his t shirt, gripping the material as if this would help. Then I first kissed the small section of bare chest making him wink down at me in thanks before I bit down on his flesh as hard as I could. He didn’t even flinch as his blood dripped and pooled in my mouth. I continued to suck at him and started to feel better the more blood I took. But then when I started to pull back, he snarled down at me,

      “More.”

      “Lucius, no, you need your strength too and I am feeling better.” His snarled response told me I wouldn’t win.

      “More, Amelia, now do as you’re told.” I rolled my eyes at him before going back to sucking more, grinning around his flesh when he said,

      “My itchy palm will owe you for that one, my sassy girl.”

      After this I didn’t know how much farther we ended up going but I must have fallen asleep at some point with my face nestled against Lucius’ chest, one that had healed long ago.

      “I think this is close enough!” The witch’s voice startled me awake and I quickly opened my eyes to see where we were.

      I gasped in horror as we had now been plummeted right into my nightmares.

      A single dead tree.

      A missing bloodied noose.

      A body no longer swaying at the end of it.

      
        
        The place where Lucius first died.
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      Lucius felt me tense so hard it felt like my bones would snap and the pain in my shoulder intensified.

      “Easy, sweetheart,” he told me, making me grab onto his t-shirt, bunching it in my fist as I whispered,

      “But this place…it’s…it’s,”

      “I know where it is, love,” he told me stopping me from saying it and I looked to see if there was any pain in his eyes, where there seemed to be only deep rooted anger that was desperate to break free.

      “Now put her down!” the witch demanded, and I looked over his shoulder to find a large arc of rogues all stood like silent sentinels, making me feel as if something wasn’t right with them.

      “Lucius, all the Vampires, they seem…”

      “I know,” he said with a tense lock of his jaw. Because it was as if he already knew where my thoughts were headed, and he shook his head telling me not to speak of it now.

      “Put her down, Vampire!” the witch ordered again.

      “No!” he snapped back on a growl, but then she started to raise her hand and said,

      “Very well, another arrow should do it.” Layla clapped her hands as if this was the most fun she’d had in years…Gods, the bitch clearly needed to get laid if that was the case!

      “NO! DON’T!” Lucius roared making the witch fold her arms and say expectantly,

      “Well…”

      “Fuck! Alright, alright just don’t fucking hurt her!” Lucius said, his panic clear to see as he started to lower my feet to the ground. Then he held me steady until I was able to stand on my own, something that made me feel lightheaded again.

      “Now move away from her.”

      “If I do that, she will fucking fall!” he snapped.

      “Then she will fucking crawl to it! Now move it!” the witch demanded making him do as she ordered for fear I would get hurt again. He mouthed down at me,

      ‘It will be alright.’

      “Now, walk towards the tree!” The witch ordered me this time and I had to say, I really didn’t fucking want to. The image of my nightmares coming back to me was enough to make me terrified to go anywhere near it. Lucius took one look at me and knew it. Which was why he started to argue,

      “I fail to see the fucking point of all of this!”

      “The Tree of Souls will show itself…you will see,” the witch replied in a certain tone.

      “The Tree of Souls is a fucking Vampires’ fairy tale, it doesn’t fucking exist!” he snapped but I could see the witch’s grin from here, a flash of white beneath the hood.

      “Don’t be so sure.”

      “I have had my people searching for it for centuries, and nothing…trust me, I am fucking sure!” he snarled back folding his arms across his chest and looking as if he was close to splitting his t-shirt! He looked fit for murder and rage and total demonic execution. Meanwhile, I was left with no other option but to continue trying to make my way towards the tree I knew had taken Lucius’ human life. It was a haunting sight, that single dead tree all twisted and bare, looking more like the sun bleached bones of what used to be some Hellish beast reaching up out of the earth trying to escape damnation.

      “Perhaps you weren’t looking in the right place,” Layla said getting in on the action.

      “You think the first fucking place I looked wasn’t the place I fucking died and was resurrected…It’s. Not. Fucking. Here!” He growled forcing out each word and trying to make his point when releasing his wings as more of his demon erupted to the surface.

      “Then, if you are right, no harm will come to her…now walk the rest of the way, Princess,” the witch told me, and I snarled myself at the name and cursed myself for stumbling as I did as I was told.

      “Don’t you fucking move, Luc!” Layla snarled in warning as Lucius struggled to watch me trying to stay on my feet.

      “Fucking foolish beliefs!” he snapped making her tell him,

      “Or just the lack in them, for you will see, lover.” Now hearing her calling him this made me close to saying to hell with the rain of arrows, I wanted to rip her head off!

      “The tree is nothing but a fucking relic!” Lucius’ demon was the one to respond this time.

      “Then why is it still here, dead as it may be, but it is still here… even after all your attempts at destroying it…still here it stands,” the witch reminded him, letting me know just how Lucius had felt about it remaining after all this time. And he didn’t respond other than to growl at her because of it.

      “No, it is your lack of faith that forced you to turn your back on your own past, and now you will see, all you needed was the right key…the blood of…”

      “Shut the fuck up!” Lucius shouted, making the witch chuckle.

      “What is she talking about?” I asked still making my way towards it and only a few feet away now.

      “Nothing, she knows fucking nothing but lies!” he snarled, referring to the witch, but his tone suggested more panic than anger.

      “My lies, oh Vampire…she has no idea the fucking lies you have told her…the same ones you have since the day she was born!” The witch snapped back making me frown in question just as I had no choice but to reach out for the tree trunk, as I fell into it.

      “Lucius?” I whispered his name before asking,

      “What is she…” suddenly I was cut off when he roared back at the cause of all our problems,

      “SILENCE!”

      But through his roar I stumbled back, falling further back against the tree, and looking up in horror as its large branches loomed above me, like twisted limbs of some monster trying to grab me, ready to tear out my soul and drag me back down to Hell. They were moving, swaying…or was that just me,

      “Amelia?” I heard my name being called through the darkness of my nightmare, but I couldn’t see it. I continued to move, trying to free myself from whatever gripped me now, but it seemed useless!

      “Amelia!” Lucius shouted my name this time, done so in panic and the second a blinding light erupted from beneath me, I screamed as suddenly I started to fall…no, not fall, but just like my fears, I was being dragged. Like the earth beneath my feet had started to crumble away, giving way to the roots of this tree that was pulling me under. They were like the hands of death wanting to claim its next victim and I was powerless to stop them.

      Then I was screaming as I started to fall through the earth and beyond.

      “NO!” I heard the scream of the witch in the distance above as I disappeared from sight and I closed my eyes as my heart dropped to my stomach! I continued to fall, screaming only one name,

      “LUCIUS!” Then suddenly I felt a hand gripping my wrist as I was slowly being lowered to the ground. I wanted to ask myself who it was that gripped me so tight, but I was too afraid to open my eyes. But then my brain started to work past the fear of death and what I felt wasn’t bare flesh around my wrist…

      But one of leather.

      Lucius.

      Lucius had caught me.

      My eyes flew open to see him above me, my wrist in his hold with the great shadow of his wings above him. Then I felt my feet touching the ground and I looked down to see that he had lowered us into what looked like a giant underground cavern. Lucius followed me down until his feet were also on the ground and before I could ask what happened he pulled me in to his chest to hold me close.

      “Gods, Amelia, my Khuba, my love… I could have lost you!” He sounded so torn and worried that I simply let him hold me, knowing that we both needed the comfort right then.

      “I’m so sorry, Amelia…so, so, sorry.”

      “What for, you didn’t…”

      “For this,” he said and before I had time to react, pain exploded in my shoulder as he tore the arrow out, doing so in what I knew was most likely the kindest way possible. However, that didn’t stop me from screaming as the pain cut through me like a knife forged in the pits of Hell! I watched as he threw it to the side angrily, before taking hold of me once more. Then he started to shift my body around so he could reach my lips.

      “Ssshh…calm, calm now, it is done, now here, I want you to drink.”

      “But… I already …took…” I slurred my words, feeling myself falling under and so close to giving way to the unconsciousness my body was craving. He had been right about the arrow, it had been slowing the blood loss.

      “Ssshh, drink Amelia, it will make you feel better,” he said, and I soon found myself cradled in his hold where we must have slipped to the dirt floor. I heard the tear of flesh as he bit into his own wrist before I felt it being placed to my lips,

      “Drink, Amelia,” he urged again giving me a little shake as my eyes had closed and my body started to slump in his hold.

      “Drink!” This time when he shouted, he did so with panic in his tone which jarred me enough to do as I was told. So, I latched onto the opening in his wrist letting the blood gush into my mouth, doing so with so much flow I didn’t need to suck but only swallow. I opened my eyes briefly to see why this was as he was fisting his hand over and over again to get the blood pumping quicker, so I had no trouble feeding.

      But then the moment I felt myself starting to heal came the next part that flooded my system. And with it a lot more than just fixing my body. It also became about the rush of my mind as it released a surge of dopamine, making me scream out as I came without even being touched. My brain continued to work overtime in producing a potent and effective recipe of different hormones and neurochemicals all creating a mind blowing experience.

      I don’t know how many times I cried out his name or how long after I remained shuddering in his arms as my body came down from the high. But I felt him whispering tender words down at me as he stroked back my hair with his palm.

      “And some say sex isn’t the key to a prolonged healthy life,” I said after I was feeling slightly less breathless. I felt him chuckle before scoffing an agreed,

      “Fools.” I smiled before turning my head and shifting now so I could look at him. Thankfully, the colossal cave had a strange glow to it, as if something was reflecting off the rock walls I could see. We were both on the floor with me sitting in the spread of his legs as his back looked to be against a huge collection of boulders that reached up to the top of the underground cavern. It was like some naturally formed ladder or huge stepping stones up in a spiral.

      “Ah, I see that was the safer route down then…as opposed to just falling.” He followed my gaze back up to the top and said dryly,

      “Yes, so it would seem.”

      “Lucius, all jokes aside here…what is this place?” Lucius looked around and took in the same space I did. It was a huge cavernous place and even though not exactly as big as The Son Doong, which was a cave in Vietnam and known as the biggest cave in the world…this would have been a contender for sure. Although, it was yet to be discovered how long it was, as Son Doong was over 5.5 miles long, had a jungle and river, and could fit a 40-story skyscraper within its walls!

      This however was merely the first cave and up above was nothing but the roots of a tree that seemed too big and too plenty for what it had been above. They snaked and coiled over and over until it was a twisted mess of ancient roots all branching out in every direction. They then flowed down the walls of the far side, until you could only just barely see them beneath the tree.

      “It was true, all this time,” Lucius muttered in awe.

      “Lucius?”

      “This is the Temple of the Tree of Souls,” he told me in a tone of astonishment, something rarely heard coming from Lucius.

      “The place you said for centuries you have had people looking for?” He gave me a look that said it all,

      “I might have lied slightly.”

      “Only slightly?” I laughed,

      “I have known about this place since my rebirth,” he admitted.

      “Then why?” I asked with a shake of my head, relishing in the absence of pain in my shoulder.

      “Because there was no way to access it, trust me, now that has been the centuries of trying part. I only knew of its existence.”

      “So that’s why you never believed that this could be the place the map was leading us to?”

      “Not until the blood proved it to be otherwise, for I knew it would be pointless. It was little more than a myth, and barely a memory for me. I am still unsure as to what it is exactly that is down here,” he admitted, and I would have pointed out that assumption was most likely leading to the possibility of a big tree of some kind. Which was why I asked,

      “Then what is the Tree of Souls?” He released a deep sigh, rubbed a hand down his face and told me,

      “The Tree of Souls refers to the tree you saw, the one that took my human life and changed history for all of Heaven and Hell and the beings born from such. Just as with Jesus’ death it changed humanity.”

      “So, it’s symbolic, like the cross.”

      “Of sorts, but there are those, like the witch, who believe the Tree of Souls to be a fable, a tale that speaks of unspeakable power for anyone who rules over it.”

      “And that’s why she wanted access to this place, she believes it is down here?” I asked making him nod but then something said earlier came back to me, and I asked,

      “Wait, you said barely a memory…you’ve been here before?” At this he looked awkward, as if he didn’t want to admit what he was being forced to. But considering our current circumstance, well he couldn’t really shy away from facts right now. He released a sigh and told me,

      “It was where my body was brought after it happened.”

      “What?!” I couldn’t help but screech, as he helped me off the ground.

      “I don’t exactly remember much, Amelia, and that isn’t solely down to age, for try to remember that I was dying at the time.” I wanted to ask so many questions, but I didn’t know where to start, so he continued on for me.

      “The witch, she didn’t know what would happen, for if she did then she wouldn’t have been ready as I was, as I merely remember rising through the ground, something I believed for years to be nothing more than dreams of warped history, twisted into something it was not. Now I know I was not only wrong, but I believe that those dreams were preparing me for this moment…so I would be ready and know what to do.” I thought on what he was saying and asked myself the same thing, if the dreams of him and the tree were somehow to prepare me?

      “What did happen when I fell?”

      “My blood combined with yours must have been the key and she knew it, which is why…”

      “I didn’t really have to do anything but bleed under the tree…yeah okay, gotcha…so what now?” I asked looking back up at the rock formation that potentially we could climb, but there didn’t exactly look like there was a handy trap door up there and even if there was, the welcome party wasn’t of our choosing.

      “I suggest we see where it takes us, look over to the far side, there seems to be a doorway.” Lucius nodded to a place too far away for me to see and my look said it all as he granted me a coy grin and said,

      “Trust me, human, it’s there.” I elbowed him in the ribs for the comment, making him smirk. Then he took my hand and we started to cross the huge cave.

      “Did you notice the rogues, how they all looked different?” I asked making him nod, now looking bleak when he said,

      “She is more powerful than I thought possible in a witch.”

      “What did she do to them?” I asked, hating that so far, she seemed impossible to beat.

      “I don’t know how, but she has taken control over them completely, it is worse than we first imagined.”

      “Oh great, more good news,” I grumbled in annoyance.

      “Take some comfort in this, for if her plan has been to get down here all along, then she must be pissed now seeing as that didn’t happen. So, at the very least we had prevented what I assume to be the…”

      “Grand Finale?” I finished off for him.

      “Yes, or the part where she tries to fuck up the whole world by ruling over Vampires.” I shivered at the thought and forced myself to ask,

      “You really think that’s her master plan…not to just kill them all?”

      “After seeing how she has reduced the rogues to nothing more than mindless drones, then I am starting to lean heavily towards that conclusion, yes,” he said as he helped guide me over some of the bigger rocks. And as we got closer to the other side, I could see now what his vampire eyesight could see before mine.

      There was an opening that looked to be man-made, but the details had long ago been lost due to the sides being consumed by the ocean of roots from above. It was almost like they were flowing down in waves, with the thicker roots entwined and coiled with the thinner vines. They all cascaded into the entrance now as if a vortex had sucked them through.

      “Well, this looks welcoming,” I commented dryly, making Lucius grip my hand tighter in his as we passed through the doorway which looked at least ten feet tall. Then, just as the darkness started to consume our senses, flames erupted all around us as torches lit in carved holes. These were situated in the rock walls and each was framed by the root system, like little windows. The hallway was also the same height as the door, with the flickering light being closer to the root covered arched ceiling.

      We continued down, both tense and ready for anything…however, like most things, when that ‘anything’ happened, neither of us was prepared for it. As the moment we walked through the opening at the end, something seemed to slam in between us both, forcing us apart and causing us to separate. I fell backwards landing on my ass with a grunt of pain that jarred my bones and I rose to my elbow, first having to shake my head to get my mind back into gear.

      “Wh…what happened?” I asked, coughing first as the loose dirt had been kicked up around me from the compacted earth on the ground. I looked up to find Lucius on the ground which in itself set me into panic. So, I got to my feet and ran towards him, only to be met with the same invisible barrier that separated us both, slamming me back once more on my ass.

      “No!” I shouted as I pounded a fist to the ground in my anger. And when I lifted my head, it was to find Lucius still on the ground, unmoving and,

      For the first time…

      
        
        Unconscious.
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      I ran towards the image of Lucius on the floor asking myself why he hadn’t got up yet and panic set in that something was majorly wrong! I wanted to bang my fist on what I now could see was a shimmering layer of air between us. As if it was nothing but dust particles innocently getting caught in the sunrays. It looked as light and airy as if I should have just been able to wave my hand through it all, but I knew this not to be true…No, I had learned my lesson finally after being put on my ass five times and well, that shit gets old quickly!

      “Come on, Lucius, honey, wake up for me!” I pleaded again but nothing. I could at the very least see that he was still breathing which was currently the only positive I was seeing here.

      “WAKE UP!” I shouted stopping my fist just in time from banging on what seemed like nothing more than glittery air.

      “He cannot hear you…”

      “Not like we can.”

      “Mmmawahamm”

      I spun around quickly at the sounds of three different voices, the last being nothing more than an indistinguishable mumble of sounds. My hand flew to my pounding heart as fear started to creep its way in, because really, I had no clue what I faced down here. I may not have had anything to fear in my father’s world but down here…well, I wasn’t in fucking Kansas anymore!

      “Wwwho’s there?!” I said trying to get the first word of that question not to sound so shaky. I turned around in the dark space, one that was barely illuminated enough from the opening we had just passed through, one Lucius was currently lying unconscious in.

      “We are the Keeper of three…”

      “We see, hear and speak of all that the blood of Kings commands.”

      “Mmnsebm” Again the mumbled voice followed, making me wonder of the point of it. I also found myself frowning at the creepy words that sounded hissed and scratchy.

      “Yeah, well lucky for you then, as I can’t see shit!” I snapped and suddenly at my complaint, the huge room sparked into life.

      “Gods,” I muttered in sight of all the huge torches that were being lit by unnatural means. Large disks of gold, the size of cars, sat in curved iron twists of metal and started to fill with a flaming liquid that poured from above. I followed the flow up and saw that the flaming waterfalls each came from holes in the rock face and there were seven in total. Then, once the disks had been filled with enough fuel, the waterfalls stopped, leaving flames to lick and snap at the air. But it offered enough light for me to see now where I was, and it could only be one place…

      “I am in the Temple of the Tree of Souls.” The place was real! It wasn’t a fabled tale after all or a memory that had deceived Lucius.

      “She knows…”

      “She is clever.”

      “Sss mmise.”

      The three voices said again, making me awkwardly say,

      “Uh…thanks…I guess.” Well, at least they seemed to like me, so big plus on that one, especially if that meant I wasn’t going to get eaten anytime soon. My voice echoed around what I could now see was a carved temple that looked to be as old as time itself!

      The markings along its walls belonged to every known civilization since the time of man and there were many even I didn’t recognise. But giant pillars the size of redwood trees were all carved in every type of symbol, hieroglyphics and script known and unknown. They framed the open space and there were far too many of them to count, which spoke for how big the Temple was.

      As for the floor, it was a series of broken slabs that had been uprooted and split from the dark black roots that looked charred as if they had been set alight. I followed them all the way to the centre of the room which was the whole reason the Temple had been built. For it hadn’t been for the tree above, where Lucius had died as Judas, it had been from this tree grown from his ascension.

      It was an enormous stone grey tree that reminded me of the one in Afterlife, the Temple of Souls. Clearly souls needed a lot of temples I thought sarcastically. But this tree was most definitely different as, like the roots that had led us here, the whole tree looked to be made of them. So instead of having a trunk and branches, it was simply a giant series of roots in the shape of a tree, only at the top there were so many silver leaves, there must have been millions. Each one seemed to flutter and shimmer as if caught on some imaginary wind, and at the very top of the tree was what looked like a single blood red rose. One that could only be seen as it was the only colour on there. That and a strange strip of shadows that seemed to swirl around the centre part of the tree, making me question if this had something to do with the shadows I had seen surrounding the army of rogues?

      But then as I stepped closer, I started to notice more.

      “The tree…what…what is wrong with it?” I asked at the sight of the black charred roots that weren’t just contained to those under my feet and slabs, but also to the base of the tree. It was like a darkness rising up from the ground below and reaching all the way to the first set of branches of the tree. Reaching to where thousands of leaves had turned to black and even now, I could see as one started to fall to the ground and then crumble away to ash. Then seconds later there was another.

      “Hurt…”

      “Infected.”

      “Mmawam.”

      The three said making me step further into the space and as I started to walk round the tree, I could now see the huge split at its core that looked like an opening. The closer I got the more I could see for myself that it was in fact a doorway, one as big as the one we had just both tried to step through. An ominous red glow came from the darkness within, as if daring you to take a look and find out where it led. Well, that was one rabbit hole I was most definitely staying away from, I thought with a shiver.

      I looked back to Lucius and asked,

      “Will he be alright?”

      “He sleeps through his death no longer…”

      “The Blood of the King still beats.”

      “Mhom hamme.” The mumbled part was a little pointless and I couldn’t help but wonder why. So, I asked,

      “Where are you all?”

      “She seeks the seekers…”

      “Keepers of three must we be,”

      “Memme mh.”

      Then I saw only one huge figure as tall as Ragnar appear from behind one of the massive pillars. He was wearing a long worn cloak that covered all of its misshapen figure. I could feel my mind working overtime just trying to distinguish which part was which, and why there was only one that had appeared, when three voices could always be heard. When suddenly I didn’t need to ask again, as the cloak fell away and revealed the true horror of who it was I was speaking to.

      “Holy shit,” I muttered, taking quick steps back as the figure of three bodies combined emerged. It was like the tree in a way, where three torsos conjoined as the shape of a triangle and were twisted up in six arms and four legs, as it was clear, only two were needed for walking.

      But this wasn’t the only thing about the creature that was horrifying, it was the three heads all grouped together and, like the body, were off centre and not quite in a line. It also became clear to see why one was always mumbling.

      “Gods in Heaven,” I uttered in shock as I took all of him or should I say all of them in. One of the twisted limbs was reaching up for the face closest. Its hand was tucked inside his mouth, dragging his jaw down making it impossible for him to speak. Pained, angry eyes wrinkled the features on his face making the skin on the bridge of his nose rippled.

      As for the other two heads, another hand had reached up the head of the next, one that was turned towards the side and in between the other two. The hand was positioned over the top of his head with its fingertips embedded in the eye sockets, in a painful grip blinding him.  The last and top head had two hands reaching up and not only covering its ears, but had the fingers tugging down at the flesh so they hung limp and unused. But strangely out of the three, he looked the less pained and was obviously the one that relied on sight.

      So, it seemed for them to exist at all, they had no choice but to work together as a whole. For two could speak, two could hear and two could see but only one of each was useful to the three. Which told me that perhaps they communicated as one mind, as all communicated.

      “See no evil, speak no evil and hear no evil,” I whispered as it dawned on me, making them hiss and at first, I thought I had insulted them. When it became apparent it was actually a strange chuckled sound.

      “She is funny our queen of blood…”

      “She will save us.”

      “Meesss.”

      “What do you mean, I am…” They interrupted my question by telling me,

      “You are our Master’s Chosen One.”

      “His blood born and first of your kind.”

      “Mhossone.” I frowned at this and looked back to Lucius who was still passed out on the floor.

      “I don’t understand,” I admitted shaking my head as if there was some temple sized puzzle piece I was missing here.

      “We are keepers of the…”

      “Yeah, yeah I got that bit, so skip ahead…no pun intended,” I said making them snigger a hiss again. So just as they were about to yet again repeat themselves, I held up a hand and said for them,

      “Yeah I know, I’m funny, now get to the part where you explain what it is you think I have to do with any of this,” I told them as my irritation was mounting.

      “The Tree of Souls dies from the Venom of God.”

      “Yes, the Venom is what kills us.”

      “Mmmauanu.”

      “What did he say?” I asked, referring to the mumbling one, checking I wasn’t actually missing out on the helpful one of the group.

      “He said that it must be stopped before the infection reaches the branches of our queen.” I frowned and looked to the blood red rose that seemed to be at the top of the tree.

      “The blood of your queen?” I muttered wondering if they had this wrong, was it something to do with my mother…was she the rose, the only human that Lucius had turned?

      “So, what you’re saying is that this Venom of God is poisoning the tree…wait, so the rogues, we were right, they are turning.” They all started nodding enthusiastically and in truth, it looked painful. Then they told me,

      “Each leaf is a soul collected.”

      “And a soul collected turns black when the infection takes hold.”

      “Mnmmham”

      “And what about that one there…” I pointed to yet another leaf that fell and crumbled away to ashes before it hit the floor.

      “Ah, they destroyed another one.”

      “Yes, another soul lost.”

      “Mnonnem.” They sounded sad as they shook their heads all at the same time, making the big body sway. But this was when I started to get it.

      “So, each leaf is a vampire Lucius turned and when they turn black that means they are rogue but when they fall…”

      “Then they die.”

      “They are no more.”

      “Mubbfubm”

      I raised a brow questioning the mumbler, when the first one to speak every time told me,

      “He agrees.”

      “Right…okay, so there must be a way to stop it?” I questioned thinking that if this was an infection we just had to find a way to cut it off before it had more chance to spread. That was the only way we would save the Vampires and with it my mother.

      “A solution there is…”

      “But travel to where it all begun you must go.”

      “Mellmen.” The Keepers told me nodding as if they were happy they had finally got through to me.

      “And where is that…is it…through there?” I asked as I nodded towards the doorway at the core of the tree.

      “It is and hurry you must.”

      “Time is the key, and we have been waiting for you.”

      “Mhaanm.” I held my hands up and started shaking my head,

      “Now just wait a second, I think you have the wrong girl, or sex for that matter as it’s Lucius that you need, it’s his blood that…?” I was suddenly cut off, and in a way where their words started to make my heart pound.

      “That he stole from you.”

      “For his sacrifice can only be undone by the sacrifice of the blood of the pure born.”

      “Mmhamum.” I frowned at this in a questioning way before pointing out the obvious,

      “But I am just human.” The two that were able gave me a smile and it definitely was more creepy that the comforting one I think they were aiming for. Because they then told me,

      “No, you are the rose that blooms.”

      “The blood stolen will set us free,”

      “Muah.”

      “I don’t understand…what are you trying to tell me!” I said now looking up towards that single flower and asking myself,

      “Is that not my mother’s soul?” They tilted their heads at my question the way a dog would when hearing a new sound. Then they dropped a bombshell on me and said,

      “No, it is yours.”

      “The pieces of soul he stole from you.”

      “Mnmnhm” I gasped as my hands flew to my mouth at the same time I was shaking my head. Because no, it was impossible…he would never…he wouldn’t. So, I told them,

      “Lucius!? No…No that…that can’t be…I am just a human! I was born this way,” I said stumbling back as I said this, unable to keep my eyes from that fucking flower.

      “The Venom of God left you human.”

      “It took from you our Queen born.”

      “Mhh.”

      I shook my head again, trying to make sense of what they were telling me. All that time wondering, asking myself how could I possibly be human? How not a single piece of my father had made it through into my life? That surely it was wrong. Surely a mistake had been made. Feeling all my years as if something was missing and now…now as I stared up at the blood red rose, I was starting to feel it. The river of blood in my veins. The one I had somehow managed to call forth that day in the vault.

      How had I done that?

      How had I fucking done that if I was nothing but human?!

      Which meant that I had only one last question left to ask,

      “What am I? What part of my soul did Lucius steal?” The question left my lips and my gaze went to the thief in question, knowing in the depth of my heart that he had known. All this time, since when I was born, the first time he ever saw me, not as a teenager but as a baby. He had somehow stolen that part of me, making me human!

      And he knew.

      He fucking knew!

      It was why he had walked away. Putting the life he had put at risk at arms-length.

      So now, as I repeated the question, I did so with my own Venom,

      “What am I!?” I screamed it this time, having the power to rock the Temple floor, forcing Lucius to begin to waken from the force of my furious question. I could feel this place start to seep into my veins as anger started to shake my body as I trembled, awaiting what I knew was my stolen destiny and all from the man I loved.

      And he knew.

      All this time, he had lied.

      “Amelia?” he said my name, shaking off the effect of our separation as I had done before him.

      “What part of me did he steal?” I asked more calmly now, seeing as he was rising from the floor. He quickly took in the sight of me, but he froze as he heard that question.

      “Amelia…what are you…?” His question was cut off quickly when he took in the sight of the Tree of Souls and the Keepers. He scanned the whole space in seconds and that was when it hit him.

      “NO!” he roared making me close my eyes against his cry of anger,

      “No, Amelia look at me! Look at me, don’t listen to them and I will explain.”

      “I don’t need you to explain, Lucius, I just need you to tell me what part of my soul it is you stole from me,” I said, looking down at my feet as the tears started to cloud my gaze, making the patterns on the floor merge as one. I swallowed hard and finally looked back up at him, seeing for myself the face of the guilty staring back at me. But despite this, the first part of my answer came from the Keepers, making me suck in a startled breath when they told me, all at the same time, speaking as one…

      “The Angel in you, is what he stole.”

      At this my legs gave way and my knees hit the floor as if with that truth everything in me came crashing down all at once.

      But the truth was far from done as Lucius was then the one to add to his list of crimes against me,

      “I stole the soul of an Angel and that of…

      
        
        “A first born Vampire.”

      

      

      

      
        
        To be continued
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Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      A Phantom of the Future

      That was what this was now. So, as the beautiful notes of the Phantom of the Opera played, I was forced to look down at what caused it as my own image spun around in my hand. One surrounded by the dying leaves that I had failed to stop from falling from the Tree of Souls.

      The words being sang out in my mind, becoming something more than a song we once danced to.

      It became a symbolic glimpse into my own future this time. For I had seen how Lucius’ life began, and this was now my turn to see how my own ended.

      
        
        ‘…in dreams he came, that voice which calls to me and speaks my name…’

      

      

      “Amelia, I am waiting for you.”

      And then the glass shatters and the figures of us both slip from my hands. And as they fall to the ground, I know only one thing is certain…

      
        
        I had failed.
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            Everything

          

        

      

    

    
      “I stole the soul of an Angel and that of…A first born Vampire.” The second the words were spoken I felt my entire world crumbling around me. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing! I couldn’t believe that all this time he knew what I was, or more like… what I could have been before he stole it from me!

      “Hh…h…how…?” I said as I barely heard the whisper that was stuttered through my utter agony, unable to raise my head from looking at the floor. But this wasn’t enough for Lucius.

      “Amelia, look at me…Amelia, please… please, fuck… just look at me,” Lucius pleaded as I remained there on the cold broken stone floor feeling as if my entire world had been split open and torn apart. Everything I had given this man! Every single fucking piece of me and yet more he took, even the parts of me I didn’t know fucking existed!

      He took them all.

      “Please,” he pleaded and finally I raised my head in time for him to see the heavy tears start to fall. Then he told me,

      “I…didn’t know…I swear to you, I didn’t do this…not intentionally…please, you have to believe…” His broken declaration did little to comfort me, hence why I shouted,

      “Believe you…believe you! How could I ever believe a single thing you have to say to me? How…how…tell me, Lucius…how could I?” I ended this on a sob of words making him wince at the sound. I then watched as my tears fell to the ground and I frowned the second I saw it hit one of the roots under the broken stone floor, momentarily turning it back to grey from the charred black it had been. What did that mean?

      “Hey! Get the fuck away from her!” Lucius shouted, making me look up in time to see him at the shimmering wall between us, now looking beyond furious at the three headed creature at my back.

      “But Master, we wouldn’t hurt her.”

      “No not I, not he, not we… for we are the Keepers of Three.”

      “Mnkn knuhheee.” They all said in turn, but Lucius looked less than convinced.

      “Amelia, get up and walk towards me, do so quickly,” Lucius ordered, clearly not trusting them. But this also had me questioning why. What else was for me to discover? Which was why my gaze turned suspicious before I asked,

      “Why?” Lucius flinched back a fraction at the question and I knew in that tiny reaction there was something more.

      “Why? Why do you think?!” he snapped making me grit my teeth and stop myself from asking if he was seriously acting this way now because of everything I had just learned. Because the only one in this room who had hurt me had been him, not the Keepers of Three.

      He had stolen part of my fucking soul, for fuck sake!

      “They haven’t hurt me,” I told him, barely able to keep from screaming this at him.

      “Not yet!” he snapped, making me unable to hold back from throwing some truth his way.

      “No, the only one who has hurt me is you and right now, I trust them more than I do you!” I said, lashing out at him, this time making him jerk back as if I had struck him physically.

      “Amelia, I can explain, and I will…”

      “Well, that will make a nice change!” I bit out sarcastically, only he ignored me as he continued quickly,

      “But first you need to fucking listen to me. Now, get up and…”

      “No!” I told him cutting him off again and this time he gritted his teeth and snarled,

      “Now is not the time to be foolish, girl!”

      Naturally at this I’d had enough and he knew it when I picked myself up off the ground, getting back to my feet, then raised my head to look at him dead on. Doing all of this while I asked the Keepers behind me,

      “You said that you see, hear and speak of all that the Blood of Kings commands…right?” Lucius scowled at me and said,

      “Amelia, what are you up to?” I ignored him and turned to face them, this time repeating my question,

      “That’s what you said, right?” Each of them nodded before repeating,

      “As the Seekers we seek…”

      “For all the King’s memories as the Keepers we keep.”

      “Mmmen emek.” I ignored Lucius’ warning growl and instead took a deep breath, knowing what I now had to do. So, I took a few steps closer towards the Keepers of Three, again having to ignore the growls of disapproval behind me as Lucius’ anger grew. Then, after another shuddered breath, I demanded in a stern, determined tone,

      “Then show me.”

      “What?!” Lucius’ cry of outrage was again disregarded as all three heads turned and looked at each other in a questioning way.

      “Can you do it…can you… any of you…can you show me?” I asked making Lucius roar in anger,

      “NO! DON’T YOU FUCKING DARE!” I looked behind me and nodded to the barrier between us and asked,

      “Can he get through it?” He looked beyond murderous and I knew that if he did manage it, the first thing he would do was get rid of his own threat and rip the Keepers apart, meaning they would be joined no more. Which was why I was glad when they told me,

      “No, only one may enter.”

      “For Keepers we seek.”

      “Monen mnol mmmut mals eeke.”

      “What did he say?” I asked nodding to the one with a hand permanently in his mouth.

      “One soul at a time or the walls won’t break.” I looked back at Lucius to see him telling me,

      “Amelia, don’t fucking do this!” I shook my head at him before asking the Keepers of Three,

      “So, you can show me?”

      “You wish to see?”

      “The life of three?”

      “Mloood eeemee?” I nodded for them to translate the mumbled answer again.

      “The blood of He,” they told me and I swallowed hard before telling them,

      “Yes, I wish to see.”

      “AMELIA, NO!” Lucius roared and I sighed before walking over to the barrier to speak with him, knowing that at the very least with what I was about to do, he deserved to know my reasons for it. I saw him release a sigh of relief, one he obviously didn’t know yet was premature.

      “Good girl, now try walking through the barrier, as I think it will allow you to come back through if I force it,” he said looking around the sides of the tunnel’s opening as if he was looking for its weakness or something. His false hope made what I needed to do next even harder, despite the mountain of reasons stacked up against him of why I had no choice.

      “I am afraid I can’t do that, Lucius,” I told him, making him tense and I watched as his whole body turned rigid, as if my admission had suddenly made him turn to stone. Then I watched as he clearly struggled to simmer down his anger enough to speak to me, no doubt being cautious with my fragile state of mind.

      “Yes, you can, Amelia, and you will…now just step through and we will figure this out…together.” His emphasis on that last word couldn’t be missed and I closed my eyes against the pain of it, telling him,

      “It’s too late for that.”

      “No! No it isn’t! It’s never too late for you to listen to reason and act on it!” he snapped making me open my eyes and look at him, I mean really look at him. And what I found were so many emotions on his face, it was clear to see. Even if they were all merging together as one. His anger, his frustration, the hurt, worry, pain and panic were all there. And whenever he looked past me, a deep hatred for the Keepers, who he no doubt deemed responsible for all that was happening now, was seen in crimson eyes. But what he didn’t yet understand was that he was the cause of all of this.

      His lies.

      His secrets.

      His thievery.

      “I am acting for my own reasons, Lucius, because you had your chance. You could have told me everything, but you chose not to and now, well that time has passed you by and I’m sorry to say but the result of what happens next is your own doing,” I said making him tear his face away from me in a furious and frustrated way.

      “How could have I told you, Amelia? When was there a fucking time to tell you something like that!?” he snapped making me force myself to hold on so as the tears wouldn’t rise again. Then, as calmly as I could, I told him,

      “There was a time, Lucius.”

      “You would have hated me,” was his pained reply and I shook my head, saddened that he thought so.

      “Then that is your mistake made, for you should have trusted me,” I told him, making him hang his head as if it weighed too much to hold up any longer. But then, they often say the weight of guilt could be too much for some people.

      “Then you’re right, that was my mistake, but I promise it is not as it seems and if you would just trust me now and walk through here, then I will tell you everything, but please… please, by the Gods, Amelia, just don’t fucking do this, don’t ask them to show you,” he pleaded with me, making me frown before asking him,

      “Why? Why is this so important to you if you have nothing left to hide?” The second I asked this I knew, for I saw it in his eyes and I fucking knew! He was still lying to me! I tore myself away from the sight of him, turning my back on him and making him say my name again,

      “Amelia, please… fucking Hell, just look at me! You’re right, I am keeping something else from you, but you have to trust me, it was only ever done to protect you!”

      “Protect me!” I shouted whipping back around to face him, the look of disbelief clear on my face.

      “Yes,” he answered quickly.

      “Protect me from what, the fucking truth!?” I saw Lucius take a deep breath before he admitted on a whisper,

      “From yourself.”  I frowned at him at the same time his answer made me take a jerked step back.

      “From myself?” I questioned as if needing it confirmed that this was what he really meant.

      “You have to trust me here for I promise you it is not as you believe it to be and if you would just take that one step I will show you that you can trust me… just reach out and give me your hand Sweetheart and let me reward your trust with the truth,” he said reaching out his hand for me to take, his fingertips only an inch away from the barrier, one he knew he couldn’t touch. As it was clear that what it did to him was far more powerful than what it could do to me, as it hadn’t knocked me unconscious.

      And in that moment I wished I could have had enough faith in him left to do what he asked.

      But I didn’t.

      So, I couldn’t.

      Which was why, the moment I realised that my hand was rising, I fisted it and let it drop, telling him,

      “I can’t, I’m sorry.” I saw him close his eyes, as if the pain of what I’d just said became too much to bear.

      “You will be sorry if you choose to let them show you, for it won’t just be the answers you seek, it will be my entire lifetime since I turned…do you understand what that is, Amelia? Do you understand what it is you are asking for! Are you really prepared for that?” I swallowed hard, knowing what he was really saying…was I prepared to see all those lifetimes of him living without his Chosen One in the world.

      After I took a deep breath I answered with certainty,

      “I am.”

      “NO! NO, YOU’RE FUCKING NOT!” he suddenly roared making me wince and step back at the sight of his demon shouting at me. So, I turned quickly, now ignoring his anger and walked back towards the Keepers of Three to the sound of Lucius’ temper as he started punching his fists into the tunnel walls. The sound of stone crumbling from his rage was one that echoed throughout the huge open space, becoming a haunting melody to the next step in my destiny. One I felt deep down and in the very core of my soul that I had to take.

      But then he started to take on a different approach,

      “Amelia, wait, please just wait…just give yourself some more time to think this through, please… I am sorry I shouted at you, I am fucking sorry okay, but just come back to me and we will talk! I will tell you without you walking through, just come back here…come back to me,” he pleaded, making it one of the most painful things I had ever had to listen to.

      “If you show me, will it damage me in anyway?” I asked the Keepers of Three, now having no choice but to ignore Lucius and all the reasons he was telling me not to do this. The Keepers looked hesitantly over my head at who I supposed they considered was their Master. But then, they also seemed to consider me as such too, which was why eventually they answered me,

      “Hurt you it will not.”

      “For your mind will only witness.”

      “Motmin mmor.”

      “He said, and nothing more,” they both added making me nod.

      “Then I want you to…” I was cut off when Lucius suddenly said,

      “Then you don’t love me.” Just hearing it was like receiving that fucking arrow to my body all over again, only this time it didn’t hit my shoulder but instead my fucking heart!

      “What did you say?!” I asked in a warning tone as I turned side on to look back at him.

      “If you do this, it will mean you don’t love me, for in this moment it is all I ask of you…all I will ever ask of you,” he replied and I felt the angry hot tears start to surface. Which was why I stormed back over to him and was about to hit out at the barrier, seeing now his arm was at the ready, and I knew what he was doing. He was trying to goad me. To get me so angry that I would lash out enough at him so he could grab me and pull me through. It was then that my anger left me, seeing the lengths he would go to, to stop me. Which was why I told him,

      “You know I love you, just as I know you love me… it’s why you’re so afraid. I see that now. You’re just afraid that when I come back through the other side from all I have seen that I won’t love you anymore and that, Lucius…well, that is where you have to trust me…trust that I will still love you, no matter what.” Again he looked so pained by my words that he couldn’t even look at me. Even when I raised my hand up as if I had the power to raise his face to mine without even touching him.

      “I love you, Lucius, I always will, no matter what I see…I will love you until the day I die and far beyond it. But now it’s time that you trust me.”  He closed his eyes and once more tried to stop me,

      “Please, my Khuba, please… you don’t need this.”

      “I do. I have to see with my own eyes, only then can I fully trust you again.” He snarled,

      “You think my love for you needs fucking testing! I searched the ends of the fucking Earth to find you!” I looked back behind me at the tree and said,

      “Then I trust you to search beyond it.” At this he frowned and snapped,

      “What the fuck does that mean?!” I didn’t answer him, but instead walked back to the Keepers of Three for the last time and said,

      “I am ready.”

      “What does that mean!?” he shouted again and when I didn’t answer him, he must have started to panic as his mind started to piece together my plan,

      “NO! You cannot be fucking serious! I swear to you, Amelia, if you do what I think you are planning to do, I will not be held accountable for what I do! For I will unleash my fucking Demon and destroy this fucking place…I will tear it to the fucking ground!” I looked back at him and then looked to the single blood red rose at the very top of the tree, my soul…the piece of me he owned.

      Then I told him,

      “I know you won’t, because that would mean you would destroy the piece of me you own, for you were right, you truly do own a piece of my soul, now it’s time to keep the part of my heart that I gave to you.” Lucius snarled in return, too far gone in his rage for he had tried everything to stop this and he had failed. He knew this when he heard me say,

      “Now, show me…” He bellowed in anger after I told the Keepers of Three this single order, making me close my eyes as they nodded and three hands, ones that belonged to each of them, came to my head about to take hold of me.

      “NO!” Lucius roared but I was no longer listening.

      No, instead I was whispering to the Keepers of the Past.

      Lucius’ past.

      I asked them…

      
        
        “Show me everything.”
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            Death of Judas

          

        

      

    

    
      I briefly heard the echoing of destruction behind me as Lucius’ demonic fury hit new heights. But then, as soon as the three hands touched my head, everything else in the reality of my world was lost. And what it started with was the most horrific start to a life I could ever imagine, for it started with,

      The death of Judas.

      The body that hung from the tree was barely recognisable as even being a human body, as it had clearly been tortured. This started with being left to hang still alive in the burning sun for days. His bloodied face hung down, and he was clearly now dead for the others stood around him checking that the deed was done.

      The glint of silver sticking out of his torn and bloody mouth, told me exactly what other tortures had taken place. How many pieces of silver had they forced him to swallow, was it thirty as the story was told? It made me want to cry and for all I knew I could have been, because when I looked down at myself all I found was the ghost of a body. I looked more like a distant memory stepping through time and my faint figure of a body had only been granted to me just so my mind felt safer in this place. Because, in reality, I knew I wasn’t really here. No, I was still back in the Temple of the Tree of Souls and Lucius was being forced to witness my crime against him.

      However, just because I forced myself to watch this, it didn’t mean that it was exactly easier on me than him. But then, doing things for love, never was. I was just relieved to see that the dead man hanging didn’t look like the Lucius I knew. Although, the most shocking thing was that one of the men who stood nearby, did look like Lucius!

      There were two men in robes that stood in front of the dead body along with two more who looked as if they could have been servants of some kind, one of whom held such a startling resemblance to Lucius, it took my breath away.

      I frowned, wondering what was happening, was this how his rebirth started, was this to become his new vessel and if so, how? Obviously, my mind bombarded itself with these questions, despite being here now to witness the answers for myself.

      “We will cut him open, retrieve the silver we forced him to swallow and buy a field somewhere, maybe south of Mount Sion, before dumping the body there,” one of the robed men said. He had a trimmed beard and beady, cruel eyes. Just the sight of him made me question if he was one of the disciples responsible for this as he seemed to be the one making plans on how to get rid of the body.

      “Let the people believe he took his own life by placing this in his hand.” The same man pulled a sharp weapon from beneath his robe and another flash of an image hit me, as if coming from somewhere else.

      It was of Judas, the man who looked nothing like the Vampire King I knew and loved. As it was only his mind, his memories and that of his soul that had passed on, as he was the same man, just not the same outer shell.

      An angry Judas grabbed the spear from a soldier after he had pushed his way through the crowd that had been there to witness the death of Jesus Christ. The sight had me gasping back a startled breath that hitched at the blinding historical moment I was being gifted to witness. A single moment in time that changed the world forevermore. It was a sight no one ever got to see and the significance of this moment most certainly wasn’t lost on me, nor would it ever be.

      But I knew the story without this scene being added to it. A Roman soldier named Longinus had been ordered to make sure that Jesus was dead. He had taken his weapon and stabbed Jesus in the side too hard which meant that when he removed the spear from Jesus’ side, the tip had snapped off, still embedded in his side.

      However, the part I hadn’t known, was of Judas’ angry reaction to this when pushing those aside so he could wrench the spear from its owner before he snapped the pole in rage. This all happened before he was captured by the disciples whom he had classed as his brothers in faith, dragging him away with the crowd cheering them on…the word for traitor of God chanted from their unholy lips.

      For God had well and truly,

      Forsaken him.

      “The broken spear that pierced Jesus, how did you get that, my brother?” the disciple next to him asked, who looked younger with longer, darker hair. He had asked this to the one who seemed to be in charge, and the one who now held the weapon in his hands. His answer came as he nodded towards the now dead Judas and said,

      “From our Lord’s betrayer.” Then he quickly used it to slice open Judas’ guts, making me want to gag even though it was just a vision and I knew that I wasn’t really there. But it just felt all too real. The crimson coins spilled from within the contents of his stomach and his organs followed them.

      Then the furious actions of the disciple ended this by stabbing the remaining spear up into his insides. This was just as the world started to go dark as the hushed words of the younger disciple uttered in fear,

      “Look brother, God is angry with what we have done, for the sky darkens just as it did at the crucifixion on the ninth hour that the Son of God died.” I looked to see that he was right, a great eclipse started to happen as the sun was overtaken by the moon, only this time it created a blinding crimson ring, bathing the sky in a dark hellish glow and covering the world in a bloody haze. The other man looked to the sky and hissed as the sight burned his eyes, covering his face with his arm.

      “Let us leave this place immediately,” the young one hissed in fear before he looked back to Judas and nodded in question,

      “What about the body?”

      “Gather the silver but leave enough for the men we hired to dispose of the body. Like I said, there is a field I know of, once purchased under Judas’ name, we will have them dump him there,” the bearded one said before I watched as some of the blood money was gathered and half left for what I assumed was the hired clean-up crew, being the two men who had remained close to the horses. Then, once the disciples walked away after first conversing with the other two, no doubt issuing their orders, that was when the image of Lucius appeared once more. Naturally, the sight of him again struck something deep within me, making me take in a quick breath. It was strange, as it was him, but yet it wasn’t. As if something was missing, but of course I was right, something was missing,

      The right soul.

      But he also looked different as his hair wasn’t blonde and his eyes weren’t their stunning bluish steel grey but instead very dark like his hair. Of course, this made sense seeing as he was first born from an ancient Jewish ancestry.

      “I don’t like this, look at the sky, what if they were right? What if God is angry at them and therefore punishes us?” The man with the body of Lucius asked, making the other man scoff,

      “It is merely an early darkness.”

      “Early darkness! Are you a fool, brother? Look at the sky, for that is no early darkness, for the sky turned to blood just as those men spilled it upon the ground,” the vessel of Lucius said and the moment he said the word ‘brother’, I could see the slight resemblance, although he was not as handsome and was obviously older than Lucius’ early thirties.

      “Well, as long as it offers enough light for us to find the payment, that is all that matters to me, now you retrieve the silver first and then get the body down whilst I get our horses,” the brother said making Lucius sneer at him, muttering,

      “Glad I get the easy job.” Then the man I knew would soon become one with Judas’ soul reached down and picked out the silver, cursing under his breath as he did so. But it was after he rose to his feet that my utter shock hit me once more when he lifted the battered face of Judas and after brushing back his bloodied matted hair whispered,

      “I am sorry, my friend, for I didn’t know they planned death for you…life is sacrifice and in death peace is never found for the guilty, for this I am sure to learn one day.”  I sucked in a startled breath once more, feeling my heart hammering in my chest as the man’s confession was heard. It was obvious that he had been a friend of Judas and had betrayed him, unknowingly causing his death. Gods, but how the circle of betrayal and sacrifice was about to come full circle.

      I knew this when suddenly the body of Judas started to lift, moving ever so slowly at first making the traitorous friend jerk back a little before shaking his head as if he was seeing things. However, there was no mistaking the sight of the spear being sucked deeper and deeper inside Judas’ body until it vanished completely from sight.

      “By the Son of God, what is…?!” Lucius said before he looked over to his brother by the horses, who had his back to him. He was about to speak when suddenly a demonic hand burst out of Judas’ sliced gaping flesh and in its clawed grasp was the spear. It lunged forward so quickly that Lucius didn’t have a chance before it was suddenly being embedded into his gut. This stabbed in so deep that he doubled over the hand that still had hold of the weapon.

      Then the sky above started to clear making his brother shout from by the horses,

      “See, for there was nothing to fear, it is clearing now.” Meanwhile Lucius was reaching out a shaky hand towards him in a desperate attempt to get to him, when he was clearly too far away. A croaked sound trembled from his lips,

      “Br…brother.” Then the demonic hand withdrew and suddenly the earth opened up beneath him, just as it had done with me when my blood had spilled and seeped into the ground like an offering. Lucius’ body disappeared, falling to what I knew was the cavern below, although this time he didn’t have anyone to save him from the deadly fall as I had done. And with it, my vision quickly changed and soon I was to understand the strange dreams Lucius told me about when first finding ourselves in the Temple. The dreams he had experienced but didn’t know whether or not they had been real. That was because they hadn’t belonged to him but to that of his stolen vessel.

      The one the Devil himself had chosen.

      I knew this for certain because my next image was the sight of the Keepers of Three dragging the half dead man along the floor of the cave and each time they went out of view, my vision of the past changed.

      This continued until eventually they came to a portal and it was one that looked to have been summoned on a gigantic stone tablet that stood upright, reminding me of an unbroken version of the Rosetta Stone. It was one that was surrounded by colossal pillars, all carved and decorated with the history of man. This quickly told me that this was what the Temple had looked like before the tree had grown around it, consuming the tablet so only the gateway into Hell remained to this day. As this was the same opening that was glowing crimson inside the Tree of Souls.

      And as I continued to watch the Keepers of Three drag Judas’ new vessel along the floor, one not broken yet by the roots of time, it didn’t take a genius to know where they were heading. This also meant that, with a sickening fascination, I couldn’t take my eyes from the sight as they reached the ominous opening. Then, without so much as a single word spoken, they tossed his body inside until it disappeared from view, doing so as though it had been nothing more than disposable garbage.

      I was truly sickened by the sight because this may not have yet been the Lucius, I knew being treated this way, but it was still a piece of him. However, I wasn’t granted too long to dwell on it as another vision quickly took its place. First a looming darkness filled my senses and a feeling of overwhelming dread filled my non-existent body. As, instead of a continuous flow from one vision to the next, this time it felt more as though something was fighting with me, tugging at my soul, as if I was being pulled in too many directions.

      Then suddenly, the only way to describe the feeling was that I had been plunged into time instead of being guided through it, simply stepping into it like the few times before. Which made me feel as if I was not only unwelcome here but more like… forbidden.

      Now it was time for my first taste of Hell, as Lucius’ soul and new vessel were now in the hands of…

      
        
        The Devil.
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      The sight in front of me quickly left me breathless as my view came into focus because the whole merging into this vision had left me feeling dizzy, even without the entirety of my body being with me. From what I could make out the closest I had been allowed to get to the Hellish scene below was also about as close as I ever wanted to, as right there below me now was none other than the Devil himself!

      Looking down it seemed as though I was perched on some kind of small rock ledge high above what must have been Lucifer’s throne in Hell. It looked as if it was made from the bones of some enormous winged beast, as its spine curled up at least fifteen feet in the air creating the back of the throne. Its ribs had been pulled back and suspended in the centre of the fan of bones was what looked like a black onyx heart with a huge sword embedded at its frozen core.

      Either side of this were the bones of what were once its wings, now swathed in black leathery fabric, like scaled skin. As if the creature had first been skinned upon its death and this had been used to decorate the throne. Its massive boned legs made up the sides of the throne, with its giant clawed feet displayed at the bottom. Its head, however, wasn’t attached to the rest of the skeleton but instead, it was mounted high above on the wall behind. It was obviously a trophy of some kind, maybe some honoured kill of Lucifer’s that he felt proud enough to have a throne made from it. Well, from the size of the thing, then it wouldn’t have been surprising. As I think anyone would have counted it as a skilful victory, seeing as it looked as if it could have been a demonic dragon of some sort.

      And speaking of the Demon that could take claim to that impressive kill, I was now looking down on the large masterful body that filled the throne.

      The Devil.

      I swear, being faced with the two in such a short space of time, I didn’t know which vision had me more breathless, the sight of Jesus dying on the cross or the one that faced me now as Lucifer, King of  Kings in Hell, was about to give life to his first son.

      My Vampire King.

      Lucifer sat with his back to me, lounged out and side on, facing a dark, open archway where the walls seemed to be moving as if they were swarming with some kind of demonic parasites. I couldn’t see his face but just his large muscled back clad in black armour that seemed to move with the rest of his body. One moment it was as hard as rock and forming deadly spiked horns and jagged teeth, positioned at his huge shoulders and arms, whilst interlocking plates like scales coated the strong contours of his indestructible looking body. But then, in the next instance, it would all evaporate before clinging to his bare skin like vapour or some spell attached to his very soul. As if a demonic cloud was attracted to his flesh, only managing to stick once he was still enough to do so. That, or it was commanded with a mere thought. This was more likely, as who just stood still in battle?

      I watched as he raised his hand, one gloved in demonic plating that didn’t move like the rest of his armour but stayed in place as he motioned for something to be brought forward. A shadowed figure below approached his throne from behind, one I couldn’t see from where I was situated. But Lucifer didn’t even turn his head to look, which told me that the being must have been considered unimportant, as his massive curled horns didn’t move an inch. Unsurprisingly, they were impressive in their size and most definitely added to the intimidating figure of a God.

      One set of dark red horns looked more ribbed and from what I could see, started from the top of his forehead, with his thick black, reddish hair braided in lines around them in a Viking style. The twists of hair also framed the bases of the smaller horns before they curled back over the top of his head away from a face I couldn’t yet see. The other much larger set were matt black and came out from the shaved sides of his head and stretched outwards past his shoulders before they started to curl back in on themselves, with the glowing tips high above the back of his head.

      But as I said, they didn’t move an inch as the other being approached. No, they simply continued casting dark shadows on the walls and backdrop of crimson material flowing either side of his throne. It was so silky, it looked more like liquid running down the wall…in fact, on greater inspection that was exactly what it was!

      A bloody waterfall.

      I followed the liquid to the source above and saw two giant gargoyle heads. Both had their snarling mouths held open by thick chains the width of my thighs, attached to stone nostrils and fixed to the jagged rock ceiling above. It also looked as if Lucifer’s palace had been carved out of part of the mountain, which instantly made me think of Lucius’ German home, Blood Rock.

      Gods, but if I hadn’t been able to feel the ghost of my body, I would have raised a fist to my mouth.

      “My all Masterful Lord, are you sure this is wise?” The voice of a servant said, one that was still hidden in the shadows.

      “Are you questioning me, Ba‘al Zəbû, because I think you know what becomes of those that do?” Lucifer said in a dangerously serious tone that spoke of nothing but deadly calm. Even I swallowed hard, which was strange, as it was as if my reactions were being mirrored in real time back at the Temple. But then I also had to wonder where I had heard that name before?

      “I would never be so bold, Sire,” was his reply to this obvious threat.

      “Nor so reckless and daring,” Lucifer added, and I watched as he tapped a few wicked taloned claws against the boned throne, making a particular sound that had me wondering if the bones had turned to stone upon the death of the creature.

      “I merely meant to ask if the obsession with the girl is worth it?” At this, two things happened simultaneously. The first was lightning fast as the shadowed armour suddenly formed a cloak full of demonic clawed hands. These were all reaching out from his back like angry souls trying to grab the one who dared speak of a girl Lucifer obviously felt a strong connection to. At the same time, a low and very threatening sound came from deep within Lucifer’s chest and it was by far one of the scariest sounds I had ever heard in my entire life! Even the shadowed figure I could barely see seemed to close in on himself, trying in vain to retreat from his master’s wrath.

      “You are lucky your senses are intact enough, for if you had spoken her name, one I have forbidden to pass through the lips of all in my Kingdom, then you would have lost your tongue before finding your head nailed to my fucking wall! Now, do not question me again!” he growled, crushing the bone armrest in his fist, until it crumbled into dust.

      “Now, bring him to me!” Lucifer shouted out his order, whilst gaining his feet, and I watched utterly horrified as the near naked body of Lucius was being brought forward, after he had first been nailed to a cross so as to experience his own Crucifixion. Well, at the very least it looked like the body of who would soon become Lucius had been dead first, unlike Jesus Christ who hadn’t received the same privilege.

      “Gods, no.” I hissed and the sound entered the past like a shadowed whisper, one Lucifer tensed at, doing so now as if he had heard it for himself. But that was impossible…wasn’t it?

      His shadowed armour vibrated around his flesh slightly as if this was a reaction to hearing me before they then calmed. I held what felt like my breath back in the Temple until I thought it was safe to let it out again, thankful the tense moment had passed. Then I continued to watch in utter horror as demonic minions scurried around the floor as they dragged the upturned cross closer.

      They looked like large plucked, featherless chickens with the heads of snarling skinless dogs all snapping tiny rows of sharp teeth at each other. The chains some had in their mouths dripped with thick saliva, slapping on the floor in pools of drool before they were quickly sucked up by even smaller creatures. These were centipede like insects with bodies the size of rats and hundreds of tall legs that stood at least a foot off the ground. They were also about the length of my arm and made a chilling sound as they scuttled across the stone floor.

      The movement of the cross stopped and when it did, all the creatures stopped with it, as if frozen by their master’s will. The body of Lucius had been flipped upside down on the cross, creating the sign for the antichrist, with his head closer to the ground along with his outstretched arms nailed to the crude wooden structure. Lucifer clapped his hands, obviously delighted with the view or maybe just a way to get the creatures to leave as they all scattered at once, making him feel the need to kick one as it hurried past.

      “Piss off cretins, be gone with you now!” he said as they all ran out of sight, especially after seeing their comrade being kicked so hard, he hit the side of the arched wall that Lucius on the cross had just emerged from. The moving darkness covered the dog sized creature in seconds as an unseen swarm devoured him, leaving only his bones as evidence. His bones fell from the wall with a snap, shattering on impact when they hit the ground, telling me that even the walls of this place were deadly!

      Like a swarm of fucking, demonic piranhas!

      He then walked towards his prize, still keeping his back to me and as the shadowed armour lagged behind, he ended up showing me more muscles than I ever thought possible on a living being! But then again, this was Lucifer we were talking about and he was the God of Hell… and well, right now he looked every inch of it.

      “Oh, but how I have waited for one such as he!” Lucifer said as his armour turned now to that of a living cloak, one that shuddered and vibrated in response to its master’s pleasure.

      “For a man to renounce his faith just on the cusp of being granted eternal life. A life bestowed onto him as an Angel for what was asked of him from the Son of God…ironic then, don’t you think, as now he will now become my son…The son of a very different God,” Lucifer said making the one named Ba‘al Zəbû nod, before agreeing,

      “Yes, my masterful Lordship, he is perfect.” Lucifer scoffed before saying,

      “Not yet he isn’t, but he soon will be. For it is time I created my first son, one born directly from the blood of my heart, for it is time to breed new life upon the world” He paused and stepped closer tapping a claw over Lucius’ heart before declaring,

      “…and you, my boy, will one day be King of all those beneath you!” After this he took hold of the wood at the top where Lucius’ feet were nailed to the cross, one over the other. He then yanked hard and the whole crucifix spun, until Lucius was now back to being upright.

      “Now it is time to unite your soul with your new vessel and for this birth of new royal blood to be consumed, I will first need your heart to beat once more.” After this a bright blinding light erupted from within Lucifer’s chest and it flowed out of him and directly into the vessel. I gasped in awe at what I was yet again being made to witness, as Lucifer obviously had the ability to contain Judas’ soul within him. This being at the ready until he had a vessel to release it into and the body of the man who had betrayed him Lucifer obviously saw as a fitting choice.

      The second it flowed into him, Lucius gulped back a deep and large breath, one as if he had just emerged from drowning in an ocean of blood…

      But where had that thought come from?

      “Ah, I am so proud, look at the strength of him, for he does not emerge screaming as the others did.” I frowned wondering what others Lucifer spoke of…had he tried this before and failed?

      “Yes, he is strong my, Lord King,” the shadowed figure of Ba‘al Zəbû said, agreeing with whatever Lucifer would say.

      “And he will be handsome too, for once he has my blood inside him how could he not be?” Lucifer said like…well, almost like a proud father. And the Devil was right, as it was the image of Lucius but not quite as I knew him. Almost like a dulled down version, for he wasn’t as strikingly handsome as I knew him to be. He didn’t yet have the light of sand in his hair or the grey blue in his striking eyes. His skin did not look as if it had been bathed in moonlight and his body was not yet that of a strong and powerful being, with the muscles that spoke of both in abundance.

      Not yet anyway.

      “Awake now, for you are Judas no more!” Lucifer said with pride again coating his masterful words. Lucius opened his eyes at the command, taking one look at all that was happening. But it was strange, as despite all that faced him now, Lucifer was right, he should have woken up screaming. But instead, it was as if he knew. As if by the last words spoken and forced from his dying lips, he knew this was where his fate would lead him. Meaning that this right now was Judas merely accepting that fate.

      His bravery was utterly astounding.

      To the point it took my breath away, telling me that even before Lucifer made him into a God in his own right, Judas was both fearless and strong. I knew this when he looked around him, towards his nailed arms before commenting dryly,

      “A fitting punishment it would seem.” Lucius then looked down at the rest of himself and winced only slightly at the pain of moving when he tugged on the crude hellish nails embedded in his flesh, ones that held him prisoner to the cross. The weight should have torn straight through his flesh but there were multiple nails along his arms also. But the second he breathed new life once more, it was obvious that his heart too was back to pounding in his chest, for his nailed flesh had started to bleed.

      “Well, so far I am fucking impressed!” Lucifer said clapping his large hands in enjoyment.

      “No, my boy, this isn’t punishment, this is your reward, your gift of a new life I bestow on you unlike any other,” Lucifer told him making Lucius look wide-eyed and shocked.

      “A gift?” he questioned.

      “Yes, for I am the God of Hell and the one you chose over another with the last of your dying breath.” Lucius looked thoughtful for a moment, lowering his head as if everything started to make sense within him. Then, before Lucifer could question his actions, Lucius raised his head back up and displayed that deadly and knowing grin he was well known for. As his face said it all, for it was all Lucius and soon to be the demon I knew well.

      “Then it looks as though I made the right choice, my Lord God,” Lucius said making the Devil laugh, and as he did, he threw his horned head back and awarded me a slight sight of the smaller row of horns down either side of his forehead.

      “That you did, my Son. Now it is time to make you a God in your own right, for your own Kingdom awaits,” Lucifer told him, making his eyes widen in surprise again, as if he could barely believe this was happening to him.

      Lucifer motioned a hand forward and the cloaked figure, the one named Ba‘al Zəbû, stepped forward, telling me he was also a sizable being and one with hoofed feet and wings that were mainly covered by the cloak he wore. He carried with him a bowl of golden fire and at its core, the spear with the missing tip sat untouched by a single flame. Then Lucifer’s large, clawed hand reached in and grabbed it, making him hiss as it started to burn his skin, sizzling his flesh.

      Once in his hand, he laughed at the possible pain before he turned the blade on himself. I could barely see with only his back facing me, but it looked as though he was using it to cut into himself!

      After he was done, he roared in what could have been as much triumph as it could have been pleasure, which made everything seem to shudder and shake around him from the force of it.

      All but Lucius that was.

      No, because he didn’t even flinch!

      Lucifer dropped the bloody blade back into the bowl of golden flames, one still held by his servant, then he turned back to Lucius who merely asked,

      “Will this hurt?” Lucifer’s tone seemed intrigued and he answered,

      “Yes, it will hurt, enough that you will wish you would die to end the suffering.”

      I had thought this answer might have finally affected him enough to respond in some fearful way, but I was wrong. As Lucius merely nodded and then replied,

      “Good, that way I will know that I am actually alive.” Lucifer seemed impressed by his response and commented to himself,

      “Then I picked well.”

      After this he turned his own clawed hand in on himself and when it started to disappear, I combined the sight with the sounds of squelching. This told me the Devil had now dug his hand inside his own chest, the one he had used the spear to cut open, in order to try and reach his own beating heart. The thought alone made me want to vomit. Something I might have done had I been in my body and for all I knew, I was in the Temple currently retching.

      After this I gagged again as his heart came into view and I was barely able to make sense of it as he held it in front of him. It was still clearly beating, as black veins and arteries were still attached to the inside of his chest. The heart itself was huge and matched the size of the God of Hell it belonged to.

      It was dripping with a mixture of black and crimson lifeblood, one that seemed thicker than normal human blood. Then I watched as he proceeded to dig a clawed, curled talon deep within one of the heart’s chambers, gathering up his own blood straight from the beating source. This told me that what I was witnessing now wasn’t exactly something Lucifer would have done more than once. Which meant that Lucius had obviously passed the selection process.

      “Now it is time to be reborn, my Son, for with my blood you will be more powerful than all my creatures who walk the Earth…you will be a God and King upon where I must not go. Then one day, you will bring her to me…you will bring me my Queen!” Lucifer shouted before he roared a demonic growl as he dug deeper still, until he had enough blood gathered in his claws. Then he hammered his fist inside Lucius’ chest, cracking straight through his ribcage, meaning this was when he finally got,

      His screams.

      I closed my eyes unable to take in the sight of Lucius’ utter agony and torture in what was him being remade from once a man, now into everything Lucifer had claimed him to be.

      A God amongst men and a King amongst all Vampires.

      Because this was Lucius’ beginning.

      This was his…

      
        
        Resurrection.
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      Tears and screams.

      This was what followed, the first was coming from me as I silently sobbed from having to witness the true torture of what the man I loved had had to endure to become what he was. In fact, it affected me on such a deep and disturbing level, that I wasn’t sure I would ever get the memory of his screams out of my mind, as it sounded as if Lucius was being ripped apart.

      I don’t know how long this lasted, as it began to feel more like a test of strength on both our parts. Especially seeing as I was quickly questioning why I was being made to witness so much of Lucius’ beginning. Was this my penance for demanding these visions from the Keepers of Three?

      Finally, after the screaming agony had finished, I got to witness Lucius’ transformation, starting with when he forced his body from the nails that had kept him prisoner on the cross. He growled in anger and tore each arm free first, before using the freedom of his arms to push the rest of his body from where he had been nailed in place. Blood spurted from the holes made before I watched in fascination as they started to close, along with the biggest wound of all, his chest. At first it had looked as if it had almost caved in on itself from the impact Lucifer’s hand had made when punching through the ribs to get to his heart.

      As now I could see his ribcage fusing back together at the breaks where they had snapped, before his flesh, muscle and skin started to knit across the hole. This continued until it was nothing but a large chiselled chest, one significantly more muscled and toned than before. But this wasn’t the only transformation his body received, as everything about him started to change. It was as if before he had only been half living and now his new life truly looked touched by that of a God.

      His skin looked pale yet in a healthy way, as if the new blood coursing through his body had made it glow slightly. His hair looked the colour of the desert sands touched by the sun, one he would no longer wish to bathe under, as it was the eternal darkness of night that would forever call to his Demon.

      His once dark eyes turned to that of molten steel, with the hints of blue flashing brighter as his cunning and quick mind took in everything around him. He looked down at his fist as he clenched it tight before telling the Devil who made him,

      “I feel strong, powerful, as if I could kill with barely any strength needed.”

      “That’s because you can, and you will.”

      “I will?” he asked looking up making Lucifer throw his head back once more, laughing at the question before telling him,

      “Yes, my Son, you will and what’s more…you will enjoy it.”  Lucius grinned back up at him and it was one of knowing that sent chills down my spine, reminding me just how brutal and vicious Lucius was at heart, despite the love he held for me.

      “But first, I bestow on you your last gift, a reminder if you will,” Lucifer said before he clicked his fingers, making his hand ignite and become engulfed in crimson fire. Then, with his flaming hand, he placed a fingertip to Lucius’ temple and the second he did, Lucius fell back against the bloody cross.

      The impact of the Devil’s touch was quickly explained the moment I saw that same crimson fire being absorbed into his skin and start lighting up his veins as the demonic power coursed through his body. An extreme power that would obviously take some getting used to as the moment he gripped the wooden beam at his back, it suddenly burst into flames. Lucius stepped away from the now burning cross and looked at what he had done with both shock and excitement.

      “I feel…incredible!” Lucius said surprising himself again when this last word came out as a deep growl, but nothing more shocking than when the demonic wings suddenly erupted from his back. In what then seemed like a natural reaction, they stretched out, displaying a huge wingspan of stretched black skin in between finger like bones. These were spiked with razor tips and in a similar shape to that belonging to a bat.

      Two massive horns had grown from near his shoulders at his back, spanning at least six feet long each side and they narrowed out into deadly points. They were also black with deep ridges along the top that gave them the appearance of a demonic spine. The underbelly of them was where his wings began, with the leathery skin attached there before the first of the boned fingers sectioned off the rest of each wing. The thick bone curved giving them their shape and function, with the last finger curling out past the front of his body near his feet with the longest and most deadliest claw of all.

      Down the centre of his spine was what looked like exposed black bone covered in between with a fine black fur that looked surprisingly soft to touch.  What followed after the discovery of his wings, was the transformation of his entire human body as it changed into that of his Demon. A form I had only seen once at the top of his silent winter garden. Even now, it still was a terrifying sight to behold and Lucius rose up to his now taller height before he looked down at his demonic hands before they both clenched into fists. Then he pounded one to his chest like some wild alpha before he threw his head back and let go of a deafening roar as his Demon was finally set free for the first time.

      He looked unstoppable.

      Lucifer raised his hands to the side as if marvelling at the sight of his creation just as Ba‘al Zəbû cowered back at the sight of such power. For Lucius started to grow, his mighty leathery wings stretching out as he threw his arms back, his chest went forward and the full extent of his power burst through him, as this time his demonic roar cracked the walls and shook the ground.

      He looked more like the Devil King in front of him than anything else, which was when I realised that was precisely what his demon side was…

      The Devil in his soul.

      “Now for the reminder of exactly how you came to be,” Lucifer said before quickly grabbing him by one of his horns and spinning him around. Then, with the back of his wings now facing Lucifer, he applied the pressure needed to force his new creation to his knees. Lucius went down on one knee at the same time Lucifer reached back behind him until he located the spear once more, one that again burned him the second he touched it.

      “Now it is up to the Fates to make you a true God!” he roared before raising the weapon high and powering it down in between his wings, stabbing Lucius down the centre of his back. The spear ended up implanted beneath his exposed bone, making him fall forward to both knees. Then I watched in astonishment as the full length of the blade delved deeper underneath his flesh, embedding itself and fusing the metal with the spine of his demon until hidden safely between his wings. Lucius remained on his knees, panting and shaking his head trying to dispel the obvious painful effects of what Lucifer had just done.

      “Now you are Judas no longer, for it is only right for a father to bestow upon you a new name, for yours will no longer represent the betrayer of God, one the memory of your human life will forever hold. But instead it will represent the light that now burns within your soul, for you are the Light of the Seventh…so from this day forward, your name shall be…Lucius Septimus.”

      

      I gasped just as the vision changed to that of him waking ten feet away from the tree he had been hung from, under the blood moon. And this time there was no tugging feeling gnawing at my soul as if the edges of my consciousness were being jerked in all directions.  But then, the moment Lucius rose to his feet, I could see for myself the utter rage in him was not the same as it had been today.

      No, this was the fresh newborn son created by the Devil and the anger that was coursing through his veins had a direct link to Hell. I knew that the moment I barely recognised the terrifying demonic killer glint in his blood-red eyes. The first thing he did was lift a hand to his face before he engulfed it in Hellish flame just as Lucifer had done when calling forth his Demon for the first time. After this he walked directly to the tree of his death and with what looked like barely any effort, he tore the thickest branch from the rest, letting it fall to the blood soaked earth. The scorched and burning bark sizzled in the liquid as he looked down at it in pure rage. This was because it had been the branch he had been hung from and one that was a cruel reminder thanks to the bloodied nose that was still attached.

      Although where his previously broken body had gone, I had no clue.

      After this he picked up the branch, one that quickly became engulfed in flames he created. He stood still for a moment as he watched his own human blood burn away from it before throwing it with such force, it scattered in the dirt at least thirty feet behind him. I could barely see it still burning in the distance against the night sky and then with a flick of his wrist, the entire tree went up in a mass of flames. I sucked in a shuddered breath, watching now as he calmly walked away from the site of his death, happy no doubt in the knowledge of it now burning to ash behind him.

      But little did he know at the time it would only continue to grow back for as long as he lived.

      Just like the Tree of Souls.
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        * * *

      

      The sight of him walking away quickly gave way to the next vision, one that started to play out differently than before. It became an almost flicker book of destruction, blood and gore as Lucius’ reign of terror flowed throughout the world of Vampires. It was almost like standing on the very edge of time so you were not a part of it but just close enough to watch as it sped forward, slowing enough to only catch glimpses of its motion. Almost like looking out of a car window and going from a hundred miles an hour of blurred landscape to just slow enough to catch sight of a single aspect of the world you travelled through.

      And his world was a bloody and brutal one!

      Because his new deadly rule swept through each continent until every last Vampire he found was either kneeling at his feet and being fed by his wrist or they were in bloody pieces scattered around him. Either way the choice became clear, accept the Devil’s claim or die. Needless to say, most chose to kneel and those that believed themselves stronger, soon realised they were wrong…in the ‘eternally dead’ sense.

      I didn’t quite know how long this took him, as he travelled the world with the limitations set against him. But as I watched him on one ship after another, I knew that this had most likely taken him a long time to accomplish. And in truth, it was terrifying to watch the raw, untamed strength and rage inside him that merged into one. The way his presence would sweep through the land like a plague among his people, making them cower in dark and shadowed corners trying to escape the choice forced upon them. Some would even band together, thinking to bring him down in greater numbers.

      But again, they were wrong.

      Nothing and no one could stop him. Not the biggest, not the oldest and not the ones with what they foolishly believed was enough skill in fighting.

      Lucius was a machine.

      A cold blooded, methodical killer. He was the threat that always followed through and he was the nightmare to those that believed they had created the name. And then, when the last of the entire race was brought to heel, Lucius found himself yearning for something more. Some sort of direction or his own master to follow, for it soon became apparent that his desire to be a king hadn’t been born with him in his new life.

      Which was why he ended up sat on a sand dune with a stunning golden city glittering under the full moonlight in the distance. The blood coating his hands and face clear to see and looking almost like black ink bathing his pale skin under the star blanketed night sky. A servant was cowering behind him as Lucius asked,

      “What city is that?”

      “Ctesiphon, My Lord,” his servant answered in a fearful tone, bowing as he spoke even though Lucius still had his back to him. Of course, I had heard of the name and not just because I was a historian by profession but for more personal reasons. I heard the name spoken in great fondness by my father. I had grown up listening to the stories of the most fearsome warriors on horseback that were skilled in defeating the Romans time and time again. This done with their unique battle tactics with little more than a bow and an endless supply of arrows provided by a caravan of servants with supplies. They were also expert riders on horseback with a skilful aim at both firing an arrow forward and back behind them as their horses rode away.

      But their skill in war wasn’t the only thing the Persians were well known for, as it was also where the word paradise was born. Persians were known as the world’s greatest landscapers, having the most exquisite gardens, this thanks to their extensive knowledge and collection of plants and also their underground viaduct system that fed water straight down from the mountains and into their cities.

      Now, what brought Lucius here at this moment in time I didn’t know, as the visions leading up to this point moved by too quickly to understand why. Why I now found him staring directly at the city that I would have given anything to experience, just once. Which was why I also knew that here, through the vision of his memories, was as close as I was ever going to get.

      This was also when I realised what the Keepers were showing me, as so far it had been slowed down at every single turning point in Lucius’ life. The things that happened to him pathed the course for not only his future but for the future of all of those around him. Setting the way and planting bloody footsteps for the Fates plans to take place for us all. Which of course, was the next fated journey that had obviously led him to,

      My father.

      “And who is its King?” Lucius asked.

      “That would be Arsaces of Parthia, the King of Kings to the human world.” At this Lucius straightened a little and turned to look over his shoulder at his servant, I could then see his fangs flash in the light before he asked,

      “And in my world, who is he in that one?” The servant bowed low obviously used to Lucius’ dark rage, yet still not knowing when it would appear.

      “He is also known as the King of Kings, my Lord, for he is the first ruler and known as the overlord of all Supernatural beings.” Lucius hummed and looked back towards the city.

      “Is he now?” he mused obviously deep in thought, now with a strange glint in his eyes as he looked intrigued.

      “If…if I may be so bold, Master.”

      “Speak!” Lucius snapped waving an impatient hand in the air.

      “He is known as the most powerful being on Earth and his armies above and below are both vast, so it would not be wise to…”

      “Above and below?” Lucius’ question cut him off.

      “It is what makes him so powerful, for he is the first and only one of his kind,” the servant replied, obviously holding himself tense as if at any minute this conversation would end in him losing his head.

      “And that is?!” Lucius asked, clearly getting irritated at having to wait for the information he wanted.

      “He is both Angel and Demon, my Lord, born from both royal bloodlines of the highest-ranking Angel and Demon. In fact, I believe his father is Lucifer’s most trusted confidant and is a Prince in Hell,” the servant told him, and I couldn’t help but smile as I thought about my unconventional grandparents who, for obvious reasons, were not together.

      “And that would be?” Lucius enquired with more calm now.

      “His father is Asmodeus, the Prince of Lust, My Lord.” At this Lucius reacted, telling me that he had heard of my grandfather, who was in fact said to be Lucifer’s closest friend.

      “Now that is interesting,” Lucius replied, more to himself.

      “Sire?” his servant asked after Lucius nodded to himself, now looking more than pleased. Then he gained his feet, dusted off the sand from his dark clothes and said,

      “Then I have found what I have been looking for.”

      “How, my Lord?” he asked, but Lucius ignored this and instead gave him one last order,

      “You may go, I have no more use for you, and you are free of my service. Go and live life as you please, for I am done ruling over it,” Lucius stated and before he could hear the servant’s utter gasp of shock, he released his huge demonic wings and was up in the air in seconds, now travelling towards the city with speed.

      This fading image of Lucius disappearing out of sight after taking to the night sky, signified the end of one vision before another swiftly took its place. But this time it became more like a series of quick events that included a glimpse of not only his past life, but also that of my father. To see him now as a Persian king was a sight I would never forget and nor would I ever want to.

      It was a startling sight to behold and to see him sat in those ancient times on his glorious throne…well, simply put, he was magnificent.

      But in regard to Lucius, as time was spun quickly in front of me it also became clear that he became more than just my father’s right-hand, but they became comrades as well. Brothers at arms that fought side by side in many battles together. And this wasn’t all, as a new series of visions portrayed Lucius as something other than simply good in a fight. No, instead of him swinging a sword on the battlefield, visions of him stalking the city streets at night showcased another acquired skill of his. This was when my father had sent him on missions, that mainly included stealth, cunning, speed and the deadly hand of an assassin.

      However, over time it also became clear that Lucius’ aversion to sunlight faded somewhat, even if it was something he obviously kept quiet about. As there were times that I would see him on that same sand dune, once more looking out over the city, alone and deep in thought as he watched the sun setting for the night.

      But during these times, there was always one expression on his face...longing. In fact, out of everything that I had seen so far, if there was one time I could have paused and stepped right into, then it would have been in that exact moment. I would have sat down beside him, taken his hand in mine and watched the sun setting with him, before ending the night asking him what it was he was thinking about.

      The question soon lingered in my mind even as time continued to play out. As for his other aversions, silver was one he always stayed away from and I was unsure if it was just the reminder that made it this way or did it actually have the power to burn or even weaken him? Again, this was yet another question I ended up having no choice but to add to all the rest, especially as time continued to span through the ages.

      Questions like, why did I see him on a rooftop with my uncle Vincent, stalking someone who looked like my Aunty Ari from a different time? Especially if the oil lamps, cobbled streets of London and period dress were anything to go by.

      But then, something even more shocking was watching as Lucius walked out of a bunker that I recognised as being Führerbunker, wearing a German SS uniform. This had been where Hitler had famously shot himself and where Eva Braun, his wife of less than forty hours, took cyanide. However, when Lucius calmly put the gun that was still in his hand back into the holster on his uniform and got into an old black car, I had to question those once believed historical facts.

      Especially as Lucius was now clearly stealing Hitler’s armoured Mercedes Grosser and from the looks of things, he was doing this just after shooting the Führer himself!

      Gods, but there just seemed like an endless amount of questions I would need to ask once this was all over and I would have dwelled longer on each of them had the next vision not started to take hold of my mind. Because this was soon the point when I found myself witnessing modern day as it finally came around, meaning that even more questions took precedence than those before.

      Dangerous questions that arose the second I saw the other most important person enter Lucius’ life.

      That being, of course…

      
        
        My mother.
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            A Hand on Little Keira Girl

          

        

      

    

    
      I sucked in a harsh, ragged breath, for I knew these were the years that would be the hardest to witness. But I was soon dumbfounded, as the first time seeing her wasn’t when I thought it would have been. It hadn’t been when he had ordered Pip and Adam to kidnap her like the stories I had heard. Or even before this, when she had first arrived at Afterlife, as it made sense that he would spy on her before making his move. No, instead it had been when my mother was only a child, shocking me that he had known of her so many years before the point in time he had first made himself known to her.

      At a guess she looked about seven years old and was currently stood in line for some kid’s ride at what looked like a travelling fairground. Lucius was just standing at the edge of it all silently watching, with his arms folded and a mean looking black Lamborghini Diablo at his back. But then, as the passenger side door went up, I gritted my teeth as I recognised bitch face emerging.

      “The witch will be here soon,” she said after pulling down the hem of her tight red dress that had ridden up when getting out of the low car. Big, blonde hair and heavy makeup made her look like a whore and I would have sniggered at the bitchy thoughts had she not tried to curl herself against Lucius’ side. I was at least glad to see that he didn’t reciprocate the affection, but just remained as he was. It made me realise that even all those years ago, she had been dreaming, thinking that she meant anything to him and just seeing his cold treatment of her, then it was little wonder why she hated me so much.

      “Who is this little rodent anyway for you to be so interested?” Lucius reacted slightly to this, shrugging her off his shoulder before telling her in a hard tone,

      “Just call it a Pet project of mine, one whose memory you will not hold with you past this day.” As he said this he raised a hand to her face and I tensed thinking that it might have been in a tender gesture but the second I saw her eyes glaze over I knew that he was actually stealing her memories and controlling her mind.

      “Yes, my Lord.”

      “Good, now get your ass back in the car!” he snapped after dropping his hand, one I noticed was not covered in a glove and was just like his other; pale, large and strong. Layla seemed to snap out of the trance he had put her in and huffed in a spoilt way before doing as he ordered. After this he went back to watching my mother as a child as she giggled and threw her hands up in the air. She was currently sat inside the first car of the rollercoaster, its head a huge fire-breathing dragon. It also looked like she was next to her older sister, my aunty Libby, as her bright red curls were easy to spot anywhere.

      But like Lucius, I couldn’t seem to take my eyes off her. She looked so happy and carefree, just as any child should be. Which made me question when it was in her life that she started to see Demons and Angels, just like I did. It didn’t look as though it could have been now, as I doubted she would have looked quite as joyful as she did.

      Of course, I had been born with this gift, but the difference was that I had grown up seeing them and viewing them as people I cared deeply for and called family. But my mother didn’t have this, for she grew up in the human world, meaning that the rest of it had to be utterly terrifying for her. I honestly couldn’t imagine it!

      The next person to enter the vision of the past was who I quickly recognised as Lucius’ witch, Nesteemia. This was when I started to have a bad feeling about this and shot a panicked look towards my mother who was now just getting off the ride and walking back to my grandparents.

      “You found her, my Lord,” Nesteemia asked as she approached, looking every bit the gypsy witch.

      “I have,” he replied in a cool tone that gave nothing away.

      “What would you have me do?” Nesteemia asked looking wary and unsure.

      “Start the process,” was Lucius’ unfeeling reply, making me flinch at the sound. He just sounded so heartless.

      “You’re sure about this?” she asked, obviously not agreeing with his decision. Lucius didn’t react other than to say,

      “The girl’s fate was sealed the moment she was born for him. Might as well get her used to the life, for she cannot escape it now,” he replied making Nesteemia nod in understanding, bowing her head in respect as Lucius turned around and opened the driver’s side door. His witch started to walk towards the fairground, the only human in her sights being that of my mother.

      “And, Nesta…”

      “Yes, my Lord?” The witch stopped and looked back over her shoulder at him, waiting to hear what he had to say. Lucius then looked one more time at my mother, who looked now to be trying to drag her sister over to a sweet stall.

      “Let her enjoy the day at least, for come her seventh birthday… it will be one of her last,”  he said before folding himself inside his 90’s supercar and making it the only evidence for me to witness that even during this time,

      Lucius had a heart.

      After this time sped up, creating a montage of times when he would be watching her. But as the years of my mother’s life flashed by, it seemed that this stalking was more in a protective way. Because not once during this time did he ever cross a line. He never watched her from the foot of her bed or creep in the shadows as she undressed. It was never anything like that and he gave her as much distance as he deemed necessary, not once coming close enough that she ever saw him.

      But then came the first time that the rule of distance kept between them was shattered and I felt my whole body tense at the sight. However, it had nothing to do with jealously or anything like that, but more to do with the horror of the situation that forced him to break that rule.  I knew the moment he entered a hospital, walked down a corridor and entered one of the rooms, exactly what this was going to be. It was why a sob was caught in my throat the second I was made to endure the sight of my poor mother as I had never seen her before…

      Utterly Broken.

      I thought back to the horrific experience she had obviously been forced to live through and the fresh bandages on her arms made me want to cry. They were stained slightly as the fresh wounds still wept with blood and her face was so pained it was as though she could still feel the injuries being inflicted. I felt sickened by what had been done to her, knowing that with her being there, that it must have only just happened.

      But where had her protector in the dark been during this time?

      Another question to add to the many, I guess. Lucius stood in the corner of the room and with his hands balled into fists by his sides, I knew of the rage he felt at seeing her this way. He walked to her bedside seeing as it was safe to do so with her being asleep and gently brushed back a piece of her hair. Then he looked at the monitor at her bedside for her vitals as they spiked by his touch. However, she didn’t stir, so he continued to lean down and laid a kiss on her forehead doing so now with a vow,

      “I failed to get to you in time, but have no fear my little Keira girl, he will pay for what he did to you, by my hand or that of your King.” After this he watched as she started to moan in her sleep, so before he left, he adjusted her medication and she quickly fell back into a state of unconsciousness with the extra drugs in her system. After this he left with only one promise issued,

      “Soon, little Chosen One, soon.” I swallowed hard and hated the jealousy that seeped inside me, like a coiled snake hissing its poison. I knew this was irrational as it was years before I had even been born, but the sight of such would still haunt me, because I found myself questioning every word in that statement made. Did he think her to be his Chosen One or named her such because he knew she belonged to my father?

      Something I hoped to discover when time sped up once more.

      Although, I had to say I was at least thankful that the time Lucius spent with my mother was quick and brief, but I wondered if this was because I could hear myself utter the moment she came into view,

      “Oh no, not this.”

      Had the Keepers of Three wanted to spare me the heartache? Because I was pretty sure this had been classed as an important time in Lucius’ life. But then I was the one clearly running this show and they were the ones obliging me with this vision fest. So, as it sped through time, showing brief moments at Blood Rock I was at least thankful it happened quickly. However, there were times, like when he danced with my mother in the same place he had danced with me, I had no choice but to grit my teeth and bear it.

      It was the same when seeing things like the altercation he had with the likes of Layla, which must have been when he banished her. The many times he seemed to save my mother’s life, one ending in a battle scene. It was in what looked like a crumbling temple and it especially caught my attention as it seemed to be when Lucius changed from just a Vampire to something more…

      Something gifted this time from Heaven.

      But again, it happened so fast that I didn’t get chance to see all of it, only the moment his wings broke out of their demonic mould and into that of a flaming phoenix for the first time. Then time shot forward again, to an even stranger one of my mother, who looked to be trapped in a giant birdcage.

      I shook my head as a blurred image of them both together in some sort of bell tower had me questioning what they had been doing as all I saw was the mere hint of naked flesh? I quickly decided that I didn’t want to fucking know and was nearly on the cusp of shouting out for the Keepers of Three to stop it all.

      As I couldn’t stand it any longer!

      But when I finally did shout out, it wasn’t for it to end like I thought it would have been. No, instead it was for the vision to slow down so I could see the next event that changed Lucius’ life forever!

      “Wait!” I demanded, because suddenly Lucius was back in Hell and looked as if he had just been fighting in some demonic battle on the edge of being forced into the belly of a volcano. Huge waves of lava splashed up against the sides of the flat rock a few others were stood on, but they were shadows as my vision focused on only one man.

      The platform seemed to be getting smaller as the whole thing shook, with giant pieces of it breaking off at the sides and crashing into the river of molten death below. Blurred figures of people started moving backwards the second the lava rose up and burst over the sides. Even I thought that this was it, they were all done for as only those who had wings had a chance of surviving this. But then something started to happen, as the molten rock started to form into shapes.

      It started to flow over itself instead of its continued journey forward, now creating giant uneven black bricks on top of each other like a pyramid. And as it built up higher, the flowing magma defied gravity by following it, now running up the sides of what was beginning to look like something built by the Aztecs. Then, when the flow of lava reached the top of the pyramid, it disappeared in what I assumed was a way inside. And speaking of a way inside, high up the structure, the last part to form was an arched doorway. It was one created by cooled lava that formed a crust of black rock and was decorated with a strange keystone. It looked like the angry face of a God, that had no choice but to drop open its mouth, despite the obvious rage at being forced to do so.

      “Duty calls,” Lucius said before giving way to his demon side, one that yet again had changed. Because now it looked exactly like the one I had seen that night when he had saved me from the Hellhounds. Something had happened to him yet again that had changed him into this, and it made me question what. What had I purposely been forced to miss in the visions that led to this point?

      Well, I was about to witness at least one more event in Lucius’ life that answered a question…what had happened to his hand? One that Lucius looked down at now after first flying up to the arched doorway. Then he fisted it before bringing it to his lips and biting into it, more viciously than I had seen him do before. It was as if he needed a greater amount of blood to flow.

      “Gods, no!” I found myself shouting out, despite it being a plea unheard in this time, as Lucius then held himself rigid as he plunged his hand into the open mouth, obviously needing to feed it his tainted blood. It then became the second time I heard Lucius’ screams and I knew why the second the mouth locked down around his arm, before the sickening crunch of bone and flesh could be heard.

      Lucius staggered back the second it released him and lost consciousness just as he went tumbling over the edge of the pyramid. His wings caused his body to spiral down a little as they vibrated in the air, cradling only half of his body as they were unused in his descent. It happened so quickly, in the time it took me to suck in a panicked breath his body had landed, doing so hard enough that it cracked the stone beneath him as a cloud of dust rose before settling. And as it did, it revealed the unconscious form of Lucius, in a mass of twisted demonic wings and a pool of his own blood.

      That, and a piece of him that had been completely severed.

      His hand.

      I felt myself crying, whispering his name in a different time,

      “Oh, Lucius.” However, by the time it made it past my lips, the vision was no more. Instead, his days that followed merged into weeks, months and then into years.  It skipped through them with haste and brief moments were getting even harder to make out. Like a quick bus journey, which was gone in a second where he had looked to be sat next to my mother. Then the fast forwarded destruction of some college library. After which came the battle of the start of what was known to us all as the Blood of the Infinity Wars. But by this point I could make out nothing but a blur of a past life lived through that clearly was not my right to witness.

      Was this because time could still be affected in some way if I had? After all, to know of the past would undoubtedly affect the future and clearly the Fates had some sort of plan for me. But speaking of my future, now it was time for the entirety of it to be explained, as I had finally arrived at the one memory that could answer the biggest question of all.

      “Oh Gods, this is it,” I muttered the second I knew which part it had slowed right down to. The time that I had wanted to see the most and the sole reason I had asked the Keeper of Three to show me everything.

      As it was none other than the day Lucius had stolen two pieces of my soul. He had stolen the Angel in me and that of the first natural born Vampire.

      But most importantly, now it was time to find out not only how but mainly…

      
        
        Why?
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            A Hungry Soul

          

        

      

    

    
      The start of my fate began looking more like a celebration than what I would have expected someone stealing your soul would have been like. Although, what had I been expecting, Lucius hiding in the shadows of a child’s nursery like the child catcher in Chitty Chitty Bang Bang? He wasn’t some thief in the night waiting to strike with an oversized soul catching net over his shoulder.

      It all started when suddenly my visions had come to a soundless halt, stopping at what looked to be a party. And it didn’t take me long to discover what it was for, as now I was looking around the walls of Afterlife. Walls, that certainly hadn’t changed much, despite the decorations that now adorned the stone. And this claim also included the people now standing within them…

      My family.

      But like I said, the only difference now was the room had been decorated within an inch of its life and the culprit soon went skipping by with green and blue hair. Aunty Pip was carrying a massive bunch of baby pink balloons and she had drawn pictures in black marker on them all. Some were just smiling baby faces but others looked like a warning sign. This consisted of a crudely drawn condom with a circle around it and a line across. Underneath were the words,

      
        
        ‘No condoms were harmed during the making of this baby!’

      

      

      Needless to say, as she passed, some people just shook their heads and others sniggered after first looking towards the baby making pair…

      My parents.

      Gods, but they looked so happy! My mother was utterly beaming down at the baby in her arms, which was obviously me. My father was positioned behind her, with his arm around her shoulders, tucking her close as he nearly always did. He, too, was beaming down at the sight of me as a baby but whenever he glanced back at my mother, the emotion was one that was easy to see…Pride.

      The drawing room, where the celebration was being held, was overflowing with gifts, decorations and party food. Which from the rainbow of colours, it looked as if Aunty Pip had been in charge of it all. Even my human grandparents were there, looking nearly thirty years younger than I ever would have remembered seeing them.

      The room was a mix of both supernatural and human life congregating together, with only one side knowing the other side of the family as being different. This included my Aunty Libby and Uncle Frank, with my cousin Ella running riot in between everyone’s legs. Even to this day my Aunty Libby had no idea of what her sister had become or what life she had married into. This would have also included Ella too, had it not been for me sneaking into Jared’s fight club and her following me that night when I was sixteen.

      Gods, but just looking at her now and she had been such a cute kid, and it was no surprise that she had turned into such a beauty, considering how beautiful her mother was. Jared Cerberus most certainly had his hands full there, that was for damn sure. Because he may have been King of the Hellbeasts, but there was no claiming her spirit and expecting to rule over it.

      I took in the rest of the room and it looked as though everyone was there, minus the Hellbeast himself. But the rest of the Kings were there, looking as handsome and as striking as always. Along with the timeless beauty that was my Aunty Sophia and the mad beauty in  Aunty Pip, who was dressed like a kid’s Bunny Rabbit. It also had a flap at her butt that whenever it popped open it showed a little naked bum, one that Adam continued to rebutton for her, making her giggle as she wiggled making the task difficult.

      I couldn’t help but smile at the sight of my family, all gathered to celebrate my birth, missing them now so much that I felt the empty pain of it in my chest. Which was why it was no wonder I could feel tears in my eyes, as I was obviously crying back at the Temple. It was just such a beautiful sight, and one that made me feel so loved it was like a rush of emotions had just hit me. A flash of visions of my very own, and each one making me feel blessed despite all my bitterness at being different.

      Because each person there meant so much to me and just looking at the little baby in my mother’s arms, I knew just how lucky she was to have so many people who loved her. To have so many who were willing to lay down their lives in protecting her.

      In fact, it made me feel ashamed that I had run from them all, knowing how worried they would be. I shouldn’t have done that. I should have handled it better. I should have stayed like Lucius had said. I should have shouted, I should have screamed and fought for my answers and reasons…I should have stayed and listened.

      And right in that moment, I wanted to see my mother so badly that it hurt. Because one look in those stunning eyes of hers as she looked down at me and I knew that I must have been mistaken somehow. No-one could do that to someone they loved as much as my mother loved me.

      But now was not the time for that vision.

      No, first it was time to witness something else entirely.

      Because there in the corner, watching all this, was the one man I had given my heart to, despite all the hurt he had caused. Hurt that just kept coming and in this moment, it was the root of it all. It was time for the truth he had been terrified of telling me. And who could blame him, when he had been the cause of my humanity, stealing away my birthright of an eternal life with those I loved.

      A royal bloodline I had been entitled to receive.

      But just the sight of him and I found myself gasping. He looked more formidable than I was used to seeing him. This then prompted the natural question to ask myself… Had I been the one to change him?

      Because this way he seemed more edgy, as if at the ready for action, not some baby celebration. He wore dark jeans, a burgundy t-shirt and a leather biker jacket, as if he didn’t intend to stay long, just enough time to give his mandatory congratulations. It was clear he was uncomfortable being there and the tense fist of his gloved hand was making it obvious only to those like me who were taking the time to look closely. Me, and my mother, who looked up and sought him out in the crowded room.  Then, when it was safe to do so, without making it obvious, she met his eyes as Lucius was now staring back at her and she smiled as he bowed his head in return.

      In fact, he reminded me very much as he had that night. The one when I had foolishly entered his club believing it might have been the start of something new and exciting, seeing as even then I had been convinced we were meant to be together. That we were destined by the Fates and I was his Chosen One. I had believed this was something he would have recognised instantly, but how wrong I had been. Of course, since then I knew the truth. I knew that he had discovered me being his fated one long before I had. And now, I was about to discover why he’d fought against it for as long as he had.

      I then watched as my mother reached up, kissed my father’s cheek and left him to continue his conversation with my Uncle Frank, telling him that she was going to put the baby down. Then she walked over to where Lucius was stood, a bottle of beer casually held in one hand, his gloved one tapping behind him on the dark panelled wall at his back. This was when my vision shifted, taking me closer to them both until I was stood next to what was obviously my crib.

      “So, you’re a mother now,” Lucius said in an easy tone that looked forced to me. My mum laughed once as she placed my sleeping form down in the crib that was near where he stood.

      “Yeah, although I think the usual response here is to offer congratulations.”

      “Mazel Tov,” Lucius replied just as he touched the bottle of his beer to his lips and then took a swig.

      “That would be great if I was Jewish and all, but hey, I guess I will take what I can get.” He winked at her in reply making her roll her eyes, telling me where I got that sassy response from.

      “Shoot, I forgot her nappy bag, hey can you just watch her a sec,” my mum said making him frown instantly before snapping,

      “Do I look like a fuc…”

      “Hey, watch the language, buddy! Now all you have to do is coo at her if she wakes, it’s not saving the world, Luc!” my mum snapped after first smacking him on the arm to stop him from swearing, then she said,

      “I have faith in you…oh, that’s her name by the way, in case you wondered… Amelia Faith Draven.” Lucius scoffed a laugh making my mum put her hands to her hips and said,

      “What?”

      “Nothing, now go get your shit bag,” he said making my mum huff before going to do just that. Then I watched as Lucius eyed me suspiciously. Even as he took another swig of his beer, his eyes watched me with a frown. Then I started to wake, and I couldn’t help but smirk at the same time Lucius did when the baby me burped.

      “Cute,” he admitted on a laugh, making me smile as he actually decided to take more notice of me. He finished his bottle before putting it down on a side table and decided to come closer to me as I started fussing more.

      “Who would name their kid ‘work’ in Latin? Although, with a father like Dom, then that’s exactly what it will be for you, kid, and having Faith won’t hurt either. Well, at least being cute will go a long way with this lot,” he said scoffing another laugh and I had to say I was shocked that this had been our first conversation.

      “Shame you’re human, ‘cause not gonna lie, kid, that shit is gonna get harder when you’re older. If I were you, I would think about becoming a nun.” Lucius laughed at his own joke, meanwhile I nearly choked on the irony of it all! But then, it also meant that like everyone else, at this point he thought I was human, which made me have to question why, if I wasn’t?

      But then I started squirming more and he shot me an irritated look before rolling his eyes and telling me,

      “Aww, come on, kid, I wasn’t exactly made for this shit, you know. Can’t you just wait until your mother comes back or something?” I obviously wasn’t ready to do that and started crying more, making him turn to me and mutter,

      “I’m a fucking Vampire King for Devil’s sake, not a fucking nanny!”  But then I started trying to reach out for him and again the irony wasn’t lost on me.

      “Alright, fine, you’ve got my attention, but I am not picking you up or any shit like that,” he said putting his gloved hand in my crib and I swear my mouth dropped open in utter shock as he started tickling my belly, making me giggle and smile as I looked up at him.

      “Well, it’s got to be said, you sure do have pretty eyes…even prettier than your mother’s but ssshh, don’t tell her I said that,” he said softly making my heart melt at just how sweet he was being to me as a baby. Even though admittedly, it was all a bit strange. But before I could dwell on this thought too long, something started to happen that made him frown down at me before muttering,

      “What’s this?” I looked down to see what he was seeing and my eyes widened just the same. Because I had started glowing, with my skin looking as if it had just been dusted in the sunrays breaking through the clouds. Like a golden hue that illuminated my body and Lucius looked up, obviously about to tell someone. But then this was when my tiny baby hand suddenly reached up and grabbed his glove before tugging at it. His eyes went back to inside the crib and quickly they widened in shock as he discovered what else was different about me.

      “No…no, no… it can’t…can’t be possible?” he questioned as he pulled his gloved fingers free of my tiny grasp and used one of them to open my mouth. My gummed little mouth started sucking on his leather clad finger as if he was trying to find something there. What had he been looking for…surely not…fangs?

      Either way, he released a relieved sigh when he saw nothing, but then he looked up obviously wanting to tell my mother about my glowing skin, when suddenly he hissed in shock…and he wasn’t the only one, as I looked down to see that I had bitten him!

      But not just that, I now had little fangs and had bitten him so hard with them that it had gone straight through his glove and into the hand he always kept hidden.

      “Gods, no!” he hissed in fear, but it was too late!

      The deed had been done as my glowing skin started to travel up my body and straight into his hand, one I now held to my mouth and was feeding from, as I was actually sucking at the infected blood on his hand. It only took seconds for two things to happen, one of which was him ripping his hand free of my hold and the second, was that for him to realise that it had been too late. Because the glow on my skin was soon gone, along with the fangs.

      The baby me then burst into tears, screaming now in what sounded like baby agony, making Lucius stumble back a step before looking down at the black blood seeping from his hand and the tear in the leather.

      “Lucius, what happened?” my mum said coming to pick me up, looking no different to how she had put me down, only now I was in tears.

      “She started crying, he said in a tense tone after first fisting his hand and hiding the evidence of what had just happened by his side.

      “Is that all? Well, yeah, she is probably just hungry,” my mum replied, as she cooed at me to calm down and walked back to where my dad was with me in her arms. My dad looked over with a brief moment of concern on his face.

      However, Lucius turned his back on them both and after looking down at his hand once more in utter shock, he muttered a horrified,

      
        
        “Yes, I think she was hungry.”
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            Order of Forgiveness

          

        

      

    

    
      I swear if I’d had my body with me, I would have fallen to the floor in utter shock. I just couldn’t believe it! I was so stunned, my mind was stuck on the jumble of questions and none of them felt as if they made any sense. Because it hadn’t been Lucius’ fault after all. No, he had merely wanted to protect me from the truth.

      A truth that had meant only one thing…

      This had all been my fault.

      Alright, so I had been a baby at the time, but I had been the one to bite him! I had been the one to lose that part of my soul to him and he hadn’t been able to do a damn thing to stop it…or fix it. I knew this when the next part of my vision began to come into focus and pretty soon it started to knit together twenty seven years of reasons why.

      It started with Lucius in his office and he wasn’t alone. Adam was in there with him and in that particular moment in time, it quickly became obvious that he was trying to calm Lucius down.

      “How the fuck did this fucking happen!?” he roared and grabbed the nearest thing to him, which happened to be a bottle of whisky, and threw it until it smashed into the wall opposite his desk.

      “Luc, you need to calm down.”

      “Calm down! Are you fucking shitting me? How the fuck can I calm down, I stole part of the girl’s soul for fuck sake!” Lucius roared again making Adam release a sigh before replying with an obvious statement,

      “It was not as if you planned it.”

      “Oh, so that makes it okay does it, when I go to Keira and tell her that the reason her child is fucking human and no doubt facing a lifetime of danger, a life, that I might add, will be considerably shorter now, that it’s okay because I didn’t fucking plan it!?” he snapped making Adam shrug his shoulders and say,

      “No, I just wouldn’t say anything.” I sucked in a surprised breath. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. That it was my Uncle Adam who was the one to advise this and I wasn’t the only one who looked shocked.

      “What the fuck are you suggesting, Adam, that I don’t tell them at all!?” Lucius’ tone said it all. In return, Adam released a heavy sigh and rubbed a hand at the back of his neck in frustration before telling him,

      “What good would telling them do, Luc?” Lucius growled low in reply but Adam ignored it and added,

      “Think about it, it’s not like anything can be done right now and you would gain nothing by telling them, not when it would more than likely start another war between you and an ally, one that I will remind you, has only just been healed.” Luc scoffed at this and said,

      “War or not, I accept what I did and if it causes a…”

      “What she did, Luc… not you.” Adam interrupted but Lucius slashed an angry hand through the air before telling him,

      “She is a fucking baby, she can hardly be held accountable here!”

      “That may be so, but neither can you, for it is not as though you expected that to happen.” Adam pointed out and I had to agree with most of what he was saying. Okay, so keeping that type of thing from my parents was hard to accept as being the right thing to do, or condone, but his reasons for suggesting it were also hard to argue against. What I most definitely did agree with was that Lucius wasn’t at fault here, yet the way he blamed himself was heartbreaking to see.

      “I doubt Dom would fucking see it like that when he is trying to kill me with his bare hands,” Lucius said dryly.

      “Something we know he can’t do seeing as now it would not only kill his Chosen One but also his daughter.” Lucius hissed through his teeth as this thought only just came to him thanks to Adam thinking clearly.

      “She is now linked to your life as much as Keira is, no doubt even more so and that is something no-one will be able to overlook, including Dom, should he ever find out.”

      “Then you are right, there really would be no good to come from telling him…fuck!” Lucius admitted hissing the curse at the end more to himself.

      “Not when it has taken this long for all the Kings to finally come together and work as one. For you and Dom both know the lengths it has taken in the past to even try and get it to this point. You can’t jeopardize that now…you know you can’t,” Adam said and it was easy to see why he was Lucius’ voice of reason and right hand man. The respect Lucius had for his honesty could be seen from across the room, despite his lingering anger.

      One that erupted again.

      “Gods in fucking Hell! How the fuck did this happen!?” Lucius asked now dragging a hand down his face before grabbing a glass of whisky that had survived and knocking it back in one.

      “I am not exactly sure, seeing as everyone assumed she was merely born human.” I frowned at this and I wasn’t the only one as Lucius snapped,

      “She was fucking human, Adam… even I saw that!”

      “Then what happened?”

      “I don’t fucking know! Just one second she was human, and then I touched her, and something started to happen. It was as if another side of her was suddenly being called to the surface.”

      “Your presence clearly triggered something.” Lucius growled at this assumption before snapping,

      “Yes, but why!? I have nothing to do with the girl!” I flinched at the disdain in his voice, forcing myself to remember that at this point I would have been nothing but a new hindrance for him to deal with.

      “Well, I wouldn’t say that,” Adam muttered, but Lucius naturally heard it and his tone said it all…he hadn’t liked it.

      “And just what do you fucking mean by that?!” Adam released a sigh, one that no doubt silently asked for patience and told him,

      “You’re the first Vampire of your kind, an entire race of beings all connected with you as their King, they each have your blood, Luc.”

      “What’s your fucking point here, Adam?” he barked,

      “She was not connected to you through blood, she wasn’t made. She was born that way and I don’t need to point out to you that not a single being can claim the same. Not a single one of us has been born into our vessel as a Vampire, Demon or Angel,” Adam said and Lucius was left digesting the words with a harsh, stern look upon his face. Then, once again, he was left with no other option than to listen further.

      “Keira gave birth to three souls, two of which are being kept safe until their Chosen vessels come of age. But this child, Amelia, is different, she is the only one. Now we have to ask ourselves why…why was she born this way?” Lucius finally stopped pacing and deflated into a chair and the frustration of all these questions mounting up was easy to see was taking its toll on him.

      Meanwhile, I was in utter shock at all that I was hearing.

      I was the only one?

      “I don’t know why, but I know that she was not only born a Vampire,” Lucius admitted, making Adam’s eyes widen before he raised a brow in question.

      “What do you mean?” Lucius released a heavy sigh and again dragged a hand down his face before telling him,

      “She was born an Angel also.” At this Adam now sucked in a quick breath in shock.

      “Gods,” he muttered, making Lucius scoff,

      “Yeah, my fucking thoughts exactly! Now how the fuck did that happen?!”

      “Well, there must be a reason.” Lucius rolled his eyes before sarcasm took centre stage in his reply,

      “A reason why she was born that way, sure…but a reason why it only showed itself to me and doing so just before I fucking took it away…sorry, my friend, but I am coming up fucking empty on that one!” Lucius snapped making Adam frown.

      “The only accountability to it all would be…” Lucius growled low before whipping a hand up and warning,

      “Don’t fucking say it! Don’t you even fucking think it!”

      “If not the Fates, then why? Why would she be connected to you?” Adam braved to ask, making Lucius close his eyes against the idea that the Fates were involved.

      “I don’t know,” he muttered.

      “Why wouldn’t her own parents know what she truly was?” He continued to ask and I could see that Lucius was losing what shred of patience he had when he forced out through gritted teeth this time,

      “I don’t know!”

      “Why would she be tied to your soul if she wasn’t destined to be your…”

      “I don’t fucking know, alright!” Lucius shouted this time, bolting up out of his seat and making Adam shake his head to himself.

      “I am sorry, Luc, I know this isn’t easy for you,” he said, watching as Lucius looked down at his gloved hand with nothing but disgust and Adam’s comment only made him fist it in anger before he ordered,

      “I want you and Pip there for her.”

      “But of course,” was Adam’s instant reply, but this wasn’t enough for Lucius as he turned a little to grant him a stern look over his shoulder, so he could demand more from him,

      “I want you to become the girl’s guardian, watch over her, keep her safe, do you understand?”

      “I will guard the girl with my life, but then this isn’t exactly a shock, Luc, not seeing as my wife would have my balls if I did anything but die for her.” Lucius huffed and said,

      “She has no doubt become quite attached.”

      “You were at that party, Luc, who do you think was up with her inflating four hundred fucking pink balloons until five in the morning whilst I watched my wife drawing condoms and smiley faces on them all.” Luc scoffed again, no doubt unable to find the same humour in the thought as his friend did.

      “Good, then that will be another guardian for her,” he said and it broke my heart with how responsible he obviously felt.

      “Trust me, even beyond the walls of Afterlife she will have many,” Adam commented and I smirked, knowing he hadn’t been wrong there.

      “I also want all the research that can be done about this…done with discretion of course.”

      “No one will find out, Luc,” Adam stated like this was obvious, well that was before Lucius pointed out the most indiscreet person on the planet.

      “That also means your wife, my friend,” Lucius added making Adam now look uncomfortable before admitting in a tense tone,

      “Yes, I know.” After this Lucius walked up to where he sat and squeezed his shoulder, telling him silently that he knew he was asking a lot, especially considering how much Adam adored his wife and was as faithful as they came. But then, he was also faithful to his friend and his King.

      “And what about you?” Adam asked after Lucius took his seat behind his desk, making him pause slightly as if he was affected by the question.

      “What about me?” he asked in return after lowering himself into his seat and speaking in a tone that said he felt agitated by the question.

      “What will you do regarding the girl?” At this it didn’t take him long to answer.

      “I will tell you what I am going to do and that is keep as far as I fucking can away from her, that is what!” he snapped and suddenly with that one statement alone, the last twenty seven years of his treatment of me started to make sense. As it was clear that now had been the starting point in time.

      “You think that is wise?” Adam asked, clearly taken back.

      “You think it’s not?!” Lucius threw back as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing in that question and holding up his gloved hand to make a point.

      “And what if you are destined to…”

      “Don’t fucking finish that sentence, Adam, for I would like you to leave this office still a friend.” Adam released a sigh and said,

      “Think about it.”

      “I refuse to, for she is a fucking child, for Lucifer’s sake!” he bellowed, banging a fist on the desk and making me wonder how it had even survived all these years of Lucius’ rage.

      “Yes, but she won’t always be, and you know that,” Adam pointed out and Lucius grimaced.

      “Yes, and she will grow into a human woman because of me, so you really think I want to be around the reminder of that!” he ground out through clenched teeth and I had to say it hurt, despite the circumstances that surrounded it.

      “So, what, you want her protected her entire life but have nothing more to do with it?” Adam pressed, proving exactly what he could get away with around his friend and the answer was a lot.

      “Yes, that is exactly what I am saying! After all, it is the least I can do, for if she is now forced to live as a human then this way she will do so for as long as humanly possible… without being hurt,”  he said emphasizing this last part and trying to make his point.

      “And if there is more than that destined for her?”

      “Then she will live out that destiny without me fucking in it, that is what!” he snapped making Adam sigh in exasperation.

      “Luc, come on, think about it…”

      “NO!” Lucius roared and this time when his fist hit the desk he was back to standing and staring down at where it had cracked. Then after needing to take a minute to calm, he told him firmly,

      “I won’t risk the life of Keira’s child…not again…keeping her safe is all I will ever offer the girl and that I can promise you.” The pain of his words cut deep but what did manage to ease the hurt was that I knew that this was one promise he would have no choice but to break.

      However, it did at least answer so many questions as to why he had held me at arm’s length for so long. He feared that if he was ever to give into the temptation of being near me, then it could have happened again, that much was obvious.

      Which just made me wonder exactly how long had he continued to blame himself for what had happened? The entire time most likely, as he clearly felt ashamed enough to keep it from me. And I had to admit, that this hurt the most. That Lucius hadn’t trusted me enough with the truth for only one reason…

      He thought that I would blame him, just as he blamed himself.

      But little did he know that in my eyes there was nothing to forgive, as it was like Adam had said,

      This had all been fated.

      But I knew it would first take years of my life to be lived through before he would feel this way and go back on his promise. Especially as this image started to fade around the edges, doing so to the sight of Lucius, who was now scowling down at his fisted leather hand. It was as if pure hatred for it was all he was capable of feeling.

      And the sight, well…

      
        
        It broke my heart.
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      After this time in his office ended, it once more became a merging of time, all now featuring Lucius and me. Most of which was unbeknown to me at the time. This started with him watching me from afar. Something that only happened after he saved me the night I had sneaked into the Devil’s Ring. And looking at it now and seeing his reaction, well it was obviously when he was hit with the knowledge that I was his Chosen One after all…that Adam had been right all along. And after this point, well it became clear that there were times he found it too difficult to do as he promised he would, which was to stay away from me. Because the next lot of visions of his past only showed one thing… an obsession as it grew in its intensity. As there was something I quickly discovered…

      Lucius had always been there watching.

      He would watch me as I played the piano, telling me now why there had been one in my apartment that he had purposely decorated for me next to his own in Transfusion. I believe I even questioned this when first seeing it and asking myself why he would even care enough to bother.

      And then there were the times when he had been forced to be at events and celebrations that I never knew he had even been there. But there he was and as usual, spent his time watching me from afar. Watching me from the shadows and seemingly questioning why it was that I looked forlorn or even lonely. This as I sat on the sidelines secretly waiting for my prince to come and sweep me off my feet by asking me to dance. There were even times that I saw him taking a step forward before stopping himself as if he had been about to request the next dance. And every single time he saw me, it seemed to end in the same way, as he clenched his gloved hand and scowled before walking away from me, without looking back. It happened so often that it became almost like a habit.

      In fact, the amount of times he was part of my life really started to impact me after I turned up at his club the first time and ran from it heartbroken. The true depth of his obsession became even more blindingly obvious when I saw a barrage of visions that started the moment I left the safety of Afterlife.

      This even included him buying my building in Twickenham and then arranging to have all the money spent on it to ensure it had top of the range security. I even witnessed his meeting with Queeney, the lady who had helped me that day in the Underground, telling me of a flat for sale. It had all been his doing, not that of my father’s!

      Gods, but even Ben across the hall had been one of his people! I knew this the second an image of Lucius now sat at his desk emerged, telling me exactly who he was speaking to on his phone. Also telling me exactly who he was getting an update on my movements from and all the while during the call he was tapping on the surveillance pictures of me taken from afar.

      I was utterly astounded at all I was discovering, especially the levels that Lucius had gone to throughout most of my life! Which always seemed to have only one theme in common…my safety. But despite this and his good intentions of keeping me safe, it was no different to what I had mistakenly blamed my father for doing. It was a huge intrusion of privacy in my life and one he had not only kept from me but continued to allow my father to take the blame for. Something I most definitely did have a right to be angry at him for.

      But then there were the other intrusions of my privacy, the more intimate kind. Like when he was in my room, watching me sleep. I remember one time when I had called in sick, suffering with the flu and Lucius looked frustrated when I would cough in my sleep. I had to say, as good as the times for him to be in my room with me went, then this was one of the most embarrassing he could have picked. But then knowing Lucius, it was most likely the reason he had picked to show up, because his daily update of me had mentioned my being absent from work due to sickness. And what sight met him, but balls of used tissues dotted about the bed like little snot bombs and me with one fisted in my hand. This so I could rub my red and sore nose in my sleep, one cracked from blowing it so much.

      However, the only move he ever made towards me was a slight stroke of my cheek before he left. He visited me every night after that until I was over it and back to being healthy again. The sight seriously made my heart ache for how much he cared.

      But that intense care he only showed me in secret was something he continued to hide and the night he pretended to walk back into my life, when in fact he had never left it, was no exception. As now the not so distant memories started to play back to me, showing me a very different view of the past, one I was finally allowed to feel a part of.

      This started with Lucius watching me as I entered the gala, doing so like all those times before, hidden in the shadows. But unlike those nights when he held himself back, this time when he took a step towards me, he kept going. But the second before he made this decision, I saw the way he looked down at his gloved hand and made a fist with it, and I knew why. Even years later, he still blamed himself and again, it made my heart ache for him. To now know the truth about why all this time he never felt comfortable letting me touch it.

      Of course, he remembered what happened the last time I did.

      And it all made sense now, every single time. Even including the last time not so long ago, where I had kissed his palm in bed. It had ended up being the longest time he had let me touch him there without pulling away, making me ask myself…had he started to trust me more?

      But of course, that was now, and this uncertainty was then. The reason he fought himself so hard on what he wanted and what he believed was right. What he believed would keep me safe from something he classed as my biggest threat…himself.

      However, despite this, it became obvious that he still couldn’t let me go completely. And after first unclenching his fist, it was like I said, he had made his first move towards me, instead of this time walking away. I swear I almost laughed at the sight of myself as I tensed the moment I heard his voice behind me, remembering my utter disbelief that it was really him. Thus, marking the start of his charade in making me believe he didn’t care and that I was just a job to him… or more like a favour he carried out because my father had asked him to.

      But the vision didn’t skip that far ahead, not like I thought it would have. Which made me wonder if this night was considered an important turning point in Lucius’ life and was considered a favoured memory of his? It was most certainly a hopeful thought as I found myself back in the gallery where I had held my tour.

      It was strange reliving it and witnessing again how those steel blue eyes of his barely ever left me. I even got to relive the moment when one of the women had come on to him. I remember questioning what it had been he had said to her to make her storm off like that, as she had clearly been slighted in some way.

      Well, now I was about to find out as the memory played back.  And I could barely believe my ears when I heard what he had said to her. Telling her firmly that she had no chance in Hell or beyond it, for there was only one female he intended for his bed, then he finished this crass statement with a nod towards me and telling the once hopeful woman exactly who he had in his sights.

      Clearly insulted, the woman had left, and I remembered it now, wishing at the time I knew why. But there were other times, ones more playful, like when I had been at Wendy’s flat texting him. Unbeknown to me at the time, he had been in a car travelling to the airport. And as his driver did all the work in getting him there, he had spent the journey grinning down at his screen, looking…well… happy.

      But then a very a different grin was what greeted me next as the memory shifted to one of a very different kind. And I knew exactly what it was when I found him watching the security footage with that knowing grin playing at the corner of his lips. It was of me trying to sneak into Transfusion when I had been intent on stealing from him.

      I felt a blush rise at just the thought of him watching it all and even more so when I became a spectator to my own first erotic experience. Of course, this had been a life changing memory for me and just knowing that despite all his past sexual encounters, it was a meaningful one for him too and one that made the cut. In fact, it made me question why none of his past sexual encounters with other woman had ever made it through to the montage of memories. Did that mean none of them had been important enough to him?

      However, my questioning of this died the moment the time came for my kidnapping. First came the look of pure rage before utter agony took its place. This was when he was forced to endure seeing the distance between us grow as I was taken away from him in a helicopter.

      I watched as he stumbled into a wall in the lobby outside his apartment. It was as if in that moment he felt the exact second that I had fallen into the water and couldn’t breathe.

      “My Šemšā’… my Šemšā… Še…mšā,” he whispered over and over again, and my heart broke for him. But then he roared out in undiluted fury before he hit out at the wall behind him. Then he was suddenly running to his apartment with speed, as if he had just had an idea on how to save me and time was crucial. Once he passed through the door my view changed just as he grabbed the vault door with his hands, morphing them to that of his demon. There was such strength and power in them that I felt breathless just watching it, as he brought forth what seemed like flames directly from his link to Hell. Doing so enough that soon the metal could withstand it no more. Gods, but he looked ready to take on all of Heaven and Hell if it meant getting me back, as it was as though he knew something I didn’t.

      Had I been closer to dying than I had first believed?

      It looked like I was soon to find out as the door gave way granting him entrance far quicker than opening it the usual way would have done. Then he walked straight over to the sword and knelt down as he whispered its name. It was done in a way as if calling forth the one who bestowed it upon him the honour of owning it.

      “Caliburnus.”

      He placed his hand upon the blade, bowed his head and then purposely sliced his hand down its length before making a vow,

      “My Šemšā …. ‘Save my Šemšā, my Electus born. Save her and my blood is yours… that’s all I fucking ask!” He shouted this last part then roared out his demand,

      “SAVE HER!” This was at the same time as hammering a fist down on the floor and cracking it around the sword. After this the weapon began to glow with blinding white power, like an eruption of the Gods gifting him his wish and taking away the sight of anything else in the room. All until a slight figure could still be seen, holding onto the blade and utterly determined not to let go, as if he were hanging on not just for his own dear life but mainly for mine.

      The sight had me in tears, for the love this man had for me seemed to have no bounds and it took my breath away, tearing it from my body with the force of my emotions. That was when I knew that I would have drowned in that river had it not been for Lucius.

      He had saved me…saved me again.

      After this I had been ready to break the connection, no longer needing to see anymore, when it seemed as if the Keepers of Three weren’t yet done with me.

      For there was one last vision left for me.

      That of a…
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      I was quickly transported to that fateful day I had left Afterlife or should I say…

      The day I left Lucius.

      I almost begged not to see it, as I didn’t know if I was strong enough to witness it a second time around. Although, I was surprised that the memory hadn’t just taken me straight to the library, but instead I ended up back on the rooftop. It had been where I had left Lucius after our argument but this time, he wasn’t alone. And it looked as if I had just entered into the middle of an argument. Because I saw my mother’s frustrated sigh before asking the retreating form of Lucius,

      “Luc, where are you going?” He shot her a look of anger before snapping,

      “To find her and tell her the truth…to tell everyone the fucking truth, like I should have done years ago!”

      “You really think that is wise?” my mum asked making me frown, because surely this response was only going to back up the theory of an affair. But the way Lucius was acting towards her didn’t make sense either.

      “You really think continuing to lie to her is?!” he threw back, before walking through the same door that he had locked in an attempt to keep me from leaving during our own argument.

      “Lucius, wait!” my mum shouted desperately, which was something he ignored as my vision followed his angry escape.

      “Lucius, please just think about this!” My mum now pleaded after she had caught up with him, once back inside the walls of Afterlife. I also found myself wondering where I was while this was going on. Was I still back inside the Temple of Janus, opening the box or had that time passed and I was back inside the library? Had I been on my way to try and find Lucius, ready and excited to tell him what I had discovered?

      These questions faded from my mind the moment he answered my mother.

      “I have thought of nothing else!” he snapped angrily as he continued down yet another of the many grand hallways in Afterlife. Yet this was one I recognised as leading towards the library. Which meant that this was it then, the moment that had haunted my dreams and my every thought since this day. The greatest heartbreak I had been forced to endure, despite what happened seven years ago. Now all I could hope for was that after witnessing this, I would still love him the way I couldn’t stop myself from doing before it.

      Finally, they reached the library door and I knew this was it. It was time for me to witness the truth, one Lucius had been trying to get me to believe was not what I thought it was.

      And it all started with a question.

      “You love her?” my mum asked, and I sucked in a sharp breath, waiting for his reply. One that came quick and with certainty, as he shouted back,

      “Of course I do, she’s my Chosen One!”

      I swear, but just hearing those words and I knew that I didn’t need to see a single moment more, even though it continued. For Lucius had just told my mother of his love for me, not even said as a confession but more as a resounding statement. One that she looked to have already known.

      And it was one that I knew in that moment, that the entire world should have known. It suddenly became so clear. What Lucius had been trying to do all this time. All he had wanted was to tell the world the truth, declaring me as his. But mainly to have been given the chance to declare his love for me to my father. That was what they had argued about. That was what every single word referred to. I knew that now. Every single word that had sounded like a secret love affair was all quickly turned on its head. I listened to it all playback to me and now that I knew the true context of it, it all became so clear.

      His love for me was the only love he spoke of.

      Not a secret love for my mother.

      Gods, but I had been such a fool! The biggest of fools.

      They had long ago entered the library and my mind raced as it made sense of every word spoken and it all led back to his love for me, not for her. And when it eventually came time for that fateful moment. The one that had devastated me, I now had the chance to see it from the angle I should have. Because now the ghost of my image stepped into my mother’s place and I watched as her hand raised to his cheek, offering comfort as an old friend, just like he had said it had been.

      He then lowered into it, accepting it at the same time he told her,

      “Amelia needs to know, and I can’t keep pretending anymore, especially here, it’s fucking killing me, Keira.” He was talking about pretending in front of my father, about not being able to tell the truth and tell him about me being his Chosen One.

      I looked towards the staircase and I just saw a glimpse of myself as I kept my head turned away, hiding from the sight like a coward. I had foolishly let my past insecurities rule over my heart. Whereas, in fact, what I should have done instead of running from the fear of what might have happened, is stayed and discovered the real truth of what did happen. Because there must have been a better way than running scared.

      I knew that now.

      That was why Lucius had been so angry that day. Because I had put him through an equal amount of heartache and all because I didn’t trust him. No…because I hadn’t trusted myself to be worthy enough for him. When the truth of it all was, he too had held himself back all those years because he felt the same way. He believed that he had been the cause of what I had become, the parts of my soul that I had lost. That he had somehow done this to me and if I ever found out, then I wouldn’t just run from him, but I would run and never return. That my love for him would be lost in the shadows of my bitterness for the eternity he hoped to have with me.

      Which was when I realised, I might not have trusted him enough to stay that day, but he hadn’t trusted me either. He hadn’t trusted me enough to love him despite the past. I now knew that our relationship would never have worked, not like this. Not when the foundations of our love were built upon a crumbling ground of lies and mistrust.

      But that was all before.

      All before this day, that I now knew the truth. The real depth of his love for me, something I knew it was now my chance to show in return. The guilt I felt was no doubt as immeasurable as his own. Only the difference was that mine would only last until I could tell him the words to make it all right again. Lucius’ guilt had lasted all my life.

      All until this day, for anything beyond it I vowed was no more.

      “Enough!” I suddenly shouted after closing my eyes on the past, fully intent on only looking towards the future.

      I felt myself gasp as I staggered backwards after the Keepers of Three had finally released me once I had commanded them to do so.

      “So now you see.”

      “The same as us Keepers Three,” they said, only this time instead of the one who couldn’t speak even trying to, he merely nodded towards my destiny behind me, as if silently telling me the time had now come to make my move. But before then, I had to be sure of one last thing.

      “And the Tree of Souls, you’re sure it is only me who can fix it?”  I asked quietly, so Lucius wouldn’t hear. Because I knew why they had shown me how Lucius had damaged his hand. That had been the start of the infection. The Venom of God had spread, and it had taken nearly thirty years to reach the first of the souls he had turned in the Vampires.

      “One sacrifice made to start an infection.”

      “One sacrifice is born to end it.”

      “Mit mmy tmay.”

      The Keepers told me, as if seeing for themselves this all playing out in my mind. I nodded before taking a deep breath, telling them that I understood.

      There was no other way.

      I finally took a deep breath and turned around to face the man I loved and the sight that met my eyes nearly broke me. Lucius was now down on his knees, looking exhausted as the tunnel around him was nearly in ruins from his rage. He knelt in a mass of crumbled rock and I had to wonder how the thing hadn’t caved in around him. He kept his head hung down, as if he couldn’t even bear to raise it up to witness my reaction to all I had been shown. Because he knew all that I had seen, I could see the devastation written across his pained face.

      The one secret that he had hoped to keep from me, for what could have been for my entire life.

      And in all honesty, I couldn’t find it in myself to blame him…

      Not. At. All.

      But he didn’t know that. Not yet anyway.

      He heard me approach and without even looking at me, he started making his next vow.

      “I will find a way,” he said, with his voice strained and hoarse.

      “Lucius.” I uttered his name on a whisper, but it was one he ignored.

      “I promise you, I will find a way to get you back, if it takes me a fucking eternity, I will do it! If you run, I will find you. If you leave, I will find some way to make you stay. If you say that you no longer love me, I will stop at nothing to make you give me your heart again. This I vow, Amelia…This I fucking vow with not only my own life, but also on every single one on that fucking Tree of Souls I own! I swear it to you on my blood.”  At this I sucked in a shuddered breath as tears started to roll down my cheeks, and with emotions almost too thick to speak I knew I had to push through.

      “Lucius, lo…look at me,” I asked, barely getting it out. He didn’t, but instead he tore his face to the side, as if he were too afraid to and I found my hands near shaking.

      “I…I have something to say,” I told him, and he started shaking his head, as if he wasn’t yet prepared for it. I knew then that he would never be prepared for what he thought I was about to say…that I wanted to leave him. That I no longer loved him. Words that all seemed like his own personal nightmare and one he didn’t want to face.

      But he couldn’t have been more wrong.

      “Lucius, please…please, look at me,” I pleaded this time and he physically tensed before finally he granted me my wish. And I swear the sight caused me to hold my breath, as I hadn’t expected to see the unshed tears in his eyes, tears that he looked too ashamed to show me. It was then that I could stand it no longer and the sight brought me to my fucking knees. There I was, just a foot away from him, with a barrier shimmering between us and all I wanted was to throw myself into his arms. All I wanted was to put my hand on his cheek and caress away the single tear I knew was threatening to fall. I wanted to place my forehead against his as I framed his face with my hands and told him everything I felt with my lips against his skin.

      But in the end, all I had to rely on was the strength of my words.

      “Gods, Lucius…I am so sorry!” I cried making him suddenly jerk back as if he was questioning every word I’d said. He frowned through it in that questioning way of his, before he whispered in disbelief,

      “What…what did you say?” The sound of his utter uncertainty again broke something in me as I sobbed harder and my hands shook,

      “Lucius…oh, Honey… I am so fucking sorry!” I shouted this time and I wished I had been free to slip through the portal just so I could have said it to him whilst finding comfort in his arms. But I knew that I wouldn’t have made it through. Not when the fate of his life rested upon me to save it.

      “Amelia?” He said my name still in question as I covered my face and cried.

      “Oh, my Khuba, my sweet girl, why do you cry? Because you think this is goodbye?” his gentle voice asked me, and my head bolted upright.

      “No!” I shouted suddenly and then I let my anger at the idea fuel my emotions further and snapped,

      “You will never fucking leave me! Do you hear me, Lucius! You will never leave me, and I will never be so foolish as to ever leave you again!”

      “What?” Lucius asked in disbelief as though he could barely believe what he was hearing.

      “I was a fool, so fucking foolish to believe…well, to believe what I thought I saw…I was so wrong! I was wrong about it all. You were only trying to tell everyone the truth about us and I took it the wrong way, I let my stupid insecurities get the better of me and push me into thinking I could never be good enough for you, not like my mother… so I ran. I ran because I was scared, no I was fucking terrified! So, I ran…I ran from you…ran from the only man I’ve ever loved.” After I finished telling him this, he closed his eyes and that single tear he had been holding prisoner slipped free. Falling at the same time as he took in a deep shuddered breath. Then he looked up at the ceiling and whispered,

      “Thank the Gods, she saw the truth of that day.”

      “I did! I saw it all.” Lucius frowned before opening his eyes and looking back at me, a pained expression taking hold of his features before he said,

      “You didn’t see it all, Amelia, for if you had, then you would not be saying all of these things…you would be running again,”  he said sounding pained and I knew what he was now talking about. Especially when he added,

      “You didn’t see what I did to you.” I closed my eyes, took a deep breath and shook my head before telling him,

      “Lucius, I did see…I saw it all.”

      “No,” he answered firmly, as if completely unwilling to believe that if I had seen, then I wouldn’t be acting this way now.

      “Lucius, listen to me, the day you first saw me, when I was only a baby…” he sucked in a harsh breath realising that what I had been saying was true.

      “…I saw what happened and…” I tried to say but he interrupted me,

      “No! No, it can’t be…how can you be here saying all this to me now, after what I did to you…after what I took from you?!” he demanded in a severe way as if it were impossible.

      “Lucius, it wasn’t your fault, it was mine.” At this he growled before tearing his eyes from mine, turning his face away as if he couldn’t entertain it.

      “I saw it all, I bit you, Lucius,” I told him trying again to get him to listen to me. But he sliced a hand through the air and snapped,

      “No! It was my fault, I should have been more careful, I never should have touched you!”

      “Lucius, come on, you didn’t ask for what happened to happen, it just did. I bit you and something was taken from me, but it wasn’t your fault…it was just all fated and…” Again, he cut me off as if it pained him to hear me blaming myself.

      “Amelia, you need to stop.”

      “No, Lucius! It’s you that needs to start fucking listening to me and right now! This wasn’t your fault and I don’t blame you, so why do you blame yourself? It does not and will never change how I feel about you, how much I fucking love you!” At this he finally looked at me and I could see now that desperate spark of hope in his eyes before I told him,

      “You have to trust that I will always love you, no matter what…Hell, even when I thought you’d kissed my mother, I still couldn’t stop myself from loving you! Nothing will ever change that, and you need to trust me when I say that,” I said again, getting more and more worked up as I did and I knew that if I had been able to touch him, then I would have probably started shaking him by now!

      He took a deep breath, making the heavy weight of his shoulders rise and fall before telling me,

      “Then step through the barrier, Amelia and say it whilst my arms are around you, for this feels more like a dream than the reality you are trying to get me to believe it is.” I released a deep sigh as I knew this was where things were about to get complicated.

      This was where I couldn’t use actions to strengthen the claim of my words. And my reasons he would soon find to be…
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      I took one look at his outstretched hand, waiting for my own to fill it and hated that I couldn’t give him what he wished for. Hell, but it was what I wished for too, as I wanted nothing more right in that moment than to step through this damn thing and cry in his arms. To prove my commitment to him and back up my words with actions. But I knew that if I did that, then he would never let me go. He would never let me do what I knew was needed to save not only his race but also his life. And well, after everything I’d just learned, then it wasn’t only my mother’s life that was linked to his but mine as well.

      All I could hope for was that I could get Lucius to understand this and that started with telling him the thing he hated the most…

      No.

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t do that, Lucius.” He fisted his hand and let it drop before snapping,

      “Why the fuck not!?” I released a sigh knowing just how difficult this conversation was going to be.

      “Lucius, please, I can’t do that right now, you know I can’t.”

      “Yes, you fucking can! Look, just reach for my hand and take it, I will have enough power to pull you through, I am certain,” Lucius said raising his hand to me once more and I found my own fisting at my side so I wouldn’t be tempted to just reach out and try it.

      So instead I looked behind me and asked,

      “Is he right, could he pull me through?” The Keepers of Three all nodded and then said,

      “As the Souls’ Keeper he has that power.”

      “But not the power to save us all.” At this, Lucius roared in anger before the mumbler had a chance to try and speak. Then he ordered,

      “Silence! She is coming with me!”

      “What if what they say is true, what if I am the only one who can…?” I started to say but again Lucius wasn’t having any of it.

      “NO! No, Amelia, no fucking way am I going to let that happen! Now you listen to me, we will figure this out, but we will do it together once you have first given me your hand,” he snapped, getting angry and I looked back at the glowing portal that obviously led into Hell.

      “Hey, hey...come now, look at me, don’t look over there, just look at me,” he said bringing my attention back to him and I was met with a serious gaze.

      “We will figure it out together,” he stated firmly once more.

      “But how?” I asked, curious to see what he would say and to see if I was right in how I thought Lucius would act.

      “I will go in there and I will fix it, but you have to stay safe.”

      “You won’t take me with you?!” I asked, clearly annoyed and upset that I had been right. He released a deep sigh before telling me,

      “It is too dangerous for you…” I opened my mouth to protest making him snap at me,

      “Gods, Amelia, this is Hell we are talking about, not a fucking hot vacation!” This pissed me off, so I snapped back,

      “Yeah, I got that, thanks!”

      “Yes, well then, you should also know that you could fucking die there and if that happens, then it will be the permanent kind! So no, you will not be fucking going there, as mark my words, Amelia, it is not something I will ever allow to happen!” he growled, whilst holding himself tense as if he was holding back on his demon from making an appearance and adding more rage to this order.

      “And what if I am the only one who can set this right, what then?” I asked after folding my arms.

      “Then we find another way,” he stated without hesitation.

      “And if there isn’t one…what then?” I asked making his features harden into an anger he was trying to control before he gritted his teeth and said,

      “We. Will. Find. A. Way.” So, I thought to make my point and turned to face the Keepers.

      “Is there another way?” I asked making Lucius growl angrily, losing his cool now.

      “Don’t say another fucking word!” he snapped, ordering them to be silent. So instead they each shook their heads telling me no.

      “Can they lie?” I asked and Lucius calmed enough to tell me,

      “They don’t know everything.”

      “That is not what I asked, and you know it,” I said now looking back at him, knowing all too well from past experiences how he had been the master at wording things. This without breaking promises made but getting what he wanted, nonetheless. Which was why Lucius snarled the truth,

      “No, they can’t fucking lie!”

      “Then they speak the truth, I am the only way,” I stated making Lucius argue back,

      “Yes, and like I said, they don’t know fucking everything!” I stared at Lucius as he stared back whilst we were both caught in a moment of silence. He, no doubt trying to think of a way to stop me from doing something he deemed too dangerous and me thinking of a way I could convince him to let me.

      Needless to say, we were at a standstill, both staring at a crossroads. He wanted to take my hand and lead me down the safe path, one where the end of the journey was uncertain, and I wanted to run headfirst into the one I believed would save us all. Which was why I broke the silence first and said,

      “I am sorry, Lucius, but it is not as if we can take that chance.” His reaction was instantaneous as he started shouting at me,

      “No! Amelia no, I will not let you do this!” But I simply made a point of looking all around the shimmering barrier between us and said,

      “It is also not as if you can stop me.” He growled low and menacingly at this. He then pulled back a clenched fist looking ready to try and punch his way through it, when I stopped him,

      “If you do that then it might knock you unconscious again.” Lucius listened to me and instead turned at the last second and embedded his fist into the already crumbling wall.

      “RAHH!” he roared making me wince, knowing I was the cause of his anger.

      “I don’t understand,” he said after a few moments of trying to rein in the fury by panting through his rage. Then he pulled it calmly from the wall as I asked,

      “What don’t you understand?”

      “How you could tell me how foolish you were for running from me and yet here you are telling me that you’re about to do it again, only this time you are running to a place you have no idea how to survive in!” he shouted, holding his arms out to the sides as if that world he spoke of was all around us.

      “This time it’s different,” I told him, hating that on some level he was right…but really, what choice did I have?

      “Yeah, how is that, Amelia?!” he snapped,

      “Because this time I am not running from you!” I shouted back, trying to make him understand.

      “No, you are just running to certain death!” he threw back, and I winced before feigning the hurt in my response.

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I said dryly making him roar at me,

      “This is not a fucking joke, Amelia! What you’re talking about is fucking suicide!”

      “Then if that were true, why does this whole thing seem fated…why would I be the only one able to stop this if me getting there wasn’t even possible!” I pointed out and this was when he made what I knew he would consider his mistake.

      “Gods, you’re as stubborn as your fucking mother, for she too believed she could take on Hell to save your father!”

      “What?” I hissed and the second I did, Lucius flinched as he knew he had just let something major slip.

      “No, no, no do not even think of going there, my girl, for it is not the same fucking thing!” he snapped.

      “Why, was she a Vampire when she did this?” I asked in return, honestly wanting to know and when he looked as though he didn’t want to answer me, I said his name again,

      “Lucius?”  He released a frustrated sound and a second later I was questioning what his reply would have been had he been given the chance to answer. Would he have lied to save me yet again or would he have trusted me with the truth? Like I said, I never got to find out as the answer came from behind me,

      “No, just the blood of a King, but nothing more.”

      “For she was human when she walked through Hell’s door.”

      “Mmanbknne.”

      Lucius released a threatening growl at the Keepers of Three when they told me what he should have.

      “Then how did she survive?” I asked Lucius, with my arms folded.

      “Dumb fucking luck!” he snapped, but I had heard enough. My mother had done what was needed to save my father and she had done this whilst still being human, with only my father’s essence inside her. How would that make what I was about to do any different?

      I mean, did I want to go into Hell to save an entire Vampire race from dying out, no, not particularly…in fact, fuck the pun here, but that was more like a Hell no, I really didn’t!

      But, what choice did we have? Because I knew that if I let Lucius convince me not to do this and instead, I gave him my hand so he could pull me back through the barrier, then he would never allow me to do this. He would never have allowed me to go into Hell, not even if it was to help save his life and that of my mother’s.

      No, he would most likely send me on my way to be safe with my family as had been his original plan when taking me there the first time and well, we all knew how that had ended!

      Which meant that I couldn’t chance it. I couldn’t chance giving Lucius the power to stop me, doing so because he valued my life over his own and that of his people. Because all Lucius ever wanted was to ensure my safety and had gone as far as to keep away from me all these years believing this course of action would achieve it. But we had come too far for that now and Lucius had crossed the point of no return even for himself, as it was clear he couldn’t walk away from me now and I felt blessed knowing this. Despite what I knew my next actions could potentially do to our relationship, one that might not last as long as I wanted it to, should I fail in stopping this curse.

      But I felt sure that he wouldn’t leave me. Because, if there was anything other than the truth I had got from his lifetime of memories, then it was that he was too deep in his obsession to walk away now, just as I was. Which meant that, unfortunately, this only left me with one choice and as for Lucius, well he was not going to like it…

      Not. At. All.

      And he knew it. He could see it all playing out in the emotions on my face. He knew what I was planning. It was why, instead of shouting at me again, he tried a different tactic.

      “Just give me your hand and at least let us discuss this together without this fucking barrier between us!” Lucius asked in a tense tone that told me exactly what would happen the moment I did that. And if I were honest, then by the Gods how I wanted to! How I wanted nothing more than to just give him my hand and let him pull me into his arms. How I wanted my apology for running from him to be sealed with a kiss. How I just wanted him to hold me and allow myself the time to process all I had seen of his long life and for us to focus on moving forward now that I knew everything. Because it was not knowing that was sometimes worse. It was the things you convinced yourself that could be. The nightmare hiding in the shadows playing with you like a toy box filled with insecurities. When all that was needed to burn it to ashes was for the light to cast its truth back into your reality.

      And it had turned to ash…it truly had.

      But now I faced a new nightmare and this time no amount of light was capable of casting it aside into a forgotten realm. Because this was no longer a matter of the heart.

      No, for this was a matter of the soul.

      Because that was what faced me when I walked through that doorway…that portal into Hell. And Lucius knew. He knew with just one look back towards the tree what I planned to do, and it now fed his desperation.

      “Think about your parents, Amelia. Gods, girl, just think about what this would do to them!” Lucius said making me tense as I lowered my gaze from the tree and down to the floor. Then I thought about my parents, who would be heartbroken if they knew. Lucius was right, I had so many people who cared about me and if I didn’t walk away from this alive, then the hurt and pain I would cause would be…immeasurable.

      Gods, just thinking about my poor mother who I had foolishly believed capable of kissing Lucius. Who I had wrongly accused of not only being the cause of my broken heart but also of cheating on my father! A man she adored and loved more than any other in all the world. It made me ashamed to think of all I had put my parents through and now this. Something I was still putting them through. The guilt I felt caused tears to cloud my vision before they fell from my eyes and to the ground. But then the moment I saw the effect they had on the roots once more, it brought my mind back to what I felt I had no choice to do. I had to try and save my mother!

      Oh yes, his desperation would make him try everything, but he was soon to discover that it had backfired.

      “I love my mum and dad,” I said, mainly to myself as I needed to hear it spoken aloud.

      “I know you do, my Khuba,” Lucius replied in a tender tone, but then I wiped my tears away and looked at him, taking a few silent moments before I spoke. Because I wanted to just look at him with the anger and tried not to focus too much on the hope I saw in his stunning, steel blue eyes. A hope I killed the moment I told him,

      “I am thinking about them, as it’s not just your soul I intend on saving, Lucius.” Then I turned away from him before I went back on my decision and I was forced to witness the catastrophic mistake that might curse our future.

      “NO! Fuck, no Amelia, just look at me!” he shouted making me tense, balling my hands into fists as I sniffed back my tears.

      “I lost you once, don’t make me lose you again, Amelia, please don’t fucking do that to me.” His plea made me suck back a sob, holding myself rigid as I closed my eyes against the pain that I knew I had no choice but to continue to cause him. But right now, I couldn’t look back at him and I knew that it made me a coward. Because after all I had unknowingly put him through, he deserved to have his decision granted. He deserved to have my hand in his.

      But what he deserved and what I had to do quickly became two vastly different things. Because I knew that my father would never have let my mother go to Hell and back for him, but she had done it. Just like I knew that Lucius would never allow me to take the same risks.

      So, without looking at him I told him,

      “I love you so much, Lucius, by the Gods, I do.”

      “Amelia, sweetheart, then prove it, prove it by just giving me your hand, that is all I ask.” I shook my head and started walking towards the tree, knowing that if I looked back at him, I wouldn’t be able to go through with it. That my steps would falter to the point of stopping completely. The tears that continued to fall told me that.

      “NO! COME BACK HERE!” Lucius roared but I ignored him and continued telling him,

      “I love you so much, that I would go to Hell and back for you.” But he wasn’t listening, despite how each word I said managed to somehow give me the strength I needed to keep going. But Lucius didn’t hear me, for he was losing himself to his rage.

      “I DEMAND YOU FUCKING LET ME INSIDE NOW!” Lucius bellowed at the Keepers of Three for them to grant him access so he could stop me. But one look at them all shaking their heads and I wasn’t sure whether or not they would survive when he finally did make it through. And even though I knew my words wouldn’t help the matter, or even ease his pain, I couldn’t help but tell him,

      “I am so sorry, Lucius, I hope one day you will forgive me.”

      “NO! No… no I will not! Do you hear me, Amelia! If you do this, I will never fucking forgive you!” he shouted and I felt that reply freeze my whole body with the pain of his words, a declaration I was hoping was only fuelled by his rage and nothing more. That it was something that didn’t have the power to stick, and when he calmed down, he would then find it in him to forgive me.

      “I’m sorry,” I said again just after I braved a look up at the tree and seeing more than just a whole world of souls. I saw his council, people I had come to know and love. I saw Pip and Adam, who had unknowingly been my guardians my whole life. I saw my beautiful sweet mother who I had treated wrongly. Then I saw my own soul. That of a crimson rose I so wanted to see entwined with the roots of Lucius’ soul for all eternity. Something that was unlikely to happen should the Tree be left to die.

      So, as a single leaf fell it became symbolic. It became just one more sign from the Fates of why I should do this. So, when it turned to black as it fluttered to the ground, floating away to ash before it could make the journey, I knew I was making the right decision.

      “AMELIA, WAIT!” he thundered, just as I was about to take my first step inside, making me pause and finally look over my shoulder at him. As I knew that if all of this went wrong and death was all that met me on the other side, that I couldn’t just leave without looking at him one last time. It pained me to think that I was the one who brought such anguish to his features as he looked like a man desperate not to lose his soul.

      “You said you wouldn’t run again,” he said in a tone that spoke only of his desolation at the events. So, I took a deep breath and told him,

      “This isn’t me running, Lucius.”

      “But don’t you see, it is! It fucking is, Amelia, and you know it!” he tried gripping to the sides of the tunnel and I could see the stone he held cracking under the force of his pain.

      So, I told him,

      “No, this me choosing to save our world.”

      He shook his head and I could see from here the angry tears he held back, with his gloved fist ready to cause no end of destruction.

      “Amelia, I fucking swear to every Gods be damned being out there, that if you do this…”

      “But I don’t plan on doing this alone,” I interrupted quickly and then before he could issue another threat or finish the first, I told him,

      “Don’t worry, if this all goes to plan, then the second I step through this portal, the barrier will drop and it won’t be goodbye for long, Handsome…” He growled low and I added just before slipping through the portal,

      “As I will see you on the other side.”

      Then I simply stepped…

      
        
        Straight into Hell.
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      The second I stepped through the portal the very last thing I heard was the sound of Lucius’ bellow of demonic fury, along with that of my own screams echoing around me. Because it hadn’t just been like stepping through some glowing doorway, but in fact stepping through some kind of Hellish womb, one that gave birth to you on the other side!

      It felt as if I’d had every piece of me analyzed and tested and sections of me pulled apart as the pain sliced through me. As if my blood had needed to be tested before I had been granted access. But then, even when I had, I fell into another world as though being spat out of some small opening barely big enough for me to fit through.

      I fell to the ground barely saving myself from greater injury as my hands shot out before my head could follow. I continued to take deep breaths, dragging them into my lungs and struggling at first as the air felt thick and heated. As if I had just stepped off the plane after arriving in some ridiculously hot country. And for a moment I couldn’t move. I don’t know why, but it was as if my body just needed the time to adjust. It was like two sides of myself were fighting against each other and the battle inside of me needed to settle enough to call a ceasefire.

      So there I remained, curled in a fetal position for how long, I wasn’t really sure. My arms were up over my head protecting myself and trying to calm my ass down as I listened to the pounding of my own heart in my ears. It was a strange feeling and I found myself questioning if my mother had experienced anything like this when she too had crossed over?

      I also had to ask if this was because the stolen part of my soul was Angel and I knew that they were forbidden to enter this realm. But then my father was half Angel, as was my brother, Theo, and neither had a problem crossing over. But then I could also class Lucius as the same, which had me questioning were those three the only exceptions? Did I come under the same category too? Was this like some kind of calling to that missing part of my soul or was it the Vampire part of me that was crying out in this place?

      I didn’t know and had no answers for myself. But I was smart enough to know it was the reason my body struggled as it did. Because I was alive and I was human, and down here, the two didn’t exactly mix. For there was nothing down here but demons, the Devil’s creatures and the dead that powered the whole realm. Layers upon layers of Hell that made up a whole world. There were villages, towns and even cities and each made up individual Kingdoms of Hell. Each had their own ruler and with it, their own laws to enforce upon their land. But with this being said, this world could still claim only one overlord the other Kings obeyed and that was Lucifer, better known as the Devil.

      I finally felt my body twitching as life seemed to flow back into me and I sat up to take in my surroundings. Because I had to wonder where that portal had led to. I knew as well as being home to many cities of demonic life, there were also vast planes of space in between. Lands filled with deserts, mountains, oceans and even forests, just like the one it seemed I was in now. I pushed myself up on shaky feet and stumbled at first as if the world had tilted on its axis.

      I rubbed the dry dust from my eyes that had covered my body and face after my fall into this world. And when I did, I finally managed to blink my eyes clear, despite it sticking to my contact lenses, doing so enough that I could see the strangest forest staring back at me.

      I was thankful that I didn’t exactly frighten easily, but even I had to admit that I would be thankful when Lucius finally got here, despite how mad he was going to be. Gods, forget about just being mad, he was going to be furious. Although, I was hoping that when he realised my idea of having him follow me through the gateway, like I had always intended him to, would help with the forgiving process.

      However, like all best laid plans, this was one of those times it utterly went to shit! I turned around and couldn’t even see where I had come from. Dread then suddenly started to creep its way in, as I spun around over and over again in panic, trying in vain to find that damn portal!

      “Where is it!” I snapped and I looked from one direction to the other and all that met me was a forest of eerie dead trees that twisted and knotted like gnarled, old fingers. But the air was strange, not exactly dark but as if the whole world had some strange filter on it. As if it was some old vintage photograph I had just stepped into, where everything had that strange burnt touch to it, that looked like the calm before the storm. As if the air was statically charged, ready to join forces with the sparks of lightening that felt as if just at the ready to blaze across the strange sky.

      I had to say that when I thought of Hell, (not that it was a regular occurrence, because…well, morbid much) but when it did happen to be in my thoughts, I never really imagined it to have a sky. The land, the trees, the demons and the famous rivers of fire I had all associated with it, but the sky was something that I had not been ready for. A burnt orange hue with no blue in sight, seemed to tell me that it was still day and night hadn’t yet fallen, making me wonder that when it did, what colour it would be.

      Would it be black the same as when the sun disappeared and set for the day? Because the strangest thing of all was that I had no idea where the light came from, as there was no sun above us. Of course, these would have all been things I could have asked Lucius after he had stepped inside the portal for himself right behind me. But unfortunately, he was still yet to appear and I had to admit, that the longer it took, the more time it gave me to allow fear to take over rational thought. Because I knew that I couldn’t do this alone, and I never had intended to when walking through that damn tree!

      Of course, now I was regretting my decision not to speak up about my plans, instead of letting him know at the very last moment before stepping inside. My reason for this had been the Keepers of Three. I couldn’t chance them trying to stop him in some way, as they were obviously the ones who controlled the barrier, and they might have refused to bring it down had they known he intended to follow me through and potentially try and take me back before I had completed my mission. Of course, I knew this was also mostly on the cards for my future as this would be Lucius’ main focus. But my hopes had been that once here, then I would have a greater chance at convincing him for us to stay and work together to try and beat this curse.

      Of course, that looked to be all in vain now and had me questioning, was this why he seemed so panicked? Because he knew for some reason he wouldn’t be able to follow me through into Hell? The Keepers of Three had said that one person at a time could enter, so surely that meant the barrier between us would have been lifted the moment I made it through here. Which still remained the biggest question of all… why wasn’t he here now?

      Had I got it all wrong?

      “Oh, Gods…what have I done?” I whispered, now turning around and no longer looking for an opening. No, now I was looking at the Hell I had just foolishly stepped into, with every plan I’d made being labelled useless. A plan that was solely based around Lucius being by my side and guiding me through this.

      And now I was alone.

      This was the moment I slumped to the floor, pulled my legs up to my chest and sat there, now praying that he would step through a slice in the very fabric of time that made up the edges of this realm. That he would come for me. That it just might take him some time, but he would come…

      “He will come for me,” I muttered to myself quietly, as I eyed my surroundings with caution and unease. Because I couldn’t stop thinking that here I was, a human with no powers whatsoever and the pointless skill of being able to kick human ass. And what had I done…?

      I had stepped into Hell…alone.

      “Gods, you fucking idiot, Fae!” I cursed myself and smacked the side of my head, wishing I had known the biggest danger in coming to Hell was ending up here all by myself! Because Lucius had been right… this was a fucking suicide mission!

      “No! Don’t think like that…don’t you fucking dare, Fae, you’re a Draven, now it’s time to fucking think like one!” I chastised myself whilst shaking my head and telling myself I couldn’t just sit here any longer, waiting for something that was obviously not going to happen.

      Because Lucius wasn’t coming and sitting here waiting for him to suddenly appear out of the thick Hellish air and save the fucking day wasn’t going to happen! Besides, I didn’t exactly think that being out in this dead forest was going to be wise when it did turn to night, whatever the Hell that looked like…pun, most definitely intended!

      So, I forced myself to get up off the ground and hated the uncertainty I felt as I looked for even a single clue on where to go. There were no roads or even a path, just a vast and endless looking mass of twisted trees that looked as if they had been frozen in time. For they were long ago dead and pointless even being here. For what they offered this place, I didn’t know. No creatures lived here, a small grace to be thankful for I guess, seeing as I didn’t exactly hold out much hope for animals in Hell being the cute and cuddly kind!

      Which meant that I picked a direction and started walking, because I couldn’t wait around any longer. Not when it felt like I would just become a meal ticket waving my flag of humanity at anyone hungry enough to come sniffing.

      So, I walked and I walked and I walked some more. And I did this without coming across a single soul, something I no doubt had to be thankful for. Because the moment the forest began to change, I was wishing for the seemingly endless dead trees and nothing more. This was because now the land became harder to walk across, as the floor became a series of roots, all snarled up in a mass of angry twists and knots. Naturally in a place like this, there wasn’t an inch of green to be seen, for they were in tones of oranges and burnt reds. A mass that spanned across the forest floor like millions of snakes that had been baked by the nonexistent sun as they slithered towards the trees. Then, like veins providing a live source to the trunk, they flowed up covering the entirety of its girth in different thicknesses.

      “Oh, Gods!” I muttered in a cry of horror before my hands flew to my mouth. Because it was only when following the sight up that I noticed the mummified bodies that were suspended about ten feet up from the ground. They each had their backs to the trees and at one time had been lifted up there when naked. And they still would have been, had it not been for the roots that covered most of their bodies as all that was left on show was their chests.

      Their arms were held slightly out to the sides and entwined with the same roots that looked more like restraints, with their knees bent and the pads of their feet held flush to the rooted bark. But it was their heads that made the sight even more haunting. With their chins raised up as if looking to the Heavens and silently asking why their prayers hadn’t yet been answered.  Their mouths were open as if they had died screaming before the roots had swarmed in between their teeth from all sides.

      The next tree had a woman’s figure, as her naked breasts had roots circling them and the flare of her hips had been left exposed. She too was in the same position as the one before her and it was only when I let my eyes travel the length of the tree line, did I see the true horror…there were thousands of them!

      A whole forest where human life and tree had merged like living tombstones displaying the bodies instead of letting their hosts rot underground. No, instead the trees looked to have fed from their now withered flesh, and it became harder to see where human life had ended and where the life of Hell’s trees began. It was so startling that all of a sudden, I found myself running, as if my feet had made the decision for me and my mind was left playing catch up.

      But then, as I finally broke through the edge of the forest, I soon discovered that by getting away from one horror, it had only ended up giving way to another. Because this time it wasn’t trees of the dead I had to contend with, it was trees that held the living that I needed to be fearful of.

      This part of the forest had tall branchless trees that looked more like black pillars lining the way to some Hellish Roman temple. This time a line of columns framed a path of ash toned dirt. Dirt that could have been made from the bones of man ground up into powder for all I knew, as I was starting to understand that anything found in Hell wouldn’t surprise me.

      “Well, at least it seems to lead somewhere,” I told myself, needing to hear at least one sound or voice, even if it was my own. However, the life these trees held was one I discovered to be even more sinister the further down I ventured. The pathway was probably wide enough to drive three cars down side by side, which at least helped me avoid them. However, what had looked like a canopy of thickly dense grey leaves above, I could now see was something else. It looked more like rain clouds, thick enough you could have scooped them up. But the more time you spent looking at them trying to discover what they were became yet another mistake made out of many. Because what they represented was one of the things I was actually scared of. It was masses and masses of webbing.

      “Oh shit…oh no, no, no, please…anything but spiders!” I pleaded to no one, but as I backed away from one tree, I only ended up having to do it again from the one behind me. This was why I thought it best to travel directly down the centre, which I had to admit, felt more like a trap when doing so. The long cleared road looked as if there was a darkness at the end, that I was hoping marked the finish line to this new nightmare.

      I hated spiders!

      Which meant that I also hated everything that came with them. Like the massive treetops filled with one giant web, that instead of holding the classic shape, was nothing more than a mass of sticky webbing the size of cars that all seemed to connect together. Then the further I travelled, the scene changed once more, adding what looked like huge egg sacks that hung down from thinner webs. These were in giant white teardrop shapes. Ones that looked to be defying physics as the weight inside of them looked too great for the thin lengths of web they were attached to. They hung down from the tops of the trees as if the forest was weeping the poor souls that looked to have fallen victim to whatever beast had made them.

      I could just barely recognise the shapes of boned limbs inside the layers and layers of sticky thread. It also looked silver in some places, whenever the light from the sky above managed to break through the canopy. But then I felt the ground start to tremble and couldn’t help but comment,

      “Not a good sign, Fae…definitely, not a good sign.” Of course, this was then backed up by the jolting movement coming from the pods, as they seemed to suddenly vibrate as if whatever I had foolishly thought dead inside them had started to waken. The sacks then all began to swing at the same time as the webbing that encased them started to stretch. This allowed me to see the limbs that were moving beneath the layers, obviously trying to break their way free. Which, naturally, I took as a very bad sign!

      Especially when there were hundreds of them all hanging there, now jerking as though a silent timer had gone off, telling their maker her creatures were fully baked and ready to go. However, it wasn’t long before I discovered that this had nothing to do with the rumbling on the ground, as I had expected. No, because that sound was emanating from behind me, the one I had named the rooted forest of the dead and where I had just come from.

      What by the Gods was happening here now?!

      I had to say when asking myself this in my head, I had wished the answer never came to me. That it had simply passed me by to remain forever unknown. However, this unfortunately didn’t happen. Instead what did happen, was that all the sacks started to split and tear open. It made the webbing look more like the stretching of old grey chewing gum as you pulled your shoe from where it had got stuck on the sidewalk. The long holes that appeared started where most movement was made. This being the stretching of the head, as it folded back on itself, thus creating great tears at the neck as it started to appear. Then came a ladder effect all the way down the spine as it stretched before snapping completely.

      After this what appeared was truly monstrous, as it looked as if a new creature had been born from what must have once been the husk of a human vessel. Now making me wonder where did they even get these bodies from?! Did they suck them from the very ground we thought to have safely buried our dead in?!

      A white, almost bleached flesh appeared that was like dead skin without the decay. Almost translucent in places with more bone beneath than that of any muscle. An overly long neck and long stretched limbs came down from the torso that no longer looked to have any shoulders. Its bottom half was even more sickening, as if it had been twisted completely, so that now the pelvis faced opposite to where it should be. This meant that the legs bent at a pair of pronounced knee joints of gnarled bone behind the creature not in front as on a normal human. This strange angle therefore meant that when the creatures started climbing down, escaping from their sticky pods, they did so with an odd bend to their bodies. As their stomachs dipped lower at the hip bones, making them move like a two-legged spider.

      I screamed when I saw that instead of just climbing down the bare straight column tree, some were using the webbing they had been born from to jump and leap from the sacks to the ground. I could now see their faces had been stripped of any distinguishable features other than white eyes permanently held open due to the removal of the eyelids and a space where their nose once was. They all spotted me and snarled in some kind of demonic call that stretched the remaining webbing coating their bald heads. This was due to them throwing their heads back and opening their overly large, spade shaped mouths that were lined with tiny pointed teeth, reminding me of a pike fish.

      This was naturally when I started running the other way, as they all started dropping from above or scurrying down the trees all around me. But then that thundering sound started to get louder and seeing as I was now running towards it, I could soon see why.

      The root covered forest I had just come from had released its captors just as this part of the spider forest had done the same. But this only became obvious once the rumbling sound grew louder, doing so now as I could see mounds of earth rising and travelling towards me at speed. It was as if giant worms were slithering beneath the surface ready to burst free any moment and I really didn’t want to be where I was when they did. However, I was trapped, as I couldn’t run to the sides without getting caught, as the spider creatures started to close in around me.

      But wait, there looked to be one place left to escape if I could just get there quickly enough! It was a break in between the two sides of the forest where the creatures looked as if they would soon come head to head. I started running towards it but then found myself suddenly screaming as the earth started to quake harder. It then split open and the bodies that had been captured by the trees now emerged in an explosion of erupting earth. They rose up like giants, made bigger by the extended roots that heightened their limbs, making them look like giant tree people. Wow, Groot would be right at home here, I thought as I skidded to a halt, wishing now I knew exactly who the good guys were and who were the bad.

      Although, I was in Hell, so chances were high that there weren’t any good guys and I was just the human bug about to get squashed. However, the question of who was who, seemed to be the least of my concerns right now as I saw three powerful looking figures emerge from what had potentially been my only escape. It was the only side of the forest that hadn’t yet been overrun by creatures and one that was now a hope that seemed dead in the ground, just like I was soon to be.

      The three beings were each riding massive creatures that looked more like mighty battle beasts, as they were covered in spiked armour, each one snarling and equally terrifying.

      I looked behind me to see the line of spider creatures mirroring those of the tree people, now lining up in front and I soon realised the true horror of my situation.

      For there was no place to run. Not when I was surrounded and in the middle of what my mind quickly realised was nothing short of…

      
        
        A Demonic War.
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      Frozen…that’s what I was.

      It was that moment your body braced itself for the impact. The coming pain and damage you weren’t sure you would survive. But then I didn’t know what they were waiting for. It was as if some sort of signal needed to be given before the battle could commence. And looking at both sides, well it meant that the word suicidal was looking less like an exaggeration and more like a certainty. As let’s just say I hadn’t foreseen this day ending with me now smack bang in the middle of what looked like a war of nightmares. And the battle line was more than just a symbolic statement, as the two forests that met at this point couldn’t have been more different from each other. And at the place where burnt orange roots covered the ground like fire snakes, it was mirrored on the other side by deathly grey powdered earth and dead trees.

      And at the centre of where two nightmares met was where I was stood, with each opposing army either side of me, that had come to claim their rights to the other.

      This became apparent as I looked left then right over the wave of creatures. One side that had moments ago been born from thousands of spider webbed eggs, and the other that looked to have been waiting for this very moment to be allowed to finally break free from the prison of their trees and fight, as thousands emerged up from the ground of roots.

      But then, I wasn’t the only one that looked to be stood in their way of domination. The three mighty figures that had arrived still remained waiting on the sidelines, as if their only reasons for being there was to jump in at the ready in case they were needed. They had approached from the only side that wasn’t overtaken by creatures, cutting off both my escape and any others caught in the fray that didn’t want to fight.

      They each sat upon large beastly creatures that looked battle ready, telling me that in all likelihood they never intended to just watch to see how this war turned out. But more like they were at the ready to pick a side. Each of them were different in size, and so was their choice of ride, but from so far away it was hard to make out the details. All I could detect was that the one on the end was considerably larger than the other two and he carried what looked like a massive hammer of war.

      He was sat upon a great snarling beast that didn’t exactly look built for speed with its huge hanging belly barely held above the ground on its thick scaled legs, reminding me of a demonic crocodile. However, its tail curled up like that of a scorpion with a deadly bulbous stinger that was tipped into a point. Its head was covered in some kind of plating and the huge curled horns that came from its head acted as a way for the big rider to hold onto his beast.

      The other two were similar in size to each other, with the one positioned in the centre sat upon a creature that had the body of a scaled horse. It had dark red horns running down its back framing where the rider sat. The head was a snarling lizard shape, that was also covered in armour, one that looked bolted with chains attached to it so the rider could use them as reins.

      The last of these men was at the other end and sat upon a figure of a bird, covered in hard feathers that looked like rust coloured metal plating. This continued over its head and its snarling mouth was biting around a gleaming silver bar that had chains attached to the ends so this too became a way for its rider to control the beast. And like all three of these Hellish creatures, the masterly figures that sat upon them were all covered in armour, ready for battle. Each wore a horned helmet of black pointed plating, with each section interlocked in such a way that all three looked like dragon heads. They stood at the ready, looking demonically regal and proud against the backdrop of the changing sky behind them.

      In fact, it made for a startling sight and I think it was the reason Hell was always depicted as a reddish place, because the sky beyond the dark clouds looked as if it was on fire. It was reds, and dark oranges without the yellows and pinks of a pretty sunset. However right now, the clouds were parting above them and instead of the blood night sky, an eerie greenish dark glow was breaking through.

      Then a mighty roar could be heard coming from behind me, and this quickly answered my question, as this had been the signal they had all been waiting for.

      This was when all Hell broke loose…literally!

      The two sides started running towards each other as the ground shook and I was left with nowhere to go. I was only wishing that I had some kind of weapon in my hand, just so I knew I wasn’t going to go down without a fight, no matter how pointless it seemed against such hellish odds. But then, something drew my eyes away from the oncoming danger, as the middle rider pulled a flaming blue sword from his side and raised it up in the air. The action made sparks of power light the space around all three of them before he then pointed it towards the battle. This was a signal for the other two to join him and charge as one. But this wasn’t all he did with his sword and soon I was thankful, as he wasn’t done yet. Because instead of keeping it raised and pointing to the enemy, he lowered it to the ground and leaned to one side on his beast’s back. This was so he could scrape the tip of the blue sword along the ground as they travelled into the fray.

      It sparked blue before the forked flames suddenly turned into icy shards that now shot forward and travelled straight ahead of them. In fact, it didn’t just travel ahead but it came right at me before I was quick enough to escape the impact, I turned making it only a single step before I was completely surrounded. Massive shards of ice shot up from the ground like the teeth of some icy dragon as it rose up from beneath me trying to swallow me whole.

      “AAAHHH!” I screamed and dropped to my knees and covered my head trying to protect myself from whatever was trying to consume me, closing my eyes tight and waiting for the end. However, it was one that thankfully never came. So, after a few seconds longer of cowering, I braved opening my eyes and found myself encased in an icy cage. It indeed looked like teeth that had interlocked above me, with wider gaps in the thicker parts of the surrounding arch of fangs and ones I would only barely be able to fit my arms through.

      It looked like some kind of domed cage made of ice and the second the two battle sides collided I was more than thankful for it! Because this was when I realised, it wasn’t breakable like ice, but it was more like clear granite that looked wet to touch and something I didn’t think wise to check, fearing the ice would travel up my skin.

      However, the moment the first spider creature decided to investigate, I realised that this wasn’t the case, as touching the ice wasn’t a problem. What was a problem was the long clawed limbs that reached through and tried to grab me. Naturally, I moved back into the centre and was left with nothing but a prayer that the cage would hold up against them.

      But I wasn’t without my uses, as I did manage to kick out at some of the tree people when they used their roots to reach me at the centre. However, without a weapon, I was pretty much spending my time trying to prevent them from getting to me and causing damage. And the moment there was a break in their attack on the cage, it gave me the chance to look further beyond the ice that surrounded me.

      I found the rider in the centre, the one with the sword, watching me, despite swinging his weapon and taking out any creatures within its radius. His focus was on me not the battle he had become a part of. My own focus, however, was on all the madness that was going on around me. This included the way the creatures started tearing into each other as the war truly began.

      The tree creatures would lash out with their great rooted limbs, swiping across the spiders who either managed to scuttle away as they jumped back to the dark trees they were born from or were merely flattened and died. On the opposing side of the battle, the spider creatures took a different approach, where they worked together in groups, using the swarm of bodies as a collective to consume the whole of the tree people. This worked effectively in overpowering them as they would spit out streams of webbing and cocoon them in seconds. And this was how the battle was fought.

      But as much as I was thankful for my protective cage, it didn’t stop my mind from questioning the motives of the three that were battling in a war of two sides, for they seemed to fight for neither side but for themselves. So, what they had in store for me, I didn’t yet know. All I did know was that it was obvious they hadn’t come here to pick a side.

      Although, I had to say, from the looks of things, the three fighting were an army in their own right! The larger one steered his beast into the most crowded part and started swinging his hammer and taking out wave after wave of any creatures that foolishly tried to surround him. His weapon looked like the foot of some demonic oversized elephant that had been dipped in black steel and decorated with a gilded band.

      It ploughed into them, knocking the tree people on their backs and squashing the spider creatures in a burst of broken bones and sticky webs, that clung to his hammer making a mess. This effectively proved that out of the two creatures, they were the hardest to kill. The difference was that once the tree people were down, then they struggled to get back up and had no choice but to let the ground absorb their bodies, taking them back into the forest from which they came.

      The last of the three, who was sat upon the battle bird was also getting ready to fight but he did so from further away as his creature took its position on the sidelines. He then pulled a gleaming gold and black bow from his back and I watched in utter awe as he pulled the string taut, before creating the arrow to fill the void. He did this by blowing a line from where his fingers created the tension, all the way to where his other hand held the bow.

      I was amazed to see that what followed the air blown from between his lips was the creation of a flaming arrow appearing from nowhere but his deadly breath. Then, once whole, he let it fly after first aiming high. It soared through the sky in a graceful arc before coming down to inflict the terror it was intended to. It hit the ground and burst like a small explosion of flames, igniting the creatures as easily as if they were made from sun baked kindling. He continued this move over and over, which became an effective way to break up the masses.

      As for the one with the blue flaming sword, he travelled directly towards me with speed. At the same time swiping out with the glowing blade and turning all it touched to ice before the beast kicked out its hind legs behind him, shattering them on impact. After this he skidded his beast to a halt right in front of me. He then dismounted and used the reins to smack the creature’s rump, creating a loud thwack sound. This made it go charging off through the battle, killing all in its path as it did, mainly with the front of its armoured head, as it butted out like a bull. After this the rider came close enough to the cage, one he had created to ask,

      “Are ye alri…” I cut him off quickly just as one of the spider creatures started to attack the cage from the other side, making me shout,

      “Quick, give me a weapon!”

      I couldn’t see his features under his black helmet, other than the dark auburn hair trailing from underneath it. Which meant it gave nothing away regarding what he thought of my demand. But well, seeing as he hadn’t yet handed me anything, I kicked out at the long boney arms that tried to reach inside again and grab me.

      “NOW!” I shouted as another one grabbed my ankle and yanked me towards it, this was after my kick hadn’t been as successful as before. The rider saw this and without thinking pulled another blade from behind his cloak and slipped it through the gaps, barely just making it fit.

      “Here!” a stern voice replied, and I reached out as far as I could to grab the handle, doing so just in time before I was about to become a meal. I turned quickly and stabbed straight through the spider creature’s skull. He twitched around before releasing my foot. I then pushed myself back, kicking against the strengthened ice at the same time removing the blade from its head. After this I swung it around and took off any limbs that were inside my space, making them howl and screech in a high pitched scream of pain.

      Then I reversed my steps so my back was up against the cloaked rider, now with only the icy wall between us. He took up this stance as if trying to protect me from anything that would have reached my back. Then with a skilful roll of his blade twisting in his hand it signalled to all that approached that he was ready to do battle. He sliced through the first wave of creatures in front of him, turning both halves into ice as they separated and slid off the blade.

      Meanwhile, I continued to hack at any limbs or roots that tried to get to me, feeling uneasy when the thicker roots managed to make the cage crack.

      “Look, I don’t know who you guys are and I have no idea what the fuck is going on here, but I am not sure this cool little cage of yours is gonna last much longer!” I shouted before lashing out again, this time stabbing a spider creature in the chest and finding myself fighting against the sticky webbing when trying to get it out again. Note to self, stick to chopping limbs and stabbing heads.

      The rider grunted before whistling and raising a fist in the air to signal to the others. He then extended two gloved fingers out and jerked them first left and then right. This must have been a silent, ‘clear the path boys’ as this was exactly what they started to do. The bulkier of the three, started to swing his rounded hammer from left to right so it created a seesaw effect. This became a very effective way of clearing a space, as the impact managed to take out at least five or six spider creatures at a time. As for the tree people, he took a different approach and hammered his weapon down into the ground, creating a wave of earth to travel at speed towards them. As soon as the flowing hump hit their legs, it caused them to go down as it took them off balance.

      As for the other rider, he let more flaming arrows land, doing so as if lighting a landing pathway framing both sides of where the big guy stood in the centre, then he called out,

      “THREE, TWO, ONE…”

      “And the flaming deed is done,” the rider in front of me muttered as the big guy suddenly twisted the handle of his hammer, igniting the whole thing in a lightning of green sparks. Then he dropped to one knee and pounded his now glowing weapon to the ground, twisting his body into the movement. The effect of this managed to create a green gust of power to blow back the arrows at just the right moment as they all exploded at the same time. The force from the hammer’s power on the ground made sure the destruction caused blew away from him in the right direction.

      This epic move managed to destroy hundreds from each side all at once and just as the wave of annihilation was now travelling this way, the rider in front of me turned. Then he raised his blue flaming sword up and touched it to the top of the ice cage, making it blind me with light, as if he had just created a forcefield to envelop the cage.

      This lasted only a few seconds and I found I was still blinking away the spots as my vision cleared enough to see the two other men now walking towards their comrade. Their beasts were following behind them as the space had been cleared enough for them to do so without needing to fight, thanks to the perfect and effective explosion.

      “Well,  look whit we git ‘ere boys, nobody said this jab cam wi’ a bonus prize!” The one with the bow in his hand said as he approached, doing so in a heavy Scottish accent; a handsome lilt to his voice that was easy and playfully teasing. And the closer he came I could see that he was definitely more stealthy looking than the other two.

      The only way to describe how he was dressed was more of an assassin than that of a warrior like the other two. A thick leather coat was fitted tight to his body due to the black chest plate that was strapped to his torso. It came down to his knees and a strip of what I assumed was his clan’s Tartan was seen underneath. Padded brown suede was another layer that acted as a protective lining and matched the heavy boots that reached to his knees. Armoured shoulder pieces matched the scaled dragon helmet and was strapped across the chest plate at multiple points.

      What completed the look were the dangerous elements; daggers and spiked throwing discs were also strapped and hung from different points on the three rows of belts that tapered in at his narrow waist. His gleaming black and gold bow could be seen from behind where a leather holder for it was buckled over his shoulder and at his waist.

      Gods, but I could just imagine how long it took these guys to undress at the end of the day! Not that I was thinking about them getting naked or anything. And well, as for the biggest one, who was most definitely all brute strength and reminded me of Ragnar in size, he was dressed more like a God of war.

      But, unlike the other men, he didn’t seem concerned about having as much armour on as his comrades did, as he was near naked from the waist up. A crisscross of thicker leather and metal straps kept a massive shoulder piece in place. It was one that had been decorated with hammered steel and stitched leather that held rows of demonic teeth and horns, a theme that continued down one arm with the rest of the armour to match that covered his skin. His other huge muscular arm was left bare, with nothing more than a series of symbols tattooed on every inch of skin, with only strips of his natural tanned flesh colour peeking through the ink.

      Around his waist he wore the same clan tartan in a sash that was fixed at his waist by the thicker belts which were also decorated in fangs and horns. He wore trousers that looked as though they were made from a scaly brown animal, with boots similar to the archer and as he rolled his shoulders, his large muscles bunched, showing an impressive display of abs at his belly.

      The guy was terrifying and looked like a killing machine!

      “Aye, well fur now I suggest we continue tae focus oan th’ job.” This was said by the one in front of me in answer to the archer’s comment, doing so at the same time he lowered his sword, telling me that he was also Scottish, although his accent wasn’t as strong.

      I wished I could have seen their faces, but with their helmets on, then it was only in size where they differed. All three of them were tall, with the muscle clad one being half a foot above the rest. But the one with the sword had wide square shoulders telling me he wasn’t short of an abundance of muscle himself. The joker of the group with the bow was the slimmest of the three, but his height put him in between the other two.

      As for my personal saviour in front of me, he wore a thick, dark grey cloak, that was strapped to his body over what armour I had managed to see. The bare hint of a kilt in the same clan tartan colours could be seen worn over black trousers and the heavy holder for his sword created a point in the cloak at his back.

      The big one with the hammer grunted in his reply, whilst the archer muttered,

      “Ye'v always bin a spoilsport.”

      “Aye, 'n' ye won’t be saying that if we git oot of this wit’oot managing tae wake up th’ queen.” The guy with the sword said but then, as if on cue, a huge battle cry sounded and the trees from the darker, spider forest started to bend as if a bomb had exploded and a tornado had suddenly gripped them. They quaked as if some invisible force was trying to tear them from the roots and all the remaining pieces left of the spider pods shook wildly.

      But after this the roar ended and the trees sprang back to their upright positions and that darkness at the end I had once foolishly believed might have been a way out, started to move. This was when I realised exactly what it was.

      The entrance to the lair of something truly monstrous.

      And the archer said it all when he muttered,

      “Tae late lads, th’ bitch is awake!” and he was right, it most certainly was…

      
        
        Too late.
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      “Damn she looks mair pissed aff than lest time!” The arrow guy said before the biggest one rolled the handle of his hammer in his large meaty hand, making the end spin in anticipation before he grunted in a deep gruff Scottish voice,

      “Aye, let her come, fur mah hammer wull feed fae her rotted soul!” The archer patted him on the back once and said,

      “Yeah, ye dae git tis nae a pet, dinnae ye, Gryph…Aye?” Okay, well as far as Scottish accents were concerned you couldn’t get much heavier than that one, so I was officially clueless on everything the two of them just said!  But whatever had just been said it made the big guy, who I now assumed was called Gryph, scoff a deep guttural sound, that in all honestly, could have been a laugh.

      “Kin we git back tae focusing on th’ one who started this war now?” the swordsman said, who most definitely seemed to be the one in charge…that or he just wanted to get the job done and was the more focused one of the lot. Of course, now considering myself as one of the gang, I thought it best to speak up now before I lost the opportunity to figure out what exactly was going on here.

      “Erm…I hate to be the annoying addition to the party of three here, but I feel like I need to ask at this point…who is this Queen and what makes her so dangerous?” The second after I asked this the ground rumbled just in the same way it had done when the tree people had risen from their side of the forest. Only this time it had enough force to make it difficult to stay on my feet and more of the ice cage started to crack.

      This was because I could now see what was emerging from the cave and even from this far away, it looked like a gigantic demonic spider!

      “Ah okay, never mind,” I said referring to the sight of true horror appearing in front of me, one that had me wishing this to be nothing more than a nightmare I could wake up from.

      “Aye, noo she gets it,” the archer said sarcastically.

      And I did…oh, I sooo did.

      “Probably not the best time to mention I am scared of spiders,” I said making the big one grunt and I think it was another laugh before saying,

      “She’s a funny wee lassie.”

      “Yeah, weel buy her flowers after ye impress her by killing this bitch first aye or Trice is gonnae shit roses ‘n’ nae th’ type ye wanna give tae a lass,” the archer said in that easy joking tone of his telling me yet another name…Trice.

      That was the name of the swordsman who had still remained closer to me and in his reply, he gave me the name of the archer,

      “Vern, cut th’ shit ‘n’ fire an arrow towards th’ bitch already, ye ken how she hates fire,” the swordsman said who I now knew as Trice.

      “Wi’ pleasure…time tae light this bitch’s fire!” Vern said pulling back on his bow and blowing along the length from hand to hand, only this time, he did so in a spiral motion. This was so that more than one arrow appeared as now there were six all bunched together. He aimed the tips up at the sky, getting the right angle before letting them all go. They flew up higher than before and then all six started to rain down the centre clearing, the one I had been walking down before all Hell erupted from the ground and the trees above. I followed the glowing lengths of each until they landed down by the darkness at the end where the Queen had emerged from.

      The fire erupted in an arc around the monster no doubt in an effort to try and push her back inside the cave. Although, it also ended up illuminating the true nature of the creature and it was the personal stuff of my nightmares, as this was going to take my fear of spiders to a whole new level!

      This was because the view I now had of the Queen was utterly terrifying! It was as if two entities had been merged together, starting with the figure of a human woman and that of a gigantic demonic spider. A spider I should add, that looked as though it had captured it’s human host and forced her to become one with the beast.

      The woman was wearing a flowing black gown that trailed well past her feet as she was suspended at least twenty feet in the air. The material of her dress looked as if it was floating, as though she was a ghost slowly moving under water. Her waist length black hair was the same and captured at the top of her head where a crown sat as a collection of silver, spider’s legs. One that rose up higher in the centre of her forehead like twigs. Most of her breasts were exposed by the deep slit in the front of her dress, but her pale white skin was painted both black and red, like you would find on a poisonous black widow spider.

      And speaking of the spider element, she looked held prisoner to the colossal spider’s legs positioned behind her. They rose up and around her small frame with spiked knee joints before the legs bent back down to the ground, providing her with the motion of walking where her human legs were no longer needed.

      Two shorter spider’s legs didn’t touch the ground but instead framed her shoulders with huge stingers. They each looked to have the means of shooting webbing from beneath the razor tips, telling me this was how she created all her webbed egg sacks that had once hung from the trees. Two giant pedipalps rose up above her head and looked more like clawed horns that opened and snapped shut making a clicking sound.

      It clearly didn’t like the flames, but despite its fear of fire the woman at its centre merely screamed at it, screeching in that high pitched wail, before the clacking sound of her legs moving echoed down the centre of the trees.

      She moved in jerky disjointed movements where the pointed ends of her black legs jabbed at the ground when they raised up and down at the multiple knuckle joints. Frighteningly quick movements that swiftly had her avoiding the fire and doing so by making use of the trees on either side. This, however, meant that the figure of the woman was left suspended over the fire, making her cry out in fear and pain as the forks of flames licked at her feet.

      It was strange, as if the two were one but also not, as they didn’t seem to work together. Almost as if she was a host that had been punished by being given to the creature to merge with. Either way, they both made it past the fire and were now coming right at us.

      Meanwhile, the creatures that had been held back by the explosion had also made it over the bodies of the dead. The ones caused by the three men and as effective as it had been, they were now also coming at us from both sides. However, the Queen cared little about her army as she trampled over her children, spearing some with her deadly steps and adding to her legs as they got stuck there, like adding meat to a demonic kebab.

      “Gryph,” Trice said nodding to the biggest one and Vern blew out another arrow and twisted his body just enough so he could fire it behind him this time. It hit its mark, this being one of the tree people who was closest to him and the arrow set him alight instantly. He had done this in seconds and with barely a glance to mark his aim.

      “Fine, let’s see it then,” Vern said sarcastically after his arrows obviously hadn’t had the desired effect on the Queen. Gryph then rolled his shoulders and said in that gruff voice of his,

      “Whit urr ye waiting fur, unleash yer hell!”

      Trice then stepped away from the cage, leaving me for the first time since appearing to save me and when he did, the one named Vern ducked his head to catch a better view of me. This was so he could grant me a comical little wave. It was one I felt equally rude not to do in return, just as I felt silly doing it. However, politeness won over shame and besides, so far these guys seemed like they were on my side, despite me still being in a cage.

      Trice rolled his sword around in his hand, doing so with as much ease as if he had been born with it in his grasp. Then he stabbed it into the ground making the surrounding area glow with an icy spark of power. Then he twisted his sword and the brightness grew, telling me that it was time to cover my eyes. So, I threw my arm over my eyes and looked down. It was only when I saw the hint of it starting to die down through the small gap, did I then brave lowering my arm.

      I could see the effect it had caused as there was an icy path from his sword to Gryph, where it had exploded next to him into a frozen eruption the size of a boulder.

      “We tried fire, noo tis time fur this bitch tae cool aff,” Vern said making Trice look back at him over his shoulder. Then he shook his head making the archer shrug his shoulders and say,

      “What, action heroes always hae th' best yin liners.”

      “Aye, emphasis on the word best,” Trice said dryly making Vern give him the middle finger. This was as Gryph was stepping up to the icy boulder the size of Lucius’ Mercedes SUV. Then, just as the Queen was getting closer, he twisted the handle of his weapon once more, igniting its power. Then he swung the hammer and smashed it into the centre of the boulder with such force, that it shattered into hundreds of deadly shards that all flew towards the oncoming horde of spider creatures and their Queen. The second they hit their intended victims the spider creatures froze on impact, making me shout out in victory. And as I was yelling out one for the team in excitement, it made Vern shake a thumb over his shoulder at me and say,

      “Git a load o’ this yin, talk aboot bloodthirsty.”

      “Aye, juist th’ wey I lik’ em,” Gryph said before erupting into laughter but stopped when the freezing shards hit the Queen, only managing to freeze the bottom parts of her legs for a short time. After this she screamed in anger and started running at them.

      “Och bugger, ah think we made her mad again!” Vern shouted before firing arrow after arrow at her, but it was having no effect.

      “Ye know what this means!” Trice shouted back after being forced to deal with the battling forces of the army as they continued to swarm around us.

      “Ah fck! Aye it means needing tae kip fur a fucking munth is whit it means!” Vern snapped and the big guy just growled in annoyance. Meanwhile they may have understood what it meant, but I had no clue as to what they were talking about. No, instead I just focused on stabbing and chopping where I could as both creatures were still trying to get to me.

      “Weel look at ye go…hey, who gave doll face a weapon?” Vern said after kicking one tree man hard enough the roots snapped his leg off.

      “I did. Now we need tae try and drive her back tae th’ cave, lead her away from th’ girl. Vern release th’ call tae release oor beasts so thay don’t git hurt in th’ crossfire. Gryph, open up th’ ground, that should slow em down ‘til we figure a wey tae kill this bitch!” Trice said who was definitely the one leading this show and I noticed his accent came out stronger when angry.

      Vern nodded before he blew out a flaming white arrow and shot it, directing it up in the air above our heads making it explode like a firework, whilst releasing a high pitched whistle. I could just see the beasts they had rode in on when joining the battle, charging their way towards the clearing and in the direction they had come from. I wondered about the one Vern had travelled here on, when suddenly I saw the huge winged creature take to the sky and start flying away like a giant eagle.  Meanwhile, Trice nodded to me and said,

      “Hang tight… I’ll be back.” I frowned and was about to ask how long that ‘hang tight’ comment was meant for when Vern said,

      “Ye know that yin is taken, right?” This was referring to what I assumed was the ‘Action hero one-liners’.

      “C’moan, jackass, time tae do what ye do best,” Trice said after walking away and hitting Vern on his back as he went, making him stumble forward a step before asking,

      “Aye 'n' what’s that, ye bastard?”

      “Piss off women,” Trice replied making the big guy, known as Gryph, bellow in laughter before he hit out at the ground and this time instead of creating a booming shockwave effect, he split it wide open, making me cry out in shock. He seemed to be able to control the damage as he centred it around where I stood, so it now created a little island around the cage, splitting it away from the rest. This was so it made it more difficult for the creatures to get to me. Of course, it also made it impossible for anyone to free me, which was something I would have pointed out had they not already started running towards the angry Queen.

      They moved with such speed it was nothing short of incredible and made me wonder what supernatural beings they were. They all split up, so the Queen didn’t know who to grab, but then something they weren’t counting on happened, which looked like it was game over for the three riders. It started when two pedipalps reached down over the Queen’s human head, covering her face. Then they continued even further as they pushed their way inside her mouth before stretching it so wide, I thought it was going to rip her face in half!

      She screamed in haunting agony as the two shorter legs that produced the webbing reached over and entered the stretched mouth, gagging her on them both as they tore their way forcefully inside her body. This was just before her stomach started to expand, as if something was being deposited in her belly before it grew so big, it made her look nine months pregnant in seconds.

      I felt like gagging too at just the sight but managed to keep down the vomit that threatened…unlike the Queen. The spider legs were quickly turning her and just as the three riders were making it to the cave, the legs pulled from her mouth and the two pedipalps held her jaw open as she spewed a seemingly endless amount of sticky wet webbing at them. This had been what was forced to grow in her belly, making it land over the three men like a hot blanket, capturing them in her thick webbed net.

      “NO!” I screamed as she quickly spun extra webbing around the captured three, until they were completely covered in a cocooned sack. Then she gathered up her new kill and made off towards the cave, her treasure nestled up against the body of the woman. One whose head now hung in what looked like utter exhaustion.

      “Oh shit, no! Fuck…FUCK!” I shouted in anger as I felt utterly helpless to do anything, especially now being stuck on a fucking island surrounded by a horde of battling creatures all around me! I also felt sad, because I was starting to like those guys and now it felt as if they had died trying to protect me. The pain of which made my chest ache for them and their gallant efforts now seemed in vain, for their deaths happened so swiftly.

      I felt tears emerge as hopelessness settled bitterly in my gut. I tried to tell myself that maybe they weren’t dead. That maybe it wasn’t too late to save them and as soon as I discovered a way free, then perhaps I could sneak inside the cave and cut them free once this war had ended. Because surely it had to end right? I mean just how long would it take for them to all kill each other?

      Obviously not soon enough I thought as suddenly the creatures from both sides were trying to discover ways of getting to me. Something that ended up being successful when the spiders backed up enough to jump across the massive rupture in the land. The tree people also managed it, as the roots unravelled from their bodies so they could launch across the gap. They latched onto the cage to anchor themselves in making it across when the rest of their bodies soon followed.

      “Ah, just fuck off already, will you!?” I shouted as I swung my weapon around which was a smaller sword, reminding me of a Roman Gladius. I managed to keep some at bay, but with the lack of my protector to help me out, it was soon becoming obvious that the three riders weren’t the only ones about to lose their lives in this battle. As the ice cage around me was starting to crack under the pressure of so many of them.

      “AH!” I shouted in pain as one of the hands from the spider creatures managed to reach for me. The second I tugged my arm out of its grasp, its claws scratched deep gouges into my skin, tearing into my shirt and leaving me bleeding at the top of my arm. I ignored the pain but it distracted me long enough that I didn’t spot the roots gaining access through the gaps of ice. But just before I could dodge one, the other had wrapped around my ankle and was yanking me hard to the floor. I dropped the blade as I fell and cursed myself for the deadly mistake.

      “NO!” I screamed as I kicked out and thrashed, trying to get free and twisting my body so I could reach the handle of the sword, thinking I could cut myself free. However, another root reached for it and just as my fingertips grazed the handle, it was cruelly yanked out of my grasp before being lost completely with no hope of ever getting it back.

      “Fuck!” I snapped knowing this was it, there was no recovering from this. Not when even more roots wrapped themselves around my body, letting me know that this was what it wanted. To drag me back to one of the trees to imprison me there, so it could add me to the demonic collection, like making me part of the Borg and its collective.

      I knew this when the main part of the tree man’s body was using his rooted hands to try and pry open the icy cage, making it crack even further. Meanwhile the roots had wrapped themselves tightly around my torso, making me shudder in revulsion when they circled my breasts, before moving up towards my neck. Soon my movements became too limited, with nothing left to do but strain my neck away from the vine as it worked its way up from tightening around my chest.

      But this was when something unexpected happened. A Gods’ almighty roar erupted from where the spider Queen had disappeared and it was so powerful, it created a wave of air to come bellowing through the forest. It was a warning to all the creatures, as if they knew what it was and they feared it. I knew this as after the demonic sound was made, the roots loosened their hold on me a little. I managed to twist slightly, and it was enough to see what had caused the terrifying sound as suddenly a huge winged beast erupted from the cave, one that had three snarling heads.

      It also emerged with the spider Queen grasped in the six feet that were on the underbelly of the dragon-like creature. Each clawed foot had a spider leg in its grasp and just as the woman started screaming, the creature roared again before ripping the Queen apart. This made the woman fall to the ground, with the rest of the demonic body in a bloody mess of broken spider limbs.

      Her spider spawn all cried out in a high pitched sound that made me wince against the pain it caused to my ears. Of course, this didn’t last as one of the heads of the dragon started breathing fire in great streams of spitting lava, setting the main part of the horde alight. I could barely make out the details of the huge beast as it just moved too fast. This was as it started to swoop down killing all in sight, putting not just an end to the war but also burning down the entire demonic forest.

      Then, as it flew back on itself doing another round, it came closer to me. I didn’t realise what its plans were until it was too late.  As it wasn’t just trying to get to the creatures around the cage but it had other ideas, ones with me in mind. Because it continued to get closer and closer until I had to close my eyes against the dust that flew up around me. This was thanks to the multiple sets of wings that battered the air, making it whip at my skin. Then the next thing I knew I was shaking as I heard the sound of ice cracking above me. I opened my eyes just long enough to see the lid of the cage was now in the grasp of one set of clawed feet. This was before it broke it away completely and was tossed aside.

      Then I felt another set of feet start to curl themselves around me and I screamed as I was scooped up in their hold, before being lifted out of the shattered ice cage. However, I wasn’t the only one, as the tree man that had been wrapping his roots around me also came along for the ride, making me cry out as it tightened around me.

      “HOLY SHIT!” I shouted as the winged beast flew higher and higher. But then I screamed again, making the creature respond. One snarling head looked back at me before it swooped down low, now dragging the hanging tree man into the webbed treetops in hopes of getting him caught there. Thankfully, this worked as it snagged him, but the roots got too painful and felt as if they would squeeze me to death. So I cried out hoping that the creature was trying to save me and could understand my panic when I shouted in a pained way,

      “TOO TIGHT!” This was when a demonic eagle type head ducked under as if to look and see what was happening for itself. Then the second it saw me caught, it reached back with the spare clawed foot and sliced through the roots, which severed the connection between me and the fallen tree man.

      Finally, I could breathe again!

      Although for how long I didn’t know, as this battle may have ended but I had no clue what Hell had in store for me in the next place I found myself.

      And I had to confess, I just hoped it wasn’t a giant nest full of hungry winged beast babies all waiting to see what mummy had brought home for dinner.

      
        
        Oh yeah, Hell was so much fun so far!
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      Well, I had to say, if someone had told me that me my trip to Hell would have included getting stuck in the middle of a battle between spider pod people and men that could have been the new spokespeople for Greenpeace…before being trapped in an ice cage while being saved by three warriors from an angry spider Queen, who was obviously not having a good day… or just hated men in general… to find myself being captured by a gigantic winged beast…then naturally I would have given Lucius my hand, let him pull me through the barrier, then patted him on the back and said, ‘good luck honey’ before booking myself a flight to Bora Bora until all this demonic genocide stuff blew over!

      However, when finding yourself held in the deadly grasp of some winged beast that looked only a forgetful moment away from either dropping you or crushing you to death, then it was of little wonder that I dreamed of being on a beach somewhere. What I didn’t want to be doing was flying over the vast barren lands of Hell, held by a creature that I had no idea if it wanted to feed me to its offspring, use me as bait for a bigger meal or just plain old eat me itself. Of course, there was always the other more unlikely scenario of this that might play out.

      Like the magpie theory, only instead of collecting shiny objects for its nest, this one collected small helpless animals. Or maybe they believed I would make a good pet to keep them entertained. Or there was even the idea that I could be some kind of offering to a female they intended to mate with? There were also crazier ideas that included a colossal giant, his pet bird-like creature and me, the rodent they brought back for their master like a cat does when leaving ‘gifts’ outside the front door for you to find.

      But this was what happened with your time when you had nothing other to do than just lie like a sausage in between wicked looking claws, staring down at those massive talons like a deadly blanket was wrapped around you…well, then let’s just say you start to go a little crazy questioning the possibilities of your fate.

      But then I had already spent the first ten minutes analysing the beast that had me in its clutches. It was incredible and naturally unlike anything I had ever seen, or even come across in my research. Because, thanks to the Afterlife library, I knew of most things, even if the tree people and creepy spider Queen and her offspring had been missed off the Demon A to Z’s.

      However, it soon became obvious that the three headed beast was a combination of creatures, now which of those creatures they were, was only ever going to be at best a guess at this point. Its body, one I could only make out from below due to obvious reasons, wasn’t like I would have expected from a dragon type creature. No, instead it looked more like that of a giant lion, but it had yellowish, orange scales at the sides of its body instead of fur. Its underbelly had a mass of feathers that started off as the white downy kind, that were tipped with ice blue and looked incredibly soft.

      They then started to change further down the body into larger feathers the colour of rust, that split off into three different tails. One was dark blue and covered in scales that split into two points at the end. The other was black with hints of red at the spikes that ran down its length and ended in an arrowhead. The last tail was unmistakably that of a lion and this time was one that was covered in fur with a bushy end.

      As for its legs, there were six of them and each pair was different. There was the one that looked as if they belonged to a large bird, like an oversized eagle that reminded me of my father’s pet demonic bird named Ava. She usually only liked my father and my mother and didn’t really like children. So naturally she had given me a wide berth whenever she felt the need to land on my father’s balcony. But as for this creature, well it was the size of a damn building!

      As for the other legs, one pair looked more like large elongated paws covered with rust coloured fur with lion’s claws big enough to shred a tree to splinters. As for the last pair, they didn’t look like they belonged to a dragon either but were definitely the biggest. They were also the ones I was currently hitching a ride on, as the black talons were curled around my body, making it not exactly the most comfortable ride of my life. Saying this, I was at least thankful that my ass cheeks fit in the curved groove. But then the other edges dug into my skin, behind my knees and at my back, making me wish I was wearing a blanket, not just jeans and a shirt!

      Well, at least the pointed ends of those claws were far from my fleshy bits, as I wasn’t sure I would have survived much of the ride if they hadn’t been. As for the top part of the beast, it was only glimpses I would get and it looked like three different sets of legs and tails weren’t the only things on this beast that came in threes. Because I had seen earlier, before being picked up, that it had three sets of wings, the details of which had been too hard to see during flight. And well, I already knew about the three heads.

      What I didn’t know was how long we had been flying for, but the second we rose higher over a mountain range of black rock, I started to shiver, unable to help shaking in the cage of large claws. It was at this point that one of the heads looked back down at me and it clucked its huge beak. This made me cower back as I thought at first it was trying to bite me. It had dark red eyes, a scaled head unlike a bird, two small slits that I assumed were the nostrils and two tightly coiled horns that framed either side of its head.

      However, the second I looked scared of the thing, shaking now from cold and fear, it cocked its head to the side as if in a questioning way. Then it made a loud bird like screech as if communicating with the other two, because soon I was moving.

      “WHOA!” I shouted as I found myself being lifted in the claws. Then, as they started to open up, I began to panic!

      “NO, DON’T DROP ME!” I screamed but soon found there was no need, as I was being pushed up against the underbelly of the beast into the blue and white downy feathers closer to the neck than the tail. The claws held me in place so I wouldn’t fall but could still get close to the belly, but more importantly…the warmth.

      Oh, by the Gods, it was wonderful, and I couldn’t stop myself from rubbing my fingers through the feathers, telling it,

      “THANK YOU!” I had no idea if it heard me as when it rumbled a purred response, one I felt vibrating against me, I didn’t know if it was from my thanks or my stroking its feathers. Either way, I took the fact it wanted to care for me as a very good sign. Unless of course…

      It didn’t like frozen ready meals.

      But then just as I found myself getting warm and even a little more comfortable, I noticed we had started to descend. I looked around seeing that we had made it over the mountains and were flying over what looked like a field of brown grass with a large hill at its centre.

      “Okay, I guess we are coming into land then, rather you than…whoa, okay that’s a little…FAST!” This ended on a scream as we suddenly dipped to one side as if the beast was now hurt or something, as now it looked barely able to keep itself in the sky, let alone me as well. Suddenly I found myself tight in its grasp again and being lowered from its belly as it got closer and closer to the ground. Naturally, I screamed as the sight of the field started to come at me quicker and the second the claws released their hold, I fell, hoping it was closer than it looked.

      I fell with a thud and tumbled in the grass, thankful that it only knocked the air from my chest and nothing more. I quickly lifted my head in time to see the beast now in all its entirety.

      “Holy shit,” I muttered in awe as even falling the creature looked majestic and incredible. I had been right about the wings, as they were three different types, that all now tried in vain to work together to make the landing a little easier.

      There was a black pair that looked scaly along the finger bones brushed with the hint of red whilst the ends gleamed crimson at the large taloned tips. The other two both had feathers but were different in size and colour. There was a dark navy blue pair that were slimmer and looked sleeker, and I wondered if perhaps this was for greater speed. They also looked as if they had been dipped in ink as they appeared wet and almost shimmery under what was now a red hue soaked sky. The last and biggest pair were at the centre and they looked more like those of an eagle, with burnt red feathers that were long and wide, with white running down the centres.

      As for the other two heads, I could barely believe what I was seeing, as one was a dragon! Although it had webbed fins at the sides of its head along with down its neck. It also had I don’t know how many rows of teeth, as the details of what I could make out were only what I could see in the seconds of its rapid descent. But it looked like it also had a single horn surrounded by spikes at the centre of its head and glowing red slits for eyes.

      The last one had a mane of long floating bright red fur around its neck with the head of an eagle and a set of huge horns that rose up and curled over its head like a helmet.

      But as it glided over the field, all six legs started running through the air, ready and waiting for when it landed. However, it didn’t help as suddenly the wings just vanished! After this the whole creature crashed over the top of the hill before it tumbled out of sight and down the other side.

      “NO!” I shouted as I quickly got to my feet and started running. I don’t know what had come over me, but I felt struck with panic that the creature could be hurt or worse…dead. Of course, trying to run up a hill didn’t exactly last long, and I found myself having to stop to catch my breath before I did something silly like pass out. But then finally I reached the part of the hill that it had first started to land on. Once there I could now see the deep gouges in the ground that had been taken out where it had tried to use its claws to stop itself.

      “Oh please, oh please, oh please be alright,” I repeated to myself as I gave it one last push and ran over the top of the hill to see for myself if it had survived.

      “What the Hell?” I muttered ignoring my own pun in place of something else.

      “Where did it go?” I asked as there was nothing but the three long skid marks that all went off in separate directions. But what was missing from this picture was the giant winged beast lay amongst the torn up strips of land.

      However, what was at the ends of these makeshift landing strips were what looked like three black slumped figures that only when they started moving, did I gasp in realisation…

      
        
        They were the three riders!
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      The second I saw them begin to move, getting to their feet I panicked! So, just as the first one was up and shaking his head, doing so as if trying to get his senses back, I ran. I didn’t go far, but just back over to the other side of the hill and skidded down it a little so as to hide.

      “Shit, shit, shit! Okay…just think, Fae,” I whispered to myself, trying to think of the best course of action. I mean other than them putting me in a cage, saving my ass and then flying off with me, what did I really know about them? Other than I was pretty sure only moments ago the three of them had been a three headed dragon, eagle, lion mix.

      “Gods, just how much more fucking complicated could my life get right now?” I hissed at myself knowing that I didn’t exactly wake up that morning thinking my brain would need to be putting together words like dragon, let alone hitching a ride on one and then finding out they were shifters.

      “Well, that worked well…not!”  I could hear being said from not that far away, telling me they were coming this way.

      “Let’s just concentrate on finding th’ lass.” I was pretty sure the one called Trice said.

      “Well, she sure as shit won’t git far if we broke the wee lass’ legs,” the first one commented, again in the same heavy Scottish accent I had heard before, it was Vern.

      I was right, they were shifters.

      This put me in two minds as I know that they had saved me before, well twice actually, if I counted the whole dragon thing, but the biggest question was still…why? I didn’t exactly think that down here was the type of place where people did things out of the goodness of their hearts. Because let’s face it, there was usually a reason people were down here in the first place. But then, these guys were shifter demons which meant that with demons, things weren’t always as they seemed. Because with demon souls born from Hell, that didn’t always mean that you were evil. My father’s world wasn’t black and white like that. No, there was an ocean of grey areas just as there was for Angels, who weren’t always good.

      But then, I also knew the dangers of trusting anyone down here. Because both my father and Lucius had their fair share of enemies, most of which they had no doubt sent back down to Hell at one time or another. Which meant that if I did choose to go with these three, then if they didn’t know who I was already, it was probably wise to keep it like that.

      “Ah!” I shouted the second a hand landed on my shoulder, making me scramble away quickly before turning around to face what had to be said, looked like one of the jolliest guys I had ever seen.

      “Ah fun th' wee one,” he said, in a heavy Scottish accent like his friend, and one I barely could understand. I think he might have said that he’d found me.

      Now I was looking at Gryph without his helmet on, meaning I could finally put a face to the huge muscled body. He was a similar size to Ragnar and in fact, he even looked as though he could have been a distant Scottish relation, as he too had his hair shaved at the sides in a Viking style cut. Although Gryph had flaming red hair which didn’t have even a hint of copper or orange or anything thing else but the brightest of reds. It was also twisted down the centre and held together in sections with black leather pieces all the way down his back to his waist.

      But putting his unusual hair aside, along with the massive size of muscles he had, it was his face that set him apart, as he was seriously cute! He had light green eyes that were almost completely lost whenever he smiled as his big cheeks rose up making them narrow. Laughter lines also appeared at the corners of his eyes, along with deep smile lines around his lips.

      He had a larger nose and large forehead that suited his face, still making him handsome, only in a more rugged way. The bottom part of his face was covered in a long wiry beard in a shade lighter than his hair. It was also one that was neatly trimmed around his mouth, creating a thick moustache on his top lip. His smile was also one that was infectious and other than the sheer intimidating size of him, he looked far too jolly to be a killing machine. But then I looked down at his enormous hammer and quickly remembered what he could do with it… on the battlefield that was… I had no idea about his skills in the bedroom to comment by making that statement a euphemism!

      It also made me question where exactly he had put the thing when he had changed into part of the beast, again, I meant his weapon and nothing more.

      “Aye, so he did,” the next one said coming up behind him and slapping him on the back saying,

      “Pity tis nae finders keepers, eh?” This made the big one, Gryph, grunt out a laugh.

      “Aye, she be a wee bonnie lass,” Gryph agreed making me blush at being called pretty.

      “Uh…thanks,” I said making him place a hand on his heart dramatically and say something I could only half understand.

      “'N' she haes th' voice o' an angel tae!”

      “Aye bit tis a pity she doesn't ken ye, brother!” the slimmer one said who I knew to be the joker of the group and was who they called Vern.

      And like Gryph, now that he wasn’t wearing his helmet, I could see that he looked like your loveable rogue, with easy going handsome features. He too had red hair, but it was lighter, more a strawberry blonde than Gryph’s flaming red. It was also kept trim at the back and sides and longer on the top that fell mainly to one side in a floppy style. It also looked as if he spent a good deal of time running a hand through it whenever it fell into his eyes, like he needed a haircut but just hadn’t got round to it. He also had a beard but his was trimmed all around and was not long enough to hide the dimples that looked permanently on show.

      His eyes were a beautiful hazel colour with flecks of green and they were framed with arched brows that granted him more prominent expressions, like the cocky sexy look he was giving me right now. He also may have been the slimmer of the two, but his biceps still stood out as being someone used to fighting. This was just most likely more of a stealthy kind, as he looked more like a quick athlete than the heavy weight champion that stepped up next to him.

      And by the Gods, the last man was utterly breath-taking!

      “Ken ye?” I forced myself to ask, just as he appeared, hoping that my voice didn’t sound as strained as it felt. He was definitely who I thought was the most beautiful out of the three, even though they certainly each had their own charm and handsome looks.

      “Understand you,” said the one named Trice, who had been the creator of my ice cage. He was obviously also the one in charge and his accent was a lot less strong than the other two, with only hints of it.

      All three of the men were tall, with Gryph obviously being the biggest at well over six foot seven. But the other two looked about the same height as Lucius, which meant they must have been at least six foot four. However, it was Trice who looked more like some chiseled depiction of a Greek God, one that had also been scarred. This was because he had a serious face with stunning dark brown eyes that were edged with a dark green ring, making them seem to have the power to pierce your soul!

      He had those faint lines in the higher cheekbones and a square jaw peppered with a dark stubble that framed kissable lips (for at least one single girl, who wasn’t me) as his bottom lip was slightly fuller than the top. And like the other two, his hair was also red, but it was darker, and more auburn. He also wore it in long waves, with half of it tied back off his face in a full and messy manbun, with it reaching down past his shoulders.

      Gods, it made him look sexy, even with the blindingly obvious scar on his face that some may have believed tarnished his beauty…I, however, did not.

      But it looked like a recent injury or one that had only just been made, which I had a feeling wasn’t the case. This was because there was no blood on his face or down his neck. Yet it was one that looked red raw and newly inflicted. It ran straight down through his left eye starting an inch from his hairline and ending level with his nostrils. And besides it being strange in the fact that it didn’t look to have ever healed properly, the shape of it was odd too. As the top of it forked into two points, making it look like a lizard’s tongue and having me instantly question, what had done this to him?

      This question died the moment I got a full look at his body, unable to help myself when I scanned the length of him. He was huge, and if he had been an Avenger, then he would have been the Captain America of the group. This was thanks to his large shoulders, and beefy arms that looked like he spent a lot of time hammering punchbags off their chains with his large fists. And this was all seen even with his clothes on, so I didn’t even want to think how many muscles there were without!

      But then, he wasn’t much bigger than Lucius in this department, so it wasn’t as if I needed much of an imagination as Lucius was a powerhouse of sheer muscle and strength, one I was missing like crazy.

      “Okay, so I am going to take a wild stab in Hell here and say that you three aren’t going to kill me any time soon or eat me, seeing as you are no longer a giant three headed Dragon.” The second I said this Trice and Gryph both winced before the big guy dragged a hand down his face and said,

      “Och na, she's dane it noo.” Which I think meant that I had done something I shouldn’t have. This became clear when Vern narrowed his eyes and said,

      “Och na, she didnae say that!” he said looking at Gryph who shrugged his massive shoulders whilst Trice said,

      “Let it go, Vern.”

      “Na, I will not let it goo,” he said slowly mimicking Trice’s correct use of words,

      “I’m going ta skelp yer wee behind shuid ye ca' me a dragon again, lass!” Vern said making me frown before leaning towards Trice and asked quietly,

      “And what’s skelp?” Trice’s lips twitched as Gryph burst out laughing, after putting his hands on his bare abs and bending slightly.

      “To smack your bottom is what it be!” Vern said translating himself and making my mouth drop open in shock.

      “You will not!” I said putting my hands on my hips.

      “Aye ah bloody wull!”

      “Listen here, mister touchy Dragon man, if you even try to smack my behind, I will put you on your ass so fast you will think your head is spinning!” I threatened now stepping up to him and looking up with no fear in my gaze. Meanwhile, his hazel eyes almost glistened as he was obviously finding this threat amusing. Something that was confirmed when he mimicked my stance by putting his hands on his hips and getting closer to my face.

      “Is that so now?” he asked, purposely holding back the heavy words of his accent.

      “Try it and see where it gets you!” The playful challenge in his eyes was again easy to see and I waited, hoping he wasn’t as quick as he looked. But then he looked to Trice who shook his head telling him no, whilst Gryph just shrugged his shoulders. Then, trying to take me off guard, he lunged for me making me side-step and grab his arm, before taking it with me as I ducked behind him. After this I forced his body to roll with it, so he was now on the floor looking up at me with astonishment. This made Gryph boom with laughter and slap his hands to his knees and he bent over even further this time. Trice also chuckled and placed a hand on my shoulder, telling me,

      “Alright, lass enough show and tell, consider us impressed.”

      “Aye, mak’ that, bloody impressed!” Gryph said laughing some more. Meanwhile Vern still looked shocked, even as Trice offered him his hand.

      “Come on, get your arse up!” Vern slapped a hand to his and said,

      “A dinnae ken whither to be pissed off or turned on,” as he was pulled to his feet.

      “Ah ken which one I a'm,” Gryph said winking at me and making me chuckle.

      “Alright, so let’s make a deal, I won’t call you the D word again if you explain to me what happened back there and who are you guys?” I said folding my arms as I expected answers.

      “Well, we are ne no, Drake, Lindwrum, Amphiptere, Wrym or fckin Dragon! I am a Wyvern, hence the name, the big bastard is a Gryphon, gain’ hence the name and tis broody bastard ere is a Cock tease!” Vern said nudging Trice whilst laughing at his own joke and making him roll his eyes once in return. This was before Trice swiftly turned and delivered a gut punch to him, making him double over and cough through the hit. Then Trice walked calmly over to me and informed me,

      “I am what is known as a Cockatrice, that is also hence the name. We are known as the McBain brothers,” he said and considering they all had red hair, then it wasn’t really a big surprise.

      “Aye, McBain, 'n' we bring th' pain!” Vern added with a wink.

      “'N' whit micht yer name be, lassie?” Gryph asked with a great big grin that never seemed to leave his face. But I granted Trice a questioning look making him get closer to my face and whisper softly,

      “He wishes tae know ye name, lass.”

      “Oh, well it’s uh Emmie… my name is Emmie,” I said deciding this was probably the safest name to give, seeing as it was the one most rarely used unless by my closest friends.

      “And exactly how did ye come to be ‘ere uh, Emmie?” Trice asked mimicking my hesitation whilst circling me and looking me up and down, just as Vern did the same, also looking at me suspiciously. As for Gryph, well he just grinned at me.

      “I don’t remember, but I think it had something to do with a witch,” I said thinking this was most likely the safest thing to say.

      “We don’t get many humans down here, do we brothers?” Trice said, stating the obvious and clearly not believing me completely.

      “Na, nae unless ye be deid, and ye be tae bonnie fur that, lass.” Vern agreed.

      “Look, all I need to do is try and find a way back, and seeing as you three seem like the helpful types, how about you help a girl out?” I asked making Trice fold his arms, making the leather of his jacket groan at his biceps. Vern gave me a wry look and for once, Gryph looked slightly less happy.

      “We have a duty to our King,” Trice stated firmly and Gods, he could be intimidating.

      “Okay, so what does that mean exactly?” I asked, not liking the sound of this.

      “It means ye be shit oot o' luck, lass,” Vern said making me frown, until Trice explained,

      “This be his Kingdom we are in ‘n’ that means everything in it belongs tae him.”

      “Everything?” I asked with my voice breaking and ending higher.

      “Aye, even us, lass,” Gryph answered making my eyes widen in surprise.

      “We are blood bound to him and therefore we follow his law,” Trice informed me and suddenly this wasn’t sounding so good.

      “And this law means…?” I let that question linger, rolling my hand around,

      “That ye belongs to him now,” Trice said making Vern cut in and finish,

      “'N' we mist deliver.”

      “Aye, we mist,” Gryph added now looking regretful.

      But despite this new revelation, what they didn’t know was that I was just viewing this as a safe passage and nothing more. As I knew that at least if they planned to deliver me to their king, then they intended to do so with me still breathing and in one piece. Otherwise they would have no doubt just tied me up and gagged me by now.

      Besides, I would let them take me as far as I could go and then I would sneak off when they were least expecting it. Getting as far as I could until somehow I could find a way to reach the one man in Hell I knew would help me…

      My grandfather, the Prince of Lust.

      “So, what now?” I asked, after releasing a frustrated sigh. But Trice turned his back on me and paused just before walking down the hill to tell me,

      “Now, lass…

      
        
        “We walk.”
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      “Erm, I hate to point out the obvious here but why are we walking?” I asked after rushing to catch up to the three brothers, who were making their way down the hill and past the destruction their crashing shifter form had made.

      “Ah think th' wee Lassie likes yer dragon!” Gryph teased his brother Vern, pushing on his arm and making him have to save himself from tumbling off to one side.

      “Haud yer wheesht!” Vern replied just as I was catching up to Trice who I thought was the more helpful one in translating.

      “What did he say?”

      “He told him tae shut up,” Trice said granting a brief look down at me.

      “Aye, that’s whit ah said,” Vern said winking at me in that charming cheeky way of his as he passed me.

      “So why aren’t we…you know…” I asked making a flying motion with one hand, causing Trice to raise a brow at me. This was before Gryph came past and with a chuckle told me,

      “Fur this wid happen, lass.” Then he motioned with his massive hand a flying motion before crashing it into his other hand with a loud slap. Then as my eyes widened, he burst into a belly shaking laughter before walking past to catch up with Vern. Meanwhile, I wasn’t watching where I was going and being clumsy me, I managed to trip in a field of nothing but grass…well, grass and my own feet, which was enough apparently, I thought with an eye roll.

      But Trice, who was still walking next to me, caught my arm and steadied me, with nothing but a nod when I thanked him. I seriously had to question how in life I could fight like a badass but be clumsy enough to trip over my own damn body parts! Maybe it was the universe trying to equal things out and create a balance. But then, if that was the case, why didn’t I see my sexy boyfriend tripping over his own ass all day long, huh? Yep, totally not fair!

      “We kin only combine our shifted forms fur so lang, after that we need time tae recoup our energy before a shift is possible,” Trice said deciding to inform me, explaining in greater depth as to what his brother Gryph’s explanation was and letting slip more of his accent when doing so. This made me ask,

      “How come your accent isn’t as strong as theirs?”

      “Fur he's a posh bastard, that’s how come!” Vern answered over his shoulder making Trice groan in irritation.

      “I spent mair of mah time travelling,” was his reason, which with the stern look in his eyes, I decided not to press further.

      “So, we are walking to wherever this king is then?” I asked making Gryph chuckle when Vern replied nudging his brother,

      “Aye, if yi'll waant tae be fifty by th' time ye git thare!” Then he laughed as well.

      “Uh…okay, so what’s the plan then, are we going to try and get transport or something?”

      “Transport! where dae ye think, lassie, th' London underground?” Vern replied after first turning around, raising his arms to his sides and adding,

      “Dae ye see a bus or a black cab tae hail?”

      “No, but I do see a jackass shifter that I just hitched a ride with that gotta say, wasn’t really on my agenda but considering I woke up in Hell today, then I am kinda telling my brain that if a million fucking pixies showed up right now dragging behind them Santa’s sledge and nine dead reindeers, then I wouldn’t exactly be surprised.” At this Trice smirked and both Vern and Gryph laughed.

      “Ah knew ah wid lik' ye, lass!” Vern said making Gryph snort an agreement before saying,

      “Aye 'n' she be a bonnie lass tae!”

      “And bonnie means…” I asked letting that question tail off.

      “Beautiful…it means he thinks yer beautiful,” Trice said in such a way that it made me blush, especially when Vern said with a wink,

      “Aye, we a’ dae, isn’t that right, brother?” Trice scowled at him making Vern laugh before the broody brother answered with a simple,

      “Aye.”  This signified the end to that strange conversation.

      After this I discovered the brothers weren’t kidding when they said we would walk, because we did just that…and some! Of course, the brothers didn’t get tired but considering they weren’t human, then this wasn’t surprising.

      “Ah kin carry ye if ye lik'?” Gryph said ruffling my hair a bit in an affectionate way.

      “Tis not far now,” Trice replied for me, doing so in a way that was trying to silently translate something for his brother, making me first frown up at him in question. He ignored this and I smiled up at Gryph instead,

      “Thanks for the offer big guy, but I’m okay.” He shrugged his shoulders and chuckled, which seemed to be his answer for most things.

      “So not far till what…oh wow!” My questioning ended with my jaw near dropping to the floor as we finally made it over the biggest hill yet. This was because I was now faced with a colossal wall that looked like a giant wave, made not of water but of rock, as if it had once been a cliffside that over millions of years the wind travelling at the same angle had eroded a deep curved gouge along the centre, giving it this beautiful effect.

      It also looked as tall as the Eiffel Tower and spanned so far on both sides from where we stood, it went beyond what my sight was capable of. Meaning that the wall was at least hundreds of miles long.  It was also made from a rusty orange coloured rock that gave it the appearance as if it was made of sand and all it needed was a giant’s finger to come along and run down its length for it to crumble to the ground.

      But the real beauty came at the sculptured entrance that honestly left me wondering how such a feat was ever accomplished. Because the size of the opening surpassed that of the height of the wall and looked like an enormous demonic skull with its mouth open.

      The skull was carved high above the ledge of the wall, which was topped with a crown of bone underneath the veil of a cloak. One that swooped down the sides to the ground and created the main opening. The skull itself had a sloping forehead from a prominent brow line, that then had two horns curling up out of where the eye sockets should have been. These rose up and framed the crown, with their points ending tipped up at the red sky.

      Two slits were recognisable as being the nose, with the top of the jaw hanging down over the side of the ledge. This had a single row of demonic fangs pointing to the ground like carved stalactites that looked ready to crush you into pulp if they were to crack and fall as you passed through.

      The whole thing looked like the king of death, with his jaw open ready to consume you whole and devour your soul and I was soon to discover why.

      “What is this place?” I asked in an astonished tone.

      “This is the Kingdom of Death,” Trice answered before he continued on down the other side of the hill. Just looking at the space between us and the sculpture, then I knew that we had at least another hour of walking left before we even reached the massive entrance in front of us.

      “But of course, it is,” I grumbled making Vern chuckle as he came up behind me,

      “Cheer up, lassie, cuid be worse,” he then added nudging my shoulder and making me ask,

      “Yeah, how do figure that?”

      “Ye cuid be traivelin thro' thare alone,” he said winking at me and like Gryph had done, he ruffled the top of my hair as though I was some little pet of theirs. But then, I couldn’t really argue against this, as he was right,

      I could have been alone.

      This made me think about Lucius, as I was desperate to know what he was doing right now. Had he managed to get through the barrier into the Temple or had he been forced to look for another way? And if he had been granted access, like the Keepers of Three had said he could, did he then try and go through the portal after me? What if it had closed by then, or worse, what if the Witch had somehow managed to get through and now he was being forced to deal with her and her army alone.

      Gods, but there were just too many questions and each one only led to how foolish I felt by coming here. Damn it, but if this place didn’t manage to do it first, then by the time Lucius did show up, he was going to kill me!

      But then, in my defence, I had believed he would just have been able to follow me. Which made me promise myself that if ever I was faced with making potentially dangerous and stupid decisions, then first I would at least ask about all the variables surrounding it and know all possible outcomes. Because the fault of being reckless was mine and mine alone. I had come here not thinking for one moment that I would have to face completing this journey alone. And well, had it not been for walking into that battle and being saved by these three, then I doubt I would have made it even another hour past that point without ending up dead.

      Of course, it also had to be said that since the brothers had flown me here and landed in the field, then we hadn’t run into any trouble yet. But all I needed to do was take one look at the gigantic mouth of death we were soon to walk through, to know that whatever was beyond this wall, more likely than not, was going to be my new nightmare.

      But Vern was right, at least I wasn’t alone and as far as protectors went, then these guys looked more than capable of being able to handle themselves. Of course, I also didn’t think it wise to be the stupid cow that questioned why we were going this way. Especially seeing as Vern was right, it would probably take me until I was in my fifties before we walked around it …that was even if there was a way around it.

      However, this allowed me to spend the next hour worrying about why the wall was there in the first place? Was it to protect what was beyond it, or to protect the world from it? Naturally, I hoped for the first, but then again, one look behind at the serene looking landscape we had just come from and I knew that this didn’t seem likely. Not when we were exchanging the quiet rolling hills of brown grass for  barren scenery. One that looked as though it could have been Hell’s version of California’s Death Valley!

      My once red and white sneakers sank into the crusted desert sands and quickly became caked in the orange earth, not exactly making it the easiest terrain to walk on. And jeez, just one look down at myself and I felt like my clothes needed to be set alight, making me cringe at what the rest of me must look like. I felt as though I needed to be soaked in a bath for a week, as I was still finding webbing attached to my jeans. A pair that had started off life as being indigo and were now more of a dirty grey, thanks to the spider forest part of the trip. I had long ago given up on my plaid shirt and taken it off, revealing a slightly cleaner white tank top underneath. Then, so as not to waste my shirt completely, I ripped off a strip of it to use as a makeshift bandage for the scratch on my arm.

      Trice had watched me the whole time I had done this and with only a few muttered words, had handed me a flask from his belt.  I sniffed at it discovering it was water, which prompted him to say,

      “Fur ye tae clean ye wound.” I nodded my thanks before doing as he suggested. Then, after I had finished, he silently nodded for me to drink, and well, considering I felt like my mouth had been sucking on a dry loofah sponge this last hour, then let’s just say that I didn’t need to be offered it twice.

      After I was done, I wrapped the material around my arm and when I fumbled with one hand, he silently took over, tying it for me.

      “Thanks, again,” I mumbled receiving only a nod in return. I didn’t know what was with him, was he uncomfortable around me or was he just trying to get this job done and not get attached? Either way, something was odd about him. I continued to try and guess the enigma that was Trice when finally, we had crossed the barren land.

      This meant that it had come to the point where there was nowhere else to go but over the cloaked lip of the skull’s head, seeing as it was missing the bottom part of its jaw. This obviously wasn’t made for shorter legs either as I was just trying to gain friction with my toes when I slipped. But before I felt the painful landing in my knees I was being lifted by a pair of strong hands at my waist, now holding me steady.

      I was silently helped up over the curved rock and into the huge dark cave and only when the floor evened out, did I discover which of the brothers it was.

      “Try staying on yer feet m'eudail, or Vern will think yer falling for him.” This was whispered in my ear before the hands left my waist and Trice walked from behind me.

      “Aye, that ah wull,” Vern added with a quick turn on his heel so he could poke me in my belly before spinning around again as he walked ahead.

      “What does M’eudail mean?” I asked, making Vern wink at me over his shoulder before tapping the side of his nose, whilst Gryph’s booming voice came up behind me and answered,

      “It means M’eudail.” Then he threw his head back and laughed at his own joke seeing as he’d just repeated what Trice had said, only in a stronger accent making it helpful in no way possible.

      “Oh great, looks like I found the comedy brothers of Hell,” I muttered to myself without malice, making Vern turn around, fold an arm to his waist and bow in a dramatic fashion before tipping an imaginary hat to me. Of course, I couldn’t help but giggle.

      But then my giggling soon stopped the further in we travelled, as soon what faced me wasn’t a Kingdom at all,

      
        
        It was something else entirely.
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      “Really, this is it?” I asked, my high pitched tone speaking for itself.

      “Whit wur ye expecting?” Vern asked as I came to stand in between the three of them all looking up. I, too, gazed up following the twisty path to find the last sight I would have expected after walking through what had looked like the mouth of Hell.

      “After that bad ass entrance, a lot more than some shanty town, that’s for damn sure!” I commented sarcastically, because that was exactly what it looked like, or at least a demonic version of one.

      But then, it was also a bit like stepping back in time. As if five hundred years ago, the earth split open and what fell into it was some broken town from the Tudor period. One that had been crudely fixed over time with whatever the people who were forced to endure this life could get their hands on.

      It looked as if the first part of the town had been built inside the huge wall. One that had this section hollowed out to make space for it, as the thickness of the wall alone must have been at least a mile wide.

      The town rose up in some sections and then dipped down in others, with a tight knit collection of buildings. These were both narrow and wide and built wherever, despite what should have been the limitations of the rocky foundations they were built upon.

      A cobbled street ran up through the centre of it all and looked to be the only safe place to walk as there was barely any space between the swarm of buildings. And each looked slightly different to the next, with some that started off being made of stone and finished off topped with unstable looking wooden structures above. Some dwellings looked solely made out of scrap wood ripped off something else, like a boat or a dock. Some were topped with scraps of material with more holes than swiss cheese and others that could claim more luxury. For these had cone shaped roofs clad in dirty blue tiles or red soot covered triangular pitched rooftops.

      But you couldn’t tell if these were places people lived in or just a cram packed array of shops, as almost all of them had some sort of faded sign out the front, swinging from curled iron rods.

      My complaint ended up making Vern laugh as Trice rolled his eyes and said,

      “Let’s just git tae th' shop already.”

      “Wait, that’s why we are here, so you guys can do some shopping…hey, wait up!” I asked after they all started walking towards the start of the street, which began with an arch of stone and steps leading up. I started jogging to catch up and walked through the arch, passing under a creaking wooden sign. I muttered the name as I read the demonic script,

      “Kingdom of Death” as it was written in what looked like a form of Sumerian, but it was one I understood enough. I couldn’t help but shudder as I entered, as if some sinister force had just passed through my body. But then I heard a whistle and looked up to find Gryph paused waiting for me.

      “Come on, ye wee Lass,” Gryph said as he patted his thigh as if I was some yappy dog, thus making me decide to ignore the snippy response I would have given and instead asked,

      “Seriously, what could you guys want anyway, ‘cause unless it’s a demon donkey to carry a new arsenal of weapons, I really don’t see…?”

      “Does she ever stop asking questions?” Vern asked after pointing a thumb over his shoulder at me making me huff.

      “Nae, as of yet she doesn’t, bit then, that’s a bonnie lass fur ye,” Trice replied. I huffed at this and snapped,

      “Oh, well excuse me for wanting to know a little something of my fate and if it’s the type of thing that could get me killed or not.”

      “Weel yer be in th' right place fur that, Sweetheart,” Vern said with a laugh making me scowl back at him.

      “Cute, Chuckles,” I commented under my breath, making him wink at me.

      “What it wull include is food 'n' a bed tae sleep in, if you’re interested in that type of fate,” Trice commented dryly and right in that moment just the mention of food had my belly rumbling.

      “Weel ah would say her tummy wis interested, that’s fur sure,” Vern said with a chuckle.

      “Aye and mine,” Gryph said making Vern tug on his long twist of hair down his back before swinging it over his shoulder and saying,

      “'ere, chew oan this!”

      “Tis mair meat that yer chicken arms, Laddie!” was Gryph’s deep reply making Vern give him the finger before saying,

      “Ah wis built fur speed, Bucko, nae fur carrying a golden Mammothant foot oan mah back,” Gryph grunted in reply before turning to me and saying,

      “He is just sad fur he is puny a' over.” Then he wagged his little finger at me, making me giggle as he was obviously talking about the size of Vern’s manhood.

      “Fck aff, wull ye, th' lasses kin barely handle whit ah hae tae give them!” I laughed despite only understanding half of it, guessing it was about what Vern could give the ladies in the bedroom, when Gryph wagged his little finger at me again, making Vern shout,

      “Speak fur yerself!”

      “If ye be done comparing cocks, let’s git this shit done, th' girl is drawing attention,” Trice said looking tense as we made our way up the narrow street making me catch up with him and say,

      “The girl has a name you know.” At this he just granted me a brief look over his shoulder at me and said,

      “I know your name.” And it was the way he said it that made me question if he knew something more about me than he was letting on. It was clear something was going on with him. Unless of course it was just as he said, and he was just feeling tense at the fact that we were no longer alone. And clearly, with his hand now resting on the hilt of his sword, he was ready for the possible threat.

      I continued along the street, thankful at least that the whole town was lit up because there was no sky to speak of. Most of the light came from the warm glow behind the thousands of windows of panes of red glass in every size and shape. It was also from the tall flaming lanterns that lined the streets and looked like black iron demonic hands holding bowls swinging on three chains.

      Some of the buildings were also linked together from above by rickety covered bridges that made for precarious looking walkways. Especially when I could see from below the way splintered dust would rain down every time some cloaked figure crossed one.

      We then passed one building that looked little more than a series of scaffolding poles holding up a wooden box the size of a small room. This made it look like some giant insect with lots of skinny legs or maybe something out of War of the Worlds. Then the next one we came across was more rounded at the top from using hammered sheet metal for the curled walls.

      But the town itself obviously wasn’t the only strange thing about the place, as this was mainly down to the Hellish beings that inhabited it. Because Vern had been right, coming here alone would have been worse…far, far worse. As this part of Hell looked as if it was a mix of lost and wandering souls in tortured human bodies and demons that strangely enough, actually looked like they were trying to make a living.

      There were those that scurried along the street like overgrown furless rats with extra limbs, black bodies, spiked spines and heads wrapped in blood soaked cloth. Then there were the more humanoid shaped demons that were tortured skeletons and rotted flesh, reminding me of zombies. Although why zombies had been given a skull full of nails for what appeared to be no reason at all, I didn’t know.

      There were the full on demons that went from horned beings that walked on two feet and had more muscles than looked possible, to those that were cloaked creatures looking pieced together by some kind of mad scientist with an abundance of demonic body parts.

      There were also a few demons that obviously had human hosts, and these were dressed like hunters, or trained muscle for hire. Of course, what gave it away was the mass of weaponry strapped to their bodies whilst walking through the streets elbowing or kicking people out of their way, as if on a mission.

      And that became another thing in this town, as you could most definitely tell the strong from the weak that was for sure! Also there didn’t seem to be a middle ground with the beings that lived here. In fact, the only thing people seemed to have in common was that everyone looked permanently pissed off. But then this was Hell and not a Florida vacation. Although, I was pretty sure that would have been Lucius’ idea of Hell, as let’s just say that he didn’t exactly strike me as the Mickey Mouse hat wearing type of guy!

      Gods, how I missed him!

      It was cruel really, seeing as we had only been together for what felt like a mere moment before fate had ripped us apart once more! And once again, it felt as though it was all my fault! But what was I saying, of course it was my fault as Lucius had tried to warn me not to go through the portal. But once again I hadn’t listened, and now here I was, in some Hellish slum town looking for a shop, selling I had no clue what.

      But then I also knew I had to be thankful for something, mainly that I was still alive thanks to the serious muscle I had on my side. And it continued to show because as it was, walking through the streets with these three surrounding me didn’t make me scared in the slightest. Because seeing demons wasn’t really going to frighten me, only the situations I continued to get myself into did. Especially when it felt like I was seriously lacking in the weapon department here, that and any fight up against about ninety percent of the demons and I was a straight up goner!

      My only problem though was that Trice picked up on my lack of fear, seeing as it was clear he was the silent, observant one of the three, seemingly not missing a trick. Because if my story had been true, that I was human and just woke up in Hell one day, wouldn’t I have been a hysterical mess right now?

      Shit, I should have thought of that!

      Well, it was a little too late to pull the damsel in distress card now because the other two might have bought it, but Trice most certainly wouldn’t! So, I decided to ignore the blindingly obvious flaw in my plan at trying to pretend I was ‘nobody important’ down here. This being  my ‘I was here by mistake act’ and instead continued to be led further into the town. This was until we came across a little shopfront that was different to the rest. This was in the sense that it had a bay window made up of tiny shards of black and grey glass that was pieced together by lead strips.

      I squinted my eyes to see that, as a whole, the window made up a picture that looked like black souls trying to rise up, reaching for the sign above it.

      One that again was spelt out in lead framed glass letters, this time in blood red.

      It read…

      
        
        The Necromancer.
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      Vern walked in front of us and pushed open the black door that had a single hand painted sign that said,

      
        
        ‘Open to Bitches,

        Not Bastards!’

      

      

      Vern flicked the sign, making it spin round on its hook and commented, “Noo that’s cute.” Then he walked inside, followed by Gryph, who as usual had a beaming grin and had to duck and turn sideways to fit. Trice then held out his arm and said,

      “After ye, Lass.” I nodded my thanks and walked in with the rest of them and soon my eyes widened in awe as I looked around at the room that was filled to the brim with so much stuff, it was hard to make one thing out!

      I didn’t know whether it was a shop or a madman’s office who believed in the occult and was trying to prove the existence of the Devil. Of course, being down in Hell and all, well then this could have just been the store that sold cures to a certain type of foot fungus or where Demons got their horns polished and claws manicured.

      I started closest to the door and worked my way around, taking in little bits of everything as I went. Like one corner that seemed devoted to crystals, obvious by the collection of polished geode spheres all lined up on one shelf. The next shelf down was filled with hand sized baskets of smaller stones. A huge, quartz geode stood off to one side and it was so high that the arched tip of the sliced rock must have reached my shoulders at least.

      Moving along past the bay window that was filled with larger baskets of dried herbs and twisted pale roots, was a ceiling high cabinet. One that had hundreds of cube shaped drawers, each labelled with an alchemist symbol. In front of this was a sort of work bench that was filled with items that looked like everything you would need for potion making, from bowls sat in holders over candles to heat them, to dishes of bloodied meat, jars, and bottles. Stacks of books framed the desk, all piled on their sides. Tools of all kinds were also spread out in that used and haphazard kind of way.

      Over the other side of the shop was another cabinet with five glass shelves behind locked doors and it was one that had every inch filled with old fashioned bottles. Each of these had what looked like a different aged label, telling you which were newly made and which had been there for years left unused. The last and biggest shelving unit in the place looked like it took up an entire wall and this was filled with what I would have called ‘the body section’.

      This was because it was home to the biggest jars and ones that each looked filled with formaldehyde, which was used to preserve the demon body parts inside them. Each looked magnified due to the thick glass and with the heavy booted footsteps of the three men, they started to look alive with the vibrations caused in the liquid.

      Among these jars were also smaller ones that looked filled with different coloured powder, that could have been ground up flesh and bone for all I knew. I wouldn’t have been surprised considering in the other jars there were teeth and fangs, along with small bones and horns.

      Black bottles also filled one shelf, with unusual stoppers in the top, carved like skulls and clawed feet. A huge horned skull of a demon sat in the centre of them, almost like a prized trophy that had provided many of the pieces seen contained behind the glass.

      “What is this place?” I asked, as I watched Vern stroll right up to the counter that was right in the centre of the shop. Then he made a show of raising his hand up and then dipping it down onto the buzzer in a comical way. It made a ding sound, but as no one appeared, he got bored and started to stick his finger inside a fancy iron cage that held a simple blackbird inside it.

      “What’s it look lik', Lass…ah crap, nae this again,” Trice said, not answering my question but instead walking over towards his two brothers.  And I guess he was right, because if I had to take a not so wild stab in the dark here, then I would have said the shop belonged to a witch and this was her supply store.

      “Well, if it isn’t the McBain brothers, nice to see you bastards still can’t read,” the woman said who came from behind a curtain made up of what looked like gold dipped finger bones. This was behind the counter and the shimmery gold doorway was framed by lengths of bunched herbs and dried flower buds.

      As for who I assumed was the witch, she was a beautiful girl with the most unusual navy coloured hair. It had a sort of ombre effect where it turned from ink blue to a lighter navy and then to startling white at the tips. It was a mass of waves that were held back in a thong of leather with pieces of it coming loose from the tie, creating shorter waves to lie across her forehead. She had navy blue eyes to match and wore white eye makeup around them, making them look bigger. Peach coloured lips and a thin nose complimented her high cheekbones, and her perfect shaped chin had a tattooed white line down the centre about an inch thick, which had blue symbols down the middle.

      She wore a light grey poncho style cape with wide arms and the top part was a tight crop top style that showed off her creamy white toned belly. The neck was wide folds of material from the large hood that hung down the back. With this she wore tight navy trousers, that were tight around the waist and were ruched up by the knee with the gathered material resting on top of oversized leather boots. A thick wide leather belt with pockets and bottles hanging from it completed the look.

      “Necro, Ye Bonnie Lass!” Vern said in a cheeky tone, that was definitely considered as flirting.

      “It’s Nero asswipe, now what do you want!?” she snapped, clearly not impressed by Vern’s charm and also I swear that I could detect a little hurtful glint in her eyes at him not getting her name right? I could tell a fake attitude from anywhere, as Wendy was always putting it on when talking to guys, especially the ones she really liked.

      “Now, is that any way to treat a customer?” Vern said placing a hand on his heart and pretending to be hurt.

      “Depends if you plan on paying for shit this time or just stealing it like usual,” Nero said in a dry tone. Vern smirked at her and continued to pop his finger inside at the bird.

      “Will you stop that! It took me ages to get them all back inside her the last time you wouldn’t leave her alone,” she snapped trying to bat his hand away from the cage.

      “What can I say, Pet, I am attracted to pretty things,” he replied winking at her, and she just rolled her eyes in return. But then the bird let off a high pitched wailing sound and opened up its wings. This released about twenty white butterflies that looked as though they were made of sparkling vapour. This was all from a ribcage that had no flesh inside, as the bird’s body was just all bone.

      “Gorgon Balls, Vern, why can’t you just leave shit alone, eh?!” she complained as she tried in vain to get them back, after first dumping the contents of a glass jar, which looked filled with used quills, on the floor, so she had something to catch them in.

      “Ah, bit o' coorse ye remember mah name,” Vern said proudly making her roll her eyes and snap,

      “Yeah, whoopie doo, I remember all the names of people I consider a pain in my ass, now what do you want?” I couldn’t help but laugh and she looked around Vern to see me.

      “And any reason there is a human in my shop…no offence, Chica?” she asked making me shrug and reply,

      “None taken, besides, I know when I really don’t belong in a place.”

      “Well no, you’re not dead for a start…or at least you’re not right now but stick with this one for too long and that’s bound to change...walking disaster if you know what I mean, and don’t even get me started on the shit he burns!” I laughed making her smile back at me and I had to say, when she dropped the hard ass frown, she was a serious beauty when she smiled!

      “Hello, richt 'ere,” he said waving and making Trice sigh as it was obvious his patience was waning.

      “Oh, we know, right Honey?” I laughed again at her reply, which was when Trice had obviously had enough and got straight to the point.

      “We need another Elixir, Nero.”

      “What, another one?!” she replied sounding shocked and making me curious to know what it was and what Trice needed it for.

      “It wasn’t long ago…” she started to say.

      “I know, do you have one?” Trice interrupted in irritation.

      “Can’t you just sleep it off like other shifters, it’s not like that shit grows around these parts, and that particular Soul Weed is hard to come by…for obvious reasons.”  After she muttered this last part, I looked to Trice who, after granting me a quick frown, stepped forward and said,

      “We have a time constraint here.”

      “Yeah, and that is my first and last name too,” I piped up sarcastically when looking around the large back of Trice’s straight at Nero.

      “Right,” she answered making Vern get back in on the conversation,

      “Sae, ye going tae hulp us, beautiful?” She rolled her eyes and said,

      “No, I will help your brothers, you however, don’t pay for shit and think being charming is payment enough.”

      “Ah sae ye dae think a'm handsome then?” Vern said bending a little and pointing to her eyes as if he had caught her out.

      “Seriously, does he just hear whatever the Hell he wants and it makes sense to no one but him?” Nero asked and both Gryph and Trice both said at the same time,

      “Aye.”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Och, cheers fur th' back up lads! Jeez, we only share th’ same mother an a'll,” he complained making Gryph pat him on the back and with a large hand gripping his shoulder, he said,

      “Why nae ye pull a flaming arrow oot yer arse 'n' see if that impresses her.”

      “Aye, she might think yer hot then,” Trice added making everyone laugh but Vern.

      “Ha, ha laugh it up ye bastards, 'n' just wait till yer wake wi' yer eyebrows singed aff lik' lest time,” he replied making Gryph rub his eyebrows with a frown as he remembered his brother doing this.

      “’N’ as fur ye, Lassie, dinnae ken what your game be bit if ye carry on I’m going ta skelp yer wee behind!” Vern threatened and Nero scrunched up her nose and said,

      “I have no idea what you just said you ginger nutcase!” This is when I thought to add my answer,

      “I think he said that if you carry on, he is going to spank your ass.” At this Nero looked outraged whilst Vern put his hands on his hips and said,

      “Aye, what th’ bonnie lass said.” Although I had to say that he should have taken the threatening glare from a witch more serious as she narrowed her eyes before she slammed her hands on the counter. This made a pot of ink spill before she grabbed the front of his shirt and yanked him to her. Then she warned,

      “I’ve had enough of your cocky Scottish mouth, time to change that!” Then she whispered something I couldn’t hear before she pulled him the last few inches and slammed her lips over his, kissing him.

      “Och…Tis not good,” Trice said as Gryph followed with,

      “He’s gonnae be pissed,” then he scrubbed a big hand down his face. Meanwhile, I was just about to ask why them kissing was a bad idea when the tattoo down her chin started to glow and her eyes turned cloudy white. Although not that Vern seemed to care as he grabbed her in a more secure hold, with one hand fisted in her mass of hair, as he deepened the kiss.

      In fact, the two of them looked as if they had forgotten what started it and were now only concerned with how to end it… and that was in a bed. It was only when Trice cleared his throat, twice, that Nero finally pulled away. Vern however growled low in his throat, in what was surprisingly a dangerous sound and pulled her back to his lips for another kiss as he was clearly not done with her yet.

      “Weel, that’s new,” Gryph commented on a chuckle, making Trice groan,

      “He’s a fckin idiot.” I frowned wondering what it was that they knew, and I didn’t.

      “I think I am missing something here,” I muttered.

      “Aye, just wait fur it, Lass,” Trice said before he decided to intervene and he did this by putting a hand on Vern’s shoulder, one he tried to shrug off. But Trice had clearly had enough and must have shot an icy blast through his fingertips as Vern jerked back and it broke the kiss.

      “What the in the blazes, dear brother…? Hold on a moment, what has become of my voice?” Vern said and I burst out laughing the second I heard it now coming out as a posh old English accent. Something he looked as though he had no control over.

      “Why has my manner of speech fled me?” Again, I sniggered trying to hold back a laugh and the other two brothers looked to be trying to do the same.

      “You there, you did this to me, and I demand that you return thus the manner of my speech back to me,” Vern said and then looked off to one side and mouthed a silent, ‘thus’ in question at himself. Meanwhile, Nero looked like she was still trying to get over that kiss as her cheeks were flustered and she was fisting her hands to stop them from shaking. Then, as if forcing herself to snap out of it, she said,

      “Relax your jockstrap, Sugartits, it will wear off in a day or two.”

      “A day or two? Good Lord, my Lady, this is not acceptable behaviour.” Nero smirked, crossed her arms over her chest and said,

      “I disagree, I think it’s a vast improvement…now do you want this shit or what, as I haven’t got all night?!” she said nodding to Trice who put an arm to Vern to move him back and said,

      “Aye, move aside, Sugartits, we git a job tae dae, c'moan,  Gryph.”

      “Well I never! The utter cheek of the man!” Vern said and his face said it all, asking himself why he continued to say this shit.

      “You kin slap me silly later, ye naughty nelly, bit fur now, stay here 'n' watch th' girl…oh 'n' try nae tae git yourself in even more trouble, ye posh git” Trice said before ducking through the curtain of bones and Gryph followed, after first trying to go head on but not fitting. So, he ducked, bent his knees a little and went through side on, telling Vern,

      “Aye, catch ye later, Buttercup.” Then he winked with a massive grin making Vern scowl at him, obviously not chancing a comeback.

      Then Nero pointed a finger at him and said,

      “And you, I want all the souls of my ancestors back in that bird by the time I get back, or you will find a posh new hairdo to go with that poncey new voice of yours…you feel me?!”

      “I understand you perfectly well, my dear, and as for feeling you, there won’t be any of that until we are first courted and then wed.” At this Vern slapped both his hands over his own mouth as if horrified by what he’d just said. Nero, on the other hand, blushed scarlet and tried to play it cool by saying a lame,

      “Err…whatever…just…erm… don’t touch anything!” And then she was gone with a clattering of the gold bones.

      “Well, that went well, I think,” I commented making him shake his head at me, then he rolled his eyes before making a motion with his hands as if he was going to strangle me, making me laugh. So, I stepped up to him and patted him on the back.

      “Don’t worry, Vern, just think, it could be worse,” I said using his words back at him.

      “How so, my Dear?” Vern asked making me roll my lips inwards so I wouldn’t laugh and was able to tell him,

      
        
        “She could actually have given you sugar tits.”
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      After this I spent the next ten minutes watching as a posh Vern tried to catch ‘soul flies’ into a jar. This mainly consisted of him saying ‘darn’ and ‘dash it all’ a lot, which was followed up with him punching stuff in anger. I also had to stop him from taking a pair of scissors at one point as he seemed determined to cut the longer parts of his hair off, as it wasn’t becoming of a gentleman for it to be so long. Thankfully, he finally snapped out of that one in some weird wrestling with his own hand type of thing.

      It was only when he managed to get the last glistening butterfly back in the cage, did he pick it up and shout,

      “Hurrah, tis the most splendid moment, I must go tell Milady, I will be but a moment.” Vern winced at his own words and I waved him off and said,

      “Don’t worry, I don’t plan to go anywhere.” He nodded and then passed through the curtain of bones with the birdcage in hand. After this I looked around the shop, almost torn on what to do, because if there was ever a time to make a run for it, then it would be now. I also didn’t know when another opportunity like this would present itself again. But then, I also knew that my best bet at surviving this was sticking with the three brothers. This meant that all I could hope for was that whoever this King was they were taking me to, didn’t order right away for me to be beheaded or something equally as medieval and well…Hellish.

      Although, surely that was being a tad dramatic?

      No, it was time to stop making foolish decisions, as that was what landed me here in the first place. Plus, I was starting to get attached to the big guys, they were funny and sweet. And yes, Trice was a little hot and cold with me, but then I guess seeing as he was the suspicious broody type, then I wasn’t surprised that he was going to be this way.

      Besides, I was pretty sure that if Lucius were to have a say in my choices, then he would have wanted me to stick with these guys if it meant keeping me safe. Gods, but just thinking about Lucius again and I found tears clouding my vision and I wiped them away angrily the second one fell to the ground. And I don’t know why, but the moment it did, I felt strange. I looked around the shop to see if there was anything to cause me to feel this way, but this was when something on one of the cram-packed shelves caught my eye.

      So, without following through with trying to find a cause, I walked over to the shelf and focused on the light reflecting off something. It was caught between two jars filled with some kind of herbs in oil, glinting off the candles that lit the shop. Then, without thinking about the dangers involved, I just reached out and pushed the jars aside so I could reach in between and grab whatever it was my mind seemed fixated on.

      I curled my fingers around the cool round glass and pulled it free. Then I took a step back and brought it closer to have a better look at it.

      “A snow globe?” I questioned aloud as the movements had made it cloud with what looked like tiny silvery grey leaves, ones which looked the same as on the Tree of Souls. I turned it up upside down the second I felt a key at the side, and I turned it, winding it up to see what it did. But then as I put it upright the leaves started to settle and music I knew started to play.

      “Phantom of the Opera,” I whispered as the tiny leaves soon revealed at its centre a small couple dancing, spinning around slowly in a circle, forever in each other’s arms. They were also wearing crimson and featured in a familiar ballroom, with tiny aspects of the room now in miniature, like a grand staircase.

      “What the…?” My question died the second I brought it closer and saw the impossible…

      It was me and Lucius.

      “It can’t be!” I shouted when I saw that the couple dancing was a tiny version of us, just as we had been that night of the Masked Ball. But then the music stopped and the moment it did, a hissing sound could be heard, and small streams of red smoke started to seep from between the glass globe and its holder. This made me drop it and as it fell to the floor, the sight seemed far too symbolic for me to ignore as if watching us both falling was a glimpse of the future.

      But then, even as the small stream of smoke started to rise up under my nose, I couldn’t find it in myself to step away, as the sight of the couple dancing started to turn grey before crumbling away to dust, just like the rogues we had killed did. Then the glass started to crack but not from the fall. The moment it finally shattered was when I came to my senses enough to step back, but it was already too late. I knew that the second I felt the strange smell reach my nostrils… the damage was done. I had already inhaled something that I shouldn’t have.

      I knew this when my head started to feel heavy and my vision blurred. I shook my head and rubbed my eyes, feeling now how sore they were from having my contacts in for so long. So, I blinked rapidly trying to clear my vision that way, but then the second I opened my eyes, Hell was right there with me in the shop.

      “Hello, Princess.” The voice of the witch matched that of her scarred face, now staring back at me and the second she lunged for me, I screamed. Then I turned around and fled out of the shop. How had she found me!? How was she here, had the snow globe been a trap? Had she known that I would come here, or did Nero have something to do with it?

      I didn’t know anything other than I just had to run. I had to get as far away from her as possible! I couldn’t let her get to me, not where she was at her strongest and I was alone. Damn it! I should have called for the brothers! But then what if she had hurt them, she was damn powerful after all and they admittedly had been weakened and needed to regenerate their power. Could she have the power to kill them before they had a chance to fight back!?

      Gods, I just didn’t know and couldn’t chance going back there for that reason. I just needed to keep going, to keep running. Although this was easier said than done as the blurriness took over again and every time it did, I closed my eyes and opened them again to find myself faced with a different nightmare.

      “Watch where you’re going!” One demon said as I must have accidentally bumped into him without seeing him, as all I noticed now was his glowing eyes scowling back at me as I passed him in my haste. Then, as I tried to get away giving him more space, I was suddenly falling, tripping over and landing hard on my knees on the cobbled stones. I rubbed my sore eyes, feeling my contacts sticking and become almost hard around the edges. Gods, I just wanted to take them out! To squeeze my eyeballs just to get the relief of air behind them, so  I could blink them away with my tears.

      But then my vision cleared and it was long enough to see what new horror I had tripped over this time. A figure of a man covered in soot, caked in the stuff  and dragging behind him the charred remains of bodies…bodies who I just knew had been his murder victims. Some still had the remains of their rotting flesh, whilst others were little more than fire damaged skeletons. All were attached to chains, so many chains in fact, that it looked like a cloak behind him. As each thick chain was anchored on to the iron collar around his neck or the shackles around his wrists and manacles around his ankles. The second I accidentally touched one as I tried to get back to my feet, I saw a flash of the past hit me.

      A roadside blocked off by yellow tape, a town sheriff’s cruiser parked side on with its lights still flashing. Other cop cars parked along the side of the road, with some directing traffic around the obvious crime scene. Suddenly a man in uniform ran from the tree line and barely made it to the roadside before he threw up, letting me know this wasn’t a good sign. Moments later I discovered why as men in white coveralls came from the same place, only instead of just one body bag, there were several and not ones that looked big enough to be a whole person.

      I screamed and the moment I did, I was back in the street looking into the haunting eyes of a dead girl and her severed head, telling me now that the monster in front had been a serial killer and this had been one of his victims. I quickly scrambled to my feet and saw for myself at least twenty bodies in different states of decay, telling me this was obviously what they had looked like by the time they had been found and laid to rest. Then one look up at the tortured punishment of the man responsible and the evidence left behind of his death, told me he had obviously received the death sentence by lethal injection. As the evidence of it was still attached to his arm with the needle sticking out of soot covered flesh.

      Naturally, I quickly ran away from him, utterly haunted by his crimes and the face of a decomposing head that would never leave me. Meanwhile, he paid neither me or anyone else around him any notice, as he continued on his way through the street, dragging his cloak of chains and trail of bodies behind him as if it was just another day in Hell.

      But then the blurriness in my eyes started to rise once more and soon my mind was telling me that the things around me were real when I knew deep down they weren’t. Like the fog of hands all reaching for me and trying to grab me, making me turn and twist away from creatures that were nowhere near me.

      “Fucking human flesh!” One shouted when I felt something hit me in the shoulder and I looked around but could only see the same black arms reaching for me, so I screamed and ran. I didn’t know where I ran to but it was in the only direction the arms weren’t clouding my vision. Which meant it was too late when I realised I was obviously being led somewhere.

      The alleyways between the buildings hadn’t looked big enough for a person to fit down, but this one was the exception as it looked like it led to a cellar. However, this had been my last thought when tumbling down the first few steps, saving myself just in time before breaking my neck. Which would no doubt have happened had I made it all the way down the rest of them, and eventually landing at the bottom.

      Which meant that I ended up with my back to the steps with my arms behind me gripping on and now looking down into the glowing eyes of a child who strangely enough, was sat under a large red umbrella. I looked up to see there was no rain so I hadn’t missed the part where it had soaked my skin, in all my panic. I knew the kid was a demon of some kind and it was not a good idea to get involved in whatever was going on with her. But then, after I was once again steady on my feet, the second I turned and started back up the steps, a small voice said,

      “I’m all alone…Won’t you help me?”  I stopped dead and this time my own malicious grin spread before I slowly looked back at her and said,

      “That didn’t work the first time, bitch, it certainly won’t work down in Hell.” By the time I turned fully, I saw the whites of her teeth in the dark as she smiled.

      “No, I guess not, but then again you never were as gullible as your mother,” the witch replied, using what looked like the body of a small horned demon child to communicate with me. Of course, she was referring back to the time in my father’s prison, when she fooled my mother into trying to help her.

      “Gullible or not, she could still kick your ass.”

      “She could try but I think not, not now I am getting more powerful by the day, and speaking of days, that poor Vampire King of yours, he is awfully lonely up here without you.” Hearing this I tried not to react, knowing that was exactly what she wanted. But then she carried on and I could feel myself losing my shit pretty quickly.

      “I would even say he’s crazed and very close to losing himself to his demon in his need to have you back. Although don’t worry, I have had him locked in chains so he doesn’t hurt himself and I have had Layla keeping him company for you until your return. One I suggest happens quickly if you want to see him live long enough for you to say your goodbyes.” Okay, so this was where I hit my limit and the second I did, something strange happened as I could feel my blood pounding beneath my skin. It was like when you felt your own pulse point in a random place on your body, only this was all over. It was as if in my utter rage, something that had been lying dormant inside me was waking up and this bitch was the key to provoking it.

      It started at my heart and travelled all the way down to the ends of my limbs until my toes and fingertips seemed to vibrate, shaking with the humming of power. I then looked down to see the tips of my fingers glowing and burning almost red hot and the witch’s eyes widened with surprise. But that wasn’t the only thing to happen as she looked down beneath her, now seeing for herself the pool of liquid that had gathered around her form. She dipped a small child’s finger into it and brought it up to her face, now testing it and rubbing it in between her fingertip and thumb.

      “How is this possible?” she asked herself but when the liquid started to rise up even further, you could see her panicking. So, I too looked down to see that the liquid rising up through the cracks beneath the cobbles was blood.

      A river of blood.

      I was summoning it once again and I had no idea how. But the witch wasn’t going to take any chances by waiting around to figure out how either. Instead, she decided it was time to use her own defences against me,

      “Don’t wait too long before coming home, Princess, or your King might find himself on the end of a noose for the second time!” she shouted and just as I let my anger flow further, so did the blood rapidly start to rise. But before it could consume her whole, she looked up at her umbrella, the one that made little sense until her eyes started to roll back inside her head. This seemed to summon something from above, and I watched as shadowy black tentacles came from underneath the stretch of material. Then they became more whole and wrapped around the body of the small demon child she was using. Then with one last warning she said,

      “Soon he will burn, just as he deserves!” Then she was quickly dragged up into the hidden world inside the umbrella. The second after this happened it dropped, now with no one around to hold it. Meaning that it fell with the handle in the air, floating on the now flooded stairwell. Although I didn’t yet know how to stop the blood as it rose higher and higher until I had no choice but to back up until I was back on the street. I shook my fingers, trying to get them to stop glowing but as the blood rose higher, it also brought with it the witch’s umbrella. The shadows of darkness were still swirling around inside the material and once at the top, they started to grow bigger, until I was finally smart enough to turn around and run.

      Unfortunately, I was too late and the second I felt something circle my ankle, I screamed. Then it tugged hard and pulled my leg from underneath me, throwing me off balance so I had nowhere to go but down. I barely just saved my face from slapping into the blood-soaked alleyway, with my hands hitting the ground first. The liquid splashed up around me making me turn my face away, only this became the last of my concerns. This was because the tentacles of darkness that had taken the witch were now trying to take me!

      “NO! GET OFF ME!” I screamed twisting and turning, splashing in the pool of blood trying to get it off me. But this was all in vain as more of the creature emerged and soon the entire lower half of my body was encased in the writhing limbs of whatever beast this was that the witch had summoned to get me. It then started dragging me closer and closer to the umbrella, ready to drag me to wherever the witch intended to imprison me.

      But I didn’t give up.

      It wasn’t in my nature to. So, instead I fought, trying to push myself out of its hold in order to gain some more movement. An effort I doubled the second I saw the tips of my feet now reach the edge of the stretched material. I thrashed and thrashed, trying to kick out hoping that the splashing of blood it floated on would create enough movement for a small wave that would send it further away. But the tentacles just yanked me hard and the first part of my legs were dragged inside, giving me a weird feeling of being suspended above somewhere in a void.

      I couldn’t let her take me! Because if she did and if what she’d said was true about her having somehow managed to capture Lucius, then he needed my help to break him out! I would be no good to him if I too was caught and for whatever reason, it was obvious she needed me, and I had a feeling she was using Lucius as bait!

      “YOU CAN’T HAVE ME!” I screamed, finally managing to twist onto my belly, my hands dipping through the blood and finding pieces of stone I could dig my fingertips around so I now had something to hold on to. But then, as I looked over my shoulder, I saw the tentacles giving space to something at the centre and I didn’t have long to question what. As suddenly a demonic hand burst from the darkness and reached for me.

      “AAAAHHHH!” I screamed in utter agony as she caught me and started clawing at my back, making me cry out even more as the witch’s long razor talons scratched away at my skin. This made me realise she was trying to dig her hold into my flesh and use that to pull me under.

      And pulling me under was exactly what she was doing as I soon realised the fight in me was no longer enough.

      As I might have already been in Hell, but where she wanted me to go was far worse.

      Back to the…

      
        
        Death she had planned for me.
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      I screamed in pain and reached out my free hand, seeing the drops of blood I had created dripping down and off my fingers in a sort of slow motion. As if time was on my side and trying to drag out the moment for as long as possible before the witch dragged me into her nightmare. But as I reached out with my hands, all I saw was a crowd of demons coming closer. Snarling beasts on chains and about to be set free by a horned master. One who looked as if he had just found a free meal for his pets and it was time they took a break and chowed down on human meat.

      So, this was it.

      This was my choice.

      To either let this bitch take me or fight for a freedom that meant getting torn apart by wild beasts. I took a deep breath, trying to concentrate past the pain and as my eyes lowered, my cramping fingers were about to accept my fate and let go of the hold I had. But that was when suddenly a bright blue glow caught my eyes and they snapped open just in time to see what it was.

      A demonic roar of pain echoed in the night as the blue light turned brighter as it started to tear through the chest of the horned owner, before the tip of a blue blade could be seen as it speared through his body from behind. After it disappeared the demon dropped to his knees and let go of the chains causing the snarling beasts to come running at me.

      I could barely see as the cloaked figure from behind him moved so fast, the growling beasts didn’t have a chance as he sliced through them one after the other. I could just make out the sight of frozen pieces that had once made a whole beast fall to the floor with a thud.

      “AHHH!” I then screamed as the hand dug in deeper and I swear the witch’s hand was trying to grip onto either side of my spine! The hooded figure’s head snapped up just as my hand lost its grip and I started to get pulled backwards.

      “Hold on now!” A male voice shouted and he grabbed my hand, forcing me to grip tight to the one cobbled rock on the floor that was raised up enough for me to do so. Then I looked over my shoulder to see him slice across the witch’s hand with his sword, turning the flesh a frosted ice and making her scream before letting me go.

      After this I watched as he spun on a heel before hammering down his sword into the middle of the umbrella, making the tentacles freeze and crack before crumbling back down into the darkness like frost being blown off a stone surface.

      I felt myself finally free and started trying to get to my feet when a familiar hand helped me,

      “Trice?” I looked up into the hard yet handsome face of my saviour and whispered the obvious,

      “You saved me.” as I stumbled and his hands framed my waist as I fell into him, so now he was holding me upright. My hands went to his chest and my head fell forward, placing my forehead against him, as it felt too heavy to hold up anymore.

      Gods, I felt so weak and the blood I could feel pouring down my back wasn’t helping matters. I felt one hand leave my waist and instead raise my face up to his with a gentle grasp on my chin. Then he pulled down the flap of leather that hid the lower part of his face. I couldn’t help but look at his lips and realised too late that this seemed to be an invitation to something more, as before I knew what was happening, he was lowering his head to mine. I froze and it had nothing to do with the power contained within his shifter but everything to do with the fact that he was about to kiss me!

      Oh Gods, but this was why he had been odd with me…

      Trice liked me!

      I opened my mouth ready to tell him that I was sorry, that we couldn’t do this but then he whispered softly,

      “I will always save you.”

      After this his lips were just about to touch my own at the same time my fingertips pressed into his chest, just about to apply enough pressure to stop him, when suddenly I was ripped from his grasp, falling backwards.

      “NOOO!” I screamed again as I was yanked back inside the umbrella, where a single tentacle had sneaked back through and had wrapped itself around my waist. But as another scream tore from me, I was falling backwards and at the very last second, my wrist was caught from above. I looked up to find myself hanging down from a cloud of darkness that had filled the umbrella with a hand I now knew holding on to me and unwilling to let me go.

      I looked below to see what had hold of me and sucked in a startled gasp before letting it out again as a terrified scream! The monster below me was like something you would have found trying to drown a ship!

      Only the edges of it could be seen, as if it was only half summoned from whichever part of Hell she had been able to drag it from. It had legs like a scorpion and a hard outer shell, whilst its tentacles were too many to count and they flailed around above it. But there at its centre was the witch sat cross legged, surrounded by the shadowed essence of the creature. Her scarred face looked up at me, but her eyes were still rolled to the back of her head, so that the whites of her eyes were all that could be seen. She moved her arms around and I noticed that it was done so she could command its movements.

      This was when I noticed that it also looked as if I had been dragged down into someone’s void. Then, just as the witch made a coiling motion with her arm, a tentacle snapped out and was now trying to curl itself around me. But this was when a light came from above and the same blue glow emerged as Trice’s sword tore through the opening of the void. Then the second it made it all the way through, his hand gripped my wrist tighter and swung me to one side and at the same time he thrust his sword down. This shot a freezing bolt straight down at the witch and the impact made the whole void start to shake with the sound of her pain.

      The creature that had become a part of her also reacted, as its tentacles uncurled themselves from around me in order to protect the witch’s essence at its centre. I couldn’t understand how she had been able to suck me into her void… nobody had that kind of power…did they?

      I quickly felt myself being lifted up and I glanced down, taking in the private world of the witch’s mind around me. I did this in the hope of seeing if anything in her memories could have been useful to us and I wasn’t wrong. I sucked in a quick breath when I saw what it held.

      Over to one side, was a raised mound of grass with a tree growing at the top. Down from the hill was a woman burning at the stake, screaming about her revenge as the agony she experienced wasn’t great enough to stop her vow of vengeance. A whole village of people stood around watching as it happened, and a single cloaked figure was stood in the shadows next to the tree watching it all. The figure was small and most likely only a child, perhaps no more than ten years old and she simply remained stood there, as if frozen and unable to move away from the horrific scene.

      The only movement the child made was the jerking of her shoulders, telling me that she was sobbing at the sight of the execution. The tree then started burning after the small hand reached out behind and touched it.

      But then, just as I was being pulled back up, I noticed something about the crowd…they weren’t villagers at all…no…

      They were all Vampires.

      I was suddenly yanked hard enough that I disappeared through the darkness above and soon found myself back in the alleyway and falling into the strong arms of my saviour for the second time.

      Trice.

      Trice who had been about to kiss me.

      I fell into him once more and before a re-enactment of events could occur I was swept up into his strong arms and carried from the alleyway, just as his brothers appeared from around the corner.

      “You found her!” Gryph asked, his tone clearly suggesting he was relieved but then he narrowed his gaze when he took in the sight of me.

      “Oh, thank the Heavens!” Vern said as he too stepped into view and was still clearly afflicted with the ‘posh curse’.

      “Och! What happened tae her?!” Gryph asked and for once he sounded hard as nails, without a hint of humour lacing his words.

      “Gosh, what befell the poor girl?!” Vern added as he too looked concerned, but Trice growled at him first, before snapping,

      “Yer fucked up, that tis what happened tae her! Now both of yer, go deal wi’ that fcking Portal Void before something even bigger comes out of it!”

      Vern tensed before he was jerked back after Trice’s shoulder barged him out the way. Then he continued onto the street, snarling at the first demon that got in his way, making him cower back. And I couldn’t say that I blamed them, as like this he was most certainly frightening. So, I raised a shaky hand and touched it to his scarred face to get his attention before telling him,

      “Don’t be mad, it wasn’t his fault…it was…the witch…she lured me out and…”

      “I know what fcking happened, Amelia!” he snapped and I winced but then frowned when realisation dawned on me,

      “Wait…how do you know my…?” I never got to end this question as I felt myself falling, only this time it wasn’t my body, but that of my mind.

      And as I did, I at least knew that I was no longer in any danger. Because this time, when I fell, I did so into the arms of someone who…

      
        
        Cared for me.
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      The moment I started to hear voices was when I started to come around from my unconscious state. Although, from the sounds of the heated discussion that was going on, I thought it best to keep my eyes closed, so I could listen to what was being said… because it quickly became obvious, it was about me.

      “Fur fck sake, Vern, tis always th’ same shit wi’ ye!” Trice shouted making me tense at how angry he sounded.

      “How dare you accuse me in such a manner! Are you hearing this slanderous accusation?” Vern said in that new posh voice of his and I would have laughed if it hadn’t been for the ear bashing he was getting off his brother. But this last part was obviously said to Gryph, as his voice added to the conversation when he replied dryly,

      “Aye a'm listening.”

      “Well, speak then, man!” Vern snapped outraged.

      “'N' what wid ye lik' me tae say?” Gryph replied.

      “I would like you to defend my character!” At this even I knew that Vern was a hopeless case, as that was the last thing it sounded the biggest brother was prepared to do.

      “I cannae do that whin yer character is bein’ a shite,” Gryph said obviously not agreeing with him and from what I could make out from his accent, he was calling his character shit. I was suddenly starting to feel very sorry for Vern.

      “Good Gods man, don’t hold back on my account, will you!” Vern snapped.

      “Ye were give one fcking job, Vern, ye ken how important this one is ‘n’ by leaving her fur five fcking minutes is all it can tak’ tae screw it up fur us all…blood bound Vern, how many more fcking years dae ye want tae be blood bound!” Trice shouted at him, with his accent getting stronger because of it and I winced knowing now that I was only a job to them.

      But then, how could I expect anything more than that? Well, at least it explained why they were there at the battlefield and it had little to do with a war between neighbouring forests.

      “Well, it isn’t like I expected a witch to try and ensnarl the girl…I didn’t think for one moment that…” Vern tried again but Trice wasn’t having any of it.

      “Na, ye dinnae think ‘n’ that’s th’ problem, brother! Now piss off before I strangle yer Wyvern arse!” Trice snapped angrily and just as Vern was about to say more, Gryph must have thought it best to intervene, as I opened my eyes a little just in time to see the big guy slapping a hand to Vern’s back before saying,

      “C'moan, Laddie, let’s gaun 'n' git us some devil’s rum.” I heard and saw, as Vern released a big sigh and turned to face the door, but before leaving completely, he paused and said,

      “I apologize, brother.” Then Vern left before Trice had chance to say anything more.

      “You were a little hard on him, weren’t ya?” I recognised Nero’s voice but without making it obvious that I was awake by opening my eyes fully and having a good look around the place, I was left only to listen. Trice scoffed at this and I could only just see his large figure stood by the bed I was on, with his back against the corner post.

      He looked formidable.

      “Nae hard enough, he's lucky he didnae git me fist again!” Trice commented with exasperation.

      “Trice, lay off the lad, will you!” Nero snapped back, clearly feeling the way I did, that he was being too hard on him.

      “Look, ye maybe sweet on th' lad, bit he needs tae learn some fcking' responsibility!!” Trice replied making Nero gasp in horror,

      “I…I am not sweet on him!” she argued, after first needing to clear her throat and if you asked me, this was a telltale sign that she was and Trice was right.

      “Aye, alright, whitevur ye say, Lass.” I heard Nero’s growled response, but she didn’t comment more than saying a muttered,

      “Asshole.”

      “So, what are you going to do about the girl?” Nero asked making Trice warn,

      “Leave it be, Nero.”

      “So, you are going to take her to the King then, even though you know what might happen?” I held my breath at this, knowing that it didn’t sound good.

      “What else can I do, we have bin looking fur a way tae break free of bein' blood bound fur centuries, ye really think we have much of a choice?” Trice said telling me exactly what their payment would be for my delivery…great, bloody great! I had been in Hell all of a day and I already had a bounty on my head! How was shit like that even possible?! Because I really didn’t remember posing for some damn wanted poster!

      “I know that, but I also know you like the girl,” Nero said and suddenly not reacting to this was difficult. So, I hadn’t been dreaming or hallucinating last night, Trice had been about to kiss me?

      “Aye, so she be a bonnie lass but me loyalty is tae me brothers,” he admitted making Nero scoff,

      “Gods’ balls, Trice, you need to get laid man!”

      “No, whit a’m needin is tae git this lass tae th' fcking King 'n' be on me way with mine 'n' me brothers’ souls back where we want em,” Trice replied and again, his accent came through heavier where he was obviously frustrated.

      “And what if the King…”

      “Dae nae say it, Nero.” She must have just given him an expectant look in return because he added,

      “Th' King’s a ruthless ‘n’ vicious bastard, aye… bit he must want her fur something 'n' I dinnae think it’s just to kill her,” Trice argued and I had to say, his words didn’t exactly incite a world of confidence in me!

      “Well, as for the King I can’t say, as who knows why the heartless son of a bitch does what he does, but what I can tell you is whoever this girl really is, then there is one really powerful witch out there that wants her!” Nero said and had I been awake, I would have said, ‘you can say that again!’.

      “Aye, I git that, Lass,” Trice said wryly.

      “I am not sure that you do, Trice…I mean, do you know how insanely hard the shit she pulled is to do! Hell on a stick, even I have never heard shit like that was possible!” Trice let out a frustrated growl and warned,

      “This be the part ye git to explaining, Nero.”

      “From the way you explained it, this witch tried to pull her through into her own void, one she first summoned Hafgufa in to give her the power to drag the girl in…that’s…well, fuck me, Trice, that shit is unheard of!” I started thinking about where I had heard that name before as it was better known as something else. I didn’t have long to wait as Trice got there first,

      “Ye think 'twas a bloody Kraken inside that umbrella!?” Trice asked in astonishment and once again I had to try and not react to the name. The witch had summoned a fucking Kraken! How was that even possible!?

      “Well, I don’t think it was a baby octopus in an aquarium, Trice!” Nero threw back making Trice hiss a curse.

      “Who th’ fuck has that kind of power!?” he shouted and I had to say, after that outburst, then he would be an idiot to think I was still asleep, besides, the pain in my back was starting to come back to me, making me wonder what had been done to it to numb it in the first place.

      “Th' salve must be wearing off.” Trice said obviously noticing my discomfort as I couldn’t help but moan as I shifted in the bed.

      “Oh yes, that’s what woke her up, couldn’t have been your booming Scottish rants at all,” Nero replied sarcastically.

      “Just go 'n' git me some more, woman,” Trice replied with exasperation making her huff and snap,

      “Aye M'laird, anything you say M'laird!” Nero snapped mimicking his accent before I heard the slamming of the door.

      “God’s woman, wake th' dead why don't ye,” he muttered and I opened my eyes to see him shaking his head to himself, before turning around to face the bed.

      “How do you know my name?” This was the first thing I asked. He dragged a hand along the back of his neck, and I could see now that all his hair had been pulled back and knotted into a messy bun of dark auburn waves. But this wasn’t the only thing changed about him as now he wasn’t wearing a shirt.

      Holy mother of a God, did the guy really need that many muscles!? Although, it was also clear to see now that the scar on his face wasn’t the only one. Talk about battle scarred, wow, this guy looked to have survived them all! And with how solid and powerful he looked, well I wasn’t exactly surprised!

      He released a sigh and came to sit on the edge of the bed, one I knew if I tried to move from, it would only end up causing me pain. Because now I had to say that I didn’t quite trust him. Because his reasons, as personal as they were, meant that I was considered collateral damage. And as much as I couldn’t blame him for wanting to free himself and his brothers from being blood bound to this King, I also knew that he was fine by taking me to this ruthless bastard, without first knowing my fate.

      Not exactly the hero I had made him out to be in my head. But I didn’t think it was good time to point out this fact, as well…there was still the whole tying me up and gagging me option to think of.

      “Yer were a job,” he admitted.

      “Was?”

      “Are,” he corrected making my shoulders slump and I felt the tugging pain of doing so on my back, knowing they were right, whatever had been used on me was now wearing off.

      “Right, that’s what I thought,” I said in a deflated tone, replacing the one of anger that I felt had been rising. So instead, I looked around the room and focused on my surroundings during this silence. One he looked thankful for.

      As for the room, it looked as if I had stepped back in time as it most definitely had a medieval vibe to it. This with its plain rustic floorboards and the stone walls of mis-matched blocks that rose up into four connecting arches over the bed. And speaking of the bed, it was big but that was the only bonus, as it was unfortunately lumpy and uncomfortable. However, what it lacked in comfort, it made up for in style, as it was decorated in a colourful array of emerald greens, plum purples and orange reds in the many cushions and different layers of blankets and throws that covered it. There were sequins and tassels, fringes and even some with bells. It also had four posts framing the corners, and each were draped with swathes of matching material, leaving the roof part exposed.

      As for the rest of the room, there were different styles of trunks in different sizes and a sideboard that looked filled with everything a girl needed to make herself feel pretty when getting ready in the morning. This included the obvious things, like a hairbrush, a free standing mirror, lotions, creams, pots of makeup and randomly, a bowl of what looked like figs cut into sections.

      Over the opposite side of the room was a corner sectioned off by a fold out wooden screen that had an Aztec design of decorated squares and symbols framed in different sizes. Clothes and towels were thrown over the top, along with the same ‘girl mess’ decorating the few chairs and a green sofa that looked well used. Piles of books, a few threadbare rugs, bottles and other nicknacks adorned the room.

      However, there were no windows, so all of the light came from a basic iron chandelier that hung from the ceiling. This and a stone ledge that was two feet down from the ceiling, which ran all the way around the room and was filled with hundreds of candles. These were in every shape, size and colour you could think of and each one was lit, telling me someone either had too much time on their hands or they had been lit by supernatural means.

      I was betting my dirty clothes on the second. And speaking of dirty clothes and where they were, along with me,

      “Where am I?” I asked.

      “This is Nero’s place,” he answered and I had to say, that even without his shirt on, he still looked at the ready for a fight, as his gleaming sword wasn’t far from his grasp. This being on a chest next to the bed, along with all his other weapons, armour and belts. He saw me looking and said,

      “Ye lost quite a bit of blood from ye wound, most of which went over me as I carried ye back ‘ere,” he told me, making me wonder just how much of Lucius’ ‘protection’ I had lost, seeing as having his essence in me was what would have helped me heal. Gods, but even just thinking about Lucius now and not knowing what he could be going through at the hands of the witch! Would she have found a way to torture him?

      The pain of these thoughts must have shown on my face as it was something Trice took for another reason.

      “Yer in pain,” he stated and then he reached to take hold of my shoulders, when I pulled back which made me wince.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I need tae git yer wound tae heal it, Lass.” The second he said this I tensed so hard it hurt my back but despite the pain it didn’t stop me from crying out in outrage,

      “You can’t do that!” He frowned at me, pinching the scar on his face and making me wonder if it hurt him to do so. Just then Nero came back inside with a tray full of stuff all balanced on the small space, making her walk towards the sideboard so she could put it down.

      “And why not?” he asked, now raising his brow and this time barely sounding Scottish. Which I had started to notice happened sometimes. I swallowed hard before I shot a look to Nero who had her back to us, and I grabbed onto to his bicep so I could pull myself closer, and hiss,

      “You know why!” At this he first looked to where my hand was gripping him, which made me let go and then he looked back to me now with a very obvious smirk playing on his lips.

      “Nae, I don’t, bit I a’m very interested tae know what ye think it is.” I must have blushed to my roots at this and Nero had now turned around and said,

      “I see her bloods back at least…better get a shirt on Trice, before the poor girl faints.” Then she winked at me and laughed at my scowl in return.

      “Fine, you think you will embarrass me by making me say it, but you won’t…I am not going to let you give me an orgasm!” At this Nero burst out laughing and said,

      “I knew I liked this chick! Right, well I’ll leave this one to you, Cocktease,” she said with a wink at Trice making him groan before grumbling,

      
        
        “Cockatrice…damn ye, Vern.”
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      “Not a fan of the nickname, eh?” I commented making him give me a pointed look in return. Then he got up off the bed and one handed, swiped one of the small side tables by the sofa, making the books that had been piled up on it go tumbling. Not that he looked like he cared much, and damn it, I hated that my eyes followed the line of his biceps as they bunched at the movement.

      After this he plonked it down by the bed in that heavy handed way, and then walked over to retrieve the tray so he could place it next to the bed. He still wore his trousers (thank the Gods) and now I could see the wrap of the tartan around his narrow waist that was red and green, with slight lines of sky blue. The lines of his hip bones created dips low at his sides, where his waistband had slipped lower due to the lack of the multiple belts. As for his stomach, well it looked like it could have doubled up as somewhere to scrub clothes on, as there were muscles there that I didn’t even know the names of!

      “Turn aroond,” he said making me squint, as if this would help me understand. He rolled his eyes at me.

      “Turn a…round,” he said, slower this time, making a motion with his finger in a circle.

      “But I said…”

      “Aye, I know whit ye said, Lass,” he replied cutting me off and as he reached out to turn me himself, I batted his hands away and snapped,

      “Fine! I can do it.” I muttered this last part and did as he asked, only just realising now that I wore an oversized man’s tunic in dark grey. But then the tightness around my chest and back suggested that I was wearing something more. I gritted my teeth and turned around but the second he started to pull the material up, tugging it first from under where I sat on the long shirt, I jumped and jerked away.

      “Gods, yer as skittish as a whipped mere, just calm will ye, I will nae hurt you,” he said and I had to say, hearing how sincere he sounded when saying how he wouldn’t hurt me, well it made me trust him enough to do as he asked. So, I took a deep breath and gestured for him to carry on with a nod of my head.

      He went back to what he had been doing before my overreaction and gripped the material before starting to lift it up. He did this until he pulled it over my head, leaving my arms in place, so now it just hung down the front.

      “I will leave it lik’ this,” he said making me nod before muttering a quiet,

      “Thank you.”  He made a sound of acknowledgement that was barely a grunted huff before I felt his strong calloused hands come to my back and again, I flinched.

      “Easy, Lass,” he cooed gently, and when I felt the tugging at my ribs, I looked down to one side and saw that it was bandages that were wrapped around my middle section. He started trying to unwind them, but I obviously wasn’t co-operating as he told me,

      “Lift yer arms up fur me.”

      “Why?” He sighed in frustration and said,

      “Because I cannae cut th' damn thing off ye without hurting ye, that’s why.” I took a deep breath and hated that he was right. But having him here so close like this, about to have his arms around me, well, it just felt way too intimate. To the point, that all I could think about was Lucius and it had me questioning if something like this, despite how innocent it was…meant I was being disloyal?

      “Alright,” I said softly before raising my arms up, but just before I could do it too high, his large hands came from behind and took hold of the tops of my forearms, preventing them from going any further. Then he leaned down and said in my ear,

      “If ye go tae fair ye will tear th' skin,” he said, his accent even thicker now, along with the timbre in his voice. But because my words had fled me, I found I could only nod, telling him silently that he could carry on. And he did. Oh, boy did he, and I swear that for a warrior for hire, I was shocked at how gentle those large rough hands could be. But they also worked with efficiency and got the job done. However, the problem with this was that the more and more strips of bandages he passed from one hand to the other in front of me, then the less of it was on my body, as my bra was long gone for obvious reasons.

      So, the moment he pulled the last strip free from my now naked torso, I sucked in a deep shuddered breath when he grazed my naked breast. It was a reaction he ignored and instead he focused on remaining a gentleman and simply placed his hands at the top of my forearms again. He applied pressure, which told me I was now free to put my arms down, covering my naked breasts with the front of the shirt.

      “Now this will hurt,” he warned as he started to pull a piece of cloth from the wound the witch had inflicted and he was right, I started crying out, making him stop. Then he let me go and gave me some more space causing me to look over my shoulder to see what he was doing.

      “What is that?” I asked watching as he started to pour what looked like some kind of brown spirit into the smallest glass imaginable. Something made possible with the thin red wax spout moulded to the top of the bottle which was covered in a hemp net. Then he handed me the thimble sized glass and said,

      “It's something ye wilnae lik' bit it might help, now drink.”

      “I wilnae lik?” I asked.

      “Will not like,” he said taking the time to say it slower and making me grimace at the small glass I took from him.

      “Oh goodie…hey, it’s not like demon piss is it?” At this he laughed, and I had to say the sight of him smiling was a startling raw beauty.

      “Na, tis just the Devil’s Rum or some call it Hell’s Rum, depending on where ye can git it.”

      “And this is all it will take?” I asked looking down at the tiny amount.

      “Fur me, na… bit fur a human, shit aye it will.” I frowned not sure that being drunk was a good plan right now but then again, this pain was a bitch, and I had a feeling it would only get worse, so I said,

      “Then I guess it’s cheers, Laddie!”  taking the piss out of his accent, making him roll his eyes, but then he had the last laugh as I shot it back and I swear I thought my insides were melting! I started coughing instantly, and I swear I was close to being able to breathe fire!

      Damn but absinthe had nothing on this bitch!

      “Holy shit! What the hell is that stuff for, stripping the scales off a dragon!?” I shouted making him give me a wry look before taking the glass off me and telling me,

      “Tis what demons git drunk on.”

      “Yeah and what humans die on! Gods, that stuff is foul!” At this he chuckled and as he nodded, I interrupted, mocking him with his accent again as I said,

      “Turn aroond…yeah, yeah, I know.” He scoffed at my attempt to sound like him. Then I did what he had been about to ask me to do by facing the other way again, already feeling the warmth starting to spread in my belly, making my head swim. But then his hands were on me again and once more I flinched, as a heavy hand took hold of my shoulder.

      “Och, ye flinch lik' ye have ne'er been touched by a man,” he commented making me tense and tell him quietly,

      “Or just by one.” At this I felt like crying I missed Lucius that much and wished it was his hands that I had on me right now. Gods, but I would never have flinched and shied away from the touch then. But seeing as I couldn’t see his face, I had no idea what his reaction was, other than when his movements stilled for a second before he continued, telling me at least he had heard my comment.

      “Now how dae yer feel?” he asked as I could feel him about to go back to removing the strip of cloth that was obviously stuck to my skin with whatever they had used.

      “Well, I feel a little fuz…AHHH…Oww!” I said with the scream in the middle being from where he had just ripped it off, getting it over with. Of course, it felt as though he had taken half of my skin with it as well.

      “Och, this doesn’t look good,” was his hissed comment in return.

      “No, maybe that’s because some big brute just ripped half my skin off!” I snapped making him chuckle,

      “Ney, that would all be th' work of a witch wi' her claws in yer bonnie golden skin,” he replied and I was sure that had I had the extra blood I would have blushed at the compliment.

      “Yeah, I guess that would do it as well,” I muttered in annoyance.

      “I'm going tae wash it now,” he told me and I nodded for him to continue, hissing when he placed a soaked cloth to the wound.

      “Aye, she git ye good,” he commented with a whistle through his teeth.

      “Aye,” I agreed in Scottish, no doubt making him roll his eyes behind me.

      “So, this witch, a'm going tae tak' a guess 'n' say ye 'n' her...”

      “…Oh yeah, we go way back, the bitch and me,” I finished for him making him grunt a,

      “Aye, she didnae exactly look th' friendly type.”

      “They never do when they are trying to kill you, but you’re right, that would be a Hell no…quite literally as I am coming to discover.” He chuckled again and I had to say, talking with him like this helped make me feel more at ease around him. I also had to admit that the Devil’s rum had started doing its job, as it didn’t hurt as much as it first did when he had started cleaning it.

      “So, what is it she wants from ye?” he asked making me scoff,

      “Usually it’s my blood, and I swear I am close to just bagging the shit for her just to get her to piss off.” At this he laughed again,

      “So, I tak’ it this isn't th' first time?”

      “That would be a no,” I replied sarcastically.

      “Well, I dinnae know about all th' last times she got tae ye, but this looks bad.”

      “Bad how?” I asked not liking the sound of that.

      “What I mean is, I could put more salve on it 'n' it will help, but if I dinnae try 'n' heal this, then it could just git worse 'n' wi' ye bein' human, that means infection.” I grimaced at the thought, knowing that he was right and as a human then it wasn’t like I could just pop to the nearest chemist and order some antibiotics.

      “And Nero, could she…?”

      “Aye, she’s good, bit nae that good, Lass,” he replied making me realise my options here were pretty limited but then something in his voice suggested something more.

      “I take it you have something in mind?”

      “Aye, that I do,” he said before leaning in closer and telling me,

      “Tis called healing ye.”  I sucked in a breath making him chuckle, before he shifted some of my hair off to one side so he could whisper,

      “Dinna worry, Sweetheart, when I mak' a Lass cum, tis nae by blowing on her back… 'n' just so ye know... I usually dae so wi' th' intentions of getting something back in return...”  I shuddered at the sexual intent in his words, making him grin at my ear before I felt his lips lowering to where my wound was and he said over it,

      “But well, I'm a greedy bastard lik' that.”

      After this was when he started his version of ‘healing’ me and it started with hands holding me steady, with one at my waist and the other one wrapping around me from behind. This put his large arm firmly across my collar bone and I was just thankful for the tunic that still draped down my front or his muscled forearm would have been pressed against my naked breasts. And well, it felt far too intimate as it was.

      “Now tis time tae mak' ye really shudder,” he said with sexual intent coating his words and even before he began, I found myself trembling. But then he started and doing so now by blowing along my heated flesh with an icy breath and he was right, as it was one that this time really caused me to shudder.

      This soon told me why he had taken this intimate hold on me as my body soon started to shiver uncontrollably, and he cooed softly in between breaths. But the cold was unlike anything I had ever felt before, as it wasn’t like someone had just put an ice pack on your back or ice cubes against your skin. No, it was more like someone had injected you with a cooling agent, like having part of your body numbed at the doctors before they stitched you up or something.

      At first it felt uncomfortable and almost too much to take but then after whatever he had done started to take effect, it caused the pain to magically fade away, to the point that I released a deep satisfying sigh, letting him know it too.

      “Aye, there it be,” he said as if satisfied that it was working. He then gave it one last cooling blow and shifted his hold on me, so he was no longer gripping me as tight. Then as I sighed again, marvelling in the pain free movement, he chuckled before asking,

      “Was it as good fur ye, as 'twas fur me, Lassie?” This was said in a cheeky tone and I couldn’t help but laugh as I smacked the arm that still had hold of the front of me,

      “Oi! Behave, you brute!” I scolded, making him chuckle too. But then there came that awkward point of silence after we had both finished laughing. And it came the time for him to let me go, something I wasn’t sure that he wanted to do right in that moment. I closed my eyes against the feelings he was invoking, making me feel guilty for the comfort I found being in his arms. It was just the sheer strength of him and being in this place, this level of Hell, that even the witch had been able to find me in, well it was of little wonder I felt this way.

      But then I also had to remember that I was just a job to him, as he had made that clear enough to Nero before he thought I was awake.

      So, I cleared my throat and said,

      “Well, you may be a cheeky bugger, but it has to be said you’ve got skills, Trice.” He scoffed and then let me go, replying with a cocky,

      “Aye, bit that's because ye know what I can dae wi' me sword.” I granted him a wry look over my shoulder, making him wink at me before he turned back to the table and grabbed a pot of something yellow.

      “What’s that?” I asked as it became obvious he intended to use it on me.

      “Tis a healing salve that Nero mak's,” he replied making me frown in question,

      “But I thought that your…”

      “Ney, that was only tae take away th' pain 'n' help stop th' spread of th' Hex.” This was when I utterly froze, and it had not one thing to do with his icy breath but everything to do with what he’d just said.

      Because that was when I started to realise the real reason the witch had attacked me. She didn’t just want to drag me down into her void at all.

      She had been there to deliver a message about Lucius’ capture and there to deliver much more still…

      To deliver…A Hex.

      It was at this point that my reactions took over as every memory of a Hex assaulted me.

      And naturally…

      
        
        This was when I started screaming.
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      “HEX!” I screamed making Trice jerk back, dropping the jar to the floor as I started to lose it!

      “Whoa! Calm yourself ‘ere, Lassie!” Trice said as panic gripped me and I was suddenly scrambling off the bed, first getting caught in all the fabric around the frame and hitting out at it in a frenzied way to free myself.

      “Hey, come on now,” Trice tried, now up off the bed and coming around to my side to help me. But I freed myself just in time, throwing my arms up and walking past him, shaking my head, too afraid to speak. But he snagged my hand and pulled me back, making me fall sideways so he caught me.

      “What is this all a’bout?” he asked but I shook my head at him and let my wide panicked eyes do the talking for me. Then I mumbled a jumble of unintelligent words. This is when it must have dawned on him, as he pulled me into his embrace and wrapped his arms around me, soothing me by making me feel safe for the moment.

      “Hush now, calm yersel' fur me,”  he whispered as he smoothed my hair back from my forehead. I swallowed hard trying to breathe through my panic, knowing that my ‘oh shit’ situation just turned into an ‘oh fuck’ situation! But then he told me,

      “I dinnae know what Hex ye have come across before, Lass, bit this one dinnae stops ye from talking.” I looked up at him, now doing so with wide eyes for a different reason. Then I whispered,

      “Are you sure?” He chuckled softly before grasping my chin and giving it a squeeze before saying,

      “Aye, I'm sure, pretty eyes.” Then, just as I was about to take a step back, he had other ideas. This was when his hold on me tightened before his grip on my chin started to raise my face up a little further, at the same time his head started to dip, making me tense. Then I opened my mouth and his name slipped out,

      “Trice, we can…”  In the end I never had chance to finish stopping him, as someone else did it for me…two someones actually.

      “What happened! Is it the girl, is she alright?!” Vern shouted as he burst through the door. He was quickly followed by Gryph, who stood a full head height above his brother’s, looking over him with ease. But it was in this moment they both took in what must have looked like an intimate scene between lovers. Gryph then commented,

      “Oh Aye, ah think she is mair than a'lright, Laddie!” Then Gryph burst out laughing making me suddenly tear myself from Trice’s arms like I should have done the second he took me into them. Damn my panic and need for comfort!

      Meanwhile Trice growled low in the back of his throat and the warning was clear even if his words weren’t,

      “Git oot noo!” The heavy frustrated accent was obviously understood by his brothers as Gryph said,

      “Aye, aye Casanova, keep yer kilt on!” Meanwhile Vern granted him a nod of his head and said,

      “I salute you, good sir, but remember to treat her like a lady.” I groaned in humiliation whilst Trice roared,

      “OOT!” Gryph grabbed his brother by the back of his shirt and yanked him out as he was still saluting with two fingers at his temple. After that Trice stormed to the door and slammed it shut whilst muttering,

      “Fcking idiots!”  Then he dragged a frustrated hand back over his head and it reminded me so much of Lucius I suddenly blurted out quickly,

      “I have a boyfriend!” At this his head snapped up to look at me and it was easy to see the statement was being processed.

      “Ye hae a what now?” he asked with a questioning frown.

      “A boyfriend…I have a boyfriend,” I said, saying it twice and hoping this was enough to make it stick.

      “Ye hae a boyfriend?” he asked again, and I nodded, still holding the tunic to the front of my body, glad that it hid everything it should.

      “Yes,” I said in a sure tone.

      “What are ye, a wee bairn?” he asked making me frown before asking,

      “Erm…excuse me?” He then walked closer towards me and translated,

      “A child, be ye a wee child…a little girl?” he asked again with his emotions making his Scottish come out thicker before he translated for me.

      “What?! No, of course I am not a child!” I snapped making him grin and I felt like I was losing something here.

      “Aye, I know…You dinnae feel lik' one,” he said, again with that wicked grin in place, as he ran his heated gaze down the length of me and I most definitely felt as if I was missing something here…something huge.

      “Then why did you ask me if I…”

      “Fur real men aren't boyfriends, Lass,” he stated firmly and I frowned back at him and said,

      “Yes, there are!” But even when I did, I couldn’t help but snap back to that conversation between me and Lucius where he had pretty much said the same thing.

      “Na, Lassie, they're not.” I rolled my eyes at him, and said,

      “Then what are they?” But this was when the irritation blew from my sails as he said,

      “A man wi' a woman lik' you...” he said nodding at me, making me hold my breath at what the rest of his bold as brass statement would be.

      “The keeper 'n' protector of yer heart” he said after crossing his arms over his chest and making every muscle seem to pop out to say hello. And Gods, but if he hadn’t just said something incredibly sweet then I would have been able to argue with him even more. But damn him, that was too smooth to ignore. So instead, I focused my irritation on something else.

      “Seriously, can’t you put on a shirt or something?!” I snapped making him smirk down at me and I swear the cocky bastard tensed his muscles on purpose.

      “Why would I dae that, Lass, when ye obviously lik' what ye see?” he said coming even closer so I had no choice but to put my hand out to stop him. This was when he let his arms drop and the last step he made, walked him into my hand, so it was now against his rock hard abs that tensed the second he felt my touch.

      “I, uh…I think you should go,” I said wishing I had done so with more conviction.

      “Dae ye now?” he asked in a knowing tone that was all the confidence of a man who was used to having this effect on a woman.

      “Aye, yes, most definitely,” I replied making him chuckle and I felt it under my fingertips. But then, before I could say anything else, he had my wrist in his hold, jerked it to one side and tugged at it so I had no choice but to fall into him, now without my hand against his abs to stop him. Then, before I could stop it, he tilted my head back with his free hand at my jaw so he could grant me a quick kiss on the lips. As I gasped in my shock he pulled back and said,

      “'N' just so ye know, beautiful…I lik' a challenge.” Then he kissed me quickly one more time and before I could even react, like to slap him, he was gone from my space and walking out of the door without saying another word.

      Meanwhile I was left dumbfounded and mortified at the fact I had just been kissed by another man,

      A feeling that came out as a muttered,

      
        
        “What the Hell just happened?”
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            Hope Shattered

          

        

      

    

    
      Okay, so I had to say the reasons for Lucius wanting to kill me were mounting by the second and I swear it felt like I was a bloody magnet for this shit to keep happening! I thought that I had done everything right with regards to another man making advances to someone in a relationship. I mean, I know I was a novice at this whole dating thing, but I always thought the general rule was not engaging in any sexual act, flirting, reciprocating the advances of others and acting single when you weren’t.

      So where exactly had I gone wrong?

      I questioned all my past actions when it came to Trice and I had to admit, I was coming up empty. I had stopped him from trying to kiss me and told him I was in a relationship, which in my obviously naive mind, had thought that would have been enough…guess I was wrong.

      “That looks like a heavy mind you got there, Chica.” Nero said making me jump. I was currently in her copper bathtub that she had magically filled for me after Trice had sent her up to ‘deal with girl shit’ helpfully quoted by Nero. But dealing with ‘girl shit’ actually meant allowing me the means of getting me clean, which I had been more than grateful for. However, as for my eyes, then there was no hope for them.

      “Aww shit, honey, there’s no reason to be upset,” she said putting down what looked like a new tray, one this time that was filled with what smelled like food. My stomach rumbled at just the thought, as I was famished!

      “What?” I asked frowning, making her nod to my face, which made me realise she obviously meant my red, sore eyes.

      “Oh no, it’s just my contact lenses, I haven’t been able to take them out as I wouldn’t be able to see anything and I don’t have my glasses with me…but you’re only supposed to keep them in for a day so…”

      “Say no more, I got ya covered,” she said waving at me and making her navy blue and white hair dance.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You take em out and I will be right back. But here, I brought you some clothes to wear, because yours were trashed.” Oh, holy mother earth, clean skin and new clothes…I swear it felt like my birthday!

      “Oh, by the Gods, I think I love you!” I said making her chuckle,

      “Yeah, well according to Mr Broody Cocktease, then he thinks I got the hots for his little bro,” she said with a roll of her eyes.

      “And do you?” I asked making her shrug her shoulders before saying,

      “Honestly, Vern’s a pain in my ass but…well, it doesn’t really matter what, because he wouldn’t…you know…he’s a bit of a ladies’ man,” she said in a way that yeah, she totally had the hots for him but wasn’t going there because of his past with women. And really, I couldn’t blame her, as no one just wanted to become another number or name to add to the list of many…not when you really liked someone.

      “Well, I might not know much about his past…exploits…”

      “Nice,” she replied with a wink and a point of her finger at me, for saying anything but women, sexual conquests or any other referral or suggestion of someone in his bed, before carrying on,

      “…But I do know that the kiss you shared, wow, now that was hot and looked way more than just an exploit to me.” At this she grinned big and said,

      “You think?”

      “Oh, totally!” I said nodding, and not really having much of a problem with the fact we were sharing this conversation with me naked in a bath. But then, that’s what some girls were like and besides, I had grown up around Pip, who let’s just say didn’t really know the true meaning of modesty…or the skill of hiding it. If anything, her skills came from the other end of that spectrum, where the scale was firmly labelled…NAKED AND ALWAYS.

      “You know, I knew I liked you!” she said, yet again making this statement and it was one that made me laugh. Then she added,

      “It’s true, I gave you the good underwear and everything.” Then she winked at me before leaving the room.

      So, after this and with the smell of food luring me, I washed quickly, using the fresh bar of soap I found wrapped in brown paper that smelled like it was made from honey and shea butter. It was soft on my skin and smelled amazing, even as I lathered it in my hair, after not finding any other products to use. In fact, I was amazed to find it didn’t knot even without having the usual addition of conditioner.

      And I most definitely needed it too, as it showed in the water once I got out. Although, after what I had been through in the last twenty-four hours then it was of little wonder the water was now the colour of mud!

      I also did as Nero suggested and took out my contacts, making my eyes even more sore in the process. Of course, it hadn’t helped with them becoming itchy from the steam of the bath when first getting in.

      I grabbed a towel that was hung over the divider and dried myself off. Then I gently wrapped the towel around my back, which thankfully wasn’t sore anymore, but I knew the wound was still there. Which meant that Trice had been right, I needed to put some salve back on there and wrap it up. So, I grabbed the underwear, putting the plain black panties on and having no choice but to leave the bra as it would have rubbed on my back in the wrong place. Then I grabbed the trousers that were a soft, stretchy material in a brownish burgundy and dark navy colour with alternating vertical stripes. They were also tight at the top of my thighs but flared out at the bottom and were overly long. I looked down and yanked on the ties so they gathered up slightly, enough so I wasn’t tripping over them at least.

      Then, as I held the towel to my front, I walked over to the side of the bed Trice had been sitting on and picked up the jar he had dropped on the floor.

      “Ye know, I would be happy tae help ye wi' that again.” I froze the second I was back to being upright and thankful that my back was to the door, even though once again it was bare.

      “Wow, so people really don’t like knocking in Hell then,” I commented dryly, gripping my towel tight before turning to face him, making him scoff,

      “Tis why locks were invented, ye should have a go at them sometime...I know I will be in th’ future,” he said, adding this part at the end for obvious reasons which included his brothers.

      “Okay, I will. In fact, how about you walk back out the door and I will try it right now,” I said making him chuckle,

      “Och, yer upset a’bout th’ kiss,” he surmised making me snap back,

      “Well, look at that, you do listen after all…funny you didn’t when I told you…”

      “Aye, aye, that ye have a boyfriend, I hear’d.” he said coming in now and closing the door and making me shout,

      “Don’t you dare lock it this time!” He laughed and raised his hand up in the air before turning around and smirking at me.

      “Why… are ye afraid of bein' left alone wi' me, Lass?” I huffed and said,

      “Second thoughts, you go ahead and lock it, that way it will give me longer to clean up the evidence of a murder.” At this he threw his head back and laughed and I mean really laughed…making me now question whether or not I was happy that even through my blurred vision, he was now wearing a shirt.

      “You will have a job, Lass, especially whilst yer still clutching onto th' towel lik' tis protecting ye,” he said with a nod at me.

      “It is protecting me, from you seeing me near naked!” I shouted in my defence.

      “Nay tis not, Lass.” I frowned in response, making him say,

      “A Cockatrice can see through things.” At this I was horrified and screamed whilst turning back around and giving him my back after screeching in annoyance. But then I jumped when I felt him at my back, knowing now of his stealth skills as I hadn’t even heard a floorboard creak.

      “Relax, me bonnie Lass, I'm teasing ye.” Hearing this I let out a relieved breath only to suck it back in again when I felt him taking the jar of salve from my hand, one I had been holding to my chest to help keep my towel there.

      “Wh…what are you…”

      “What does it look lik', I came up 'ere tae help ye,” he informed me after forcing me to give up the jar.

      “That’s fine, I am sure Nero wouldn’t mind helping me,” I pointed out, knowing which of the two I would prefer and which one was definitely safer.

      “She's busy wi' customers,” he informed me, making me grit my teeth.

      “Then I will just wait for her to finish.” I felt him lean down and after running a fingertip across my shoulder, one I shrugged off he said with humour,

      “There be a lot of customers.”

      “Fine, then I will just do it myself.” At this he laughed and said,

      “Och, now that I would lik’ tae see!” I growled at him, turned and tried to snatch the jar from his hand when he just lifted it up above my head, knowing that I would have no chance of getting it seeing as he was considerably taller than me.

      “Well, that’s mature,” I said stopping myself from folding my arms just in time, because that would have been…bye, bye towel.

      “Aye, says th’ one wi’ th’ boyfriend,”  he said, mocking me with the word and I rolled my eyes at him. Also, if I didn’t have my modesty to keep, then I would have fought him for it. His eyes glistened with mirth, telling me that he knew it too.

      “You’re enjoying this aren’t you!?” He grinned big, got closer to my face and answered,

      “Aye…Immensely.”

      “Fine, then I will just forget about the damn salve, you can have it…eat it for all I care…I am getting dressed!” I snapped, no longer playing his games, ones that admittedly if I had been single, I would have no doubt enjoyed playing. As his loveable rogue act was definitely attractive. Damn him!

      I gripped my towel tighter in one hand and swiped my top off the bed with the other, walking now towards the bathroom in the corner behind the screens when suddenly a pair of arms enveloped me from behind, making him say,

      “Na, dinnae struggle, just listen...I will behave, just let me tak' care of yer wounds lik' I came up 'ere tae dae.” I stopped like he asked and tested,

      “You will behave?”

      “Aye, I will be th’ perfect gentleman, ye have my word, Lass,” he said making me release a sigh before nodding and he let me go and took a step back. Then he opened up the jar and I watched him over my shoulder as he dipped his fingers inside to get a scoop of the yellow substance. Then he started rubbing it into my back making the scent of it waft up my nose.

      “Eww, what is that, it stinks?”

      “Ye dinnae want tae know,” he replied honestly so I took his advice and left it as an unknown.

      “So, I never asked you about this Hex,” I said as he continued to rub gentle fingertips over my back.

      “Aye, 'n' I never asked ye how ye know of Hexes?” I tensed a second, knowing I was on delicate ground here as I didn’t exactly know what he knew, other than my name.

      “Witch with a grudge, remember?” I stated. I looked back at him over my shoulder and when he didn’t look convinced, I added,

      “I did my homework.” He nodded as if this was an acceptable reason, before telling me.

      “I am na expert bit Nero is, 'n' she said 'twas what looked lik a summoning Hex, a little lik' a calling or way of finding you.” I groaned at this and said,

      “Marvellous, just what I need, a damn homing beacon on my body!”

      “I have prevented it fur now but will need tae dae th' same every few days fur it tae continue tae work…or nae work, should I say.”

      “Yeah, err…thanks for that,” I said, unsure how I felt about him having to blow on my naked back every few days, as one experience of it was quite enough, seeing how intimate it had felt.

      “Yer welcome, Lass,” he said after he was done, so he put down the jar and picked up a fresh roll of bandages and said,

      “Ye wull have tae lift yer arms lik' before.” I frowned and looked down the front of myself before asking,

      “And what about my towel?” I swear I felt him smile behind me before his head came closer to my shoulder. Then he looked down at me for himself, making me shoot him a wry, sideways glance.

      “Lose it,” he stated, and I was about to protest when he added,

      “Ye have my word, I wullnae look.” I thought about it and knew that I had to have the bandages, which would be hard to do by myself without tearing my wound, so I said,

      “Fine, give me the end and I will hold it across me until you have wrapped it around a few times.”

      “Aye, very well,” he replied handing me the end so I could do just that. Then once I felt it was at the very least covering my nipples, I tossed the towel to one side and let him get to work. To give him his due, he didn’t look, from what I could tell anyway. He also made quick work of getting my torso wrapped up, doing so tight at my request. This was so it also held my boobs up as I didn’t have my bra, but naturally, I didn’t tell him this.

      Once finished, he tied off the end, after first tearing down the length and knotting it at the side of my waist out of the way. It ended up looking like a tube top and I felt safer now being covered up in front of him. So, I muttered my thanks, making him lean closer and say in a husky tone,

      “Again…Yer welcome, Lass.” After this I stepped away and grabbed the top Nero had left me. It was two joined together with a blue grey tank top and a darker navy blue strappy top over it, one that fitted under the bust and came down past my hips like a mini skirt.

      “So, what’s the plan now?” I asked,  walking over to where the food was and helping myself to the stew looking concoction and tearing off a piece of bread from the loaf. Then I turned around and faced him to find him watching me curiously. Then he ignored my question and asked one of his own,

      “How come ye cannae see properly?” Ah, so he must have noticed the way I felt around for things. Of course, after this I couldn’t miss the sight of his blurred figure now coming closer towards me and before I could speak he grasped my chin and raised my face up to his whist I had a mouthful of bread I was then forced to swallow.

      “Hey, less of the manhandling,” I said pulling my face from his hold but again he ignored my complaint and said,

      “'N' yer eyes are now all red 'n' sore...what happened?” I knew he was only concerned, which I found odd considering I was in fact just a job to him and one he still intended to deliver on, despite not knowing my fate.

      But then it was clear he also felt something towards me, which for obvious reasons, I was not prepared to encourage. Even if I had to admit that on a survival basis, this wasn’t a bad thing and may even mean he might feel conflicted in handing me over to whoever this King was. Now, would it be enough by the time we got there for him to regret his decision or even decide against it?

      I didn’t know, but the very least I could do, was be nice.

      However, it was seconds later that parts of that hope were shattered, as Nero ran into the room and shouted,

      “We got a problem, boss man!”

      “Aye 'n' what’s that?” Trice said after letting go of my chin and folding his arms, once again annoyed at the intrusion, one we were soon to discover, was needed.

      “Someone sent an army out to get the girl!” Nero shouted and my mouth dropped.

      Because it looked like one thing for sure…

      
        
        Hell wasn’t done with me yet.
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            The Devil’s Cup

          

        

      

    

    
      After this news from Nero and what was the star of my next ‘oh shit’ moment, things started to happen pretty quickly. This began of course, when Trice switched from flirty Scotsman to commander mode and was issuing orders in seconds,

      “Git ye boots on, Lass, time tae go!”

      So, I did as I was told, dragging on a pair of wedge style boots that laced at the sides and put me at least a good three inches higher. I also stuffed my head inside a poncho style jacket that fell around me in waves of navy blue fleece. After this Nero stopped me and as I looked back at her, she opened her hand and blew a light green dust in my face, making me shout in surprise.

      “Blink through it, as it should only take a few minutes before the blurriness clears, then you will be able to see,” she told me, making me blink rapidly as she advised, as right at this moment in time, my eyesight was even worse!

      “You’re sure this will clear?” I asked rubbing at them and making her slap my hands away.

      “It will but it will take time. I have added enough in this pouch to last you about a week, as you will need to do this each day when your vision returns back to the way it usually is,” Nero told me, prompting me to confirm,

      “So, it only lasts a day?”

      “Yeah, two at most so go sparingly with it, and if I were you, I would time it so you don’t waste it, as it’s not like you need to see when you’re asleep.”

      “Good point,” I said nodding, then I grabbed her to me to hug her in thanks,

      “I will repay you for all this one day,” I told her, making her hug me back and laugh,

      “Yeah, well we will consider it even, if you try and keep asswipe out of trouble,” she admitted whilst I was still blinking through the fog in my eyes. At least it didn’t make them sore, unlike my contacts had done. But her reply made me comment.

      “The kiss was that good, eh?” I asked making her smirk before telling me,

      “I’m still trying to convince myself it was just my own kissing skills that made it that good.” I laughed once, patted her on the back and said,

      “Yeah, good luck with that.” It was at this point that Trice came back in the room, now fully dressed as he was before, then he threw Nero a bag of what I assumed was coins and asked,

      “Did yer see what flag they wur flying?” Nero shook her head, telling him,

      “No, but it’s rumoured they were the King’s army that were ordered to leave the camp and instead of charging into battle on the Shadowlands at first light, they were told to march here…now, I am no war expert here, but a human girl pops up in Hell and suddenly a piece of land he has been campaigning to claim for three hundred turns of the sky is forgotten and next thing is they are coming to this shit stain of a town…cowinkydink…I think not, my friend,” Nero said, sounding a little like Pip with that last comment. Oh, and also, adding to the ‘oh shit moment’ for me.

      “It's nae a coincidence…where be mah brothers?” he asked with his accent showing his frustration.

      “Where do you think they are?” she said making him release a groan of frustration and reply with a question,

      “The Spiked Monkey or The Devil’s Cup?” She grinned before telling him,

      “Well, they talked about rum, so I am guessing the Devil’s Cup, besides, you know Gryph has a thing for the curvy ladies.”

      “Aye,” Trice replied and when I raised a brow at Nero in question, she mouthed the word, ‘pub’ at me.

      “Well, I hope yer right, as tis closer,” Trice said making Nero walk towards the far wall in her room that held what I knew was a bookcase. Then, through blurred eyes, I half watched as she ran her hand in front of it until I heard a click. I stepped closer and could just make out two book spines as they inched forward from the rest. Then she pulled on them like handles and opened the two doors that had been hidden. When she turned back to face us, I could just see the blue line down her chin glowing from the magic.

      “Here, go through this, it’s a bridge that leads you across to the side the pub is on, first door on the right and down the spiral staircase will lead inside the pub.” Trice nodded as he walked to the chest the rest of his things were on and started strapping them to his body, including his massive sword. So, I turned to my new friend and said,

      “It was nice meeting you, Nero.”

      “You too, human,” she said letting me see the whites of her teeth, telling me that she was grinning. After this Trice finished by stabbing a small dagger through the holder at his side and walked towards the open bookcase. I quickly followed, and after knocking my hip into the corner of one of the side tables, Nero added,

      “Her vision will clear in a few minutes.”

      “Right,” Trice said before reaching out and grabbing my hand, and I had to say, I was thankful as I wasn’t sure how far I was going to get without being able to see through my cloudy sight. Then he pulled me through the small tunnel until he pushed what looked like a fake wall at the end. It was one which seemed to lead out onto one of the bridges I had seen from the street when we first arrived.

      “Kin ye run, Lass?” Trice asked making me smile up at his blurred face and say,

      “Not saying that I will do well in keeping up with those long legs of yours, but yeah, I can run.”

      “I kin work wi’ that,” he said before he broke out into a what must have been a light jog for him, which was a full on run for me. We reached the other side quickly and I yelped when my legs were suddenly pulled from beneath me.

      “Whoa!” A shocked sound came out of me in a whoosh of air as he was ducking us both under something I couldn’t make out. After this he jumped down to another part of the building and I soon found my feet once more. Then I was being led through a door and down the spiral staircase Nero had spoken about.

      The sounds of a busy pub met me and I could smell fresh meat and a sort of hops’ scent that wasn’t quite beer but came close enough to being recognisable as something similar.

      “Och, bloody typical,” Trice muttered still with a firm grasp on my hand.

      “What?” I asked getting really frustrated at not being able to see now.

      “Gryph is chatting up th' barmaid 'n' Vern is gambling…C'moan,” he said pulling me through the crowd and growling at anyone that got too close. It was a guttural sound and unlike the type of growl I had heard before, but most definitely effective as the blurred figures soon backed off. And in all fairness, Trice also looked utterly fearless as he shoulder barged his way through the crowd, one that all seemed to be focused in one place.

      “Ha, good show chaps, but better luck next time for the gracious lady must be…”

      “In trouble,” Trice interrupted after leaning down closer to where Vern was obviously sat at the head of the round table playing some kind of game of cards. It was with a pack that were black and flashed with glowing red patterns I couldn’t really make out. Vern stood then and started collecting his winnings, telling them,

      “My apologies, gentleman, but I must be on my way now, for duty calls in the name of honour.” I would have giggled at the sound of his posh accent had the humour of the moment not been robbed by an angry demon. This was one who stood up after first banging what looked like it could have been a giant fist on the table.

      “GRAGRAGKO! OGN!” The loud boom of a pissed off demon roared in another language making Vern gasp in horror. Then, just as my vision was starting to clear, it did so as Vern was pulling off one of his gloves. Then I looked up to see as he faced off against the huge demonic beast that looked like he had swallowed other beasts for breakfast. His skin looked as if it still had their remains trying to escape through the dark green flesh, as they looked barely beneath the surface. On his snarling head one broken horn might have, at one time, met the other over his forehead and he was all teeth, claws and spiked bone, standing about seven feet tall.

      Then I watched flabbergasted as with the glove in hand Vern slapped the demon across the face with it, making me gasp.

      Gryph came up beside us and said

      “Why th' fck did ye dae that fur?!” Vern puffed out his chest and said,

      “I have not the faintest idea, dear chap, but do excuse me as it looks as if this fellow wants a tussle.”

      “Oh Aye, he wants a fcking tussel a'richt, he also wants tae knock yer fcking block aff!” Gryph replied making Trice mutter in irritation,

      “We dinnae have time fur this shit, Vern, just end it quickly 'n' wi' out th' fcking glove!”

      “I dinnae kin, I kinda lik’ th’ glove bitch slap,” Gryph commented making me giggle. Then the demon lunged for Vern and at the same time, Trice grabbed me around the waist and turned with me in his arms, before handing me off to his brother, saying,

      “Ere’ tak’ this.”

      “Oi!” I shouted as Gryph took hold of me and walked me over to the bar before sitting me down on top of it. This was after first swiping aside all the wooden tankers of what looked like black ale. Then I looked over my shoulder and saw a curvy barmaid with curled horns and reddish skin shrug her shoulders at me before she carried on cleaning, showcasing a large amount of cleavage as she did. Gryph looked smitten.

      I looked back to see Vern slip out of the way of the oncoming demon, before he kicked out a chair so it hit him in the face, making Vern put his hands on his hips and throw back his head to laugh like some amused Robin Hood or Peter Pan character. Then, just before he could charge at him, Trice released his blade making it ignite in a blue glow as its steel hit the air. He quickly kicked out at the back of the demon’s legs, and forced him to his knees, before grabbing the broken piece of horn. Then after using it to drag the demon’s head back, he placed the edge of his glowing steel at his neck and said,

      “Dae ye yield?” The demon roared in anger trying to twist from Trice’s hold, but this made Trice’s eyes glow in a strange dark blue colour that bled into crimson red at the centres. Then the demon’s horn started to freeze under Trice’s grasp, which prevented the demon from fighting his way free. Then he growled,

      “Fine, we dinnae have time fur this shit...Vern, ignite this asshole.”

      “With pleasure, brother,” Vern said rolling his shoulders and taking a deep breath before he shot out a long stream of fire from his mouth. It was one that formed into a flaming sword by the time it was embedded in the demon’s chest and to say that I was impressed was an understatement. The demon seemed to die instantly, and Trice dropped him as if he was nothing but dead weight. Then he held out his sword to the rest of the demonic crowd and as angry sparks ignited from it, he said,

      “Now, does anyone else wantae piss me off today?” Their answers came in the form of them backing away and clearing a path to the door, making Gryph comment on a chuckle,

      “Weel that wis entertaining.” After this Trice lowered his sword making the glow simmer down back to steel and then stormed his way over to me. He grabbed me and bent me over his shoulder, making me yelp in shock.

      “Right let's go, Vern, lead the way, Gryph, ye behind us.”

      “Will do, old…” Trice cut him off by pointing the end of his sword at him and warned,

      “End that by callin' me Chap ‘n’ ye shall see whit happens, Lad.” At this Vern swallowed hard and ran his finger and thumb across his lips saying,

      “Mum’s the word.”

      “Aye, mak’ sure tis,” Trice said before walking out of the tavern style pub that looked as rough as its name.

      “Gryph!” Trice shouted and I looked up after pushing off Trice’s back to see Gryph now downing his ale before winking at the barmaid. Then he picked up his hammer, threw it back against his shoulder and walked through the crowd with everyone giving him an even greater distance than they had Trice.

      Trice kicked open the old black flaked wooden door and stepped through with me telling him,

      “You know I can see now.”

      “Good fur ye, Lass,” he replied in a stern tone making me snap,

      “Then why aren’t you putting me down?”

      “Because pissing in th' wind is faster than ye,” he told me making me growl at him. I looked up to see Gryph giving me the thumbs up with a grin, one I didn’t return making him chuckle. But then the second we all heard the thundering sound travelling along the cobbled street, Trice stopped dead and the brothers did the same.

      “I am going to take an educated guess and surmise this to be the reason for our haste?” Vern asked making Gryph scoff,

      “Th' joke there, is yer bein' educated.” I watched as Vern fought the posh impulse long enough to give his brother the middle finger in return. However, I kind of wanted to point out at this juncture the impending doom that was now making its way up both sides of the street and closing in on us. Although, at least even through their joking, they still took their positions. One which put them sort of back to back, covering each other as this stance seemed to have been as natural as breathing.

      “Oh shit!” I muttered, making Trice respond dryly,

      “Aye,” he agreed as the black wave of armour came marching towards us, one that was getting closer and closer and being led on one side by what I gathered was the general of the army. He was huge, being much bigger than the rest, and was wearing similar battle armour as the rest of the army, only just a variation of it. It was all black spiked interlocking plates that covered each of them from head to toe and reminded me of some medieval knights in Hell.

      The general’s armour rose up higher than the rest in deadly points at his shoulders, along with his helmet being bigger, with the front section rising up like a crown of daggers. He was also riding a winged beast that had the body of a horse but the head of a demonic horned sea creature. It also had eight tails that each looked tipped with deadly barbs and reminded me of black snakes, lashing out behind it.

      Both rider and beast were terrifying.

      “I think it’s time to drink that elixir Nero gave you and let’s grow some wings and fly away…yeah, sound like a plan?” I said with the panic in my tone easy to detect.

      “Aye, that it would, Lass,” Trice replied making me frown at the disappointed way in which he said it and prompting me into discovering our next problem.

      “Okay, so what are we waiting for?” I asked making Trice slowly lower me to my feet before looking down at me, the grim expression was soon joined with the reason why, when he told me,

      “She didn’t have any left.” This once again forced a quick flash of deja vu from only moments before as I said,

      “Oh shit.”

      And of course, his reply was what it usually was…

      
        
        “Aye.”
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            Something Out of the Blue

          

        

      

    

    
      The moment the general commanded his beast forward Trice released a sigh and muttered to his brothers,

      “Better leave th' talking tae me, Lads…especially ye, Vern.”

      “Aye, ye know how he likes tae piss off the' heartless bastard,” Gryph agreed, no longer smiling which I naturally took as a bad sign. Then Trice took a step forward and in doing so, tagged the front of my poncho and tugged me in a way that I had no choice but to step behind him. He was protecting me.

      “Carn’reau, what brings yer army all the' way tae these shitty parts?” Trice asked the general who I gathered was named Carn’reau. Well, it was this or a Scottish insult I hadn’t heard yet. This was when he grabbed the edge of his helmet and tore it from his head, making me suck in a breath at the sight. Holy shit, what was it with the demons with human hosts in Hell! They all looked like damn cover models or sexy superheroes!

      Only this one would have most definitely been your antihero as he looked darker in every sense of the word. He had straight black hair that I couldn’t tell the length of as it was hidden, but at a guess then I would have said long and he looked like some kind of royal dark elf, only without the pointed ears.

      Maybe he was some kind of Fae being, but I had never seen one before, as they rarely came to Earth. This was said to be because of their well-known disdain for human life, even though they were happy to inhabit one of us as a host. And the utter disgust for my kind could be seen as he looked down his nose at me at the same time he lifted a gauntleted hand my way, pointing a talon tipped finger at me.

      “You know why I am here, now give me the girl so I may give her to the King,” he demanded in a deep voice, despite the beauty he held, for his high cheekbones and regal features didn’t suggest someone that was more comfortable spilling blood on the battlefield. More like sitting his ass on some cushy throne somewhere. But obviously this wasn’t the case, as here he was, leading his army.

      "Aye that’s funny, ye see we wur commanded by th' King tae retrieve th' girl, which as ye kin see, we have done 'n' are now on our way tae deliver th' lass.” Trice said making Gryph lift his hammer and slap it to his palm before agreeing,

      “Aye.”

      Carn’reau just raised one of his perfectly shaped black brows in the barest hint of irritation and Gryph had been right, he did look like a heartless bastard. Of course, this was mainly down to those incredible eyes of his that gleamed silver and were ringed black around the iris. Even the skin around them looked darker, giving him a sinister vibe, as if all it would take was a single look before he had the power to crush his enemies.

      “Things change in this world, you should know that by now, shifter,” Carn’reau said in a calm and deadly tone making Trice sneer before saying,

      “Aye 'n' somethings don’t, so despite th' kings plans to get us to find th' girl 'n' you be th' one to hand her over so he still gets to own our souls, is not happening today, my friend.” He said this with only the barest hint of an accent, telling me that when he wanted to, he could hold it back to get his point across. And despite the odds against us, I had to say, his tone spoke of deadly intent and determination.

      But then Carn’reau looked down briefly as he ran the length of a wicked black talon down the head of his beast, doing so behind the ears and making it purr, as if he enjoyed the contact from its master. This was before saying,

      “Tell me Trice McBain, just how do you expect to beat back my entire army, seeing as I know that you’ve already spent your last shift of the turning sky, on fighting Arachne?” I gathered at this that spider queenie was named Arachne and made a mental note to remember the name so I could do some research…well, that was if I ever made it back to my father’s library alive. As I wasn’t sure ghosts were known for their reading whilst haunting places.

      “I'm sure I wull think of something… I‘m resourceful lik' that,” Trice replied with a wink making Carn’reau sneer before glancing off to one side and looking bored. Then he motioned one of his men forward and said,

      “Bring me the girl and do so unharmed as the King demands.” The soldier nodded before taking a step forward and in turn made Trice push me further back behind him. This was before he pulled his sword free, igniting the air around it in a blue glow, and holding it at the ready.

      “Think before taking this action Trice, Prince of Three…the girl could get hurt and then the wrath of the King would be on both our heads,” Carn’reau said making me skip over the threatening part of this statement and start to focus on the ‘Prince of Three’ bit. Something Trice didn’t like the sound of at all, as he growled low, and the sound was frightening enough to make the soldier falter in his steps. But then it was Vern who stepped forward, making Trice grit his teeth, hissing,

      “Not th' time tae piss him off, Laddie.”

      “Och, Fck.” Gryph then said under his breath before swinging his hammer at the ready for all the shit to hit the fan. And I really didn’t want these three to fight and potentially lose their lives over me!

      Gods, but I just wouldn’t be able to bear it and looking both ways up and down the street, then I knew there was only one way to get out of this. Because what type of queen would I ever make Lucius if I didn’t do the right thing…the brave thing. So, I quickly stepped out from behind Trice before he had time to stop me and took one step telling the General,

      “Please, I will come with you, just let these three go and I won’t make any trouble!” I said making Trice hiss,

      “Amelia, git yer arse back ‘ere now!” But Carn’reau held up a hand to stop his men from going further. Then he raised a single brow and looked at me with intrigue as I came to stand next to Vern.

      “You wish to sacrifice yourself to an unknown fate just to save these three, when they intend to deliver you to the same fate also?”

      “I do,” I stated firmly.

      “Why?” he asked truly curious.

      “Because it may be the same fate, but it’s one I chose to make, so as I can save three lives whilst doing it,” I said looking up to Vern who was grinning down at me, before giving me a wink. But this ended on me suddenly crying out in surprise as I was grabbed from behind and hauled straight up in the air as Trice had lifted me off the ground, before setting me in front of Gryph.

      “Ere’ tak’ this,” Trice said again, just like back in the tavern making me respond in the same way.

      “Oi, you said that before!” I snapped making him tap me under the chin after telling me,

      “Aye.”  Then he turned back to face the enemy, making me hiss at him,

      “I am trying to save your asses here!”  He paused a step and looked back at me over his shoulder before saying with a grin,

      “Aye 'n' we be thanking yer fur it, Lass, but leave this up tae us men tae decide, yeah.” I scowled at him and the second I took a step forward Gryph wrapped an arm around me from behind, and I swear the thing was that big it felt like it covered most of the front of my torso. It was like finding myself stuck behind a damn tree trunk!

      “Easy, Lass.” Gryph cooed.

      “Ah, but such a noble act for one so young, humanity at its best no doubt,” Carn’reau said, as if truly thoughtful, but then as he nodded for his men to continue Vern wasn’t done.

      “Now, now, my good man, let’s not be too hasty for I believe a solution is to be found, perhaps just beyond the horizon of the King’s castle.” I frowned wondering what he was talking about, as it seemed as if he was trying to let his brothers know something but with his posh voice curse, this was the only way to do that. I looked to Trice to see him frowning as he too was trying to figure it out when suddenly Vern produced something from behind his back. It was a glowing glass bottle, one I remembered seeing him looking at in Nero’s shop before he managed to catch all her ‘ancestors’. Had he stolen it when I wasn’t looking?

      This question died the second Vern looked behind him at his brothers and said,

      “Is that not so, brothers?” Then he nodded as if telling them that he had a plan, making Trice shake his head slightly before saying his brother’s name in warning,

      “Vern.” But Vern wasn’t listening and instead went on to say,

      “After all, it does seem like the most sensible choice…I am just sorry our adventure ends here, chaps. Remember, fly high my brothers,” he said and then just as Trice shouted out,

      “NO!”  was when the last glimpse of Vern I saw was him mouthing the word ‘sorry’ and then he threw the bottle to the ground behind him so it smashed at our feet. A huge bellowing cloud of blue smoke exploded from it, just before sucking us in and doing so at the same time Trice was trying to reach his brother.

      And it was only when the blinding light died, I opened my eyes again to find we weren’t where we had once been. No, now we were in some forest, all stood surrounded by trees instead of the army that had once surrounded us. A forest that strangely enough could have been one found in my world and for a few seconds I wondered if that was where Vern had sent us.

      But then another thought quickly replaced all others as I scanned the space surrounding us to find Trice. The second I found him my heart started to break at the sight. As the realisation of what just happened started to seep in, and this began when faced with the haunting sight of Trice as he fell to his knees in utter devastation.

      He then let his head hang down as he said only one thing…

      “Please by the Gods survive the King’s wrath…”

      
        
        “My brother.”
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            Sacrifices and Screaming

          

        

      

    

    
      A little time later I found myself curled up on the ground with the hood of my poncho over my head and my hands curled up under by my chin so I could keep blowing on my hands down the neck of the material. I was facing away from the other two just so they couldn’t see that I was awake.

      And I was devastated.

      Vern had sacrificed himself for us all and none of us knew what had become of him. Naturally, the brothers had been upset, displaying it in anger, which first came from Trice who actually sliced his sword through a whole tree trunk when roaring his frustration. Gryph had at least the foresight to grab hold of me and turn us both against the oncoming trunk, as it was near to us both.

      Then he ruffled my hair a little and said softly,

      “Go take a wee walk, Lass.”

      I nodded and did as he suggested but it turned out that this hadn’t been far enough.  I had walked until they were just barely out of sight as I didn’t think getting lost right then was going to help matters. So, I had found myself a place to sit. This ended up being a mound of hollowed rocks that were odd in shape, but at the time I didn’t think too much of it as for the moment they were just a place to lean against and gather my thoughts. But then the sounds of the forest seemed to be amplified by them, almost as if they were absorbing the sounds. Which meant that the voices I heard were echoed behind me and I ended up hearing the whole conversation between them.

      And well, I had to say…

      It hurt.
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        * * *

      

      “What dae ye intend tae dae now?” Gryph had asked, being the first to break the silence.

      “Exactly what we planned, we git th' fcking job done!” Trice snapped back making Gryph grunt or something. Either way it sounded like he didn’t like his brother’s response.

      “Yer surely dae nae mean that,” Gryph stated making Trice scoff,

      “And why not, this job’s bin nothing bit trouble.” I rolled my eyes wishing I could have spoken my own mind about that.

      “Aye 'n' this job comes wi' a name, Trice.” Gryph made the point of saying and as much as I wanted to slap Trice, I equally wanted to hug his brother. But then I knew I also had to give him a bit of leeway here, as I knew he was upset, worried and angry with what had happened with Vern.

      “Aye, one she lied about, dae nae forget who this lass is.” I frowned in question, wondering what the hell this meant? Did they know a lot more about me than they had let on? I mean I still didn’t know how Trice knew my name, as he had never really answered me on that one.

      “Actually, I forgot, who is this lass tae us Trice, fur I can’t remember anymore?” Gryph asked sarcastically.

      “She’s our fcking ticket tae getting our souls back 'n' now added tae that our brother, that’s who she is 'n' nothing more!” he snapped angrily, making me physically wince against the pain of hearing that.

      “Yer dae nae mean that.” Even Gryph said, disbelieving he could be this heartless. However, his response was again another lashing out at me, making me tense when he shouted back,

      “Aye, I fcking do!” It was said in such a way that I even felt the vibrations of it against my back.

      “Are ye forgetting that th' lass tried tae sacrifice herself fur us, does that nae mean anythin' tae ye?!” Gryph asked in an astonished tone, as even he couldn’t believe what he was hearing coming out of his brother’s mouth.

      “Aye, that she is foolish,” he said and I closed my eyes and turned my face away as if I could see them right in front of me and had to cut it off. Gods he was right…I had been foolish.

      Foolish believing that he cared for me as anything more than just a job to him. A way for them to get their souls back.

      “Trice!” Gryph snapped out his brother’s name.

      “No Gryph, they have our brother, th' one who actually sacrificed himself fur us all 'n' now our only focus is getting him back, 'n' that’s it!” Trice said in that commanding way of his, which seemed to have little effect on his brother.

      “Aye bit tae whit end, Trice? I want him back as much as ye dae, bit we dinnae know whit th' king even wants wi' th' lass, 'n' whit if tis her life that’s on th' line…can we really tak' that risk knowing whit might happen…?”

      “Aye, we can,” Trice said firmly, making me suck in a deep breath knowing now that I had been played. He had flirted, pretended as if he cared, and it was all just to get me to be compliant. I knew that when their conversation continued.

      “Ye dinnae mean that…ye lik' her,” Gryph said making his brother snap back, clearly affronted,

      “Fck off Gryph, she’s a fcking job!”

      “Bullshit,” he replied calling his bluff.

      “Aye yer right, she’s th' job of all jobs, th' one that grants our souls back, or did ye forget that?!” Trice said in return but Gryph had his own ideas on what that meant.

      “Aye 'n' whit good is that soul if tis rotten by th' choices we make?” Trice growled at this.

      “I made a vow tae us all, Gryph, 'n' I am not going back on that noo just fur some bonnie lass.”

      “Aye, just some lass yer falling in love with,” Gryph said making me suck in a startled breath.

      “Fck aff ye soppy git, she is a job,” Trice said again, making me grit my teeth every time I was referred to as a job.

      “Aye, yer keep telling yersel' that, 'n' maybe that shit will stick,” Gryph commented in an amused disbelieving tone.

      “You’re going soft, as yer Gryphon feathers,” Trice said mocking him and he agreed in a sarcastic tone I wasn’t used to hearing from the big guy.

      “Aye maybe a'm, as Hell clearly turns ye that way or th' other.”

      “And what th' fck is that supposed tae mean?” Trice snapped and I could just see him now, by the sound of his tone knowing that he was no doubt crossing his big arms over his chest.

      “I don’t know, ye tell me, you’re th' heartless bastard that is willing tae hand over th' lass tae one of Hell’s most brutal Kings, ‘n’ after she wis ready tae sacrifice herself fur us…but hey, ye go right ahead 'n' fool yersel' intae believing that shit is right, just don’t fcking drag me intae that lie wi' you, brother,” Gryph said and I let out a shuddered breath as the emotions became too heavy to hold back.

      “Gryph…” Trice said his name in a remorseful way but Gryph snapped this time,

      “No, Trice. I know ye, I know ye better than Vern, than even that our father 'n' our mother did! Ye love this girl 'n' yer running fcking scared. She wanted tae sacrifice herself fur us just lik' our mother did 'n' noo yer fcking scared! Weel, ye may want to believe in yer own shit bit I don’t, 'n' when I earn me soul back, I want tae dae it so it comes back just th' same wey that when before we sacrificed it th' first time. We tainted it by doing a deal wi' a fcking Devil, Trice. We became whit we are, 'n' noo when I git it back, I am not doing it just tae taint it again, only this time by coating it in th’ blood of some innocent girl,” Gryph said and by the time he was finished I had tears flowing down my cheeks, unable to help myself.

      “Gryph, come back…GRYPH!”

      After this I heard a roar of anger which I knew to be Trice’s and I found my legs couldn’t hold me up any longer. So, I slumped down against the rocks, trying to process everything I had just heard. Then I lowered my head into my hands and couldn’t stop the tears from falling. Everything had turned to shit and now it felt like I was being hunted by most of Hell and the sacrifice was more than just my life, but now the three brothers I cared about.

      Despite the betrayal I felt by Trice, I still couldn’t stop myself from caring.

      Gryph, Vern and yes, even Trice all deserved to have their souls back. Which meant that I had to do something about this, and running was no longer an option. Because I might want to save my own life but surely there was one card I had left to play here. I just needed to get there, and I knew now Trice wouldn’t help me. He only had his brother in his mind, and I couldn’t find it in myself to blame him, even if it meant him sacrificing my life without a blink. Even if it meant seeing me only as a job.

      Meaning, I couldn’t trust him to help me.

      No, there was only one being in all of Hell that could help me now.

      It was time to bargain.

      So, a little time later Trice found me and told me that it would be dark soon, as evidently that was what happened in these parts. He told me that he had lit a fire and for me to stay close to it for my protection and to keep warm. It was also obvious that he knew I was upset as I refused to speak to him. But I could tell that at first he thought it was because I was worried for Vern, not because I had heard what he and his brother had said. I knew this when walking past him, intent on storming back to his makeshift camp. He grabbed my arm and held me back, so as to tell me,

      “Don’t worry, we will git him back.” Then, just before I could answer, he heard Gryph’s voice calling his name, only with the echo off the unusual rocks, he heard the voice being reflected behind him. This then became obvious what had happened. Because Gryph’s voice had been as clear as if he were stood next to him, not as far as way as he was. This was when realization finally hit him, and he had the good graces to look pained by the idea.

      “Och, Lass.” I cut him off pretty quickly.

      “Oh, don’t worry, I know you will,” I told him in a hard tone before turning on my heel and walking back to where Gryph was, making his hiss a cursed,

      “Fck.”

      I reacted this way because even though I may have understood his reasons, I still wasn’t about to pretend to be okay with him ready to throw me to the wolves just to get it. To do it so callously and not even act like it was a hard decision to make.

      That was my problem.

      So, I walked back to the camp, walked straight up to Gryph and reached up to try and pull him down to me. This obviously surprised him enough to do as I wanted, making him dip his head lower, so I could frame his face with my hands.

      “Thank you for caring about what happens to me, Gryph. I will do anything I can to help you get back your soul and I promise you, when you do, it will be untainted and clean,” I said, then I kissed him softly making him freeze first under my words and then the affectionate gesture I granted him. Then I tapped him twice on his cheek after pulling back after the quick kiss,

      “And remember, ladies like soft feathers.” Then I winked at him and turned to find Trice stood there after watching the whole thing. He looked as if he had been punched in the gut but also as though he wanted to do the punching, only most likely to some other poor tree that wouldn’t survive it. But I walked past him and as I did, he said my name, my actual name, not ‘lass’,

      “Amelia.” I paused long enough to give him my reply,

      “What’s been said has been said, now let’s just get to this fucking castle and finish it, so that what’s done is done,” I said unable to look at him fully but still I noticed the way his hands fisted in frustration. Then I walked away and sat down by the fire. After this I tried to ignore them both, because it made it easier that way, on both sides.

      As little did they know that what I said to Gryph had been my goodbye. So, I listened to whenever they talked about things like how far the castle was from here. It was information that I certainly needed for what I intended to do. Which was why I was happy to find out that the forest was only on the outskirts of where the castle was and we were only about an hour away.

      A city surrounded it, which was what I really needed, as surely there was someone there that would be willing to get a message to where I needed it to go? But then, even just starting a rumour would do it in this place, as how long had it been before word had gotten out that I was even here?

      So, all I had to do now was wait for the two to fall asleep and then I could sneak out. I had thought about telling them, asking them to get word to him, but then I couldn’t trust that Trice wouldn’t just use that information as a bargaining chip for the wrong thing. Or even just taking me to the King and telling him everything, as they would then know what it would mean. For whom would I have to be for me to have that kind of relation down in Hell?

      My Grandfather.

      Of course, they would wake and once they found me missing then they would no doubt believe I ran to save myself and that thought hurt. But then no doubt Gryph wouldn’t blame me, he wasn’t the type, even after my promise. But Trice would. He would tell his brother ‘I told you so’. Well, if he did have even a shred of guilt to feel, then my actions would alleviate him of that burden pretty quickly.

      Although, I hadn’t counted on him coming over to me as I pretended to be asleep and place the piece of his tartan over me so I had extra warmth… for who knew that it could be cold in Hell.

      “Get some sleep, Lass, fur we leave at first light,” he whispered down at me, making sure to tuck it close to my body and I held myself perfectly still, hating that his kindness was making tears form. Gods, why had his words affected me so much?

      Was I making a mistake by leaving?

      I asked myself this question even up until I heard Gryph snoring and I braved a look at them to find them both asleep. I purposely made a noise to test if they woke and when they didn’t even stir, I braved moving. I sat up as slowly as I could, trying not to make a sound. The crackling of the fire helped and was a long time from going out just yet. I looked to the forest wishing there was a moon or something lighting the way.

      But then I looked around and found some of the unused branches Trice had gathered and after tearing a strip off the bottom of the poncho, I wrapped it around the end, making sure it was tight enough not to slip.

      Then I got up and held on to the tartan for a while longer. Looking down at Trice’s handsome face that for once looked peaceful in his sleep…well, it made my heart ache just knowing this was goodbye. Then I brought the tartan to my face, taking in the scent of the man I admittedly felt something for. Whether it be just as a friend or shamefully a little bit more, I didn’t really know yet. I just knew that I had a mission to do and it started with saving an entire race of Vampires. It included saving my mother and the man I loved. And now, I had no choice but to add three more lives on to that list.

      I just wanted to do the right thing.

      Sacrifice. That was what my life had become.

      And that was okay…It was okay.

      I just had to be brave. So, with this in mind, I lowered the material and folded it up, laying a kiss on top, in the place of one I couldn’t do to Trice, before placing it down next to him. I stepped away and lit my makeshift torch and set off into the forest. One that I thankfully hadn’t heard a single sound of life from, beyond us.

      I just needed to make it to the city, try and bribe someone to get word of who I was to my grandfather and then enter the castle to try and bargain with whoever this evil tyrant of a King was. Oh yeah, sounds like a piece of cake, Fae, I thought rolling my eyes at myself.

      As I had to admit, that the further I travelled, the more I started to see the flaws in my own plan, picking it to pieces. Maybe I should go back and tell Trice and Gryph who I was and that way then they could bargain on my behalf. Surely when Trice listened to reason he would try and save me, even if just by getting word to my grandfather.

      “Fuck!”  I hissed to myself.

      Gods in Hell! I was doing it all over again! Making rash decisions was what had got me in this mess in the first place! But then, could I really trust them to do right by me?

      “Fuck, fuck!”  I hissed again, stopping now and turning back to face the way I had come. I hadn’t gone too far, at least I didn’t think so. Oh yeah, that was all I needed, to finally come to my senses only to find myself lost in yet another demonic forest! Well, that would be just my luck wouldn’t it?

      “Gods Fae, you are so stupid! Why did you even think you could do this alone?” I muttered to myself before deciding to turn back and tell them everything, taking my chances the safer way. Because the last thing I needed was to end up regretting yet another stupid decision, even if at the time it had seemed like the right one to make. And well, at least this way hopefully one good thing would come out of me being delivered to the King, that three brothers would be reunited back together, along with that of their souls.

      I turned around and started walking back towards Gryph and yes, even I had to admit, back to Trice. A man that I was really trying not to delve too deep into how I felt about him, it was too confusing. I tried to tell myself as I started walking back that it was just because I was feeling vulnerable being without Lucius. Someone who only recently had come back into my life. I had just learned all about his history and the truth of it that surrounded me.

      It was just too much.

      All of it.

      I felt the emotional overload until the point where I felt I was close to screaming in frustration. But then soon, I was screaming.

      Only this time…

      
        
        It was for a very different reason.
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      My scream was carried through the trees destroying the stillness of the night. This was because I was suddenly knocked down to the ground and before I could continue screaming a hand was held over my mouth with a furious male on top of me, growling down at my face. The unusual blue and red eyes glared at me, glowing in a powerful way, whilst my makeshift torch had been knocked out of my hand as I fell and was currently setting alight to the dry undergrowth that surrounded it. This managed to light the angry features of none other than,

      Trice.

      Gods but he looked utterly formidable!

      The scar on his face glowed intensely with the stern, hard set of his jaw, one that looked as if he was ready to bite through rocks, he was that tensed up. His blazing gaze burned into mine and there we both were, staring at each other and waiting for the spell to be broken. Of course, the fire spreading would do that, and my panicked eyes looked towards it.

      But just as it started to circle around us getting closer, he finally broke away from the sight of me beneath him, so he could look at the cause of my worry. Then he opened his mouth and hissed at it, causing a stream of frost to come from between his lips, which effectively managed to put out the flames. Of course, it also plunged us both into darkness and all I could feel was his body on mine making me feel like I was small and breakable, and not that I was kickass and could usually take care of shit like this. Because now I was questioning why was it that every single move I had learned went flying out of my head. Why was my mind losing focus on anything but those glowing eyes that seemed as if they wanted to consume me.

      I needed to stop this. I needed space!

      Thankfully, this began by him taking his hand from my mouth but then it ended not the way I wanted, when I started to say,

      “I wasn’t running.” This was when he snapped,

      “Shut the Fck up!”

      And then he kissed me.

      This time it wasn’t just the brief and gentle touch of his lips to mine, but an all mind consuming kiss, that he wanted me to remember. That he wanted burned to my soul, branded there, in a way he hoped would stay. And it would…just not for the reasons he wanted.

      Trice was kissing me and all I thought was… oh no, I was cheating on the man I loved!

      I felt the swipe of his tongue enter in between my unprepared lips and his groan was easy to hear. So was the feel of his hands gripping me to him, as he took control, whereas I felt too stunned to do anything other than let him. However, a few seconds later and finally my mind kicked in, but the second I started to squirm under him, he tore his mouth from mine, and suddenly his weight was gone.

      Thank the Gods.

      But then, before I could question where he went, seeing as I couldn’t see anything in the dark, I felt myself being hauled upright. I was lifted off the ground as easily as if I had been a sack of feathers. After which I soon found myself in his arms and being carried back to what I gathered was where I had run from. So, after some time of getting my senses back I muttered,

      “I was on my way back.”

      “Aye, so ye say.” I frowned at this in the dark and protested further,

      “I was.”

      “Then why wur ye walking in th' wrong direction?” he stated in that stern tone of his.

      “Oh,” I muttered shamefully making him grind out a gritted,

      “Aye.”

      After this we were silent and I thought it best, as I doubted in this mood he was going to listen to anything I had to say. Of course, I couldn’t see where we were going so I couldn’t help but ask,

      “How can you see in this darkness?”

      “I can see,” was his abrupt answer, so I tried to ask for more,

      “Because you’re a Cockatrice?” I felt him move his gaze to mine and the second I saw his eyes glow a little brighter, I knew he was showing me exactly how he saw in the dark. This was before giving me his usual broody reply of,

      “Aye.” Something that signified the end of our conversation.

      After this I didn’t say another word, I just let him walk me back to the camp and once there he plonked me on the floor in not exactly what I would call a gentle manner. I started to walk back to where I had been asleep when he suddenly grabbed me from behind to stop me. Then he growled down at me,

      “Stay.”

      “What am I, a damn dog?!” I snapped making him raise his brow at me and say,

      “Nay, they usually do as they are told.” I frowned back up at him which didn’t seem to affect him in the slightest. So, I ended up just watching him as he unfolded the tartan material I had placed by him, and if he had any thoughts about finding it there, then he didn’t say. No instead he just lay it down and once that was done, he ordered,

      “Now, lie down.” I didn’t, but instead folded my arms across my chest and said,

      “Why?”

      “It may have been a while since I was human, Lass, but I am guessing sleeping is still the same,” he replied sarcastically. I heard Gryph chuckling where he lay, obvious not asleep like I had assumed.

      “Yeah, well I am not exactly tired, but hey, you go right ahead.”

      “Tough shit, now lie down before I put ye down,” he said making me release a frustrated sigh before saying his name,

      “Trice.”

      “Now!” he snapped making me just give in and lie down. Then I watched as he walked over to the pile of branches and threw some of the bigger ones on the fire before kicking some back into place. Then he came back over to me and I frowned as I saw him get down next to me, making me snap,

      “What do you think you are doing?”

      “Again, sleeping is the same for a shifter, Lass, we usually prefer to do this lying down,” he said wryly, still keeping up with the sarcasm. Again, his brother chuckled making me snap,

      “And you’re not helping.” At this he grunted a laugh and muttered something about this being damn entertaining.

      “Now what are you doing!” I asked in a panicked tone the second he wrapped an arm around me and started spooning me from behind.

      “I am tired ‘n’ some Lass just pissed me off by makin’ me chase after her in th’ damn forest, when all I wanna do is fcking sleep, so consider this me not doing that again.” I frowned in the dark before telling him,

      “I am not going to run.”

      “Aye, you’re right…you’re not. Now go tae sleep,” he said keeping his meaty arm in place draped over me, squeezing me for a moment as if to emphasize the fact that I wasn’t going anywhere. I released a deep sigh and after a few minutes of silence, asked the dark,

      “Trice?”

      “Um,” he muttered behind me.

      “Are you asleep?” I stupidly asked.

      “No, but tis not fur lack of trying,” he replied dryly, something I ignored, even though he could be funny when he wanted to be. I released a sigh and told him,

      “I’m sorry.” At this I felt him tense next to me before he gave me another squeeze as his answer, but I carried on,

      “I was upset, angry and confused. I thought if I went to the castle that maybe I could bargain with…”

      “There is no bargaining with th’ King, he gets what he wants ‘n’ that’s that,” he said cutting me off and me making me sigh again.

      “I realised my plan was stupid and really was on my way back…or at least I thought I was,” I told him.

      “I know, Lass,” he admitted surprising me.

      “You do?”

      “Aye,”  was his typical Trice reply.

      “Okay. So, you’re not mad?” I asked making him scoff,

      “I am fcking fuming, but I suspect a good sleep will solve that problem,” he admitted making me tense and snap,

      “Yeah, well you made me pretty mad too.”

      “Aye, I can see that,” he said sounding slightly amused.

      “And you upset me,” I admitted, this time losing steam in my voice and I felt him tense next to me again, before he pulled me tighter to his frame and whispered in a gentle way,

      “Aye, I know that too.”  After this I didn’t know what to say and it was only after it became obvious that I wasn’t sleeping that he gave me a squeeze and said,

      “Relax, Lass.” So, I released a deep sigh and did as he suggested seeing as I knew that I had big day tomorrow, and would no doubt need my strength to get through it. But then, just as I was starting to fall under, giving way to sleep I felt him whisper against my neck,

      “Amelia?” I mumbled and mimicked him by saying,

      “Aye?” I felt him silently chuckle before he told me softly,

      “A’m sorry I hurt ye.” And at this I patted his hand that was rested by my belly and said a soft,

      “I know.”

      But what he didn’t know was that when I said this, I did so with tears in my eyes. However, what I didn’t know was when I finally gave way to sleep and closed my eyes, relaxing back into the wrong arms, it wouldn’t be the last time I heard my name being spoken.

      As the next time, when it was said in the dark, it didn’t come from Trice’s lips,

      But instead it came from…

      
        
        Lucius’.
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      The second I shifted sides, turning to face the other way I felt a pair of arms tighten around me, making me release a contented sigh. I felt safe and treasured, missing the feeling and whispering,

      “Handsome.” That was when I heard my name being whispered into my ear from behind, where there should have been no one.

      “Amelia, where are you, Sweetheart?” It was Lucius’ voice and I opened my mouth and cried out silently. Gods, how I had missed that voice! I reached out and gripped onto whatever my hands could find, too afraid that I might slip away from whatever was happening now. Slip away from Lucius’ voice as it finally found me.

      “I’m here,” I whispered, barely hearing it as more than a mumble of sound.

      “My Khuba… You. Are. Not.” His voice sounded hard, stern as if these words caused him both pain and anger in equal amounts.

      “Please…I am…I am waiting for you...”  I forced my mind to say, then I felt a looming presence in my mind as if he was now stood over me and I turned my head to look up, finally opening my eyes to find that I was right… he was there!

      Lucius’ masterful figure was standing over me, looking down at where I lay. He had his arms crossed and he looked so angry I could see he was almost shaking from it. But then something snapped in him and he lost his anger the second I reached out a hand towards his own. He released a deep sigh before lowering down to one knee. Then he reached out and stroked my face, making me close my eyes against the emotions it invoked.

      Gods, how I had missed him!

      I opened my mouth and was just about to whisper his name when suddenly he leaned down closer and said,

      “You wait for me in another man’s arms?”  At this I froze and the horror of what was happening really started to infiltrate my senses. I then looked to what I had been grabbing on to only to find that he was right, I was in Trice’s arms facing him in an intimate embrace.

      Gods but what had I done?

      This was when I started thrashing and I woke with a start the second I heard my name,

      “Amelia!”

      “NO!” I shouted and started shaking before I felt those arms around me hold me tight and the wrong voice tried to soothe me,

      “Hey, Ssshh now. Tis okay, yer safe…I’ve git ye, Lass…I’ve got you.”  The last three whispered words came out like a vow, one being said with no accent to be heard behind it. I started to calm enough to stop my body thrashing, but my mind was far from it. Because what he didn’t realise was that as sweet as the vow was, it felt like it had come from…

      The wrong man.

      “Is she alright?” I heard Gryph ask and Trice’s hands started to rub up my back as if to help calm me, as he answered his brother,

      “Aye, just a nightmare.”

      And he was right, it had been a nightmare and of the worst kind. As I had a feeling that I hadn’t just been dreaming at all. No, the dread in the pit of my stomach now was from knowing that Lucius had been in my Void. He had been looking for me and where he found me, was unbearably,

      In another man’s arms.
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      The next day I found myself unable to think of anything else but what had happened last night, feeling ashamed for so many things. But most of all, I hated the idea that Lucius was somewhere in the world believing that I was being unfaithful to him.

      It was heartbreaking.

      And Trice knew something was wrong, but I was thankful that he didn’t push for it, after the one time he asked me and my reply was a simple,

      “I’m fine.”

      After that we had all got up and started the day. I ignored the rumble in my stomach and soon found myself walking through the forest on our way to the castle. Naturally, my mind was everywhere and nowhere, because I knew I should have been questioning what was about to happen to me. But my mind was too busy torturing itself by feeling guilty and now, I was even more worried about Lucius. I needed to save him and the only single thing I had to hold onto was that I knew he was still alive, as my soul was connected with his. I also had a feeling that the witch needed me, and she was going to try and use Lucius as bait. It made sense, as she knew I would do anything to save him.

      What she didn’t know, of course, was that I was currently on my way to be handed over to a ruthless King, one who for some reason wanted me, and saving Lucius was literally an impossible goal right now. But then, after obsessing about Lucius, I finally started to question why this King could want me. Which led me to believe that he needed me to bargain for something… or worse, could he be in league with the witch? Of course, I hadn’t thought of this until now, but seeing as she must have had allies down here, it would make sense.

      Gods, if that was the case, I was so screwed!

      After an hour of me silently looking worried, Trice put my behaviour down to the uncertainty of my fate and at what was about to happen next. Thankfully, along the way Gryph had scouted ahead and found a brook nearby, so at the very least I could drink away my thirst and throw a couple of handfuls of water on my face. The forest actually looked like one close to where I grew up and its beauty would have been more appreciated had my mind been free to focus on such things.

      However, not far from the brook was the end of the forest and a sight that gave way to one even more impressive…

      As we were now at the castle.

      “Gods,” I whispered in utter awe as it was unlike anything I had ever seen before!

      It was all made from a grey blue stone that looked carved out of an entire mountain, as its walls looked to be one seamless creation. The whole castle was surrounded by a separate wall, that was a series of wide arches. One so huge, each looked big enough to fit the pyramid of Giza inside of it, and there looked as if there were at least ten of them. All of which were connected by a battlement walkway and enormous turrets and corner towers. The biggest of which framed both sides of the entrance in hexagon shapes, with the highest arch in the centre and it was one that looked as tall as a skyscraper.

      It was by far the most intimidating place I had ever seen and suddenly my heart started to beat wildly in my chest.

      “I am not sure I can do this,” I muttered fearfully.

      Both Gryph and Trice heard this and exchanged a knowing look, making Gryph look grim, telling me this didn’t mean good things. The loss of his smile never did. Nevertheless, Trice nodded for us to continue on and I ended up needing a little nudge from him to get me moving again. My legs felt as though they didn’t want to work…actually that wasn’t true, they did, they just wanted to put them to better use by running in the opposite direction as fast as they could physically move. And naturally, the closer we got to the building, the more this impulse wanted to kick in.

      The castle wasn’t anything like I had ever seen before and being who my father was, then let’s just say that I had seen my fair share of castles. For starters, what was known as the keep and central building of any castle, didn’t look like it should. As for this castle it looked to be made up of many. Almost like a giant network of buildings surrounding a larger one at its core. This central building was surrounded by five other buildings, all the size and shape of skyscrapers.

      They were connected by arched bridges and a series of covered parapet walkways hundreds of feet in the air, making them look like veins connecting to the heart of the castle. Although, from way down where we were, they looked far too narrow to be considered safe.

      The buildings were of the same style and looked like some powerful sorcerer had just come along and dragged his upturned palms in the air, dragging with them the grey stone beneath his feet. Doing so until colossal shards had risen up, creating the buildings within the surrounding wall. Each were spiked and topped with pointed spires and pinnacles. Spiked iron was also a theme as it framed the battlements and the curtain walls, also topping the turrets and towers. This was with an interwoven lattice effect of iron strips, that almost looked like cages, and each contained a seemingly never extinguished flame. This sinister blue fire rose so high in the sky, I bet that it could have been seen for miles around.

      But with this imposing sight of doom in front of me, it was of little wonder why I was a nervous wreck by the time we approached the gate house. Or should I say, guard house as that was precisely what flooded out of it now. Doing so the moment we could be seen approaching. But I also noticed that we hadn’t yet passed through a city like I would have thought, making me wonder where it was?

      Trice took his domineering and protective stance in front of me, and stated in a firm voice,

      “Th’ king is expecting us.”

      They didn’t reply but they must have known we were coming as they simply formed a line either side of us and started to escort us through the arched entrance. They were dressed similarly to how Carn’reau’s army had been, only instead of black armour, this was more a dark grey, with tints of blue at the spikes. There were about twenty of them that walked us to the main part of the castle and as I looked up when walking through the entrance, I nearly stumbled. I would have fallen too, had it not been for Trice who steadied me.

      “Easy, Lass,” he said before one of the guards snapped out,

      “You’re forbidden to touch her!” Trice growled low the second a weapon was pointed his way and his hold on me tightened.

      “Come on, Trice, let’s nae lose sight of why 'ere here now,” Gryph said trying to get Trice to let me go and after a few tense seconds, he finally did. Then we continued on walking, doing so now along the footbridge. One that would have made me queasy had I been made to walk near the edge. This was because instead of a moat filled with water surrounding the castle, it looked more like an endless abyss that naturally wouldn’t allow you to see the bottom. Although, the constant fog that seem to rise up from it was most likely the reason it gave it this ominous appearance. But like I said, I was thankful to be walking in the middle, as it meant I was as far from the edge as you could get, seeing as it was as wide as a four lane highway.

      We were escorted through the main part of the castle, and what you could class as the largest keep, with doors that looked made by giants. Thousands of large iron rivets decorated the two black doors that opened on our arrival and they were so big that colossal redwood trees could have passed through upright. The hinges were also incredible and were a series of black iron points and curls that framed the top and bottom of each door.

      Once inside the grandeur continued, only at the very least in a slightly less severe way. Long lengths of crimson cloth as wide as banners hung down the walls and held symbols and what looked like a demonic crest at the centre. One admittedly, I barely took notice of, as I was more focused on the doors at the end that mirrored the ones we’d just walked through. Doors, that I knew would lead us into the throne room. I knew this because as they started to open, that was the very first thing my eyes met.

      Because there now, in front of me,

      Was the King.

      My steps almost stopped completely as I saw the dark figure sat upon the throne. The doors opened fully to a pale arched space that reminded me of a marble cathedral and instead of an altar at the end, raised steps led you to only one place…

      A demonic throne fit for a ruthless King.

      Although, I hadn’t expected the King to be covered in a cloaked jacket, looking more casual than I expected.  Although, saying this, he still wore armour, just solely on his arms. This was made up of silver polished plates of smooth steel, which rolled down from large shoulders like waves crashing towards his elbows, ending with curled edges. A bare muscular chest was on show as the sides of his cloaked style jacket were left open and the pointed hems reached the ground either side of his legs which were covered in simple trousers made from some sort of animal hide.

      However, his brutal features said he was anything but casual and as he raised a gloved hand to motion me forward, I sucked in a deep breath. Because this silent order told all the guards to suddenly point their spears at us, telling us what to do next.

      “Keep going, Lass, I am ‘ere wi’ ye.” Trice’s voice behind me gave me strength and I took another deep breath and continued to walk down the great hall, one framed with even more of his army. It was also one where the decoration was sparse, telling me the King obviously didn’t have time for frivolous furnishings.

      There was also no one other than his guards, as I had to admit, that I expected at least the sight of some of his repressed kingdom, all down on their knees being forced to adore such a rumoured ruthless King.  But there were only his guards, ones that were stationed closer to his throne and dressed slightly different, to signify his personal guard no doubt. Crimson red armour gleamed as if they had each been coated in blood and I tried not to let their towering appearance intimidate me. Especially knowing that those massive swords could no doubt cut through me like butter. Ones they held pointed at the ground and I knew they could quite easily be turned on me at any moment.

      “Ah, so finally this is what all of the fuss is about…bring her closer now, for I am curious,” the King said making me frown and question if he knew who I was or not, as why would he be curious?

      When I didn’t move, the King nodded to Trice to be the one to step up and take charge. I knew this when he gripped the top of my arm and whispered down at me,

      “Just do as he says, Lass, and this might be over quickly.”  Then he walked me up the steps and the closer I got, the more of his face I saw. Like the warm bronze skin tone, dark hair, full lips and almond shaped eyes that were incredible. Eyes that were now staring back at me in a questioning way. They were light olive green with a strange amber starburst at the centre that circled the darkness of his pupil. He was also annoyingly handsome but then, was I really surprised.

      Everyone else seemed to be in this damn place!

      The throne he sat on was all darkness compared to the light in the room and was made from what looked like thousands of demonic horns in different sizes. All were curved in the direction they naturally grew, being placed and positioned so it suited the purpose of a King sitting there. They were all black and highly polished with razor tips of gold plating, as if they had each been dipped before being set into place.

      “M’laird,” Trice said as he approached making the King smirk,

      “Ah Trice McBain, I have to hand it to you, you’re certainly resourceful and a man of your word, for when you say you can deliver, well, you weren’t’ wrong.”

      “And me brother?” Trice said getting straight to the point.

      “Alive,” the King replied, making Trice visibly take a breath, obviously relieved, as I also did the same.

      “Although naturally not everyone was pleased to see him, but I am sure you understand why, given the circumstances,” the King said making Trice grit his teeth, no doubt now worried about what state he would find his brother in.

      “Now come here, girl,” the King demanded and after receiving a little nudge from Trice, I did as I was ordered to do. But then, as I made it to the top step, I stumbled and stupidly fell into the King’s lap, meaning he had no choice but to catch me. I sucked in a startled breath and slowly looked up to find him grinning down at me. Only then his cunning eyes left mine and narrowed the second his gaze travelled down my shoulder, as if something offensive had caught his eyes. Then they didn’t just frown, they hardened dangerously.

      This was when he grabbed me and before Trice could move, the King had spun me around and suddenly flipped up the back of my poncho before tearing down the back of my top. I cried out in shock but then when he touched a fingertip to my wound, I knew he had managed to tear straight through my clothes and the bandages with them. After this he gripped me tighter and hissed only word,

      “Witch!”  Then he suddenly shoved me forward so I went falling down the steps and was thankfully caught by Trice before I could break my neck. He held me in his arms and looked down at me with true pain in his eyes. Eyes that then closed the moment the King barked out an order and what was to become of my fate.

      “Take this witch to the dungeon! For we will let the wrath of her executioner also be that of her judge when he returns, for he can decide which manner to end her life!” The King shouted making me gasp. Because that was when I realised the true depth of my actions. And I knew then that I had made the wrong decision. I should have run away when I had the chance. Because I had just let myself be led to my own death.

      A death Trice now had no choice but to have a hand in, as he was forced to drag me away screaming, being the one ordered to take me to the prison. One where I was to wait until my sentence could be carried out.

      Because Gryph had been right.

      Now when Trice finally got his soul back, it would be tainted with my blood.

      For now, I faced my fate because of him.

      
        
        Now, I was to be executed.
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      After this point everything became a blur as I was dragged out of the throne room with Trice having no choice but to take on the role of my jailor. He tried to calm me down, but this became an impossible task as I kicked and screamed my way through the castle. Then, just before the escort of guards could intervene, Trice had clearly had enough and pinned me against the nearest wall to shout at me,

      “Fur fck sake, calm yersel’, woman!” Then as I screamed in his face,

      “SCREW YOU!” he then decided the best way of dealing with me was throwing me over his shoulder and forcefully carrying me to the prison. And I didn’t give up, not one little bit! Not now I couldn’t help but see my death being by the end of a rope, unable to stop the image as this was all my mind would focus on.

      To die how he had died the first time.

      The only difference being that it wasn’t a death I was going to be coming back from. So, all I had left was my desperate need to fight, and I did. I hit him and kicked until he pinned my legs. I also didn’t once listen to a single word he said, as in my rage and fury, in my mind he had become the enemy. He had become the whole reason for me being here and what would soon be my death. And I wanted him to know it. To know what this was doing to me! Because why should I make it easy for him. Trice was about to get everything he wanted. His brother back, his soul, his freedom, meanwhile the cost of that would be my life.

      But more importantly to me, the life of people I cared about!

      I didn’t know where Gryph was, but if I had seen him then I would have shouted for him to help me, knowing how he felt about making this exchange.

      It would taint their souls.

      This was why, the second I felt myself being lowered to my feet, my reactions kicked in and I came up swinging. I punched Trice in the face so hard, it hurt my knuckles. I connected with his face and it was clear that he really hadn’t been expecting it. And it certainly did what it was intended to do, which was of course, for it to cause damage. He staggered back a step and looked so shocked, it would have been almost comical had the moment warranted it.

      Then he raised his hand slowly to his now bloody lip and dabbed it before looking down at his own bloody fingers as if he couldn’t believe it. Meanwhile, I was just left to watch this whilst panting through my rage, and not getting very far away from it. Then he shook his head to himself, as if he was still trying to make sense of what just happened.

      “I guess ah deserved that,” he admitted rubbing his jaw and I snapped,

      “That and a lot fucking more!” He swallowed hard and closed his eyes a second before telling me,

      “I won’t let them kill ye.” I scoffed at this and said,

      “Why, do you have an army you’re not telling me about?!” He frowned before telling me,

      “I had no choice, Lass, he is me brother.”

      “And if they didn’t have Vern, what then, huh?” I questioned and his face said it all, making me raise a hand and say,

      “Yeah, yeah…and you’re blood bound, so I guess that’s a stupid question…well great, now you can just go and collect your souls and be on your merry way… I am glad it worked out for you and was worth it! Now you can just fuck off and leave me to face whatever execution they fancy…in a place like this, I can’t imagine they ever run out of ways to kill someone!” I threw at him making him angry, and he turned quick and hit out at the metal wall behind him, reminding me in that moment of Lucius.

      “Damn it, Lass, twas never like that!” he roared making me snap back,

      “No? Funny then, seeing as Gryph thought it would be, but hey, I was only ever a job to you, huh? Nothing more, I think were your exact words!”  I lashed out at him making him flinch as he knew I was right.

      “Lassie,” he said making me shake my head, knowing I couldn’t look at him anymore, so told him,

      “Just leave.”

      “Amelia…”

      “LEAVE!” I screamed, this time because I couldn’t stand the sound of my name coming from his lips. It was Lucius’ right to call me that and his alone, so right now, it hit a nerve! And he knew it had, because his reaction was to turn away from me, as if he couldn’t stand the guilt. Which meant when I did finally look up at him, it was to find his back to me, tensed by the cell door as if he was torn. His hand gripped tight onto the metal frame like he was ready to crush it but holding himself back.

      “I promise ye, I will try everything in me power tae prevent yer death…I will make an appeal fur yer life wi' th' King, I will git him tae see…”

      “Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Trice…I am pretty tired of trusting people right now,” I snapped making him release a sigh before he walked through the door and I flinched when I heard the click of the door closing. Then he turned back to face me and told me softly,

      “I will come back whin yer are ready tae listen, fur I can see that yer tae angry right now.”

      “Yeah, an impending death and being thrown to the wolves by who you considered a friend usually does that to you,” I replied in a hateful tone, making him wince against the verbal assault, one I would no doubt feel some guilt over at some point. But as for right now, well, all I saw was every plan I’d made to save Lucius, come crashing down around me. But he didn’t understand that. He didn’t know how many lives I had counting on me.

      He only had one, that of his… brother.

      Speaking of which, the guards who had escorted us down here were now bringing the limp body in between them down the hallway and I cried out when I realised it was Vern!

      I lost all my anger and ran to the cell door. This was a wall that consisted of thick strips of metal and reached out with my hand through the diamond shaped gaps, before uttering a devastated,

      “Gods, no!”  Trice looked furious and pushed aside the guards so he could take hold of his brother.

      “Vern, Gods in Hell, tell me yer alright, Lad,” Trice asked making his brother seem to come awake and move to grip on to him with bloody knuckles as if he had gone down fighting.

      “Trice?” Vern asked as if he was seeing things.

      “Aye Lad, I am here…I’m here with ye” But then this fact must have meant something to him, as he quickly looked up and his head searched around until finding me. It was also a sight that made me hiss through my teeth, as his bloodied face looked to have received a good beating. Then, with one eye swollen shut, his other widened at the sight of me in a cell.

      “Och, no, no brother…please tell me that you didn’t…”

      “Ssshh, now, we can discuss it later,” Trice said in a hard tone.

      “Then it was all for nothing,” Vern said sadly, now letting his head hang once more, as if he couldn’t stand to witness what it had taken to get him back.

      The sacrifice his brother had made with my life.

      It was in that moment that Gryph turned up and his quick steps stopped dead when he took in the scene in front of him.

      “Oh Lad, 'ere, give him tae me, Trice. I brought ye this tae bribe th' jailor with.” Then Gryph nodded to me making me frown in question.

      “Och lad, where did yer bonnie looks go?” Gryph asked as he took his brother in his arms.

      “Still prettier than ye be, ye ugly bastard.” Gryph laughed making Vern moan as he held his ribs, as if they had been broken.

      “Are ye alright, Lad?”

      “Apart from getting me head kicked in fur sounding lik' a posh twat…Aye, then things be just pure barry,” Vern said on a laugh that ended in a groan of pain, as Gryph walked away with him in tow. Then I looked to Trice who was watching me the whole time, making me finally release some of my anger.

      “At least it wasn’t all for nothing…I am glad your brother is alright, Trice.” I said, letting my hand fall from the iron wall of my cell and going to sit down in the corner, one of the only places that didn’t look covered in someone else’s excrement. Then I let myself slide down the wall and slump in this shithole, swiping angrily at the frustrated tears that fell, no matter how much I loathed to let them.

      “I am going tae at least git ye out of this fcking cell,” Trice promised making me shrug my shoulders, before resting the back of my head on the wall as I looked up at the stone ceiling. Now not exactly thinking that the wrought iron hooks and draped chains looked like a fun sign of things to come. Oh well, maybe I would be dead by then.

      Here’s hoping, eh.

      But it was after this point I had no more to say to Trice and it became clear that standing there talking to me was pointless.

      I was too numb.

      In fact, I didn’t know how long it was before I looked up again and found I was alone. In fact, I lost all track of time and didn’t know how many hours I had been sitting there, only that it was long enough for me to feel the ache of moving. I knew this as the next time I looked up, it was the sight of who was obviously my real jailor.

      He had a big ring of funky looking keys, that looked more like demonic toothpicks for some snarling beast. As for the being that had come to unlock my cell door, he was a demon with light grey skin. One that looked more like it was made of rock than of flesh as any scars there looked more like cracks. And like most in Hell, he was another big bastard, that didn’t own a damn shirt!

      Which meant I could see the rounded, defined shoulders pebbled with bumps under his skin and up the muscles of his neck that gave him a large hump of muscle at the top of his spine. Two horns started at his brow line, making his eyes set so deep that they were barely seen. White hair flowed down his back and looked like it was covered in dust clinging to the strands. Crudely sewn trousers looked like he himself had made them from the skin of others, as they were patched in no particular way or pattern. At the front of his legs was a strip of material with a plaited edge cut in a T shape and was enough to hide the very male part of his anatomy, as it became clear when he moved by the slither of pale thigh that could be seen that his trousers didn’t do the job for him.

      His nose was cut square and his top lip naturally curled up creating an S shape. I also didn’t like the way he looked at me.

      “Well, get your ass up human, those three stupid bastards paid me well enough to put you somewhere nicer than this Gorgon shit pit.” I looked around at the three walls of stone and shit on the floor and not much else, which was why I didn’t need to be told twice. Because if I only had a short amount of time left in this hellhole, then if I could spend it somewhere even remotely nicer, then I was taking it.

      I also still held out hope that I could get Trice to reach out to my Grandfather, as in my anger I had forgotten to ask him. So as my jailor banged open the door, he stepped aside and snapped,

      “I don’t have a fucking age, get that sweet ass moving!” I frowned, not liking the comment but then looking at the size of the guy, I didn’t think throwing sass his way was going to get me anywhere. So, I walked out and then followed him until we reached the bottom of the corridor. One that looked like your typical prison in Hell, being that it was all stone walls and flaming torches. These were held in rings at the pillars that seemed to separate the cells, offering a hellish glow in the dark and ominous place.

      But then came actual doors, instead of being on show to the world and he unlocked the door with one of the shards pushed into the hole without even having to twist the strange key. Then he kicked open the door and grabbed my arm to push me inside, making me stumble into what was now, in its most basic form, a bedroom. Because it held a few pieces of plain furniture, one of which was a bed that at least looked clean.

      In fact, I was just looking around the room when I heard the door close behind me, releasing a new sigh of relief, before muttering to myself,

      “Well, at least this is…oh shit!” This ended on a gasp of horror as I realised that the jailer hadn’t just locked the door, leaving me inside alone, before pissing off.

      Oh, but he had locked the door alright, but as for the pissing off part, that was where he had failed. As he now turned to face me, swinging the ring of keys around his meaty finger, grinning in that knowing way.

      Then he yanked away the flap of material covering his crotch and rubbed his hand up and down a huge erect grey cock, that looked as if it was only ever intended for splitting girls in two, as there was no way a human girl would survive that thing!

      But then again, I suppose that down here, in Hell and on death row…

      
        
        I wasn’t meant to survive anything.
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      He took a step towards me and rubbed his cock harder.

      “You look like you have all the right places for me to put my cock in, little girl,” the demon said making me grimace before telling him,

      “Oh, you think? Well, you obviously have never met a demon like me.” He frowned making his horns dip lower slightly before he snarled,

      “You’re human.”

      “Yes, that’s what we Biteys want you to believe,” I said, admittedly losing slightly more confidence after I had named my made up demon Bitey. I swear if it hadn’t been too obvious to do so, then I would have rolled my eyes at myself and slapped my forehead.

      “Biteys? What the fuck is a Bitey?” he shouted.

      “Well, I am you grey hunk you, so sure, you wanna go a round then we can play, but just so you know, we are called Biteys for a reason.”

      “And why is that, little mouth?” Little mouth? Err yeah, sure okay, weirdo demon.

      “Because our mouths aren’t the only places we have teeth,” I told him, snapping my jaw and nodding at his still naked and erect grey cock. I nearly smiled when I saw him recoil his hips back, but then it totally started to backfire as he lunged for me and said,

      “I want to see this for myself!” Thankfully, due to his big size, he wasn’t that fast and I managed to dodge him, at least this time. He snarled at me as I put the bed in between us, wishing it had been more than just a few shitty pallets put together. But then, with a side table at my back, I reached behind me for anything I could get my hands on.

      “I don’t believe you!” he snarled, making me say,

      “It’s true, I mean they don’t call me the pussy meat chomper for nothing!” I said knowing that even Pip would have been proud at that one.

      “I don’t think so, but after I am done with you, they will call you something else!”

      “Yeah, what’s that? Bleach Girl, ‘cause that is what it will take to get your stench off me!” He growled low before charging again and I grabbed whatever it was behind me and smashed him across the face with…

      “Oh great, a fucking piss pot…perfect,” I said after holding the dented metal bowl up to look at it. This, of course, was when he grabbed me, doing so by the neck and ending the beginning of a shout by cutting off my air supply. I started kicking out at him, but this was about as effective as if I had been tickling him with feathers.

      Damn, but I swear this guy was made of fucking rocks!

      I started to see black spots cloud my vision which I knew wasn’t a good sign, which was when I suddenly remembered what Nero had given me! So, I reached inside my pocket quickly before he could just snap my neck and it was game over. Then I dumped the whole contents of the pouch in my hand and before I passed out, I used the last of my strength to lift my fist to his face. Then I opened my fingers and blew that shit in his face, making him howl in pain and drop me.

      I fell to my knees and was just smart enough to roll out of the way before he too dropped to his knees and landed hard on his face. This naturally made me wonder what the hell Nero had given me to put in my own eyes. Well, with that reaction rate, I didn’t see Specsavers investing any time soon.

      I coughed through the new pain at my neck and the second I saw him start to move, I grabbed a chair and hit him over the head with it, making it split on impact. Yet this still wasn’t enough as the big bastard still kept moving thus giving way to the new game to play, mainly one named…

      ‘What else I could find to hit the demon in the head with!?’

      So, I then grabbed something bigger which was a side table and hammered that down, again making it break on impact. That didn’t work either, so the next thing to go was a full shelving unit that I had to tiptoe towards him, it was that heavy! It actually reminded me of Caspian, and it made me mutter under the physical strain,

      “Oh yeah, now I need that vow to save my ass, you’re nowhere to be seen, huh.” Then when I got it close enough, I let it go whilst shouting,

      “TIMBER!” Again, it crashed into him, and the shelves broke free, with the frame now twisted. Then I kicked the broken pieces off him and when he moved again, I shouted,

      “Aww come on! Gods, what the hell are you made off, fucking granite!” Then I picked up a shelf and smacked him with it over and over again!

      “JUST DIE ALREADY!”

      Again, he moved and I slumped back exhausted, panting against the bed, asking myself where was Arnold Schwarzenegger and his Terminator ass when you needed him! But then the second he started to try and get up I knew that I had to do something, as I couldn’t just continue hitting him with shit. Besides, I was running out of furniture.

      But then I looked at the bedding and had an idea.

      Which meant that by the time the three brothers showed up and they kicked in the cell door as if they were there ready to save the day, what they found was me sat on the back of a demon currently hogtying him with long strips of torn bedding and hitting him with the metal chamber pot every time he moved, so I could finish the job.

      Of course, when they had all burst into the room, I had just hit him, meaning their dramatic entrance ended with a ding sound and made for a comedy moment. All three faces were pretty much the same, as let’s just say, it wasn’t a sight they expected to see.

      “Next time when a lady says no, I think he will listen,” I told them as a way of explaining the situation. Which made all three of them reply,

      “Aye,” Trice said.

      “That he wull, Lass,” Gryph said.

      “I bet my fcking arse he wull,” Vern said then he turned to Trice, patted him on the back and said,

      “Good luck, cowboy, th’ lass be tae wild fur me.” Then he limped back out of the cell and nodded for Gryph to join him.

      “Are yer alright?” Trice asked the second we were alone, well, all except the groaner beneath me.

      “I will be when you get me out of here,” I said gathering now that was why they had burst in here, but then as I was getting up, I noticed his tense expression making me say in a questioning way,

      “That is why you’re here, right…to bust me out?” At this Trice took a deep breath and his pained face gave me my answer,

      “Oh, I see.”

      “Lass.”

      “Then why did you come?” I snapped and he nodded to Mr grey shit stain, hogtied on the floor.

      “We git wind of th' jailor bein' one who liked tae rape th' prisoners,” he told me with a tensed jaw, obviously thinking what could have happened had I not been able to fend him off like I done.

      “Oh, well I don’t think he will be doing that again, not until it heals anyway,” I said making Trice wince and I laughed once, telling him,

      “Joking… he got to keep it…besides, I didn’t have anything to cut it off with.” Then I winked at him, making him mutter,

      “Remind me never tae piss ye off, Lass.” I opened my arms out wide and said,

      “Really?”

      “Good point,” he said getting my sarcasm, seeing as I was currently in this situation because of him and him pissing me off was an understatement of the bloody year!

      “Are ye sure yer alright?” he said coming to me and I backed up until I had nowhere else to go, meaning he was touching me in seconds, checking that my sore neck was okay.

      “I’m fine, Trice,” I said in a gentle way, as his concern for me counted enough for me to let go of my anger.

      “Gods, Lass, when I think about what could have happened!” he snapped, clearly angry with himself.

      “Yeah, well it didn’t and besides, I am harder than I look.”

      “Aye, clearly,” he said making me release a sigh before slipping out from beneath his gentle touch, needing the space.

      “Well, thanks for coming to my rescue and all, but as you can see, I am fine and well… I guess I will live for another day at least,” I said making him say my name softly,

      “Amelia.”  Gods, but I hated that the way he said it with his accent, as he made it sound so beautiful, almost like a purr. Which was why I tensed before telling him,

      “Don’t, Trice,”

      “I wish I could break ye out of 'ere, bit it just wouldn’t be possible, aye, nae 'til we were strong enough tae face that type of army,” he said and I released a deep breath, knowing that I couldn’t expect them to risk their lives for me, and despite him being the reason I was here now. I knew I didn’t have it in me to hate him.

      “And I shouldn’t ask you to,” I admitted making him growl angrily,

      “Bullshit! Yer me woman ‘n’ I should…”

      “What?” I asked interrupting him and he shot me a look before straightening and stating boldly,

      “Yer mine.” I released a sigh and told him,

      “No, Trice… I am sorry, but I can’t be yours.”

      “Why the fuck not?!” he snapped folding his arms and looking pissed.

      “Well, apart from the obvious, ‘about to be executed’ reason.”

      “I won’t let them…” I cut him off,

      “And how will you ever stop them, Trice, you said it yourself, you’re not strong enough yet and I don’t know…” This was when he decided he’d had enough and was the one to interrupt me this time.

      “Stop. Just stop, okay. I wull find a wey and if nae, then I wull tell th' King that I have claimed ye as my own, that way he is bound by law tae accept it and…” I held up a hand to stop him and said in a sad tone,

      “I can’t let you do that, Trice.” Gods, the man was breaking my heart. I couldn’t believe the lengths he was willing to go, and I felt terrible knowing that I had done this. I had caused this amount of guilt for him to feel.

      “Why the fck not!” he demanded.

      “Because you don’t need to. I am not your responsibility and you shouldn’t be letting guilt guide your actions.”

      “That is not why I am doing it 'n' ye fcking know it. Now answer me wi' th' truth!” he snapped, which is when he needed to know the reason why. So, I took a deep breath and said,

      “Because I am already claimed.” At this he jerked back and said,

      “How? Yer human ‘n’ it’s against th’ law in yer world,” he said, telling me without saying the words that it obviously wasn’t the case down here. Which is when I admitted,

      “I am not who you think I am.”

      “Aye ye are.”

      “No, I’m…” I started to tell him but he cut me off,

      “A princess, aye, I know.” Hearing this shocked me, and I was about to ask how when he said,

      “I can smell royal blood when I know it, besides I know nae all this fuss would be over just a human girl who woke up one day in Hell ‘cause a witch has a grudge…I know I may look lik' a have thick scales bit I kin easily piece together th' truth…besides, yer be a shite liar.”

      “You’ve known all this time?”

      “I suspected aye, but then I met ye, saw how fearless ye were 'n' knew ye had grown up aroond demons. Now we maybe in Hell bit even gossip travels down 'ere 'n' when th' King of King’s Chosen One gives birth tae a human baby, then aye, we have heard of ye. Besides, I knew when I tested yer name that 'twas ye, as ye didn’t deny it,” Trice said, telling me all the things I knew I had done wrong.

      “So, you know that I am claimed then.”

      “No.” he stated surprising me again, which is why I questioned,

      “No?”

      “No news of you being claimed has ever reached down here,” he told me and I guess that made sense, seeing as I had been the one that wanted Lucius to keep it quiet for the time being. Back when I thought my dad would pop a vein and snap.

      “Well, I did tell you I had a boyfriend,” I said, defending my actions.

      “And?”

      “And what? It means I am claimed,” I told him after shaking my head in question.

      “No, it means ye fooling aroond wi’ some poncey lad, when yer need a man tae claim ye. I am that man,” he stated making my mouth drop.

      “No, you’re not!”

      “Why? I know ye lik’ me, Lass,” he said arrogantly.

      “Well, I…err, well of course I like you but as a friend, in the same way I like Vern and Gryph.” At this he laughed and said,

      “No, ye dinnae.”

      “Dinnae?”

      “Do. Not.” he stated firmly when I questioned his accent.

      “Yes I…” At this his actions cut me off as he stepped up to me, pressed me against the wall and pinned me there with his big body.

      “No. You. Don’t.” he said again, more clearly this time.

      “And how would you know, huh!?” I threw at him.

      “Because yer heart dinnae quicken fur them, bit only when I am near ye. Yer breath dinnae shudder fur them, Lass, only fur me. ‘N’ when I kiss ye, ye may nae realise this, bit ye moan fur me,” he said making me suck in a shuddered breath just like he said, and I already knew my heart rate was up! Damn him! And as for the last one, well, I was sure I didn’t moan…did I? Oh Gods, but now I was doubting myself!

      “Well, whether you think that or not, I can’t be yours, Trice,” I stated more firmly this time.

      “Why nae, tis because yer a princess, as that’s nae a problem, seeing I am of royal blood ‘n’ considered a prince.”

      “Well, no it’s not that…wait a minute…you are?!” I screeched, obviously getting sidetracked here. At this he grinned big and said,

      “Aye, Lass, that I be.” I released a sigh and said,

      “It doesn’t matter, Trice.” He then swapped his confident grin for a frown and said,

      “I told ye I will get ye out of here.”

      “Yeah and you also said that I was just a job to you, remember that?”

      “Och, I was talking shite then!” was his defense, making me say his name softly,

      “Trice.”

      “Aye, alright, I did say that, ‘n’ I was angry when I did, thinking I’d just lost me brother. Have ye never lost anyone before? Never had anything make yer so angry ye said shit ye didn’t mean?” he asked giving me the space I wanted, as he stepped away and dragged a hand through his loose hair before looking back at me.

      “That isn’t the reason I can’t let you claim me, Trice, it’s just one of many,” I said in a pained tone, hating that I had no choice but to hurt him.

      “Ye dinnae mean that,” he said in a hard tone.

      “I wish I didn’t,” I admitted on a whisper he heard, hating that it was true. Not because I wanted to be with him in that way but hating that I had so many reasons to say this to him, when I cared about him as a friend.

      “Then ye wish tae…” I put a hand up and said,

      “Don’t say it. Don’t cling on to false hope, as now is not one of those times.” He growled at this and then said,

      “I know how I feel fur ye.”

      “No, you don’t,” I argued.

      “I will nae stop fighting fur th’ right tae claim ye,” he told me, but this was when I had enough.

      “Trice, you brought me here. You bargained for your soul and your brother and I don’t blame you, I really don’t…not anymore, but it still doesn’t change the fact that you did that, even when you knew what could happen to me.”

      “No,” he said shaking his head.

      “Yes, you did.” He growled and told me,

      “I promise ye… I will try everything in me power tae prevent yer death…even if it means walking into me own…” This was when I stepped up to him, put a hand over his mouth and said,

      “Don’t say it…please Gods, just don’t say it, Trice,” I begged then rested my forehead on his chest with my hands framed either side on his shoulders, knowing that I would never forgive myself if he did something foolish, like dying trying to save me.

      “Fine, then I will say something else instead…” he told me and the second I looked up at him, he took me by surprise as he framed my face in his large hands and just before either of us could make another mistake, I said,

      “Trice, don’t…” but then, just before his lips were crushed to mine, he told me…

      
        
        “I love ye.”
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      The second I gasped he used it as an opportunity to deepen the kiss. And this time, I lost the fight in me. Because I felt in that moment I was going to die and whilst I kissed this man, all I could think about was one being in all the world I would never get to kiss again.

      And it should have been him. It should have been Lucius’ kiss.

      But it wasn’t.

      It was Trice’s.

      This should have been Lucius’ goodbye kiss on the edge of my death, one that felt like no-one had the power to stop. As a ruthless King wanted to see me executed and I had no idea why. And the man I loved was imprisoned with no clue as to what was going on. But then the man who had just claimed to love me, was the one kissing me now and I just let him.

      And by doing so, I was being unfaithful.

      I couldn’t die that way!

      I just couldn’t!

      Lucius deserved more than that! Suddenly my senses came back to me and I tore myself from his lips and out of his arms. Then whilst looking at the wall I told him,

      “That was your kiss goodbye.”

      “No, it wasn’t,” he stated firmly.

      “Yes, it was, for even if I survive this, that is the last kiss you are going to give me,” I told him and then had to end it when he asked me,

      “Why?” So I took a deep breath and told him something I should have from the very beginning but had wanted to spare him the pain. Because he was right, I did care about him. But it wasn’t love and he needed to know that.

      The cruel way.

      So, I turned back to face him, because he deserved that and told him,

      “Because I am in love with someone else.” At this he jerked back a little as if I had struck him and the pain on his face soon turned to one of anger. But then, as he looked off to one side, he snarled,

      “Who is he?”

      “It doesn’t matter now,” I said, not knowing what problems I would cause should I tell him, seeing as Lucius was currently imprisoned and obviously vulnerable.

      “I want a name,” he demanded.

      “Trice, it doesn’t…”

      “I want a fucking name!” he roared and just then the door opened, and a few demon servant girls walked in. Ones that looked like they were also dressed for a personal Harem, in see-through dresses with more slits in than what made the dress seem worth it. Behind them were a few guards who quickly took in the sight.

      Yet Trice hadn’t moved a muscle and looked beyond furious with me. So angry in fact that I found myself taking a step forward and wanting to comfort him. So, I raised my hand to his cheek, but it was enough to snap him out of it as he snarled down at me making me drop my hand. Then he turned and demanded,

      “What is all this?!” He was referring to the basket of food in one of the girl’s hands and the flowing material over the arms of another. But the servants, obviously not permitted to speak, lowered their heads and moved either side to let a man inside. One I now recognised after first removing his helmet,

      “Carn’reau, I might have known,” Trice growled angrily, instantly creating a fist with his hand.

      “Nothing personal, shifter, as you know I was under orders…just as you were,” he said nodding towards me then, once catching my eyes, he said as way of hello,

      “Human.” I rolled my eyes and commented dryly,

      “If I went by that name, I think quite a few people would turn their heads, don’t you?” This made him smirk and remind me,

      “Not down here they wouldn’t.”

      “Good point,” I admitted.

      “But of course,” was his arrogant reply making me roll my eyes, but meanwhile Trice had clearly had enough,

      “What th’ fck are they doing ‘ere?”

      “Well, our King heard of what happened here…” Carn’reau said pausing so he could gesture for his men to come and pull out my hogtied buddy before he carried on,

      “…And well, naturally, he was not pleased. Besides it’s time she gets presented…properly,” he said nodding to the servants who were actually looking more like beautiful slaves, with shackles on their wrists as if they had been claimed by a master. Most likely the King.

      “Oh goodie, he wants me to look nice whist I entertain him with my death,” I said sarcastically, making Carn’reau raise a perfectly shaped black brow in question.

      “M’laird, ordered her to be executed,” Trice told him making Carn’reau looked surprised before tapping two fingers on his lips in thought before he said,

      “Um, is that so…we shall see then won’t we?” I frowned at that, not exactly loving the easy manner of my death been spoken about like it was the Gods be damned weather! A death which this dark elf looking dude didn’t look too bothered by, not that there was any reason for him to but still, it irked me all the same.

      “Now as for you Trice McBain, I believe your presence is requested by the King, for don’t you have a payment to retrieve?” At this he growled low as if being reminded of this in front of me pissed him off. He turned to me and looked as though he was about to say something but stopped himself and said something else instead,

      “Eat something, Lass, yer stomach has bin growling at me fur two turns of th’ sky.” Then he nodded down at the food briefly before storming out of the cell looking pissed off.

      Then Carn’reau looked down at my stomach and said,

      “Curious little being.” Then he ordered his men to stand guard outside and left.

      “Wow, well isn’t he just the smooth operator, eh?” I said looking to the two slave girls and seeing them each looking at the other in that questioning way, making me mutter…

      “Wow…tough crowd.”

      

      A little time later I found myself sat on the bed of my cell because it was the only piece of furniture that I hadn’t broken over Mr ‘once was cock proud before beaten by a girl’. Okay so granted, as far as made up names went, admittedly it was a little long. But then here I was, now waiting to be escorted to the King once more and wondering what my fate held this time. Was he just feeling impatient and wanted to get the job done quicker?

      Not only that, but I was also wondering why I was now wearing a sexy white and red toga style dress? It was a sheer material but thankfully one with so many layers, that it wasn’t see through in the places you wanted to keep decently hidden. The skirt was full and trailed long behind me, with a revealing slit up to the top of my thigh exposing one leg completely.

      The top part was a wide length of the same material as the skirt and twisted through the tie at the back where the skirt was knotted like a belt. These two lengths were then brought to the front, before being crossed over my breasts and over my shoulders. Then the remaining length was twisted and tied to the waist of the skirt. This style meant that it exposed an upside-down V shape from the valley of my breast, down to most of my stomach, making me look like some sacrificial virgin that I didn’t think boded well for me. Not considering the edge of the skirt that touched the floor looked as if it had been dip dyed in blood.

      As for my hair, this had been brushed to a high shine, (by the slave girls who weren’t exactly big on talking, in the sense that they didn’t…as in, at all), then it was coiled up in twists at the sides allowing the length to flow down my back. Blood red lips were painted on, and a dusting of gold was brushed around my eyes, as makeup around here came in the form of an artist’s palette, and your face was the canvas.

      Well, at least I am gonna die pretty I thought with a roll of my eyes. Then I spotted the dried fruit and flat bread and also thought, well there is no sense dying hungry either. So, I picked up the bread and started tearing little mouthfuls off, so as not to smudge my painted lips when something suddenly floated to the ground.

      It was a note.

      I remembered what Trice had said about me eating and wondered if this was why? So, I reached down, picked it up and read the single line.

      It said…

      
        
        ‘Play along, Princess’

      

      

      Now, what this meant I had no clue, but I gathered it meant that Trice had figured out a way to get me out of here and help me escape. I quickly screwed up the paper and stuffed it under a pillow the second I heard someone coming. Then I quickly stood as the door opened and Trice was walking back inside looking bleak,

      “I have been asked to…” He started to say but tailed off the second he raised his head and saw me, making me blush as his heated gaze ran the length of me. His eyes even started to glow and a rumbling sound he made from the back of his throat almost made it sound as if the beast inside of him was now purring.

      “Erm…Hey, Trice,” I said in a shy and unsure way, suddenly feeling very vulnerable dressed like this. He opened his mouth once and after thinking better of what he was about to say, closed it again. Then he opened it and this time, he committed to what he wanted to say,

      “You nae be just a bonnie Lass, yer be fcking beautiful.” I smiled at this and had to say, even without knowing what he was about to say first, I preferred this best, as it was all Trice.

      “Thank you,” I said before he reached for my hand and said,

      “Come on, Lass, I have been asked to escort you to the King,” he said making me nod and put my hand in his. Then we left my broken cell and made our way through the castle together. We were back to being on the upper levels again and nearing the throne room when he noticed,

      “They took off yer bandages,” Trice commented after looking down at my practically bare back and I nodded, telling him,

      “I guess they didn’t think it went with the dress.” He scoffed at this in an irritated way that seemed as if he wasn’t happy that the wound was nearly exposed.

      “I wull have tae slow th’ Hex again soon.”

      “Well, I guess we will have plenty of time for that, once we get out of here,” I whispered this last part just as I was being escorted by the royal guard inside the throne room with Trice by my side. But now he looked down at me and frowned before asking me,

      “What dae yer mean?” I gave him a questioning look back and reminded him,

      “I got your note.” Then I heard the sound of lots of people all shifting and now, unlike before, there was a sea of people all in the grand throne room that had been transformed from once plain to luxurious.

      But then I noticed the King was now stood next to his throne as if waiting for something and I had to wonder if it was me? We seemed to be standing off to one side as if waiting to be called forward by the King, but the whole thing seemed off for some reason. But then something Trice had said started to creep in,

      “What did you say?”

      “I said I dinnae give ye any note, Lass.” At this I frowned at him and tried to piece together what was going on here. If he hadn’t given me the note, then who had? I was about to ask him this when another question replaced it. Something that was nagging at me more.

      “Why does the King stand to the side like that, what is he waiting for.” I looked up at Trice who was now frowning down at me as if he couldn’t understand where this question had come from. Which was when things finally started to fall into place and it did this at two things, the first when Trice informed me,

      “Because that nae be th' King, Lass.” I sucked in a quick breath and with wide eyes, turned back to him and hissed in shock,

      “Then who is?!” Then the moment the wave of people all lowered themselves to their knees, I looked back to the front just as a very obvious looking King came to stand in front of his throne. He looked exactly like the demonic King you would have expected everyone to fear, all covered in hellish armour with his face covered in a matching helmet.

      This was also when Trice whispered down at me, in what seemed obvious at this point…

      “That is the King.”

      And this was when he removed his helmet and I swear my world suddenly felt as if it had been turned upside down. As it was a King…and a King I knew well.

      It was of course…

      
        
        Lucius.
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            There is Always Time for Another ‘Oh Shit’ Moment

          

        

      

    

    
      The King.

      It was Lucius!

      How had this happened? How had I somehow missed this mountain sized piece of information!?

      “That’s…This…it…it can’t be happening,” I muttered making Trice look down at me, as we still continued to stand in the side lines as if waiting for the King…someone my mind was screaming at me was my boyfriend…to be ready.

      “Dinne worry, Lass, I will tell him I wish tae claim ye…” I heard these words and panic struck me so fast that I grabbed his arm, shook it and looked up at him with beseeching eyes before pleading with him,

      “Oh Gods, please, Trice…please don’t do that! Don’t say a word…promise me…promise me quickly…don’t—” I was cut off when the sound of all of the guards that surrounded us all of sudden turned to face me as if a wave of flesh had been commanded. And they had, as one look back to the front of the raised throne and I could now see Lucius motioning with his gauntleted hand for his minions to act.

      “Ame—” Trice started to say my name and even that I tried to prevent, not trusting what it could do.

      “Ssshh…no, don’t even speak my name…just promise me, Trice, please,” I said as I knew now my time had come, I had no choice but to walk towards Lucius and all I could think of now was saving a friend’s life who had no clue who I was to his King. Which was precisely when all the questions started to hit me…why did no one know? Why, if Lucius was in Hell looking for me, did no one know who I was to him? Why hadn’t he just stormed his way down from the raised platform now to claim me? To take me in his arms and make it known to his people who I am to him?

      Oh Gods…Had the witch done something to him?

      This thought struck me paralyzed. The fear of what awaited me being almost too much to bear. Because this wasn’t my fairy tale ending where the Prince finds me at last and we run into each other’s arms as lovers reunited…this wasn’t one of those stories. No, this was the story of when the Princess discovers that her Prince wasn’t a Prince at all but instead a King in Hell who looked anything but happy to see her.

      Which begged the question what was in store for me after I forced myself to walk the length of this vast throne room? After I had made it up those steps, towards someone who was clearly renowned to be a tyrant King.

      It was just too hard to imagine. That formidable presence that I knew was getting ever more impatient as the seconds ticked by. I knew when the parallel line of guards all placed their hands upon their sword hilts that my time was running out…it was a warning I didn’t need but it rang loud and clear all the same. Especially when Carn’neau stepped forward and said,

      “Now is not the time to be foolish human, as I do believe it is your death we are trying to prevent.” I frowned at this and couldn’t help but ask,

      “We?” To this he shrugged his shoulders as if he cared little about the part I had focused on before saying a blasé,

      “It seemed more interesting having you breathing.”

      “Geez, thanks, that was so heartfelt, I am thinking you should have Hallmark cards made.” He smirked at this and nodded towards the throne where I had to admit, Lucius looked to be getting angrier by the second. But then, the moment I took my first steps, Trice reacted making me raise my hand a little towards him and shake my head slightly, before telling him,

      “Please, Trice…don’t.” He frowned in confusion so I looked towards his King hoping he would get the hint. He followed my gaze and frowned, obviously now trying to piece together my panic. Because now I no longer had to fear my own death at the hands of a King but instead, I only feared for Trice’s and any part he played in trying to save me.

      That was why I could never allow Lucius to discover how Trice felt about me. Not if I wanted my friend to survive. Because in all honesty, I really had no clue what Lucius would do, as I hadn’t yet really experienced his jealously. Perhaps I was being paranoid…but I thought that the smartest plan right now was to tiptoe around the edge of caution. Hell, even I didn’t know what I was dealing with?! It wasn’t like Lucius was exactly acting himself right now and down here in Hell, then Gods, but even I didn’t know him…clearly.

      Well, I guess it was time to find out but the closer I got, the less I was starting to want to find out. Because I had to say again, it wasn’t exactly the reunion I had envisioned us having when we finally found each other. And well, it was becoming clear to me now that something had obviously happened to Lucius. Perhaps he had been captured by the witch and what I was looking at now was the result of that capture?

      Like I’d feared, had she done something to him? This question plagued me with every step I took, as the more space that was cut between us, then the more likely that prospect was looking…as well as the fact that, he didn’t exactly look welcoming. Hell, but other than the handsome face staring back at me, then he didn’t even look like the same man I knew. In fact, he reminded me very much like how he had that night in the silent garden when his demon had come to my rescue.

      However, the most startling difference was that now it didn’t seem as though he liked me quite as much as he had back then. His scowl said it all and I wasn’t exactly looking forward to finding out which words he would choose to go with the look of irritation.

      His mighty wings framed the back of where he sat, creating a frightening and imposing backdrop to an even scarier being. The horns that they were attached to were now curled up at a different angle than I was used to seeing. And I gathered that this was to allow for what I supposed was a more comfortable sitting position, meaning that remaining in this form was through choice.

      His black and red armour looked as if it had been forged in a volcano before its edges hardened to black steel. Each hammered, jagged plate looked more like lava rock that was still molten and scalding to the touch at its glowing centre, whereas the edges looked razor sharp and smooth before each interlocking piece finished in a deadly point like a knife’s tip.

      This design was mirrored on his chest plate, as pieces curved up from his sides like spiked horns that joined a single dagger point which came down over his heart. Underneath these plates were four V shaped sections overlapping his stomach and covering his abs, which I guessed offered more movement in its design.

      The shoulder pieces were made up of five sections that were moulded over on a curve to fit the large muscles I knew were hidden beneath. The larger two of these sections held huge jagged horns that reached the same height as the top of his head and they flowed down over the chest plate, covering a good portion of his pecs.

      So, on the whole and putting it another way, he looked as if he could have killed me with just one hug! And looking to the side now, was where I found his helmet resting on a stand as though it was the only remains left of some headless demon. This time it was all black, matching that part of his armour that reminded me of a trojan helmet in its shape. This was down to the typical T shape cut out for the eyes and mouth, with a dip at the top that came down over where his nose would be. But that was where the similarities ended, as it came down into deadly points past where his chin would be.

      Even the eye holes were menacing, with deep slanted angles and ridges above that looked like a metal frown. The top of the helmet matched the V shaped armour that covered his abs, with overlapping plates that were riveted at the edges. The only part of the design that was like scorched lava rock, were the two massive horns that came out at the sides and went up in a large U shape that tapered to gleaming tips of glowing crimson.

      As for his face, it matched the rest of him being that of half demon, half startling masculine beauty that I had been used to seeing on Lucius. The darkness in his veins was present, along with the heated, twin pools of crimson replacing the steel blue gaze that watched every step I made towards him. The talons on his armour clad hand were tapping impatiently against the horns of his throne, and in that moment, he had never reminded me so much of his maker before.

      He was utterly terrifying!

      So much so, that I actually found my feet tripping over themselves as if failing to work together at the sight. I would have fallen had it not been for Carn’neau’s quick actions in taking hold of the top of my arm and keeping me upright. Something Lucius only half appreciated, as the second I was securely upright again, he growled out at him, snarling a few words that I didn’t understand,

      “Ezebu sinnis!” Although, it didn’t take a nerdy scholar to get the gist of it being let her go or die, seeing as Carn’neau quickly let me go as if he had been stung by my skin.

      A few steps later and soon I was left looking up at the raised platform in a way which must have looked like a terrified deer in headlights. Lucius’ crimson gaze narrowed in annoyance before he lifted a heavy looking metal plated hand and jerked two fingers, beckoning me forward. But when I didn’t move, being too stunned by the imposing sight before me, and one I never expected to see Lucius at its centre, Carn’neau decided I needed prompting, so he muttered next to me with clenched teeth,

      “Go on human, as I suggest not keeping your Master waiting.” I turned to look at him and frowned in question…my Master?

      He motioned his head a little in the direction I should go, and I knew the time had come to face what now looked to be my personal devil. So, I did as instructed, and forced my foot to rise to the first step and basically keep going until reaching the top. Doing all this without being able to take my eyes from my feet, telling my cowardly self that this was so I didn’t trip, not because this side of Lucius was actually making me afraid.

      Of course, I was lying to myself.

      Because like this, and with each step cut down between us, then I was starting to wonder what my fate would be if the witch had made him this way? The moment I reached the top was when I received my answer, as suddenly he stood and his increased demonic height had him towering over me, making me jerk backwards. However, in doing so I was too close to the edge and felt the heel of my left foot lose the surface beneath it, which made my world start to tilt as I started to fall backwards.

      Thankfully, I didn’t get far, as unlike the first time I was pushed off these steps, it wasn’t Trice who saved me, but Lucius. His gauntleted hand snapped out and grabbed me. But then it was as if my life had hit some kind of slow-motion mode as I focused on that dangerous hand coming closer, now wondering if my skin was going to survive this? However, something happened just in time, before he came into contact with me, his talons retracted back enough that when his metal clad hand grasped me, it hurt only slightly. But at the very least, I was happy to report that it didn’t shred my skin.

      After he caught me, he hauled me to him, and I found myself looking up at him with trepidation clear in my wide eyes, ones that I could feel filling with tears at just the raw beauty looking down at me. Then his free hand came to my face so he could run the back of one silken soft talon down my cheek, keeping the deadly tip pointed back towards himself. I closed my eyes for a moment and felt the single tear escape from beneath my lowered lashes. Then his name barely made it past my lips, and I swear in that moment, it sounded more like a secret prayer.

      “Lucius.” I opened my eyes to find his own now frowning down at my mouth where he had heard it escape from, before his lip curled in a slight snarl. Then, before my senses could fully register, I was spun around to face the large open space and the sea of demons that were all there, each one still on their knees. There were warriors, full of armour and horned bodies. There were winged creatures, more beast than man and women, of both beauty and vulgarity. An ugliness that went beyond the flesh and from just one look you knew that evil was rooted to the bone. An array of hideous features that showcased more teeth than skin, more rough than smooth, and more snarls of hunger than just sinister thoughts. It was an ocean of danger, like sharks ready to circle whatever kill their Master was ready to cast aside, and a mere hint of blood was a coiled slither in the water, telling them a mortal meal might just be on the menu.

      It was little wonder then why the sight made me shudder and before I could step away, his hand that had once been at my arm, came to collar my neck. I swallowed hard, barely allowed the freedom enough for the function. Not with his metal hand now imprisoning my throat from behind, with his strength evident enough that I knew it would take little effort to snap it. But killing me quick, wasn’t in his plans, as I felt him use the hold on me to bring me a step back against him. The tremor in my body was unmissable the second I felt that solid wall of armour at my back. Then as he lowered his head enough to speak directly in my ear, I knew that my earlier question had been answered.

      The witch had got to him.

      She had done something to him, forced his demon to the surface and right now, one thing became obvious the second he spoke,

      It was a demon that didn’t like me.

      Which is when I realised, there was always time for another ‘oh shit’ moment, and here it was, something that finally sank in the second he snarled down at me,

      
        
        “Found at last, my little human.”
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      The moment I found myself in this dangerous grasp, with a King I clearly didn’t know anymore at my back, my eyes couldn’t help but search out the only light in the room in what felt like an abyss of darkness.

      Trice.

      I hated myself for needing, in that moment, the comfort of a life that cared. The one person who gave a shit about my fate, as it was clear that the person who should have felt this way, now currently had my life firmly in his grasp. Because he wasn’t being gentle with me, not by a long shot. Or was it just being made worse because this wasn’t exactly the first time today I had found myself in this position with a demon’s hands around my neck?

      However, the moment I found Trice in the crowd, I saw that his intense gaze was locked on me and he looked so torn, I was almost worried that he would do something suicidal and challenge Lucius. So, I couldn’t help but mouth silently at him,

      ‘I’m okay.’

      Of course, Lucius could feel this, seeing where his hand was placed, and I felt him press harder against me from behind as he looked down at my face. He then looked back up to see where my eyes had been before I was smart enough to lower them. The snarl of anger was felt penetrating through my body as it made his chest rumble. Which was when I couldn’t help but whisper my first plea, one I had a feeling was going to be the first of many, with this tyrant King at my back,

      “Please”

      “At least you haven’t lost the ability to please me, in both sight and sound,” he growled low, now running a hand first across my belly and then up to my breasts. Breasts that were not only now covered in the sheer material of my dress but also being cupped by a hand of metal…a decisive move, where he was most definitely staking his claim.

      “Behold at last, my troublesome little Mortal has been returned to me!” Lucius’ booming demonic voice echoed out throughout the throne room and I couldn’t help but notice that Trice grimaced before turning his head away in annoyance at his King’s announcement. Meanwhile I flinched at the sound making Lucius grumble down at me,

      “Easy, my Pet, for you won’t get away from me quite so easily next time.” I frowned wondering what he meant by this. Did he have a totally different memory as to what had happened between us in the Temple? Exactly what memories had the witch planted in his mind?

      “And to ensure such, time for your leash once more, my little Mortal Pet,” Lucius stated making me frown in question, which ended in wide eyes when his hand came to the front of me. This was when I saw the true nature of that statement was as literal as his words. Because the armour on his right hand started to turn from solid to a thick, oily liquid that dripped down from his fingers. It flowed from his fingertips in long streams that clung there, hanging like a rope and increasing in both length and thickness as more of his armour liquified adding to it. Then when it reached just an inch from the floor, it started to take shape, starting at the bottom as if it was being poured into an invisible mould.

      This happened quickly and before long I could see a length of metal links that made up a chain of the likes I had never seen before. Its links looked more like that of a black metal spine that once belonged to some human sized fish, with each bone shaped section ending either side with hooks. Wicked looking spikes, which thankfully were curled inwards, so I assumed were not to cause damage to his ‘Mortal Pet’. This was my hope anyway.

      But it was little wonder why the very thought of it had me narrowing my eyes in outrage and this even more so when I was suddenly spun around to face him. Because finding him now holding out the last part of my leash in his hand, I could see what was attached to the end of it, this being of course...the collar. I could also see for myself now where the creation of it had been born from as the two shoulder pieces of his armour was what he chose to sacrifice to make it. Not his gauntlet like I first assumed, seeing as his hand had been bare when making it.

      I became startlingly aware of his face staring down at me, when I felt the side of his talons raising my chin up so as I was forced to look in the cold eyes of my new Master. This was when he warned in a dark and dangerous tone,

      “Cast your scowl elsewhere, Pet, before you receive your punishment for escaping me in front of an audience, instead of behind closed doors like I intend!” he snapped making my eyes widen in shock before I could hold back my secondary reaction when my scowl deepened. I also opened my mouth ready to tell him to go fuck himself when something in his eyes quickly stopped me. It was a flash of emotion that gave way for only a second to the grey blue beneath the blood, and in that moment, I couldn’t help but feel as if he may have been communicating something deeper with me.

      Besides, even if I had been seeing what I wanted to see and that fleeting moment between us had been nothing but foolish hope, then did I really want to see how far this version of Lucius would go? How far he would go to enslave me in front of his people, all for the sake of throwing sass and saving the face of my ego? The answer was no, I was not that stupid. So, I did as he said and lowered my gaze submissively, despite how hard that was to do, as inside my blood was boiling in rage.

      “Good to know all my training was not lost in my absence,” he said making me want to growl back at him, but I bit my lip to stop myself, something I think he knew as the bastard chuckled. Then I felt the cool, smooth metal as it was about to be placed around my neck, but something unexpected happened as he paused.

      Then that was when I heard it…

      A very angry demonic growl.

      It was such a dangerous sound, that I couldn’t help but flinch. Especially when it was joined by the grip he suddenly took hold on my chin as he lifted my face up to inspect it. This time when my eyes met his, they weren’t scowling, but asking him a silent question. It was one however he answered without being prompted to do so by me, as his gaze was solely on my neck. A gaze that hardened in anger, with the ring of metal he had been about to place there, now hanging, at the ready in his grasp, the coil of the spine leash curled on the floor like a skeletal snake.

      Then I felt his bare thumb run the length of my neck where he must have purposely made his gauntleted glove seep back, doing so to allow for a gentler touch. Something that he didn’t know yet, but the hope this gesture gave me, felt like a lifeline.

      “You’re hurt, my little Šemšā?” This was said so quietly I swear I almost questioned it even being real, or whether my mind had simply conjured it up for the sake of my sanity. At the same time realisation flickered in his gaze as if he had just remembered something and again anger quickly took its place. Because this was when the comfort of both his touch and his words, came crashing down the second he spoke again, as if masking the soft words spoken before it,

      “WHO DARES TOUCH WHAT BELONGS TO ME!” Lucius suddenly roared after first looking up over my head, something easily achieved due to the added height of his demon form. The room beyond instantly stilled and not even the sound of breathing could be heard, which was testament alone to how much his people obviously feared him. I started to turn around so I could see the moment I heard footsteps approach, but Lucius quickly put a stop to this, as he grasped my side and snarled down at me,

      “No, you will stay where you are and keep your eyes where I want them, at my feet.” I swallowed hard, hating receiving the harsh lash of his words. However, despite my bitter feelings, I did as I was told and continued to look down as I felt the man approach.

      “As I said, the prison warden is awaiting your sentence, Šeš.” He answered Lucius and I wondered at the name he had used for him or if it had been a name at all. As for the man, well, I still didn’t know who he was, but at the very least, I recognised the voice as the one that I had believed was the King when first arriving here. The one who had wanted to see me executed.

      Lucius growled at this and when I was certain he had turned his head I braved a glance up at the fake King. Which begged the question…who was he to Lucius? Was he some kind of stand in for Lucius for the time he spent topside? In fact, I was almost sure I had heard him mention how someone ruled in his place.

      “BRING HIM TO ME!” Lucius roared suddenly, jerking me from my thoughts as the thunderous sound echoed throughout what could have been his entire kingdom. I could just imagine that the wave of fearful, demonic faces travelled much further than the ones in this room, as I wasn’t the only one holding myself ridgid. Because, like them, I knew precisely what was about to happen and well, I didn’t exactly relish the sight of an execution, despite the demon’s crimes against me.

      The only commotion in the vast space came from the guards as they dragged in the prisoner at the ready, I had a feeling he was about to lose a lot more than the cock I had teased Trice in saying I had rid him of. I knew when Lucius growled low and menacing, that without looking he was being dragged closer. Of course, it was also obvious by the sound of the demon begging for his life, doing so now by trying to twist the story to his advantage.

      “Lies, it’s all fucking lies! The bitch was trying to escape, wanting me to fuck her before she attacked me!” I sucked in a breath, raised my head up and opened my mouth about to defend myself when I felt pressure on my lips stopping me.

      “You don’t have to speak…for his memories will speak the truth for him…and I warn you, my Pet…he’d better be fucking wrong,” Lucius warned on another growl. Then, even against his wishes, I couldn’t help but raise my head in defiance before I stated firmly,

      “He is.” This was said despite the metal thumb against my lips. Lucius’ eyes sparked a brighter glow of crimson before he grabbed the back of my neck. Then he suddenly pulled my face closer to his own as he dipped his head, telling me from only an inch away,

      “Then your reward will be that of an easier punishment,” he told me, and I opened my mouth to speak. But thankfully I stopped the bite of my reply just in time when he raised a brow, doing so as if silently daring me to dare to push him. Then he got even closer to me and pushed me instead,

      “I believe this is where you show your thanks and respect to your Master’s generosity.” I swear I was close to growling back at him and he knew it as I gritted my teeth and said,

      “Thank you, Master.” His grin was pure evil and that of a demonic sadist. I couldn’t help but ask myself where my Lucius had gone. The one who softly played with my hair until I fell asleep in his arms. The one who indulged my geeky and admittedly, often childish hobbies when playing with Lego and such. The man who made a fuss of my cooking and danced with me as though I was the only person in a room full of hundreds. The man who picked our song, one called ‘In case you didn’t know’ as a way to let me know just how much he cared about me. And the man who took care of me when I got drunk and playfully teased me about it in a sweet way the next morning. This man, the one who now looked lost to his demon, who had told me he loved me and called me his little Šemšā, his Khuba…

      His little sun and his love.

      Where had he gone?

      “She still pleases me,” he muttered with that grin still in place as if talking to himself. I couldn’t help it, but his words made me close my eyes and turn my face away, making him grab my chin in a rough hold and warn,

      “Although that can change, and you would do well remembering that!” he snapped before turning to the man at his side and telling him,

      “Rape him of his memories,” Lucius ordered all the while still with his grip on my chin, making me flinch in his hold at the crude word he used, making me hate the sound of it coming from his lips. I swear, I was close to tasting bile, that, or blood from biting the inside of my cheek so hard. Something I did just to stop myself from doing something stupid like openly challenging him.

      Then the second he let go of me, I couldn’t help but turn my face away, closing my eyes again. Something that thankfully, this time he gave me. However, I knew this was only because he had set his angry sights on someone else. The only grace this gave me was that I finally had some breathing space, even if it was only by him taking a step away from me. I just needed to think, and being so close to him like this, being dominated in this way was driving me closer and closer to panic. A useless emotion that I knew wouldn’t help me in the slightest right now.

      So, I took a deep and calming breath before I braved a look to my side, doing so in time to see Lucius grant a silent order with a nod of his head. This was before the roars of pain started. I couldn’t help myself but look, doing so to find the back of the man I had assumed to be King now stood in front of him. He did so with two of the King’s personal red guards holding the demon between them, fighting to hold him still.

      The jailor’s light grey skin now looked even paler, with his hard rock like flesh looking more like crumbling ash. Whatever Lucius’ high-ranking subject was doing to him, it looked to be nearly killing him. His hand was in front of the demon’s face, obviously with no contact needed other than the inch between them. The hand of what currently looked like a sorcerer, as I could just about see the streams of difference in the air, like when you see the haze of heat blurring the landscape ahead.

      Whatever he was doing, the demon soon stopped roaring in pain, and became more like someone lured into a trance or zombie like state of mind. One controlled by a new puppet master, only instead of strings pulling at his limbs, they were pulling at his mind. This was obviously how the man was extracting that part of the demon’s memories and I had to wonder, was he stealing them completely or just accessing them?

      My answer came shortly after but not before I witnessed a reaction I had not expected, as the moment the man broke contact with the demon, he burst out laughing. I had positioned myself to try and not make it too obvious that I was looking, able only to do so by the higher advantage on the raised throne area. One I had when glancing down over my shoulder at them.

      “Well, your little Mortal can certainly be called resourceful if nothing else,” the man said still with humour lacing his words, and it didn’t take a genius to know where that humour came from, not considering how I had managed to survive the attack. Hell, even without a bedpan in hand to repeatedly hit over the head with, there were too many things to count about that fight that someone would have found funny when looking back.

      The demon slumped forward, obviously unconscious for the moment and only prevented from being sprawled out across the floor by the two guards that still had hold of him. I felt Lucius’ eyes come back to me and he simply nodded to the floor, as a way to remind me where he wanted my gaze. Then he simply growled out another order, only this time, it wasn’t one aimed at me.

      “Show me!” The snarl of his words had me doubting that Lucius would find what happened quite as amusing as his subject did. This thought had me sneaking another glance to see how it would work, and doing so just in time to see Lucius as he reached out and grabbed his subject behind the back of his neck. This brought him a stumbled step towards his King, and once secured in his rough hold, they both closed their eyes.

      It was in this moment that a silent sigh of relief slipped through my lips, as for the first time it looked as if my Lucius was back in the same room as me. Well, even more so if it hadn’t been for the inky veins shadowing his features and the massive body of armour, of course. But there was just something about Lucius closing his eyes that gave him a more human quality. Almost a vulnerable side that was never seen when he was awake. Although, that was before Hell, as at the moment then the word vulnerable was the very last one I would have used to describe such a being.

      No, Lucius right now was as hard as stone with, unfortunately, what looked to have a heart to match, and a sheer will that could bend iron. But whilst he was busy looking into the memories of what happened in the cell, I chanced a quick glance at Trice. I knew I shouldn’t, but in my weakness I couldn’t help but find his intense eyes staring back into my own. I also couldn’t help but wince when I saw the pain there, pain combined with a rage that was only just being kept in check. This was why I felt the need to do anything in my power to stop him making a grave mistake…emphasis on the word grave.

      ‘I’m okay,’ I said silently, mouthing the words I knew he could read from my lips when he frowned before turning his face away. He also added to this with a look of disappointment before closing his eyes as if he couldn’t stand to see me being treated this way…but if only he knew. Should I have told him the truth…should I have told him everything? Maybe now seeing this he would have understood it all a little better, or maybe it would have only made it worse. I didn’t know and the hopelessness I felt at the unknown was eating away at me. I just wanted it all to be over and to find Lucius alone so I could discover the truth of what my future held with him. But as for right now, well, it simply felt like I didn’t know him.

      Not. At. All.

      A sinister and dangerous growl was all I needed to warn me that it was over, and Lucius had seen all he had needed to. I knew this when my quick glance showed Lucius’ furious steps taking him directly down to the jailor. Then he grabbed him by his left horn, using it to lift his head up enough to swiftly knee him in the face. I quickly discovered this wasn’t effective enough to do damage but that it was only done as a means to wake him up. Clearly, Lucius wanted him conscious for this next part, but then it wasn’t all he wanted as his next order was aimed at me,

      “Turn around my Mortal and watch the hand of death claim what you were unable to do,” he said just as the jailor started to shake his head, now coming around from his unconscious state quickly. As for me, I did as he said after releasing a deep sigh, knowing that there was no getting away from it or the sight of Lucius’ brutal revenge. And when I did, the demon shot a look at me and then to the sight of his angry, tyrant King looming over him like death uncloaked. Unsurprisingly, he started struggling to get away.

      “No, no! I didn’t do anything! I didn’t…” Lucius grabbed hold of his horn once more and twisted it enough that it forced his head to the side in what looked like a painful way, making him grimace. However, Lucius’ gauntleted hand simply tightened and twisted further before he got closer to him informing him in a dangerous tone,

      “Ah, but you did Drude, you just don’t remember your crimes, for I had them stolen from you.” I sucked in a deep breath the second I discovered what kind of demon he was…he was the same as Dante.

      Although my guess was that he was a different breed, as he obviously fed from sexual deviancy not just from the dreams of others. The Drude looked immediately to the man who had rid him of those memories. This made Lucius’ right hand man smirk back at the same time tapping two fingers to the side of his head, doing so to indicate just exactly where those memories were being kept now. The demon’s eyes widened before he shot a panicked look back up at his King.

      “My crimes?” he asked in confusion, but it was no use as this was when Lucius nodded for his guards to let him go. Lucius then lowered himself even closer to the demon that was still on his knees and at the same time taking hold of the other horn, so they were both in his unyielding grasp. Once in his hold, Lucius answered him with dangerous calm that was viciously snarled at the end,

      “The crime of…touching what is mine!” He ended this with a tighter grip before a quick twist in opposite directions was all it took for Lucius to rip both horns right out of the top of his face. This left the demon both howling in pain and with two large gaping holes above his eyes that quickly drenched the rest of his agonized face in demon blood. The demon was then left to slump forward with his shaking hands going to his missing horns. Lucius used this as a chance to issue a warning to the rest of his people.

      “Let this be a warning to all as you witness what happens to those who TOUCH WHAT BELONGS TO ME!” He roared this last part as he held the two dripping horns out by his sides, before he cast them angrily aside, making me jump as they skidded along the floor behind him, only stopping at the first step. The demon had hopelessly tried to use this opportunity to try and crawl away, no doubt praying that this would be the end of his Master’s wrath. But then the second Lucius’ eyes focused on the demon’s movements in trying to escape him, they narrowed despite the grin that lay beneath the surface. It was obvious to all in the room that the impending death of the demon jailor was one that excited their King. Because just when I thought that this was punishment enough, Lucius started walking slowly towards the grey mass of muscles trying in vain to get away. Long black, bloodied streaks along stark white marble became a gruesome pathway for Lucius to walk along to get to his prey. But the blood from where his horns had once been that were now being discarded like trash behind him, soon became the least of his problems. Because Lucius soon reached him with nothing more than a few determined strides and was stood over him. He then wasted no time before reaching down to get a firm grasp on the roots of his white hair, using this punishing hold to haul him to his knees. This made the Drude try to twist free, but he wasn’t given long to continue to try as Lucius dipped his head and let his demon roar out,

      “THE MORTAL IS MINE!”

      After this Lucius raised back to his full height so he could deliver the killing blow, which started when his armour became liquid once more. Only this time it flowed down his arm with speed, leaving it bare in three seconds as it became that of a thick and deadly black sword in his hand. One that in his grasp became so much more than just a weapon…

      It was a message.

      A message delivered as he raised the sword high for all his people to see what happened to those that defied him and touched what was his. A killing blow that came quickly after letting go of the demon’s hair for a mere whisper of time. The sword grasped in both his hands before their King plunged it straight down into the back of the demon’s neck so that it travelled the full length of his spine.

      The dying roar of my would-be rapist didn’t last long as Lucius speared him down the centre as if making him ready to be put on a roasting spit. But then he let go of the sword and let the very dead Drude fall face forward with an echoing crack upon the marble. After this he turned to face me and with his bare right hand now held behind him, he walked back up the steps towards me. I watched open mouthed and in shock as the hilt of his black sword, one that was stuck out of the demon’s dead, hardened flesh, started to reform.

      It slithered from its victim and snaked along the white marble quickly with the sole purpose of returning back to its Master. It did this by reaching up to his awaiting fingertips as though it was being reunited with its body. Once there it continued to flow back up his arm until by the time his feet hit the top of the steps, the last drops of the black liquid was back in place, and reformed once more as the solid plates of his armour.

      After this he came straight to me, and said in a stern voice,

      “Now, that is how you kill a Stone Drude.” And yep, one look at the guy and he was right, that would pretty much do it. After this he grasped my chin to turn my face away from the gruesome sight. One the growing pool of black blood was creating with a Yin Yang effect on the once pristine white floor.

      But soon my vision of black and white was gone and a sinister depth coloured my world once more with,
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      “I think my attempt at killing Drude days are over,” I muttered before stopping myself, as my hands flew to my lips too late. However, instead of the backlash I had been expecting, he simply raised a brow and I swear I even saw his lips twitch slightly in what I could only hope for was amusement.

      “Something that shouldn’t be a problem for you in the future and to ensure such…” He paused, before looking down at the discarded chains of my new reality and opening a fist so they obeyed the silent demand. Meaning they shot from the floor in a flash of movement and were clutched in his hand before he continued with his intentions,

      “Time for your collar and a fucking leash…one I should have tied you to years ago!” After Lucius had pretty much growled this at me, I sucked in a violent breath as I questioned just how close to the edge this game he played was built on a foundation of truth? Just how many words spoken were ones he had always wanted to say but felt too restrained to do so?

      I knew Lucius liked control. I knew he was a dominant lover, as well as being the one who liked to call all the shots. And for the most part, I allowed him, for the simple fact that he knew his own world far better than I ever could. Facts I was well aware of, as I was far from numb to the situation around me, even if right now, I wished for it. Because the same could be said for this world, a place I suspected he had to rule with more than just an iron fist but one that held the Venom of God.

      “Throw that shit stain out!” Lucius snapped making me jump.

      “Well, I must say, I didn’t know what was more entertaining, her encounter with him or the execution because of it,” the man to his right said with a chuckle, one that died the second Lucius snarled angrily at him before issuing a warning,

      “Careful Šeš, for ridding him of life still hasn’t cooled my temper in discovering the one who put her there,” he said making it clear who he blamed, making the man scoff before telling him,

      “And what would you have had me do, allow a snake to lie in wait in your bed, when my belief was justified?” he braved saying in return. I frowned and it was one that only barely matched Lucius’, for his was more of a scowl that could have stripped a being of his courage in a heartbeat. Telling me this man was either suicidal or he was more powerful than I knew.

      “No, I would have chained her to it!” Lucius snapped back in reply to his question, one that was challenged once more,

      “She was believed to be in no danger at the time, a prison that—”

      “A prison she was in by your command, one you had no place to make!” Lucius growled back cutting him off by putting him in his place. But whoever the identity of the man was, it was clear he was someone high enough up in the rankings not to feel threatened by Lucius as he argued further,

      “And once again, as I said earlier, the reason being for such action was she carries the witch’s Hex.” Lucius snarled angrily before releasing a sigh of frustration and then ordering me in a stern yet restrained tone,

      “Turn around, my Pet.” I did as he said, and the moment I looked up to take in the crowd, he barked out a snap of an order,

      “Eyes down.”

      I don’t know why this was said, but had to question if it was because he had noticed me looking at Trice before? Did he know something or was jealous? I hoped not, as I didn’t think that would mean good things for either of us. And although I knew Lucius wouldn’t hurt me, I couldn’t yet make that same claim for my friend.

      So, after doing as he ordered, I heard the sound of metal clattering to the floor as he had obviously let go of the collar and leash for a second time. I felt my hair being swept off my back and positioned over one shoulder for him to be able to see the Hex for himself. Two things happened after this, and that was a hiss of air being sucked through gritted teeth followed by the rumbling of a growl. A furious sound that became the polar opposite of the gentle touch that followed as his fingertips outlined the marks the witch had made.

      Again, it gave me hope.

      “So now you see why she ended up in your prison,” the other man said, and without being allowed to look at him, I could only just make out the sight of him leaning casually against one of the pure white pillars. It was one of many that framed the higher platform, showcasing the importance of who sat upon the throne of bones, of what I guessed was enemies conquered.

      Lucius growled low again and snarled,

      “You believed me responsible for having this Hex cast?”

      “I gathered you still had the use of your own witch and it is a Summoning Hex after all…besides, I think you will agree, Šeš that it has the stench of the witch you had me hunting all over it.” He said, calling him that Šeš name again, that was pronounced like you would say ‘ceasefire’. But it surprised me to discover that he had this person, whoever he may be, hunting the witch, and I hated to admit it but there was obviously so much I still didn’t know when it came to Lucius.

      “It was the witch,” Lucius admitted making the man then ask,

      “Question remains now is why would the witch bother to Hex this mortal girl, who you yourself has claimed is nothing more than a favourite pet of yours?” I stiffened at his words. Lucius also felt it as he still had his hand exploring my back and I swear he could hear my heart pounding in my chest. Lucius’ hand skimmed down my back until getting to my waist and giving it a squeeze. After this seemingly tender move I couldn’t help but wonder if he was trying to reassure me without words? After all, we had been in this position once before, where he had to pretend not to care in hopes of saving me.

      Was this what all this was now?

      It was starting to look that way more and more each minute. After all, I couldn’t forget the note I found in the basket of food telling me to ‘play along’. And well, other than Trice, no one else knew I was a Princess other than the man at my back comforting me with his gentle touch.

      I continued to try and convince myself that this was the case, despite the pain his next words inflicted.

      “The witch does so to toy with me no doubt…besides, well trained submissive slaves like this one are hard to come by, and I grow tired of the thought of training another, especially when she fits my cock so well.” Lucius said as he stroked the top of my head, like…well like a damn pet! Gods, but how I really hoped this was all for show.

      “Yes, she must be a very good fucking fit for your cock considering you just near tore fucking Hell apart to find her, and as for training, well then I wouldn’t praise the bitch for that too much seeing as she managed to run from you,” he said making Lucius snap and he did so by leaving my back in a heartbeat. I sneaked a look to the side to find in that second of leaving me, Lucius now had the man’s neck in his grasp and had him pinned to the column he had been stood by with his feet off the ground.

      “Be careful, my Šeš, for no one is permitted to speak of my slave in that way other than her Master! Do I make myself clear?!” The man who he had strangely named the same thing he had called Lucius, growled back and his fangs lengthened dangerously before he snarled like a wild beast, all calmness a thing of the past. But Lucius tightened his hold and banged the man’s head against the column as his wings expanded out in a show of strength. I quickly looked to the sea of demons to find them all watching this scene play out with great interest. I turned back to do the same after first granting a brief, confused look at Trice who, like everyone else, was obviously questioning the actions of his King.

      “Yield to a greater power, Šeš, and remember your fucking place, for I am not the King you once knew!” Lucius threatened making the man grimace in pain as Lucius obviously squeezed his neck harder. But before long he lowered his gaze and his fangs retracted, showing his submission. And well, if there was one thing this scene told me, then it was that whoever this person was, despite his actions, he meant something to Lucius. Because I knew that had it been any other, then Lucius wouldn’t have thought twice about just killing him.

      After this show of compliance, Lucius let him go and it was a show of strength when the man didn’t just drop to his knees as the marks Lucius had made on his flesh looked like burns. However, he just twisted his neck a little and rolled a shoulder as if trying to brush off the memory of his King’s touch.

      “Now you will tell me of this attack but first...” Lucius paused his demand with what I was soon to find out was in place of another. But this was after walking back over to me and spinning me once more until I was facing him. Then he nodded to the floor and continued his demands,

      “…Pick it up.” My eyes widened when looking up at the cruelty in his eyes before he added in a hard tone,

      “Now”

      I swear but if I could have clenched my teeth any harder, I would have felt them cracking. Because the impulse to tell him to fuck off was getting harder to hold back by the second. Yet despite this, I also knew that being hot headed right now wasn’t going to help me and it certainly wasn’t worth the five seconds of satisfaction it would achieve. I needed to be smart and right now that meant doing as I was told. So, with this mindset, I looked down and started to lower, when suddenly, he grabbed my arm and hauled me back up.

      “When you lower to your knees before me, I want your eyes on my own, just like I trained you…now again!” he snarled in annoyance and I gritted my teeth once more, refraining yet again from lashing out at him like I wanted to at being treated like a damn dog! But then being smart about this meant a chance of discovering the purpose of why he was acting this way. The details of which I hoped were explained to me very, very soon.

      So, I did as he demanded of me, which meant that when I lowered this time, I did so without taking my eyes from his. And my reward for this was that crimson glow that told me he liked what he saw, despite the charade he was supposed to be playing. I swallowed hard at both the heated gaze that held nothing but carnal promises and the knowledge that there was his Kingdom at my back. Because right then I felt about as far away from the title of his Queen as I could possibly get. Something that left a bitter taste in my mouth seeing as he was the one purposely putting me there. It was messing with my emotions, as trying to rationalise every minute that ticked by was becoming harder to do with every seemingly heartless action he made against me.

      Once I was down, he nodded to the demonic looking leash and the second I glanced at it, he tutted, flicked two fingers up and mouthed,

      ‘Eyes’

      So, I braved narrowing my own briefly, before feeling out with my hand for the leash, and the second I found it, yelped in pain as it pricked my skin. I wanted to growl at that arrogant raised brow of his, the one that silently challenged me. But instead of cursing his name, I concentrated on the degrading task at hand. Which meant that without looking at what I was doing, I felt around for the collar, thinking this was a safer choice…despite knowing what it was destined for.

      “Oww,” I muttered making him grin sadistically before flicking two fingers, telling me to rise. But then the moment I was up, he took the collar from my bleeding hand and started to stretch it, making it slightly bigger and doing so with startling ease. Then he put his hand through the metal loop, so it was resting at his wrist, which freed up his heavy gauntleted hands. This was done so he could gently shift my hair before he placed the collar around my neck. I knew he locked it at the back the second I heard a click and his hands lifted from my neck.

      I raised my hand up to touch it, feeling the inch-thick ring along with the weight of it now laying heavily against my skin. However, I now noticed that due to it being stretched it rested lower than my injury so it would not rub against where the prison guard had tried to strangle me to death…which meant he cared.

      After this he picked up the leash, obviously not fearing injury like I had, and wrapped a section around his fist that thankfully was enough to cause tension and lift the dangerous spikes away from touching my body. Then he ordered,

      “Come, my troublesome little Mortal, it is time to sit by your Master’s feet.” I swear my eyes nearly popped out of my head at this. But he had turned towards his throne and after a slight tug, I was prompted to follow behind him, like the slave he claimed me to be. But then he continued on a few steps beyond his throne and I was left frowning in question as to what he was planning next? However, one question soon morphed into another as he reached up with his free hand so he could fist the length of crimson material behind his throne. And it was now that it finally hit me where I had seen that image at its centre before…

      Lucius’ sigil.

      How the hell had I missed that from when I first arrived at this Gods forsaken place! I flinched when he suddenly tore it down and dragged the length of it behind him back to his throne where he dumped the mound of it at the foot of his colossal horned seat. Then it became clear his intentions as he nodded down to it and so everyone could hear, he ordered,

      “You can sit there, my slave, for we wouldn’t want you going numb before your punishment, now would we?” Then he grinned and welcomed the room of sniggers that hit my eyes along with the wave of sound. But then, with a brief look, I could see there were at least three men in the room not looking as amused as the rest.

      The McBain brothers.

      I didn’t know where Vern and Gryph had been before, but they were just stepping up behind Trice, and I could see from here when Vern started whispering something in his brother’s ear.

      “I said sit!” Lucius bellowed suddenly making me jump before doing as he asked. Meaning that had I had no other option than to lower to the pile of material, that I had to say, was far better than the cold, hard white marble that seemed to mimic the King who owned it.

      Although saying that, if he had truly been as cold and hard as he appeared to his people, why care about my comfort at all? And admittedly, had he not been acting like an asshole I wanted to kick in the balls, then I would have preferred his lap. But as things stood, then the reasons for his behaviour had better be good, for I was definitely close to losing my shit, King in Hell or not!

      So instead of being allowed to do what I wanted to do, which was slapping him before just walking out of there, I swallowed the urge and sat at his feet like a Gods be damned Pet! And I did this hating every fucking second of it! I was a Draven for Gods sake! I sat at no man’s feet and doing so, well…it went so very far beyond the ingrained self-respect in my soul, that I found myself fisting my hands just to prevent myself from lashing out. Something that would grant only a moment of satisfaction and become nothing more than a lapse in weakness and stupidity, for the outcome would not have been worth it.

      However, fisting my hand in anger was what made me remember that my hand was still bleeding as I felt the blood trickling down my palm. So, I looked down at the small cut on the pad of my index finger and raised it to my mouth to suck.

      Damn leash!

      At the same time, I looked at the man who obviously was someone important in Lucius’ world and I had to question, was this who he had chosen to rule in his absence? I was sure I remembered Lucius saying something about this once. It would make sense seeing as I had found him sitting on Lucius’ throne when I was first marched through those doors. And after what he had said, it was also obvious that at the time I was being thrown into a cell, Lucius had been out there looking for me himself.

      Now all I needed was a name to go with the annoyingly handsome face that had accused me of being a witch. He was dressed the same as when I had first arrived, in his cloak style jacket that reached the floor in points at his feet. At first I had thought it was just some kind of black material, but with the shimmer of silver I could now see, then I realised it was from some kind of scaled animal skin of the likes I had never seen. And most likely I never would as it was no doubt from some poor unfortunate demonic beast that had seen his death at the end of the sword I could now see attached to his side.

      It was one that was distinctively curved and deadly, being one I recognised instantly as a shamshir. In fact, it was a sword I knew well as my father had many variations in his collection seeing as it was a Persian sword. Its name even meant ‘lion’s fang’ in the Persian language, no doubt due to its distinct shape. It was a one-handed, curved sword that featured a slim blade and had almost no taper until its very tip. I also knew from experience that you had to be very skilled to fight well with it, as it was normally used for slashing an unarmoured opponent.

      This was because it wouldn’t do much damage against one dressed in armour and whilst the tip could be used for thrusting, the drastic curvature of blade made accuracy more difficult. Hence the need for skill, which was just a hunch here, but I gathered that whoever Lucius had trusted to rule in his place, would no doubt have that particular skill set in spades.

      But looking at that sword and then back at his face, I could now see the connection, as his vessel most definitely looked to have Persian descent. Like the warm bronze skin that covered an abundance of muscles, and a shade darker than my sun-kissed tan. It was also the dark hair that was styled back and brushed the tops of his shoulders in its length. The almond shape to his olive green and amber eyes, that spoke of his vessel’s heritage. But then, like Lucius, his new vessel would have changed in time after his rebirth, so the way a person looked often meant nothing.

      However, it was when I was studying his chosen right-hand man, that I felt a pair of crimson eyes on me. My first clue to this was when the man in question paused what he was saying and looked at me. I then felt the slight tug at my neck and was forced to move with it, which brought me closer to Lucius. Meaning that I was forced to my knees when at the same time he gave me his reason why,

      “Your blood is not your own, Pet…But. It. Is. Mine.” Lucius said, emphasizing the last four words with every tug on the leash that forced me a knee step closer. This continued, forcing me forward until I found myself against his armoured leg, one that mirrored the rest of the layers of plated metal that covered his body. Thankfully, the bend of his knee was the only place that held a dangerous point, so I was spared that uncomfortable experience.

      But then he snapped me out of staring at his leg as he held out his hand, obviously expecting something of me and because I wasn’t quick enough, he told me,

      “I suggest you give me what I demand of you before I decide to slit a vein and quench a much deeper thirst.” I slowly looked up at him with wide eyes, at the same time swallowing hard. But I found myself wondering if he would, which was why I was almost tempted to push him. But despite being curious to see what would happen I stopped myself knowing the precarious position my open defiance would put him in. Because forcing him into action wasn’t the wisest decision just then. Hence why I did as I was told, playing the good little pet and placed my bleeding hand in his. One that was quickly lifted to his mouth and before I found my finger in there, he simply ordered,

      “Continue.” This I soon realised was said for the man next to us to continue in what he was saying before my actions took Lucius’ attention away from him. Which meant that during this conversation I also found myself becoming a little snack for a Vampire King. But despite how pissed off I was, I still had to force back the moan of pleasure it created as he sucked my finger into his mouth and pulled what little blood he could from the small wound. I felt the heat invade my cheeks as I was made to sit there squirming and staring out at the crowd, trying everything now to ignore the hungry eyes of hundreds. But it was mainly the pair of angry eyes that was trying to catch my own in the crowd that I forced myself to ignore, as Trice was making it his mission to be obvious.

      But then something in this must have occurred to Lucius as he suddenly let go of my finger, before licking at the wound and sealing it. Then he stood and with one swift action, he circled a length of the spiked leash around his hand before pulling it taut, so I had no choice but to regain my feet. Then he declared loudly,

      “That little taste of you put me in mind for something stronger, for the blood between your legs will do nicely.” I gasped at his crass announcement at the same time he yanked hard enough that I fell into his side. Then he grasped my chin, to force my head back, making me look up at him. This ended up putting us only inches apart as he too had lowered his own head, at least enough that his greater height would allow. The two massive horns at his back, that his wings were attached to, created a looming and sinister shadow over me. I therefore held my breath, as in that brief, dark moment, I thought he was going to kiss me. Especially as his crimson eyes burned into mine, the scorching heat in them having nothing to do with Hell, but only for his desire to have me.

      But then, at the last second, he turned my face away so he could snarl into my cheek before biting it. Thankfully, he didn’t break the skin, but it stung all the same. However, he then made a show of licking it, and groaning, telling the entire room,

      “Mmm, I am going to enjoy biting into this flesh once more.” Then without taking his intense gaze from mine, he said,

      “Šeš, you have the throne.”

      After this he let me go suddenly, making me nearly stumble forward and only catching myself in time before falling flat on my face. And well, let’s just say that I didn’t exactly need to add any more humiliation to the shame train which was full and on its way to mortification town…or should that be the bloody town, one where Lucius was planning on sitting my ass on his dining table, slitting a vein in between my legs and making an erotic meal out of me. And more startling still, what did that say about me if that idea was making me wet?

      But then, with a pull of my leash I soon snapped out of it. I had no choice but to start walking as he tugged me along behind him. And despite how demeaning it was, I also knew it could have been worse. I could have been led out of there on my hands and knees, like the Mortal Pet he claimed me to be. Although, when he reached the bottom step, he kicked one of the horns aside and ordered,

      “I want those horns dipped in gold and added to my throne before my return, for I have Mortal Pet to reclaim…” He paused and after another tug for me to follow him,

      He added dangerously…

      
        
        “…And a punishment to deliver.”
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      Lucius walked me down the centre with his wings folded tight to the back of his body. The longer lengths were crossed at the bottom, so they remained raised enough from the floor, stopping them from trailing behind him. I also couldn’t help but notice that when the sea of demons parted for us, Trice needed to be jerked backwards. This was thanks to Gryph as he grabbed a fistful of his shirt and yanked him back. Thankfully, this stopped him from doing anything stupid as I could see for myself that Trice had instinctively placed his hand on the hilt of his sword as we went past.

      However, I wasn’t the only one to see this, as Lucius’ keen eye first looked to Trice and then back to the place the angry looking McBain brother had his gaze rooted to…which just so happened to be troublesome little me. Lucius snarled angrily their way before snapping back at me,

      “Eyes on your fucking feet, girl!” I did as I was told, as I was led from the room, with the last image on my mind being Gryph and the slowly healing Vern whispering to their brother. This was no doubt trying to convince him not to do something suicidal. And if one thing this little scene told me, it was that I needed to explain things with Trice, and soon. Something that was obviously depending on which Lucius I found myself with once we were behind closed doors. Because I didn’t want to get Trice hurt, but I also knew that for me to say nothing, could potentially be more dangerous as his temper rose, and with it, his angry King’s.

      Gods, but talk about being in between a rock and a hard place, this was more like being between brimstone and a Hell’s fortress. One he was walking me through right now and the moment we were on the other side, he gave me a slight tug, pulling me closer to his side. This was so he had the slack of the leash enough to push a pair of double doors open with both hands, making the armour at his shoulders lift and I jumped at the echoing crack of sound.

      Oh yeah, Lucius was pissed.

      These doors were different to the ones I had walked through when first entering his fortress, and it made me wonder how I had missed them when I first arrived. They were situated on the left-hand side and were at least twenty feet high, with each side decorated in a crude puzzle of broken black glass. It was also the ones that before they opened, I had just made out the image of a tall black shard. A symbol I wouldn´t fully understand until I would reach my destination. However, it sort of resembled the building itself, only from the outside as it had looked like a group of giant shard shaped skyscrapers all linked together. This was by a network of impossibly high narrow walkways that from the ground had looked more like veins feeding the largest building we were inside now.

      Although, once through these doors, it showed the true nature of just how high the buildings were, as it had opened up to a gigantic spiral staircase that was so high you couldn’t see the top. Wow, I guess Hell didn’t believe in elevators. But then one look at his wings folded at his back, then this wasn’t exactly surprising seeing as most wouldn’t need them. Jeez, just looking at the number of steps, and I knew it would most likely take an average person a whole day to get up them, maybe more.

      But seeing as Hell wasn’t exactly brimming over with ‘average people’ then I guess this wasn’t ever a problem. And well, it would most certainly help in keeping low ranking demons in their place, for the demonic opulence wasn’t lost on me, even if it was only a staircase.

      The startling white marble extended from the throne room into this space that was a mixture of smooth and rough, with the walls being a collection of jagged shards. These all reached upwards like white pointed fingers overlapping the layers beneath. This space was then framed by a giant spiral of highly polished stairs that weren’t exactly conventional. In fact, they looked more like shards that had fallen away from the rest of the walls and stopped when they got to a ninety-degree angle. This then created a bridged effect as they slightly overlapped forming a spiral of ledges that created the staircase.

      It was utterly stunning.

      The space itself would have been big enough to get an eighty-foot yacht inside, with room to spare. I also quickly noted that when looking up the centre, it looked as if you were stood at the mouth of a colossal beast. One that was about to swallow you whole with an endless mass of spiralled teeth. This was because there was no handrail to speak of. And even though I was not the type to be scared of heights, I just knew the higher up I travelled, the more that fear would develop into something that had the potential to cripple me.

      Which was why I couldn’t help myself when I told him,

      “If you expect me to take the stairs, I will be ten years older and completely grey from fear by the time I reach the top.” He glanced back at me and I could just make out the slight smirk that graced his lips. Then he rotated his arm, making the leash tighten as it looped his forearm once more. This action suddenly jerked me forward until I had no choice but to go falling into him, making me land hard against his chest. I tentatively looked up at him with wide eyes, needing now to tip my head right back due to the increased foot in height. I also found myself holding my breath as he slowly reached down and banded an arm around my waist before lifting me up. Then I let out a little yelp in surprise when his wings expanded out to their full width and he told me,

      “Don’t worry, Pet, I don’t plan on letting you wait that long for your punishment.” This statement quickly took my breath away, both from his words and his actions, as he finished his sentence by abruptly launching us straight up into the air. His hold on me then tightened as his wings tilted us slightly so they were at the right angle to manipulate the air beneath them. At the same time I was still left with my mouth open on a silent scream of shock, despite it being something I had been expecting, thanks to his slight warning.

      But then this whole experience was like watching a horror slasher movie. The type when the nervous looking girl goes searching around the abandoned house asking stupidly, ‘is anyone there?’. Then the moment the music changes, you know something is coming. Meaning that every corner she walks around, you then expect the fright to jump out and catch your breath with a scream. That was exactly what being in Hell was like, only instead of lasting minutes as a scene in a movie, it was…All. The. Freaking. Time!

      Although, right now I had to say that being like this, in Lucius’ arms and with him holding me so tight, it felt like I had finally been rescued from this awful place. Of course, it helped that he no longer held that cruel glint in his eyes. As all I had to do now was close my eyes and pretend that I actually had my Vampire King back, which was precisely what I did.

      But then as the air pushing back against my face eased, I knew my brief moment of comfort was at an end, something that was confirmed when I had no choice but to open my eyes again. And the second I did had me nearly screaming once again, as I was left looking down the height of a skyscraper. It was so high that if I had still been stood at the bottom then I would have looked like an ant!

      I was about to question why he stopped, clinging onto him until my muscles ached and my fingers actually started to hurt. This was because I found nothing soft for them to grip on to, having only the hard edges of his amour to anchor myself to. I instantly started to miss the tee and jean’s version of Lucius I usually had to cling onto but then like this…well, he couldn’t have been further from those fond memories, as they were oceans apart.

      “Holy shit!” I shouted when the fear got too much to ignore. This made the sadistic bastard chuckle, only when coming from his demon it sounded deeper and more like some beastly purr. I tightened my limbs around him and braved another look down only to find that the staircase had come to an end. The last fallen shard had met with a large platform and one that led to an arched open doorway. An archway that was created by two thicker shards creating an upturned V shape that crossed at the top. It was so big that you could have driven a bus through there. This was the same as the other doorways, ones that I could now see were intermittently situated down the spiral of stairs. It didn’t take a genius to assume that these archways must have led to different parts of the castle. However, the one closest to the top was only a few invisible steps away from the hovering form of Lucius and I, and being that it was the very last one, it marked the end of the staircase.

      I looked up and saw that at least another hundred feet above me was where the top of the building started to narrow and taper off into the tip of the shard. Its walls were more jagged and dangerous looking, as the cluster of deadly spikes got thicker.

      “I have no intention of letting you go,” Lucius informed me in response to my crying out in fear, and on hearing his words, I allowed myself the slight shudder at the double meaning I found in them. I didn’t know if he had felt it or not, as after this his wings simply forced us closer to the edge. Then when close enough he simply stepped onto it, folding his wings the moment only one full foot was applying weight. This meant that I couldn’t help but hold my breath, because despite trusting him, in my mind he was still far too close to the edge when he decided his wings were no longer needed…not even keeping them at the ready for a ‘just in case’ scenario.

      “I guess I should be glad you’re not clumsy and in danger of dropping me then,” I grumbled under my breath and of course, he heard it because he replied on a rumble,

      “Dropping you wouldn’t be a problem, Pet…” He paused a second before he actually dropped me, making me cry out in surprise. Thankfully, I landed on my feet and watched wide eyed as he walked passed me and at the sound of my annoyed huff, he looked slightly behind. Then after he shifted a wing to the side to be able to see me, he finished his sentence,

      “…not when I still have you on a leash.” Then to emphasise these words, he let the metal spine leash unravel from his arm. This caused part of its length to clatter to the floor and echo around the gigantic, hollowed out shard tower. I looked back over my shoulder at the invisible sound travelling down the staircase before I felt the tugging at my neck. This was naturally to force me into action, and a harsh prompt to continue following him like I had done before our swift and frightening flight up here. I had to say that this was also where I was quickly hitting my limit, despite my hurried steps to follow him. Rushing now so he couldn’t pull again on the leash forcing me to match his pace, which admittedly was more like jogging.

      The moment I caught up with him, he granted me a brief look over the side of his shoulder, looking mildly entertained with me trying to keep up with his long strides. I also noticed that he took this into account when holding the spiked leash, keeping it taut and on a short length so it couldn’t catch on my skin. Was this done to protect me from it or to keep me close? I couldn’t decide, but I did know that when we walked under the archway and he turned that indifferent gaze forward once more, this was when I’d had enough of playing the guessing game.

      So, I reached out to him and grabbed his arm, being mindful of the spikes in his armour. The pressure caused him to take notice and he paused long enough to look down at his arm to find my hand there.

      “Lucius, please… I can’t stand this any…” I started to say in what I knew was a pleading tone, one that had no effect on him at all, when he quickly cut me off,

      “You will do well in remembering your place, for you will touch what I tell you to touch, now come!” Lucius snapped, tearing his arm from my hold, quickly putting me in my place. My eyes widened as I stumbled a step and my mouth dropped in shock before that tendril of dread started to weave its way back around my heart. For it was clear now that I had been wrong. Lucius hadn’t been putting on a show at all. For if he had, then where were all the people to witness it now?

      Because up here, at the very top of one of his towers, there was no one around us left to fool, other than that of my foolish heart. One that had stupidly held on to the hope that this had all been an act of some kind and as soon as we were alone, then the old Lucius would come back to me. A man who seemed so far gone, I worried if I would ever have a chance at getting him back again!

      In that moment, I will be honest, I had never wanted to cry so badly as I had since first setting foot in this Gods’ forsaken place. But my fears had been right, the witch must have got hold of him and somehow made him forget who he really was. But if this was so, then the only thing that didn’t make sense was why had he been hunting me? And in his right-hand man’s words, tearing up the entirety of Hell to find me. Why did he want me so badly and why did he think that I was his Mortal Pet?

      Had she planted fake memories or something?

      Gods, but there were just too many questions and unfortunately, from the looks of things, Lucius was going to be the very last person who was willing to answer them. Which also meant that at some point I would have no choice but to try and escape him…if something like that was even possible?

      Because I knew one thing, that staying here and facing I don’t know how long as some mortal sex slave he cared little about, wasn’t going to save his people, or those I held dear to me, Lucius included. But then one look at the new space he led me into and the startled gasp that escaped became the backdrop song of impossibility and astonishment.

      How in the Gods was I ever to escape such a place?

      This new panic was settling in deep and growing by the second all from the sight that faced me now. The long and terrifyingly narrow walkway was one of many and one that I had seen from below when first entering this dark, sinister castle. I remembered thinking then that they looked like veins connecting organs to the heart of the building we were now leaving. Because this was when I started to understand that the main building I had first entered, had been nothing more than a colossal tower of stairs and an impressive throne room beyond. It almost acted like the lobby and was a way for you to get access to all the different sections of the castle. Doing so as we did now by the walkways that connected each of the surrounding buildings to the staircase we just came from.

      Meaning that this was where I found myself now, walking towards one of those buildings. Only one look down and it was enough to make even the bravest being gulp. I didn’t know how high up we were but seeing as it was the highest of the bridges then I couldn’t help it when my legs turned to jelly. Especially when the bridge started to turn from the white marble stone that the inside of the staircase had been cut from, to a black ominous glass that wasn’t quite opaque enough  to see through.

      The sight below was enough to turn my stomach and it didn’t help that although fully encased from all sides and above, the cracks weren’t exactly making the seven hundred foot drop any easier to cross. It looked like a giant hollowed out shard of black crystal, and the cracks that marred the carved walkway looked like lightning bolts had struck it and branded the glass. I almost expected to hear the pop, grinding, or thunder-like boom you would when ice starts to crack beneath your feet.

      This was why I was suddenly frozen to the spot, unable to go any further. This was also why Lucius suddenly felt resistance on the leash as I pulled my weight back after first saving my neck the pain of doing so by holding onto the ring around my throat. Lucius looked behind him and I could see the scowl on his face as he was about to snap at me but then something shifted in his hard gaze when he took in my obvious fear.

      “I…I can’t.” I told him with wide eyes, ones pleading and begging for even a shred of humanity and kindness. One that eventually came in the form of a growl of annoyance, before he stalked back to me and just before he looked about ready to throw me over his shoulder, I put my hands out in front of me to stop him,

      “If you do that, you will kill me!” I shouted in panic as I nodded to his spiked armour that would have made me into an Amelia flavoured shish kebab! He rolled his eyes, and said,

      “I am not of simple mind, human.” Then to prove this, his armour on one side started to seep back down his chest, adding to the plating there and now leaving one shoulder bare.

      “Oh…Ah!” Was my lame reply and one that ended on a shriek when I found myself in the air and being lifted with both hands on my waist as I was literally thrown over his shoulder. Gods, he was so strong he didn’t even bother bending into the action. But then, this caused its own problems as it not only left my head hanging down his back, in between the middle of his wings but it also ended up putting me closer to the sight of my fear. Naturally, I screamed, taking in that of my terrified reflection and the sight beyond it that caused that terror to build. I quickly tried to scramble my way up his back, using whatever I could get hold of, which ended up being the folds of his wings and the bones that connected the leathery skin between.

      “Be still!” he snapped angrily.

      “AHH!” I shouted ignoring him and still squirming in his hold as I managed to pull myself up. I did this by hooking my arm around one of the massive horns that his wings were connected to at his shoulders, using the crook of my elbow to keep me anchored there so I was upright. I heard another growl of annoyance before he gave in and shifted me, letting me slide down the front of him. But then before my feet touched the floor, he swept them up so he was now carrying me in his arms.

      “Oh Gods, thank you,” I muttered making him huff before telling me,

      “Fucking Gods had nothing to do with it, for they don’t carry the burden of you!” This was snapped without looking at me and I flinched at the hurtful words, a reaction he obviously ignored. No, instead of giving way to my feelings, he took sure and long strides towards the end of the walkway, one that was too far away to see what awaited us. But then, after a longer stretch of silence fell between us I was surprised when he not only was the one to end it, but it was what he said to end it that surprised me the most.

      “You never feared heights before,” he said in what thankfully seemed like a slightly less pissed off way.

      “I never feared you before either…things obviously change,” I blurted out before I could stop myself. And boy, did I know my mistake when suddenly I found my feet back on the floor and my back being pressed against the cracked sides of the walkway. I was quickly caged in by the angry demonic King, as his wings spread wide and his horns butted against the fragile looking wall at my back, making it crack around the tips.

      “AH!” I cried in fright as one hand then joined the tapered points of his horns as he slammed his palm against the wall, making cracks branch out angrily next to my head before his other hand fisted my hair. Then he yanked it back, forcing me to look up at him and the bite of pain made me hiss out a breath. It also made me do as he silently commanded for me to do so as the pain stopped, becoming now nothing more than a firm hold of me.

      After this he snarled down at me,

      “You will fear what I want you to fear, girl!” I swallowed hard and decided in that moment not only to be brave but to be what many would have considered suicidal! Because my own temper, the one that had been simmering under the surface for too long now, suddenly couldn’t be contained any longer. And he knew it as my eyes narrowed and my back straightened despite the hold he had on me, or the hurt it caused to do so. Because down there in his throne room I had reason to side with caution, thinking that pushing him in front of his Kingdom would be forcing his hand when that hand didn’t want to be forced.

      But as for now, well that hand was currently fisted in my hair, doing so of its own free will despite us being alone. Which meant my reasons for reining back my anger were no longer facing us as a sea of demonic faces all eager for that show of domination from their King.

      Because Lucius wasn’t my King or my Ruler.

      He wasn’t the Boss of me or my Master.

      He was my Chosen One.

      Which was why I had to know. I had to know that even if in Hell he was still that to me. That he was still my Chosen One down here and the only way to know fully was to push him. To push him enough just to see if he would hurt me or not. I knew it might have seemed slightly crazy, but I just had to know.

      I. Had. To. Know.

      So naturally being me when I pushed…

      
        
        I pushed hard.
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      “I will fear what I damn well want to! My mind is not your slave, Lucius. You can’t control what I think or how I feel…especially about you!” I said this in words that were nothing short of a verbal lashing and it was one I was surprised to see him even flinch from. It was the barest of movements, but it was enough to tell me that what I had said meant something to him. However, whatever that was, there was only one way he reacted to it, with a demon’s threat and anger.

      “I own you!” he roared, and I closed my eyes as I shook my head, but it was useless. Especially when the hand that had been against the wall by my head started to move to places, that right now, I really didn’t want it to go. This was despite the moan that escaped me the moment that brutal hand softly ran the backs of his talons down my bare arm at the same time telling me,

      “I own every part of you…” his hand then rose back up my arm and started to skim across my collar bone before dipping down in between my breasts, making me suck in a fearful breath.

      “…This beating heart…” he said before I felt the tip of his claw tug at the material and I yelped the moment it nicked my skin, creating a sting. It was such a contrast to his softly spoken words that my eyes flew open and were met with his crimson gaze blazing into mine. He then made a show of lifting his talon to his lips, before licking his tongue along its length. Then once clean, he told me with dangerous calm,

      “…This blood that pumps through it…” another pause and then he suddenly clamped his gauntleted hand over the bottom part of my face, proving that even in Hell it was possible to be lured into a false sense of security. Meaning that with my jaw in his firm grasp and a hand still fisted in my hair, he held my head prisoner with both hands, using both now to bring me closer to him. Only then when inches apart did he finish his sentence,

      “….Even the lashing of your tongue is mine!” he growled before dragging me up the rest of the way to meet his lips, at the same time having no choice but to lower his own. And this was when he started something he couldn’t stop. Something that started with sucking my tongue deep into his mouth and holding it there with his teeth before letting it go. But this was when his next actions must have caught even him by surprise. As instead of letting me go like I knew he had first intended, he started kissing me. No…not just kissing me, because it was so much more than that. It was a blaze of fire igniting us both the moment he touched his lips to mine. It was the power of reunited souls that recognised the Hellish abyss that had come between them.

      Both sides of the coin sinking away to reveal true beauty on the inside as two faces finally meet and forge a deeper secret connection at its centre. His heated, possessive growl merged with my own moan of pleasure, one consumed by his kiss as his lips dominated my own. A warmth spread throughout my body at the same time arousal pooled between my legs. I found myself squirming to get closer still as the burning continued to rise up in my core, thanks to the skilled way he plundered my mouth. And he was right, he claimed it completely, owning every inch of it!

      I also found myself too affected to do anything other than let him. Not that there was much else I could have done, not with the brutal and unyielding hold he still had upon me. One, that at the moment was shamefully adding to the arousal, as his immense strength had always been a major turn on for me and even when coming from his demon, this was no exception. But then the hand on my chin left me and slammed once more against the glass at my back as his body bowed further into my own. Meaning that the flinch of my body was one that was barely felt by Lucius thanks to the cage of his body, as it pressed himself against me. It was as if the whole kiss had affected him in such a profound way that he was struggling to control himself against the power of it.

      However, that fire he ignited wasn’t of the eternal kind as a frustrated growl later and the flames were being doused in our reality, doing so just before either of us could get burned. Because just as quickly as the kiss had happened it was gone, now being ripped away by a demon’s doubt. And well, the look on his face said only one thing…that he had been shocked that he had allowed it to go that far at all.

      He had been trying to prove his words of ownership and kissing me like that had obviously steered him far away from making his point. Because by making him lose control like that meant that he wasn’t the only one with the power to claim. With one look and he knew it, which was why his next action was to continue to try and reaffirm what he started. I knew this when his hand left the glass and was suddenly at the small of my back yanking me hard to his frame, telling me,

      “I own every inch of this fuckable little body, one I will take a great deal of pleasure in soon punishing and then…claiming it!” This ended when he suddenly cupped my sex and dangerously scraped the tips of his talons up along my folds. And with nothing between us but the thinnest of material, I ended up crying out when he grazed against my throbbing clit. He growled low, a rumble I felt all the way down to my toes. Then, with his fist still locked in my hair, he pulled back even more, so my neck was stretched taut and ready for the taking. He then shifted slightly to the side snarling down at me, doing so against my cheek whilst his hand turned palm up so he could use the less dangerous side of his claw against me.

      “…and I will prove just how much I own this fucking mind you think to deny me,” he said with a snarl of words before I could silently question how he would do that, knowing that he had no control over my mind.

      I whimpered against him and this was because the back of his talon flicked over my soaked clit, making me suddenly reach out and grab hold of him. The second I did, he started not only rubbing against the bundle of nerves but vibrating his talon against it. It was as if he was giving life to his armour once more and making it react the way he wanted it to. Which meant that it took about thirty seconds before his name left my lips in a breathy plea for him to stop…

      “Lucius, please…I can’t…I…”

      Unsurprisingly, this was something he didn’t listen to but instead only increased the sensation. Doing so until it had me gripping him harder, closing my eyes and crying out just as it was close enough to roll over and take me to a place I was desperately searching for. My legs spread wider in a silent invitation for him to take me there…to take me all the way…

      To take me to that sweet home of sexual oblivion.

      One he suddenly denied me.

      “You will not find release until I demand it of you!” Lucius ordered making me cry out,

      “NO!” I had been so close but damn it, he was right. As no matter how I tried to defy him, it was a fight I just couldn’t win, not when demons never played fair! Because as much as I had denied the possibility, I found a soft stroking at the edges of my mind that was snatching the sexual release away from me. Almost like my mind was a dark forest and there I was, in the centre of it all, on the floor naked, legs spread with my hand cupping my sex and my own fingers working me until I came. But then came the whispered voice echoing through the trees, the voice of Lucius pulling my own hand away from me and forcing my compliance. There was only his command that mattered. Only his voice to follow. And in that moment,

      I hated him for it!

      I cried out again in frustration and when I hit a clenched fist against his chest his demon actually chuckled. Then I felt him get close, as his talon stopped vibrating, and slowed to a gentle motion, one definitely more maddening and closer to making me lose my fucking mind.

      “I told you, Pet, I own every fucking inch of you…including this defiant, stubborn mortal mind of yours, one I will soon bring to heel!” At this he inched even closer, and proved the level of control he had on me once and for all in this Hellish realm he told me,

      “Now open your fucking eyes and see me, see your Master, girl!” he shouted making me flinch and then just as I was about to try and pull away, he pulled me closer, lowered his head enough to speak against my cheek, as he demanded more softly this time,

      “This is when you come for me, my good little Pet.” Then the back of his claw barely even touched me and that gentle whispered voice in the woods starting roaring for me to come. Not a second later and I found myself screaming out my release with only one name that felt worthy of the power behind my cries of pleasure,

      “LUCIUS!” My screaming of his name was answered with his hand tightening in my hair making the pain morph into an even deeper orgasm as he snarled demonically against my cheek,

      “You. Are. Mine!”

      Then he yanked hard on the leash so that this time it snapped from where it was linked to my collar and he released it to the floor with a tinkling sound of metal on glass. After this his words of ownership catapulted me into an even deeper abyss, whereas the only sound that followed me down was the deafening cries of my own pleasure echoing in my mind.

      It was a release that rolled straight on until the next, claiming me, body and mind one after the other, until I wasn’t sure it would ever end. I wasn’t even sure I would survive it for it was one so powerful, it felt as if it had the power to rip me apart! An endless pleasure that was tearing a piece of my soul from me and handing it over to the demonic hand of my Master like he demanded. It wasn’t a shock then as my legs buckled and I would have sunk to the floor, in what felt like a useless puddle of mortal mess, had it not been for his quick actions.

      I was soon swept up into his arms again, with my body still convulsing, doing so now within his tight hold on me. After this he didn’t say anything, but then again, he didn’t really need to, as I think it was obvious to both of us that he had made his point. In fact, if I hadn’t been too lost to the euphoric aftermath, then I would have mustered up the feeling of embarrassment and shame. But like I said, I was too busy lounging in the field of bliss for that to take effect yet. Besides, his reaction wasn’t really surprising, as even when Lucius was the man I knew him to be in my heart, then he was still controlling and dominant in the bedroom.

      So really, it was foolish of me to expect anything else of his demon. And thinking about it, then it wasn’t as though he had hurt me in any way, other than a nick to my skin and a pull of my hair. As nothing hurt now, other than the slight tenderness at my clit, something that was to be expected. Something that also made it difficult not to squirm in his hold.

      “Behave, little Pet,” Lucius warned, this time in a softer tone, one that I held on to. For in that moment of vulnerability and weakness I found myself treasuring it enough to hold on to him tighter. This was something I knew he noticed as he granted me a brief glance, but his thoughts remained his own as he didn’t comment. No, instead he continued to walk towards the end of the covered bridge, one I no longer feared now as I was safely in his arms.

      The arms of my Demon.

      But then something caught my eye as we made it past the halfway point, it looked like a sudden storm had gripped the Hellish landscape. I frowned as I stretched a little so that I could raise myself up enough to look behind him, something that was hopeless thanks to his huge wings in the way. Of course, he noticed this too, and turned briefly to look for himself at what had taken my attention. This new position allowed me the quick glimpse from where we had come from. Allowing me to see that it was as I first suspected, the storm was one we had seemingly stepped into, not one that was raging around the rest of the castle.

      “What is…” Lucius turned back to face the way we were headed and answered in a hard tone,

      “You will soon see.” Then he continued on, now with what seemed like greater purpose, cutting the space more quickly. Which meant that his long angry strides soon got us to the end and what faced us now wasn’t like any doorway I had ever seen before. And well, considering where I was, then this was hardly surprising.

      To be honest, I even found myself questioning if this was a door at all as there wasn’t actually any real entrance to speak of. No, instead, what there was looked more like at least forty souls all reaching for their chance to escape, one that had been made impossible when turned to stone. Eighty plus arms were all squeezed tight through a centre gap that was lost to stone flesh. Each arm was bent at the elbow and grasping for whatever the surface was beneath them, with their fingernails embedded there like they were trying to scratch their way free.

      In fact, I found the sight quite haunting and hoped that whatever was beyond this unusual door, was not symbolic for what faced me now. Lucius stopped and then set me down, doing so now more gently than he had the previous times. Then as he stepped away from me, it gave me time to cautiously look to the sides of the bridge.

      The storm outside raged with even more ferocity than when I first noticed it and taking a step closer, I peered back towards the other towers. As I expected, the air around them appeared clear, unlike the one we would soon enter, as it was the only tower consumed by a strange red storm. It was like a massive tornado, and at its core you could just make out the black sides of the tower through the breaks in the dark reddish cloud. Flashes of long, forked lightning blazed like fire, and deafening thunder quickly followed, sounds that split the sky with a booming roar that naturally made me jump.

      My small frightened sound must have caught Lucius’ attention as he glanced over his shoulder and ordered,

      “Come here, Pet.” Another bolt of fire was again chased by the thunder seconds later and it was enough to make me hurry back to his side. This was because I was also very aware I was still on the precarious looking bridge, and didn’t fancy being close to the sides when fate decided one of those lightning bolts was destined to try and crack glass.

      Once Lucius was obeyed, he lifted his right hand up at the same time the gauntlet started melting away to reveal a hand I knew intimately well underneath. He raised his hand to his mouth, released his fangs and bit down hard, cutting into his wrist. He then lowered it enough so that the blood pooled in his cupped fingers without spilling a drop, seeing as it was obvious that he needed it for this next part.

      Then, once he felt he had enough, he threw his arm out and let his blood travel through the air until it splattered against the stone hands. The second it made contact, the limbs all seemed to ripple as one, like they all belonged to the same tortured creature. Then slowly one at a time they started to retreat back through the gap and with each arm that disappeared, more and more of the door was revealed beneath. It was only when ten remained that these hands reached for the large wrought iron rings that could now be seen framing both sides of the double doors. As they started to pull back on the doors, they folded inwards and both the hands and the wooden panels started to sink into the centre, quickly disappearing from view.

      I frowned in question, one that was just on the tip of my tongue when suddenly the two door panels reappeared after seemingly being flipped around completely. A new set of double doors that were covered in a glossy red paint faced us now, and the crimson coating was one that dripped down from the top and had looked to have dried that way.

      Surely it couldn’t have been blood?

      I didn’t ask, and if he saw me shiver because of the thought of it, he didn’t comment. No, instead he motioned for me to precede him with a nod of his head. I came close to saying, ‘no, no, after you’ but decided against looking weak. After all, I’d had enough of showing him what little backbone I had down in Hell, so instead I did as I was silently told.

      But as I approached the doors, I couldn’t help but look up at the sheer size of them in a questioning way as I wondered if I even had enough strength in me to push them open. Especially seeing as they were the size you would have expected at the end of a drawbridge. However, I didn’t get the chance to ask as Lucius’ hands shot out and pushed from behind me, marching me forward at the same time. So, it wasn’t surprising that I found myself with no other option than to enter, not with the mountain of a demon at my back pressing against me like a moving wall.

      In fact, I was just about to stumble forward when I felt a hand grip my waist and hold me steady, telling me that he at least cared enough that he didn’t want to see me go flying on my face. Talk about clutching at straws in the hope department…geez, easily pleased or what, Fae!

      The space he walked me into was dark, and for my puny mortal sight, too weak to see where I was going. Something, I gathered Lucius knew too, as it was most likely the reason he still hadn’t taken his hand away from gripping my side. But then, I felt that hand shift to now put pressure on the small of my back, pushing me enough to step away from him.

      “Stay.” This one worded command came out in a hard, demanding tone and I shamefully felt the growl of this single word ripple to my sex. After this I felt his dominating presence leave me and was left standing in the dark feeling vulnerable, holding myself around my stomach, totally unsure of where Lucius had brought me. The sound of the storm still raged around us, and I couldn’t tell whether this was more of a comfort or not, as being stood here in total silence wasn’t something I would have liked to experience either.

      However, the storm cracked and thundered, along with the high-pitched whining sound as the wind whipped around the shard tower we stood in. But despite the power of the storm, I was also surprised when you could hear the slight sound of sparks crackling in the air around me, wondering what made them? I turned around, and even blind without the light, I tried to trace the sound and discover the origins. I turned again just in time to see as light erupted from behind what looked like a giant red crystal. It was one that stood vertical and tapered into jagged points like the castle itself. It looked as if it had been hacked off a larger piece and mounted into a wrought iron cage that sat on demonic metal feet.

      It was stunning, even if it did start to cast an eerie glow around the room, because it wasn’t the only one. No, this turned out to be the first of many, as seconds after this had been ignited, the next one to it followed. My eyes travelled their journey as one by one another crimson crystal would light up and cast out that same Hellish glow on the room. Although, if you could actually class it as a room, I wasn’t sure. In fact, it was very similar to the top of the tower that held the staircase. This was in the way that it looked like a colossal glass shard had been hollowed out, only this time, this one wasn’t white…it was all black.

      It made the walls look sinister and more like a glassy version of a person’s Void. Almost to the point that if you touched the walls you would be surprised when your hands felt a solid structure beneath your palms. Of course, you could just make out the storm passed the surface, something which helped create the illusion of movement, as if the walls weren’t actually there. As if I could just swipe my hand right through them and escape like a ghost passing through the walls.

      But then as I continued to follow the crystals igniting one by one as they lined the circular room, I ended up turning to take in the very last one behind me ending it on a scream. This was because Lucius was now stood behind me where I didn’t expect him to be. However, after my shock had calmed, I started to really take him in, and this was when my new reality started to sink in.

      Lucius had changed.

      His wings had gone, along with the horns that held them connected to his back. His demonic armour had also disappeared which now left him in simple black trousers and bare chested. The dark veins around his eyes and those that shadowed his features had disappeared leaving pale unmarred skin beneath. But as for his eyes, they still held the hints of crimson and were all that remained of his demon. And with this change, one I wasn’t expecting, he soon added words to aid in the shock of which side of him I was faced with now,

      “Hello, Princess,” he said and the second he did, my reaction couldn’t be helped as I felt my hand rear back, knowing nothing could stop it now. I let it fly through the air as my anger hit the pinnacle point of no return and connected with his handsome face. A face I knew far better now than the one before it.

      His face cracked to the side as the sound of my palm connected with his cheek and echoed louder than the storm.

      After this he slowly looked back at me, gifted me with a devilish grin and said only one thing,

      
        
        “I guess I deserved that.”
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Days ago. Back in the Temple of Souls…

          Lucius

        

      

    

    
      “I lost you once, don’t make me lose you again, Amelia, please don’t fucking do that to me.” I said this in what I knew was a pained way for my fight at getting Amelia to see reason was one I was losing by the fucking second! I hated that I was back here again with her. That it seemed like one emotional hurdle after a-fucking-nother to somersault over.

      I had barely even come to when I first heard the truth being spoken and it was one I had worked her entire lifetime at hiding. I thought back to the extremes I had taken just to keep my past actions from her and now knowing it had all been for nothing was a bitter sweetness I never expected to feel. For she had been shown it all, despite my pleas for her to save herself the pain.

      But then my utter shock came when seeing her reaction. For once she had been made a secret witness to it all, stepping back through the linked memories the Keepers had shown her, the outcome had been the very last reaction I ever expected. No, what I had expected had been her hatred, her heartbreak, and her declaration of never trusting me again. I had expected this to be the one final thing that made her run from me. To want to throw away everything we had been through for the belief that it had all been built on lies. After all, gaining her trust in me had been a personal battle of mine from the very beginning.

      However, in true Amelia fashion, she surprised me yet again and for once it wasn’t in a good way. Because none of what she had just discovered was what was making her leave this time and in truth, I actually wished it was. I wished it was because that would mean she wouldn’t have been running towards danger when leaving me and I had a better chance of winning her back along with her trust.

      But like I said, this wasn’t the case, for what I could see she was planning now was a battle I would lose the moment she stepped into Hell and into a place no mortal could conquer. And despite my own anger towards her for what I knew would be a disastrous and potentially deadly decision made, I knew that it was one, at the very least, she struggled with. The way she sucked back a sob at the sound of my pleas told me this. But if it was begging she needed in order to prevent her making a foolish decision, then my pride could go and take a flying fuck, for I would do anything right in this moment to stop her. It was fucking suicide for Gods’ sake…didn’t she understand that!?

      However, I liked to think that my pained actions had a chance at getting through to her, as a glimmer of hope soared within me. This was especially so when she closed her eyes because I knew then that the guilt of her decisions weighed heavily on her heart. I simply prayed to the fucking Gods that it was to the point where she would rethink this madness. For I knew that when it came to Amelia, guilt would be my only weapon to use against her and if all I needed to do was add a little more, then call me a bastard and so be it. Because just so long as it was enough to stop her from being her usual reckless self then ego be damned, I would do it.

      I fucking begged!

      Oh, I knew why she thought she had no choice, being like her mother in that way. Always at the ready to save the fucking day! Something which usually meant setting off a chain of events that only ever had one of two outcomes…death or a survival labelled ‘dumb fucking luck!’

      But then that guilt was harder to deliver when she still refused to even look at me, meaning that I knew I was close to losing the fight. An instinct that was only proven right when she spoke and the moment she did, I found my own eyes closing due to the strength and heartache of her words,

      “I love you so much, Lucius, by the Gods, I do.” Fuck the Gods if she thought this was her goodbye! For they would have an avenging half angel, demon pounding at their door if Hell took her from me!

      I took a deep breath and with a strength I didn’t know had been buried there, one named patience, I told her in as calm a tone as was physically possible right now,

      “Amelia, sweetheart, then prove it, prove it by just giving me your hand, that is all I ask.” I watched as her shoulders slumped, making the sight of her in that moment look even smaller than she usually did. Gods, but seeing her from behind like this, made me grit my teeth, for she looked like a child who had just had their dreams crushed. I clearly wasn’t the only one suffering an internal battle, one that she didn’t realise yet was a war none of us would win. She wanted to do what she believed was right, but she also knew that if she did, then she would sacrifice my heart in the process as she must have known what such actions would do to me? For how could she speak of her love for me if she didn’t?

      My answer unfortunately came in the cruel form of her walking away from me and towards the Tree of Souls, and what was a permanent portal into Hell. And all the while she utterly refused to look back at me, knowing that if she did then the sight of my pain would have been my last and only power against her determination. Which was why I found myself soon roaring out in desperation, hoping…no, praying to any fucking God that would listen to take pity on me and grant me the same amount of power they had to stop her.

      “NO! COME BACK HERE!” I bellowed in rage, although it was no use as my demanding words were lost to a stubborn mind that refused to hear anything other than her misplaced beliefs and ironclad resolve. I knew this when she continued to voice a love for me that in this moment she refused to back up with her actions.

      “I love you so much, that I would go to Hell and back for you,” she said in a way that I knew she was already lost to me. I knew it. I felt it. I fucking hated it, which is why I quickly shifted my focus on my last hope at stopping her.

      “I DEMAND YOU FUCKING LET ME INSIDE NOW!” I thundered like a wild beast, knowing that the sound was that of half man, half demon. That the Hellish part of me was an echoing rage that vibrated around my body and mind as if my demon had the power to rip me apart by the seams. To tear apart the shreds of my humanity and take control over the parts of my mind that keep him contained.

      But containing that Hell was what I forced myself to do because I knew no good would come of letting that part of myself free, not when I needed to keep a level head. A level head in place of the pounding, furious rage that I could feel beating against my vessel. One that would have only managed in getting me knocked on my ass the second my demon foolishly tried to fight us both through the barrier.

      I couldn’t afford for that to happen.

      However, the Keepers of Three simply shook their heads at my threat, signing their own death sentence. For when I finally made it through this fucking thing then I would sever all three heads from their warped fucked up body!

      Amelia glanced their way, obviously worried that they would have no choice but to grant their Master his wish. Even in my rage I could see the way she tensed as if readying herself for my granted entrance but then relaxed when she saw the unfulfilled outcome thanks to their silent refusal. Because she didn’t know that the Keepers weren’t a slave to their Master, whose life they were connected to, but they were a slave to the Tree of Souls, one that was connected to mine.

      Fucking semantic bullshit!

      It was the sacrificial roots of my heart that Lucifer had forced to beat with his own blood. I owned every soul whose essence was symbolised as a silver leaf on that tree. A soul that became infected, turning back to its original state of a mindless, bloodthirsty being. This was as the infection grew up its roots, like veins pumping deadly blood back to the heart. Soon it would reach me, its source of new life and that would be the end of my people.

      But of course, I knew this already, even without seeing the tree and without once more finding myself in the Temple in which my vessel took its last breath as a mortal man. Our memories merging from beginning to end and finally a rebirth that I now knew Amelia had witnessed as if she had been there herself.

      This was why she now believed that she had the power to stop what I had started decades ago. A chain of events that at the time was necessary in preventing the end of all life, not just that of my own and those connected to it. A cruel twist of fate that now brought us to a new threat and one that I had no intention of letting Amelia become entangled with, just like her mother had the first time. Now all I had to do was convince her of that fact before I had no choice but to imprison my Chosen One in the depths of Castle Blutfelsen. But then again, she would no doubt find a way out of Blood Rock, for she had seemingly made a skill out of getting herself both into trouble and out of it again. However, this time her guilt was once again evident as she hung her head and confessed,

      “I am so sorry, Lucius, I hope one day you will forgive me.”

      One day perhaps but today…fuck no! Which was precisely why I let loose a string of lies, just by the Gods be damned praying that they were strong enough to stick and stop her in the midst of this insanity,

      “NO! No…no I will not! Do you hear me, Amelia! If you do this, I will never fucking forgive you!” I watched as the entirety of her body tensed as if my words had the power to freeze every cell within the vessel of my troublesome mortal angel. This was when I knew my words had at the very least some power left and as I opened my mouth to say more, she got there first, dousing that hope in ice.

      “I’m sorry,” she said as she looked up at the tree and it was like receiving a double edged blade in my gut as it also sounded like a premature apology for what she could sense as being her failure. Gods, but why did she feel so responsible for my kind? Was it because of her mother? Had discovering the truth from the Keepers of what really happened that day now managed to warp her good sense of preservation…if she ever had any to begin with!

      Fuck, but if she actually did the insane thing and walked through that portal then I would be fucking beyond furious with her! Something that was looking more likely by the second as I followed her gaze and saw that now she was looking directly at what was easily seen as the most important soul to me on there…

      The crimson rose of my Chosen One.

      The soul I had stolen that day and had bloomed into a beautiful flower, doing so even when I had denied the existence of what it had truly meant to me, for I had known better the moment it had happened. I had known what fate had in store for me and despite being determined to run from it, I knew that one day the inevitable would catch up with me. Because to deny what she meant to me was not only to deny my own heart, but to deny the other part of my soul she had unknowingly infused herself with that day. And now she wanted to tear that side of herself from me, for how could she ever hope to survive Hell alone?

      I held my breath, as for a single moment she seemed unsure, a hesitation I was desperate to see grow but then in the next heartbeat that damn flicker of hope was ripped from me when a single leaf fell and fluttered to ash. This becoming the only reminder she needed to solidify what she believed was her mission, hardening her resolve like a crust of duty wrapping around her heart.

      “AMELIA, WAIT!” My thundering voice had the power to shake the walls, but not enough to stop her as she took her first step forward…I was powerless. Nothing more than a broken whisper of words the moment she finally gave in and looked at me over her shoulder. But it was no use, for the second I saw the unshed tears in her eyes I knew it was nothing more than a goodbye.

      “You said you wouldn’t run again,” I uttered with my voice near breaking, making her take a deep shaky breath. Then she told me,

      “This isn’t me running, Lucius.” I snarled in anger unable to help myself as I gripped the sides of the tunnel feeling the stone crumbling in my demonic hands. Hands that were changing as my restraint was at an end.

      “But don’t you see, it is! It fucking is, Amelia, and you know it!” I snapped back at her with a clench of my teeth and a prick of my fangs as they grew quickly against my bottom lip. The taste of my own blood was a bitterness only reflected by the battle I was losing. For I watched as she straightened her shoulders in that determined way, telling me that I had just lost any slim chance I might have had and therefore had to start planning for the worst. Her next words were just a confirmation I didn’t need or fucking want at this point!

      “No, this me choosing to save our world,” she replied and I shook my head as I felt the leather of my glove start splitting as it gave way completely to my demon and the symbolic sight wasn’t lost on me. Not considering it was merely a reminder of what started this fucked up road fate decided to force us both down.

      “Amelia, I fucking swear to every Gods be damned being out there, that if you do this…”

      “But I don’t plan on doing this alone…” my threat was cut short the second she declared this, and my breath caught up in what felt like a throat full of thorns. To the point that I felt powerless to speak when she carried on and cursed me with the full extent of her plan…one that she didn’t yet know would never fucking work,

      “Don’t worry, if this all goes to plan, then the second I step through this portal, the barrier will drop and it won’t be goodbye for long, Handsome…As I will see you on the other side.” I barely got out a growl of anger before it was turning into a demonic roar, one powerful enough, that this time when the walls shook, dangerous cracks appeared,

      “NO!” I roared in blind fury.

      But it was no use, for she had simply stepped…

      
        
        Straight into my personal Hell.
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      The moment she disappeared was the moment that my demon erupted, doing so just at the very second the barrier evaporated, and my Hellish body responded by storming inside the Temple. Unsurprisingly I was ready to tear the whole fucking lot down with my bare hands if need be.

      “WHERE IS SHE?!” I roared as my body leant forward into the bellow of rage, with my wings now stretching out behind me. The Keepers of Three were at least wise enough to flinch away from me as I advanced on them with a fury, that this time, was one that felt like it lit my veins on fire. But their stumbling steps weren’t enough to escape my wrath, for I grabbed a fist full of the robe that the mangled body of three men merged was wearing.

      “King of Blood!”

      “Lord of Souls!”

      “Mmgatser mof mmellish!” they all said in unison as I started to force the tall deformity to walk closer to the entrance of Hell ignoring the struggles of a mass of gnarled muscle and bone.

      “TELL ME!” I thundered but the second they all started to shake their heads as one, with what little movement the prison of flesh would allow them, I took action. I kicked out hard enough that it broke bone and shattered the knee cap of one of the strongest legs standing. The Keepers of Three landed hard on the broken floor, one that had been cracked due to the Hellish roots of the Tree of Souls from its growing infection. Two of the three heads howled in agony as their own splintered bones tore through their flesh, and at any other time the sound of pain coming from a being that had wronged me would have been a sweet sound of satisfaction…but not today.

      No, gone now was the usual arrogant, cold-hearted bastard, for now I was beyond fucking panicked! Which was why I grabbed the top head, using one of the Keeper’s own hands that were forced into ripping their own ears away, as was part of their cruel twisted curse. This meant that by adding pressure, it caused them to tear further enticing another cry of pain from them. At the same time, I grabbed the one whose fingers were embedded in the eye sockets belonging to the middle head. I then used this punishing hold to position them closer to the portal that had moments ago consumed my Chosen One.

      I did this knowing what would be waiting for them should I lose my mind and challenge the Hellish Fates Keeper, in a way that would certainly make them take notice.

      But fuck it, if war with Hell was what it would take to get my Chosen back, then so be fucking it!

      “Nnnoo…my Lord of…ahhh” I cut off the stuttered and strained sentence with another dose of pain. This was before dragging them even closer, being nothing more than just a thread of fate away from throwing the fuckers back to Hell and letting Lucifer deal with what would be left of his abomination. Because the Keepers of Three had once been men just like I had, and their new beginning had been even more brutal than my own. After I had been turned by Lucifer, it soon became clear that I hadn’t been the first one…I had just been the only success in his warped mission for what he classed as perfection.

      In fact, it was unclear just how many failures there had been before me, but I knew for certain that the twisted body of three combined most likely could have been considered the first. However, these were factors I had only learnt many years after my turning, naively believing there were only two of us. Two survived successes with only one of us being suited to rule of the Vampire race.

      But then, like most things that included Lucifer and his demonic creations, I couldn’t have been more wrong. The proof of which was currently squirming in my deadly grasp, reminding me of an important lesson...never to underestimate the Devil.

      As for the Keepers of Three, I had done my research over the years and like most of us, naturally they hadn’t started off life this way. In fact, they were once known as some of Rome’s greatest warriors. They were named the Horatii and were triplets, which in itself was a marvel of the ancient world due to the higher death rates of multiple births in those times. But then, as legend told it, they weren’t the only ones, for they soon had no choice but to face their Alban counterparts, known as the Curiatii on the battlefield.

      This happened almost six hundred years before my rebirth and at a time known as the Kingdom era of Rome. This particular moment in history was during the reign of Tullus Hostilius, who was the third king of Rome, and in a time known as the regal period. It was the earliest period of Roman history, when the city and its territory were ruled by what was considered royal blood. But just like the rest of the ancient world, the power of Kings didn’t come from the blood of Gods but came from the blood spilt on the battlefield from the wars they waged and armies they were so eager to sacrifice in hopes of victory. Mortal lambs often led to the slaughter, dressed up in blood-soaked armour and with nothing more than a blunt sword in their exhausted hand and all in the name of their King. But I had seen enough wars fought to know that the real Kings were those who charged head on into battle, leading the way for their men.

      War was a bloody business and not one often fought with the risk of losing its ruler. Men were thought to be expendable and Kings were not. However, this time Tullus Hostilius and its neighbouring city of Alba Longa, both agreed that fighting on the battlefield would be a costly war and would leave the door open for an Etruscan invasion. Neither could take the chance of that happening with what would no doubt have been a great loss on both sides. So Mettius Fufetius, who was the dictator of Alba Longa at the time, decided to appeal to Tullus Hostilius with another idea. A duel to the death, telling him that the conflict should be settled between the Roman Horatii triplets and their Alban counterparts, the Curiatii.

      This meant that they met on the battlefield wedged between two armies as their countrymen looked on. And the outcome from such a fight was that all three Curiatii ended up being wounded. However, the losses were far greater on the other side, for two of the Horatii triplets had fallen, leaving only one to fight alone. His name was Publius, the most cunning of all three, using the skill of wit over brute strength. This was put to the test when Publius found himself alone and surrounded by the three Albans.

      However, unlike the other triplets, he was uninjured and used this to his advantage, as he knew that he stood no chance against all three at once. So, he turned and ran, using the strength he had over the others to make his way across the battlefield. He did this because he knew that they would have no choice but to pursue him. This achieved two things, both to his great advantage as this chase not only weakened the brothers, making their injuries worse but it also split them up so he could then face each one alone.

      His plan had worked perfectly. He turned and launched a furious attack on the first, before easily catching up to the second and killing him. Doing so as the last brother was left standing and with no other choice but to helplessly look on as his brother was slain. Now spent from both his injuries and the chase, it was said that he died with the honour of confronting a known death, doing so still standing and facing Publius even when knowing his fate. Publius declared that he had killed the first two Curiatii for his fallen brothers and that his last kill was for the Roman cause and what would be their rule over the Albans. A declaration that ended by thrusting his sword down the Alban's throat before then taking the armour of his slain enemies as the spoils of his victory.

      After this the Alban dictator Mettius honoured the treaty and Alba Longa briefly had no choice but to accept Roman rule. However, this was not where the story ended, for the reason he was cast into Hell, damning the memory of his brothers with him, came upon his arrival home. You see, the part that was left out of the tale told by historian Titus Livius, who was famous for his retelling of the monumental history of Rome, was the part that no human would know…

      The Horatii triplets sold their souls to the Devil.

      This was because they knew that they could never win against the other three, knowing of the Curiatii’s many victories and the rumours declaring they were descendants of the Gods. However, jealousy ran deep within the three, and each wanted to be known and remembered as the famous brothers of three for defeating them. So, they made a deal with the ruler of Hell that promised them victory should they sign over their souls as payment, something they did all too eagerly, never imagining that only one would survive and slay the rest.

      But the deal was that should even one of them sin after defeating their enemies and killing the Curiatii triplets, that it would condemn them all to a life in Hell the moment the last brother fell. Feeling sure that this wouldn’t happen, they made the deal and Lucifer kept his end of the bargain, for fame was theirs.

      Fuckers should have read the small print on that one, I thought with a grimace as I looked down at what had become of them. And why, because their brother had damned them to this life when Publius committed the sin of killing his sister upon his return to the city. This was because not everyone welcomed him home as a hero. Camilla, his sister, had been engaged to one of the Alban triplets. Meaning that the moment she saw her brother’s spoils of war over his shoulder, a cloak she had woven as a gift to her beloved, one now covered in his blood, she cursed him in a fit of anger and grief. She cried out his name and proclaimed that no Roman woman should mourn Rome's fallen enemies and in return, Publius killed his sister on the spot.

      For his crime he was condemned to death, however due to his recent victory, he used the Roman tradition of allowing the condemned to appeal their sentences to the populace. This was naturally to end in his advantage, seeing as he had just done Rome a great service in his victory against the enemy. Therefore he cheated death.

      However, no one cheated the Devil.

      Which meant that when he did eventually die shortly after, due to unknown circumstances I could very well put down to the Devil’s hand, Lucifer was right there ready to take possession of all three souls. He even had their bodies at the ready, and trials of his abomination began. Now if there had been any before them, I had no idea, I simply knew that what was left of the Horatii triplets was currently at my mercy. At my mercy and close to being thrown back into Hell to face the wrath of their maker once more.

      For reasons unknown to anyone but our joint father of Hell, the three weren’t destroyed after this failure but instead the Fates intervened and awarded them Keepers of The Tree of Souls. But seeing as the sins of one damned them all, it was made so as not one could live without the other. For their punishment became dependency, seeing as they had failed to depend on one another in the Afterlife. A decision that ultimately led to their Hellish demise.

      Now just look at the heroes of Rome, I thought with a sneer.

      “Now tell me, Horatii…where is my Queen?!” I growled this last part of my demand taking note of their pained sound at being reminded of who they once were. It was no doubt a name they hadn’t heard in over two thousand years, unless of course Lucifer himself was ever in the mood to play tormentor and pay his failed attempt a visit. Sinful, jealous brothers who the Fates had strangely deemed worthy enough to be bestowed a new name of Keepers of Three. This for reasons that would no doubt never be known to me.

      “The gateway to Hell is forever changing.”

      “It is fated where she will be.”

      “Muhuss…”

      “Don’t fucking bother saying a word, cretin!” I snapped shutting up the one with his brother’s hand in his mouth having no fucking patience for it! But of course I didn’t, my girl had stepped through the fucking portal believing that I would simply be stepping through it right after her. Foolishly doing so thinking all she had to do was wait for me on the other side. She had no idea that the Tree’s portal into Hell didn’t work like that. In fact, most gateways into Hell didn’t unless they were in the Temple of Janus. It was what made the Temple so important to our world and it was also why not everyone had been granted the good fortune of being allowed to enter it. Power was key, that and the hard to come by Janus Coin.

      No, you had to earn that rite of passage…I thought this on looking down at my demonic hand that had ripped away the leather that once concealed it the moment she stepped from my sight. And now she was in fucking Hell, no doubt wondering where the fuck I was!

      I am coming for you, my Queen.

      “You may not know the destination, but you do know which realm of Hell she was transported…I know you fucking do!” I threatened and to emphasise this point, I pushed their combined heads closer to the swirling abyss of crimson fire. An ominous sight that looked like an eternal hole of oblivion. Of course, this was only a glimpse as to what awaited anyone foolish enough to enter through it and think that they could conquer its Hellish world by simply surviving it.

      A foolish mortal like Amelia.

      Fuck! But how could she even hope to endure such a place?! There was no time to waste, which was why my grip tightened and I pushed further, watching as all limbs tensed and tried in vain to scramble away. So, I kicked out again, forcing the Keepers mangled torso closer to the floor and dragged them the last few inches until they believed I had truly lost myself to madness.

      “No, you can’t…Lucifer…!”

      “He will kill you…You mustn’t!”

      “Ffffobthin!” This was when I lifted them up close enough so I could whisper to the second head, the one who still had the use of his ears. Then I said in a dangerous tone…

      “He can fucking try!” Then I grabbed one of the wrists that was free enough from the mangled body and to prove my point I held it out, forcing it into the portal. I did this knowing it wouldn’t last long being imprisoned between the two worlds.

      “AAAHHH!”

      “NNNOOOO!”

      “GGGRRAAAGH!”

      “Now tell me, what fucking realm took her?!” I barked at them the second I pulled it back, ignoring the stench of burnt flesh from what was left of their meaty hand. I let them go and watched with a sliver of satisfaction at the way they cowed back away from me. But the sight of them scrambling was only wasting my time and stoked the fury inside of me,

      “TELL ME!” I roared making them flinch as one.

      “She is on the edges of your realm.”

      “The Kingdom of Blood and Death.”

      “Ssshth othnkn yyyonn.” I frowned at the one unable to speak and cocked my head his way.

      “He said that she is searching for you,” the brother said in response to my silent order and the moment he said it, I couldn’t help but flinch myself, doing so enough to close my eyes as the pain of that statement lanced through me. My girl was looking for me and I was fucking here! I let my anger snake through me, feeling the demon side of me rippling against my skin at the thought of what could be happening right now.

      I would fucking kill anyone that touched her and rip Hell in two to find her! I would destroy all that Lucifer had built and tear his world apart if I found anything had happened to her! For that was my vow!

      I turned around to face the portal, and paused when the Keepers shouted out for me, sickening me with their continued loyalty after what I had done to them. For even now I wanted to do more…much, much more.

      “My Lord! The Tree of Souls…”

      “She is the key, don’t forget that!”

      “Mybbkbdke!”

      I snarled, letting my fangs grow again in length at the same time the full change in me swept through my vessel like I was being stroked by the Devil’s hand. A caress that caused a crackle of pain I was not only used to but welcomed as I was about to step back into my natural domain. It was akin to being injected with some kind of demonic serum, as I could feel it surging through my veins as it filtered through to every cell in my body. I clenched my fists and looked back over my shoulder at yet another one of Lucifer’s sickening failures.

      Then I told them before stepping into Hell…

      “She belongs to me…and as for the Fates…”

      
        
        “Fate, can go fuck itself!”
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      The second I step into Hell I found my first breath one that instantly eased my demon. However, it was a relief that was short lived, as any hope that I would find my Chosen here waiting for me was dead after a quick scan of my surroundings. But then this wasn’t exactly surprising as I knew what Amelia hadn’t known when stepping foolishly into Hell. Firstly, portals into another realm didn’t work like she thought they did and secondly, time passed differently depending on where in Hell you were. It was like time zones when travelling the world, only here it was dependant on the level of Hell you found yourself in.

      An hour topside could equal to days here, or even months the deeper you went. It was the same for each of the many realms the supernatural beings that didn’t belong to Hell or Heaven called home. For the fabric of time was an entity all by itself when stepping from one world into another. The realm of the Elementals especially, for this was where most of those that were not quite demon and not quite angel resided. There were many races of creatures that were derived from both sides of Heaven and Hell, creating subspecies whose origins blurred the true lines of descent. Pip for example was an Imp and was known as an Elemental being who descended from the Hell side of life. However, it was obvious to say that she most definitely preferred to live topside with human life than with that of her own kind.

      Not that I blamed her, as many parts of their world was like stepping back through time. Or in some realms like being caught in some technological cross over between modern magic and steam power cities of the 17th century. It was also renowned for being as ruthless as Hell itself in some parts, these depending on its ruler of course. It was also a place that demons were naturally unwelcome, vampires included and that was just fucking fine with me! As I had enough shit to deal with in my own world than having to deal with my people crossing over into theirs.

      However, that didn’t mean that the crossover didn’t go both ways as many of my people were of an Elemental breed. But seeing as I was far from being racist to these kinds of beings, I often welcomed the loyalty offered, Pip being one of them. Something that quite often offered an interesting addition to my power force, something that I was about to rely heavily on when looking for my girl. But then my rule here was quite different than that of the mortal world. Which was unsurprising really, given that Hell wasn’t exactly an easy place to rule. It also was the reason I was known as the Tyrant King of Blood and Death, a title only earned through brutality as was the nature of Hell. Because down here money didn’t talk, pain did. Pain and death were used like a currency and what you were buying was only ever one thing…Power.

      If there was one important thing my demonic father had taught me was that the more powerful beings you ruled over, the stronger you were in that rule. Of course, it wasn’t like mutiny never happened, for in this, Lucifer had learned this lesson more often than not. The worst of which being less than fifteen years ago. He had also proved why it was dangerous to have any weaknesses that anyone may be able to exploit. A hard factor for a being like Lucifer to face, especially when he learnt just how much of a weakness claiming his Chosen One could be. A lesson I myself had learnt, and for a once cold-hearted bastard of a King, finding fear was never easy to face or to conquer. A battle of the heart for a warrior only built for spilling blood on the battlefield and being a bringer of death, wasn’t easily won, for it was mainly a war fought within yourself.

      But I had played the selfless act for years and now that I had tasted all that was her, there was no going back. The claim had been made, even though I knew the cause of all her danger was me standing at its chaotic core. Which was why I knew that down here I would have to play things differently if I wanted to reclaim her and keep her safe at the same time. For if my enemies were to discover who she really was to me, then I would only end up putting her in even more danger than she usually was when in the mortal world.

      This meant that putting every resource I had down here into trying to find her was going to be tricky seeing as I wanted to keep her true identity from this brutal world. One ripe with enemies not to just my throne but to her father’s also, for she was a Princess to a hated King by many and a Queen to a hated King by even more.

      Fuck, but could things get any more complicated?!

      It didn’t take me long to realise where I was, and the sight didn’t exactly surprise me. After all, I would forever be drawn to this place and whatever portal I stepped through would have recognised that pull of energy. Which was why I was now stood on the border between the forest and that of my castle in the distance. The colossal dark blue obsidian crystal shards had been risen out of the ground by Lucifer’s army of witches. Those and any mage that had enough magic that it served him enough to keep them around. Gods, but even the word magic was one that I loathed, and the reasons for this ran deeper than my current hatred for the bitch out to destroy me. But being topside for as long as I had then the word just sounded so juvenile compared to the raw and dark power that could be produced, and right in front of me was the proof of that.

      This was my gift, the Devil had said that every King needs a castle and just as much as I was Lucifer’s greatest accomplishment, my castle needed to make that statement and to all I was destined to rule over. Personally, I fucking hated the charade and every fucked up part that came with my rule in Hell. Of course, I had joked on many occasions with Amelia about my palace here but looking at it now and I couldn’t help but wonder what she would have thought should she be standing next to me. I mean it wasn’t exactly the ‘welcome home, honey’ one would have hoped to present to their intended Queen but then again, I wasn’t exactly your poster boy for a conventional relationship.

      I turned and looked back at the Forest of Echoes, known as such due to the unique rock formations that are scattered throughout the land. These cluster of rocks created an amplified effect which meant that voices carried throughout the forest, undeterred by the trees that should have prevented most of it from travelling that far.

      No, instead it created a warped, ricochet effect making those that were new to these parts believe they were surrounded or that the forest was alive with the voices that were actually their own. Of course, if you weren’t far from the rocks then those voices could be heard with more clarity. But that was by the by, for there weren’t many that ventured too far in Hell from what they were comfortable with. All but the bounty hunters who had to be fearless to choose such a profession in this dark realm. But then again, it was one that paid well for there were always those who were escaping the wrath of some Lord or King. As for Lucifer, the King of Kings, well then no one escaped him, other than that of his own Queen soon after she was first brought to Hell. And I should know seeing as I was the fucker charged with delivering her!

      At the time I didn’t know which emotion Lucifer felt more, being utterly enraged or being shockingly impressed. However, that was one time where he broke all his own rules and actually went to the mortal realm to retrieve her himself. This was a time I had no choice but to remember, seeing as I was the unlucky fuck who was charged with ruling in his place for a short time, one unfortunately not short enough.

      But that was then, and this was now, for it seemed the tables had turned and I was the one now hunting my Chosen One…yet a-fucking-gain! Honestly, at this rate I was half tempted put a leash around the girl’s neck so she couldn’t wander too far, seeing as she couldn’t be trusted not to make foolish mistakes!

      Gods, I was fucking furious with her!

      It seemed to have been one after another since seeing her that day at the museum and the only one I had approved of had been when she tricked Dante and slipped past his surveillance. Because that had been the only one that had brought her directly to me and what marked the end of years of self-induced torture. Of course, everything after that point had been a combination of street smarts, dumb fucking luck, bad judgement, and even worse rash decisions made on the backs of heightened emotions. Emotional minds, which if you asked me were the worst fucking time a person could make decisions ruled by fear, pain or heartache.

      Cold, hard, and calculated was what made a person survive in my world, and Amelia was none of those things. Yet, here she was, in a place she had only read about in books. Books that right now would have been useful for only one thing, keeping warm when needing to start a fire! Because even though in the mortal world she had been on the run, this was far from needing to be street smart and savvy. And despite needing to give her credit where credit was due, for she had not only managed to escape me, but she had done so without getting herself hunted down by those that wished to use her against me…This was a different league of survival.

      Fuck me, but thinking back to when she had even gone up against a gangster and his gun happy band of fuckwits was a discovery that had made me proud. And to have even come out of it with the boss actually respecting her, was nothing short of impressive…of course, he had been at the wrong end of the barrel at the time. But like me, respect had to be shown to anyone who had the ability to get the better of someone that high up on the food chain. For they only got there by slaying their enemies and getting the better of anyone who had stood in their way. And this was without taking into account her being a gorgeous, unsuspecting woman dressed like a flight attendant speeding through the doors in a stolen Ferrari.

      My little Hell on wheels.

      I shook these thoughts from my head and released my wings knowing time was of the essence, and what I needed to do next I wanted to get done and out of the fucking way, quickly. It was time to reclaim my throne and use my title to its fullest, something that had to start first with a meeting with my second in command. The one I had appointed to rule in my absence.

      But then again, he was the only one that ever could.

      I landed with much more force than was necessary, cracking the stone beneath me and making those who worked at the castle run in fear the moment they saw me.

      “Looks like not a lot has changed then,” I muttered to myself as I entered my ostentatious throne room that was stark white marble and lengths of crimson displaying my sigil. The grand hall was mostly empty, which wasn’t surprising considering there was no particular reason for my second in command to hold court. Of course, when news got out of my return, the place would be packed with those both curious and those too afraid of not appearing and showing their loyalty to their King or fearing my famous wrath.

      Truth was, even though my demon side was at home here, it had to be said that when living topside in the mortal realm, that side of me was far calmer than when down here. I think it was because there was always some threat. Some edge to be forced to walk along, even in my own kingdom and down here, it was razor sharp and usually came with teeth waiting for the opportunity to skin into both your flesh and your position.

      I ignored the reactions to my arrival as my guards all dropped to one knee and kept their heads lowered with their weapons held in front of them. The sign of submission would have been a welcomed sight any other time but right now, there was no time for an egotistical mind. I was here for one reason and one reason only…

      I wanted my fucking woman back!

      “Ah, so the prodigal son returns at last, to what do we owe this royal visit?” My second in command said rising from the horn covered throne, one made from the remains of my enemies and a crude reminder to all who foolishly thought about ever crossing me. I made my way across the vast gleaming white space in seconds and took the steps up to my throne three at a time before granting the cocky bastard my answer.

      “I have come here to hunt,” I told him making him raise a brow in question, but it was one for now I didn’t add an answer too.

      “Now I am intrigued,” was his reply, to which my own response was,

      “All in good time, Šeš, but for now, there is only one thing I need…or should I say three.” He granted me a knowing grin that morphed into a cunning smile the moment I finished my order…

      “I need to call in a vow of those blood bound…” I looked back towards the doors and said…

      
        
        “Get me, the McBain Brothers.”
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      “The McBain brothers are out on assignment…exactly what is this about?” My second asked the moment my displeasure was shown with my scowl.

      “Where are they?” I asked ignoring his question making him sigh as he flicked out the length of his jacket, one I knew was made from the Basilisk he slayed. A proud moment seeing as the King of serpents was wreaking havoc throughout my land and well, in short, was one hard mother fucker to kill. This was because he had the power to cause death with a single glance and therefore had to be fought blind. But then, my Šeš wasn’t without his own skills. Meaning that after many had failed to bring the reptilian looking King to heel, he decided to take matters into his own hands. It was only one of the many reasons he was fit to rule in my absence, as he was never afraid to get his hands dirty to do what needed to be done.

      He sat back down, now choosing a smaller throne that was situated next to the horned one fit for that of the Vampire King. I would have rolled my eyes at the theatrics of it all, not giving two shits about where the fuck he sat. However, he knew as well as I did that this pretence was needed, for fear was the only thing that kept my kingdom in line down here. But then I guess the same could be said for the mortal world, as take Adam for instance. He was rarely able to be himself in front of me when others were around, being more of a brother to me than anything else. For there were few who knew the real foundations of our friendship, and looking at my second in command right now well, there were even fewer knew who he really was to me.

      It was easier that way.

      Fuck but not even Dominic Draven knew who he really was, and I had spent most of my years on mortal soil as his right hand man, being to him what Adam was to me. We had once been friends before we were each other’s greatest enemy. As for now…Gods, but seeing as he now knew I was fucking his daughter, then really, who the fuck really knew what was going on in his mind. I was still expecting the brutal bastard to try and kill me when I least expected it. In fact, if it hadn’t been that his wife’s life was tied to my own, then I knew he would have tried long ago despite killing a whole race of demonic life.

      But emphasis on the word tied, for after the Triple Goddess ritual, and Malphas’ failure on becoming a God, then we were evenly matched. Even if I hadn’t been the only one with the power to manipulate his mind, our fates had made us equals for a reason.

      My second’s voice brought me back to the reason I was here.

      “They are trying to sort out that mess between the rooted soul breeders and Arachne and her army…again,” he said sighing in reply to my answer, and even I had to roll my eyes at the hundred-year-old feud between the neighbouring forest lands. But then this was Arachne we were discussing and let’s just say the Spider Queen was a title she granted herself. For she only ruled over those she created, her own children.

      The two forests were on the border of my realm and therefore it was my responsibility to keep it in check, for their war often seeped out into my lands and involved my people. Arachne had once been a mortal and was the daughter of Idmon. She was said to be the most talented tapestry maker and foolishly, to hold the claim, challenged Athena, Goddess of Wisdom and Crafts to a weaving contest. But that was her downfall for no one challenged the Gods without repercussions and hers ended up costing more than just her mortal life.

      This was because when Athena found no flaws in her work the Goddess became enraged, as their egos were everything to them. To be worshipped was what gave a God their power and when one was beaten by a mortal, then that worship always slipped a little, meaning Athena had to make an example out of her to keep her worship intact. Doing so even if it was done through the strength of fear. Because some Gods may reside in Heaven but not all are heavenly and pure. After all, Hell wasn’t the only place that used fear as a means of control.

      Fucking hypocrites the lot of them!

      The Goddess beat her in front of everyone who had once been in awe of her talent and cursed her. Arachne hung herself out of shame and upon her sinful death, the curse transformed her mortal body, forever imprisoning her in the body of a demonic spider she had no hope of ever escaping from. Instead, she was forced to become a breeder for the creature she was given to and as a result, found herself being impregnated every day of her damned eternal life.

      In a nutshell, this meant that it was no wonder she was constantly pissed at the world. But the lesson was delivered loud and clear, becoming a cautionary tale in warning mortals not to place themselves on an equal level with the Gods.

      However, for me it was, as usual, bad fucking timing!

      “Get a message to them, use the eye if you have to.” At this my second in command answered me first with a raise of his brow in surprise, for no one was permitted to use the eye, not even him. So, to be granted access to it was soon about to call my bluff.

      “The Eye of Crimson was gifted for your use only, which means it must be something very fucking important for you to grant…”

      “I am well aware of my position, Šeš, I do not need a history lesson. Just use the fucking thing to get a message to them.”

      “And that message would be?” His question made me sigh and I knew this was the time to bullshit through my teeth as it was too dangerous to reveal the truth. Which was why I told him,

      “A witch is fucking with me and stole my favourite mortal slave.” His look said it all and his lips twitching to hold back a smile said a whole lot more.

      “I was always under the assumption that you hated mortals and the females weren’t exactly to your liking for feeding from either.” I swallowed down the urge to snap that I didn’t have time for this shit and instead forced myself to play it as cold as I could physically force it to sound.

      “There is always the exception to that rule and this one just so happens to fit my cock nicely. I also spent a great deal of time training her to fit my needs perfectly.”

      “Who the fuck cares, just train another, after all, that is half the fun,” he said with a flick of his hand as if he were merely talking about the simple sexual use of a body to fuck. I would have growled and punched my gauntleted covered fist through the nearest wall at just the idea of replacing my girl, but thankfully I kept it somewhat calm enough to keep up the pretence.

      “I don’t want to train another, what I want is to retrieve what was stolen from me and punish those who dare take what is mine!” I snapped with a bite of frustration.

      “How was this mortal even transported here, by all rights she should be dead…unless there is something about this one you are not telling me…fated by the Gods perhaps?” Fuck, but I forgot how perceptive my Šeš was!

      “I don’t know how, but just before I ram my fist down the bitch’s throat I will ask how she managed to send her here…in the meantime I want my slave back and I want her back fucking now!” This time I let my anger flow and hammered a fist down on one of the largest horns at the arm rest, crushing it and making the golden tip clatter to the floor and echo around the large space.

      “Alright, I get the point, I will contact the McBain brothers but the Eye isn’t necessary, for my mage will contact them, as I am sure finding the only living mortal running around your realm won’t be too hard to find…that is, if she is running around in your realm?” His question caught me off guard and I couldn’t help but mutter,

      “I fucking hope so.” He raised a questioning brow at this but thankfully didn’t push me into answering why it was so important to me. The truth was I didn’t know where she could be, for the Keepers had only hinted at it being in my realm as she wasn’t drawn to this place as I was. Hell, it was like he had said, as a mortal she shouldn’t even be here. But then again, if it was fated by the Gods, then being mortal wouldn’t be a factor, for the power of the Fates was everything in this world.

      “You know what they will ask for in return,” he reminded me and to be honest, I couldn’t give a fuck what it cost me to get her back, I was willing to pay it tenfold!

      “If she is returned back to me unharmed, then they can consider their blood vow fulfilled.”

      “Are you serious?!” He snapped making me grant him a look that told him to be careful in how he spoke to me.

      “Are you questioning me?” I warned. He ran a frustrated hand at the back of his neck and took a breath.

      “No, I am merely asking you if a piece of mortal pussy is worth the strongest shifters in Hell?” At this I nearly lost it and in doing so would have revealed that she was much more than just some mortal pussy. Thankfully, I had enough sense to wisely hold back. After all, this was all just an act I was forced to play out.

      “Those royal shifters have been bound to me for long enough. It is time they start fulfilling their own destinies and there is no better cause for them in doing so now by serving me this one last time. Besides, Trice grows stronger and stronger each passing decade and is fuelled by his bitter hatred for being bound to me.”

      “You have a point there,” he muttered before I carried on.

      “Yes and that bitterness will either have the power to destroy himself and his brothers or it will be enough to do damage to my kingdom, either one would be a waste, as it would only end in their death and my annoyance at our having to rebuild…neither of these I have the patience or time for,” I said making yet another point.

      “Nor I,” he agreed even without knowing the full extent of bad timing. Which meant that as my second in command he really needed to be informed of what was happening regarding the witch, someone who was making it her mission to destroy my life and everyone connected to it. I also knew that the sooner I discovered her identity then the sooner I could discover her weaknesses and use them against her. Everyone had a weakness in some way, and up until Amelia, then I had prided myself on having none. Which was why I knew how vital it was to keep her true identity unknown, even from the man I had appointed to run my kingdom. Because as much as I trusted him to rule in my place, I didn’t trust him when it came to the one being I wanted to keep her secret from the most…

      Lucifer.

      “Where is Carn’reau?” I asked after the commander of my armies, the once dark Fae Prince and banished rightful ruler of his Elemental world. The reasons for his banishment were never made known to me and in truth, I hadn’t cared enough to find out. All I cared for is that he offered his loyalty to me and with it the army he brought with him that was banished as well. Of course, his loyalty came with some perks on both sides, for the exchange in power was a welcomed bonus. This was because my blood granted him more power than those of his brethren, including his brothers. As for my gain, other than that of his army, were his extreme fighting skills and experience in war, for he was to this date unbeaten in battle.

      It was why I made him commander of all my own armies, not just the one he brought with him upon leaving his world. The new training methods he enforced meant that my kingdom was in fact one of only few claimed to be the most powerful in all of Hell. Fuck, but the reason Lucifer was so twitchy around me these last few hundred years was because my strength was only increasing, in both my own supernatural abilities and the strength of my forces. But then that was what happened when you spent your time obsessed with trying to create the most powerful beings to add to your collection…sometimes, you succeeded.

      “He is as he should be, preparing to charge into battle on the Shadowlands at first light, you know the piece of land we have been trying to claim for the last three hundred turns of the sky.” I hissed a curse under my breath and said the unthinkable,

      “Postpone the war.”

      “What?!” he snapped back incredulously.

      “You heard me, have them pull back and postpone the campaign.” I repeated making his green eyes spark with anger.

      “But we are so close to winning this—” he started to argue, one I stopped in its tracks before he went too far.

      “You. Heard. Me.” At this he sighed and wisely gave up the fight after first looking around the room and realising we weren’t free to have this open conversation the way he obviously wished we were.

      “And your orders for them?” He asked in a now tense tone.

      “I want them to march throughout the towns, search every fucking house, inn, every fucking hole in the ground, I don’t fucking care, I just want her found!” I snapped having long done with this conversation.

      “And the Shadowlands?” I released a sigh and said,

      “Once this is all over, I will speak with their King, for this is a mess he should have sorted out himself by now.” And it was, fucking big bastard of a Viking. The King of Shadows and the keeper of the Ouroboros had not long since stepped up to the claim of his chaotic Kingdom. One that had spent its near entirety without a leader and therefore was constantly at war with itself along with everyone else in Hell. It was a huge realm and bordered my own from the North. Which meant I’d had no choice but to take control of what I could and try to claim the rest, a kingdom I did not fucking want!

      No, what I wanted was for the big bastard to get his ass down here and sort his own shit out, despite his reasons for not wanting to. This being said, to give him his due, he had at the very least stepped up and accepted his fate, doing so with little choice if he wanted to keep his own Chosen One. But his work was only half done and if he didn’t act soon then I would be claiming his land by force once and for all.

      One look at his face and I knew my Šeš wanted to argue further on the matter and to be honest, I couldn’t really blame him. Not considering we had been planning this for nearly a Hell’s year. But nothing was more important than this, and right now, Hell could go and fuck itself for all I cared.

      “And do you have any idea where this slave girl of yours is or are we just declaring her the most hunted female in all of Hell’s realms?” His question made me grit my teeth and hold myself back from commanding this decree, for I wanted her back where she belonged, and I wanted her back now. But with that being said, I still knew the dangers that would follow in making it known to my kingdom what the importance of finding her would be. For some would find it a rare opportunity to exploit what would naturally be assumed was a weakness of mine. This no doubt only ending in her becoming used as a bargaining tool or even worse, a means for revenge.

      Caution was definitely key here and having to balance that and using what resources I had without putting her in jeopardy was going to be a challenge. Which was why I needed to be out there trying to find her myself and doing so whilst at the same time praying I wasn’t too fucking late already!

      “No, I don’t know for sure, but I know one being that might. In the meantime, I want this kept between those bound to me and who I have chosen to be charged with finding her,” I told him, knowing that by doing so would cause reason for suspicion in itself, for my second was far from stupid.

      “And what of the witch?” he chose to ask instead.

      “What of her?” I barked in annoyance, knowing my patience for speaking of that bitch wasn’t going to last long.

      “Well, it stands to reason should she go this far to piss you off, doing so enough for you to come all the way down here, then surely her limits won’t end there…how do we know this isn’t just all part of her plan?” I thought on that a moment, for I knew that to go into details right now then I would only be in danger of exposing Amelia too soon. Something I couldn’t risk until at the very least she was found and safely back by my side. After that, then we could tackle the next shit thrown our way but until then, I had to be careful. Which was why I gave him a vague answer,

      “We don’t know that it isn’t part of her plan, which is why we act on the side of caution. But even then, the rule stands that the mortal girl is not to be touched or harmed in anyway, for only I will decide her fate and that of her punishment…is that understood?” I asked in a tone that spoke of my anger should these wishes not be carried out.

      “It will be known,” he replied with the tick in his jaw unmistakable. He too was losing patience knowing that he was purposely being kept in the dark.

      “Good,” I replied turning to leave and only stopping when he suddenly asked,

      “And this being who might know where she is, where will you find them, for if I need to reach you?” I paused and turned slightly to look back at him without my horns getting in the way. Then I told him,

      “The Kingdom of Lust.” Naturally, my reply surprised him, making me wonder if even that being said had been given too much away. For he very well knew, as all did, who the King of Lust was connected too.

      Dominic Draven.

      “Now that is interesting,” he mused making me grit my teeth and snap,

      “The only interest in it I want from you is the interest you show in ways of finding what belongs to me, anything other than that is an expelled energy I will not be happy to hear you have wasted.” The moment I said it I knew my mistake for this would only drive him to be more curious, his cunning grin told me this and made the next words out of his mouth a lie.

      “But of course, my Šeš.” So, I took a deep breath and finally made my point, speaking in a way that was, granted, more suited to behind closed doors. But it was imperative that he understood the deeper meaning he would find in just speaking his name aloud,

      “I mean it, Dariush…” I paused, narrowed my gaze and said,

      
        
        “Don’t fail me, Brother.”
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      I left my brother, no doubt to ponder my words and stew on my reasons given. Again, he wasn’t stupid and could no doubt read between the complicated lines of my being here. But then, deception was no stranger to either of us. For keeping up the ruse of him merely being nothing more than my second in command was a necessary evil in our world. The fact was that we both decided that living this lie was an important element for our combined rule to work as smoothly as it did.

      No one knew about Dariush, other than Keira, for she discovered this during her time travelling trip to the past where she first encountered him. He was without doubt my best kept secret, as this was what we both agreed was for mutual benefit. Hence the reason not even my former King, Dominic, knew of his existence. And as far as I knew, Keira had kept my secret out of respect for my wishes for her to do so. After all, I was her maker.

      Now, at some point I knew that I would have to explain about the history of my brother to Amelia. And well, seeing as we were now in Hell together, then that time would likely be sooner rather than later, after of course I had first found the girl!

      In fact, I had expected one of the first things from her lips after being made to experience my past first-hand was to ask me why I never mentioned him. But then it quickly occurred to me that our joint father had obviously kept his word. Lucifer had, at our request, kept the knowledge of Dariush a secret, and in doing so needed to erase that part of him from my life. This was so that even the Fates weren’t able to make his existence known. Which meant manipulating Lucifer’s first creation, the Keepers of Three. The Fates had deemed them connected to my life, seeing every piece of it as being the ones trusted with the Tree of Souls. But that didn’t mean Lucifer didn’t still have his influence over their mind.

      It was the reason Amelia hadn’t seen Dariush in my memories and until that moment I had never known that Lucifer had in fact kept his end of the bargain. But then again, it wasn’t like this plan wasn’t to Lucifer’s advantage either. Especially not when more than two thousand years later he would use this secret son of his to help him in getting his Chosen One back.

      But secrecy was the key when it came to Dariush, for his power rivalled my own but only when he was in Hell. You see, Lucifer’s goal when creating the perfect being and one intended to rule over the growing problem the Vampire race was creating, was one he achieved in me. But throughout the years I discovered there had been many failures and only two mortals turned successfully. And out of us both, it was only me that was suited to rule, for when Dariush was turned he became something else entirely…

      He was the only one of his kind.

      It was why his existence was such a well-guarded secret. For Lucifer he was the ultimate weapon but for me, well…

      He was my brother.

      But both meant that he could be used against us and even though he was tied to Lucifer by blood, it also meant that he was tied to me in the same way also. It was why, if I chose to be, I could quite easily have become Lucifer’s biggest threat of power. For Dariush not only felt loyalty to both of us but only one of us had the power over his mind. And well, it wasn’t Lucifer as he would have preferred it to be.

      Besides, like I said, we were brothers and that came before being sons of the Devil. We had spent time in the mortal realm together, always doing so under the ruse of him being my second and long before Adam was turned. But then, when we found ourselves constantly being forced back to deal with an entirely different kingdom, we knew things had to change. For it was a usual occurrence, as our realm in Hell couldn’t go long without being dominated under the hand of a ruthless ruler.

      That was when the decision was made for Dariush to take my place. Something that allowed me the freedom to forge my own destiny and eventually pave the way to strengthen my kingdom in the mortal realm. This had been fortunately achieved with great success, much to Dom’s annoyance.

      And speaking of Dominic and annoyances, it was time to go and visit an entirely different ruler…

      The Prince of Lust…Dom’s father.

      Now all I had to hope for was that the portal into his realm was still accessible, or time will have been wasted. For I would simply have no choice but to go back to my castle to seek aid, as one of Dariush’s many talents is he could create a shifter portal to anywhere. His power in being able to summon the doorways seemed endless, creating them both between worlds and the realms they were built up of. It was one of his greatest gifts, whereas others with even the slightest use of the same power could only manage to create a portal a few times a year. This was because the amount of power and energy it took was astounding.

      However, Dariush could create one with little trouble and as I said, he seemingly had an endless amount of energy to offer. But no one knew this, which was why we didn’t exactly abuse the talent…at least not in front of others. For the being with the keys into any place in Hell, Heaven, and everything in between, was a dangerous commodity that others would kill to exploit. But then again, he was Lucifer’s secret weapon, so his talents weren’t surprising to us. And because of this, it was also why I didn’t choose to trust him just yet, for Lucifer would always have that hold on him, being his maker.

      What can I say, other than it was a fucked-up family dynamic if ever there was one!

      Luckily for me however, my worry had been for nothing as the portal that had been created was still intact and wasn’t as unstable as I feared it might be. Because without use, then some of these doorways created just didn’t have enough power to maintain themselves and simply vanished. Portals usually drew from the energy of the beings  that used them and a trip to the level of lust was naturally a popular place for most. After all, sex was sex no matter what kind of creature/creation or being of Hell you were. And should its ruler be feeling generous at the time, then he was usually all too willing to oblige those looking for a hardcore version of the act.

      The portal was situated not too far away from my castle and just on the other side of the Echoing Forest, next to a cluster of caves. I could see the energy waves comes from the distorted space of scenery, telling me it was active and from the looks of things, used often.

      I scoffed as I landed the moment a break in the trees would allow, not exactly being surprised by my people’s choice of holiday destination. I took one look at the portal and readied myself for what was ahead, calling forth the rest of my demonic armour that was as natural as allowing my demon to take over my vessel. This included my chest piece and shoulder plating growing until I was completely covered in a hardened black metal. The armour down my arms, legs and feet had already encased my flesh the moment my demon side had erupted back in the Temple. And thank fuck it had because one thing was for sure, there had been no way in Hell I would be stepping through that portal dressed like a fucking tourist and sporting hiking sandals!

      I walked the small distance back to the area I had seen from above and without a moment to waste, walked through the portal, ignoring the slither of stolen energy it consumed. For one such as I, it was barely even noticeable. But for those much weaker, then they would no doubt have felt it enough to require rest once they had arrived. It wasn’t surprising that down here, it was survival of the fittest and power was everything.

      However, one look back as I stepped through and I knew why the portal had been so active…it was like a damn ‘welcome to fuck land’, the sexual playground for supernaturals for God’s sake! I was just surprised it didn’t have writing carved into the arch of bodies that said, ‘Play hard and stay hard longer’.

      “Fuck me,” I muttered with a shake of my head, ignoring the not so subtle arch of bodies that were connected sexually. The dip of a male’s head was mostly hidden by being at the centre of a woman’s legs and framed either side by her thighs. It was as if he had been frozen in time during his sexual meal. The couple looked carved out of wood and then strangely burnt with a blowtorch. The man’s feet and the woman’s hands were also fused against the boards on the dock that also had that blackened charred effect.

      I looked beyond the eternal image of such a sexual act, trying to ignore the memories a sight like this conjured up. Especially when remembering the sweet taste of my own girl’s release on my tongue as I feasted on her.

      Gods, but I missed my girl.

      The calmness of the black river was a contrast to the surrounding sandstorm that raged around the realm and could be seen in the distance. One similar surrounded parts of my own castle and were an effective way to keep not only enemies out but also that of unwelcomed magic.

      I couldn’t help but recite what Dom often did when he mentioned that of his father, and I never understood why until seeing that storm,

      “But to that second circle of sad Hell, where in the gust, the whirlwind, and the flaw of rain and hail-stones, lovers need not tell their sorrows—pale were the sweet lips I saw, pale were the lips I kissed, and fair the form I floated with, about that melancholy storm. …” It was by John Keats, named, ‘A dream after reading Dante’s episode of Paolo And Francesca’. I think it had something to do with the history of his parents as theirs was a tale of forbidden love like no other. The Demon Prince and Archangel were never meant to fall in love and achieve the impossible by creating life. And just like that forbidden love, Dante’s inferno told of the story of Francesca and her brother in law, Paolo, who were both condemned to Hell for adultery. Dante was touched and held sympathy for their condemned love and the cruelty of their death because of it. Francesca was portrayed as being compelled by love and unable to stop it, for the power of the heart is an unrelenting force.

      As for the Prince of Lust, it was said that the storm that surrounds his kingdom began the day his precious Sarah was taken from him and to this day has never once stopped. The power of the heart was an unstoppable force indeed and had the power to affect us all or so it would seem. And now, one glance back up at the colossal castle that overshadowed the town below, and that power most certainly wasn’t in question when it came to its ruler.

      The castle was easily the size of a city itself and a towering mass of black stone carved into giant sentinels. It was said to be built from the underbelly of a volcano that mirrored Mount Merapi in the mortal realm. One which was situated in the centre of the island of Java, Indonesia.

      I ignored the hustle of demonic life that obviously lived in these parts and was clearly used to the sexual references at every turn. Like the giant cocks that the boats were moored to, instead of simple wooden posts for ropes to be wrapped around. This was the same as the erotic statues that I could see dotted in between the wide wooden clad buildings. They seem to be directions of sorts, as protruding body parts looked to be pointing a certain way, while gleaming white signs were held in their hands. The gloominess of the rising mist rolling in from the surface of the water was cut short and faded away the further from the docks I walked. This was thanks to the naked figures that lined the streets and held glass blown lamps in their bound hands. Hands that were tied above their heads, almost like they were being suspended from an invisible beam above. Collars of gleaming gold around their necks and a single chain dipped from one pierced nipple to the other.

      I knew even from looking at them that these were no doubt a mirror image of some of the sexual slaves that could be found within the castle walls. The citizens gave me a wild berth as I stepped further along the dock and onto the black glass cobbled street, that looked like broken pebbles of highly polished flint. My metal boots that were made up of overlapping plates in a sabaton style, clinked against the ground as I walked. Then the second I had the space I stretched out my wingspan and took to the air, making my way quickly towards the castle.

      I didn’t have time for being polite here but then again, I didn’t have the time to fight his sentinels either, so I had no choice but to request an audience with the royal, knowing he would not refuse me. Especially seeing as he loved nothing more than a bit of drama and me being here would most certainly pique his interest.

      I took no time at all finding the entrance, being as it was sandwiched in between two of the largest towers. They were the size of skyscrapers, and at its centre at least fifty carved archways stood, like curved vertical steps. These framed a pair of imposing castle doors of stark white that were big enough to fit my club Transfusion through. Next to this was an outpost of sorts, being an unwelcoming looking building made of spiked turrets. It was a place I chose to land before I demanded to speak with their Lord. I felt a fight coming my way, along with a refusal the second the solider put his hand to the hilt of his weapon.

      I gritted my teeth at the annoyance and forced myself to be diplomatic, telling them who I was before I made my demands. Thankfully, this was enough to get me taken seriously, and shortly after this a royal representative appeared to escort me inside. He was an overly tall and overly thin being, that despite his seven-foot height looked breakable all over. White long hair was braided back from pointed features and beady, keen eyes of yellow.

      “You have arrived at a fortunate time, for my Lord is in the banqueting hall and offers you a great honour in inviting you to sit and dine with him this turn of the sky.” The servant informed me surprising me enough to say,

      “I believed all of those who served the Prince were only to speak ancient Sumerian.” Something I had done moments ago, despite being rusty. But then again, the language was over 5000 years old.

      “Ah yes, well his Maru, and our Enki suggested he…how do I say, get with the times.” I scoffed at this, knowing the words he used were the ancient language for ‘son’ and also the name Enki, ‘Lord of Earth’, was who Dom was known as in these parts.

      After this, talk between us ceased and I didn’t encourage otherwise. After all, I wasn’t exactly here for a social visit, and the moment I was escorted through into what was obviously his banqueting hall, I soon discovered that the Lord of this castle knew it too.

      “Ah King of Blood and Death,” he said prompting me to reply back in return,

      “Asmodeus, Sar Sha Hatti,” I said, calling him the King of Sin as was his preferred title. He eyed me from the top of a long, grand table, one big enough to seat at least fifty people. I also ignored the obvious sexual focal point of the room, being that the table was full of naked bodies all covered in food. No, instead I simply focused on the next barrier that stood in my way.

      I knew this when the King boldly announced,

      
        
        “So, you’re the one fucking my granddaughter.”
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      After dropping this piece of knowledge like a fucking A-bomb, I was then surprised when it was followed up with him offering me a seat. This instead of trying to rip my head off, stick an apple in my mouth, and add me to his table of fuckery as his new centre piece.

      “Won’t you take a seat,” he offered again with a nod of his head making a servant girl go rushing to pull out my chair. She was wearing nothing but a gold bowtie and a pointless apron that was see-through. Well, that wasn’t all she was wearing, as the moment she bent over, a glittering butt plug could also be seen. Naturally she decided to make a show of the act, doing so enough to look at me over her shoulder and wink at me when she caught me staring at her ass.

      Had it been a time before my Chosen One I might have taken the time to admire it but as it stood now, she held no interest for me, and my scowl of annoyance told her as much. I therefore took my offered seat briefly noting her disappointment and caring little for it.

      However, Asmodeus clearly did care as he chuckled to himself. Then he flicked his hand through the air as if he was brushing off lint and by doing so telling the girl to silently leave me be. I looked down at the plush red velvet seat in a way that made it obvious how little I wanted to sit down. I didn’t have time to fucking dine at this fucked up table of sex and sin. But then one look at my ‘host’ and I also knew it wasn’t wise to refuse him this unnatural welcome. For an unnatural welcome was exactly what it was, especially considering he obviously knew a lot more than I gave him credit for.

      So, I decided to be honest.

      “I am surprised you offer me one given your last statement,” I said sitting down anyway. Asmodeus threw his head back and laughed, doing so in a way that was unnerving. Although this wasn’t surprising considering who he was, for it wasn’t only his looks that resembled his son. Both were renowned for their tempers and both were hard mother fuckers at that, for I was not the only King in Hell to be labelled as a ‘Tyrant’.

      Of course, looking like an older version of my former King was also playing on my senses. For it was said that he purposely chose to look this way, much to his son’s dismay at refusing to yield and change his appearance. Asmodeus had the power to look however he wished as he was mere steps away from being a God. But then he chose his son’s appearance merely for the fact that it irked him, something that was renowned to be his favourite past time.

      At least in that we found common ground I through wryly.

      “Ah nonsense, for if I wanted you dead, I would have done so by now, having Meria here slice you with her fish blade…” he said making me look to the side where the mostly naked servant was stood now holding a platter of steamed fish. She also gave me a wicked grin as she pulled a large curved knife from the now gutted belly of a silver fish and waved it at me.

      “…but then again, you are your father’s favourite son,” he said making me scoff,

      “I doubt that.” At this he looked genuinely shocked and raised a dark brow.

      “You believe he has another?” he asked making me tense for a split second before forcing myself to relax, with my mind now running wild with questions. Did Asmodeus know of my brother or was this a test because he merely suspected? Either were possible because his skills in manipulation and control weren’t solely used or saved for the bedchamber, but throughout the rest of Hell as well. After all, he was the eyes and ears of Lucifer, being that Asmodeus was his closest friend. If there was something to discover in Hell, then Asmodeus would make it his mission to find it.

      “I simply point out that my growing strength isn’t unknown to him and he believes it could one day become a threat,” I said as calmly as I could.

      “And will it?” he replied coming straight out with it. I swallowed hard and after grabbing a goblet of what I could smell was ‘swine wine’ I told him,

      “Not unless he does something foolish like trying to take what belongs to me.”

      “You mean like my granddaughter who you boldly claimed as your own?” he came right out and said it.

      “No, for that wouldn’t just be foolish but more so deadly,” I replied knowing that my warning would be loud and clear and one that would get back to him quickly. Then I took a drink of the amber liquid, named as it was due to fermenting of the swine berry. This was named such for its foul smell when the Hell grown plant flowered. Its taste was a bittersweet flavour that clung to my tongue and made me thirst instead for the sweeter blood of my Chosen One.

      “Duly noted, now please, enjoy my hospitality,” he said splaying an arm out towards the tangle of bodies all lay upon the table and displayed like flesh coloured platters for the different dishes we were expected to eat.

      There were folded slices of meats arranged on bare muscular chests, following the natural dips and contours of the male physique. There were female bodies overflowing with fruit, with slices cut to frame breasts that were drizzled in golden honey. Salad leaves that made one female look like history’s depiction of Eve in the garden of Eden. One with the bitten apple she permanently had held in her mouth like a ball gag, was a telling tale, however the cock up her ass, was not. As for the rest, other than the common naked theme, each body was also connected with the next in some way. Every hole was filled if not by flesh then by the food we were expected to eat.

      But one glance at the room beyond the feast and it was no different. The gothic opulence of a King was all around us in both what I would have named a gaudy and predictable décor. Statues painted gold were actually two living slaves positioned in some sexual act together that I had noticed changed every five minutes or so. These framed either side of the seven archways along one wall that were closed off from view by thick, dark red curtains of velvet to match the chairs. Glossy black furniture adorned the room, including the grand table that took up most of the space. On the other walls a black material clung to the stone like thick textured wallpaper and was decorated by large sigil symbols, depicting his rule in gold thread.

      At the far end a woman was hogtied to a pole and was being filled from both sides by one man at either end. One with a cock in her mouth and one in her pussy. Doing so whilst both were basting her skin with oil, making her pale skin slick, wet and glistening. This was at the same time as the pole she was tied to was slowly turning her around like a roasting pig that thankfully was without the fire.

      Next to her was another serving station with a naked girl tied in a cocooned web of rope, hanging from the beams above. She was also suspended at an angle that made her legs higher than her shoulders, with her chin resting on a platform. I suspected this was to keep her head raised, naturally thrusting her chest down.

      This was so that the lowest parts of her were her large breasts, a pair of milky globes that hung down and were positioned over the table below. Directly under her nipples were two golden goblets awaiting to be filled and with a flick of their master’s hand, two slave girls started to pour jugs of red wine slowly down her body. The wine travelled the length of her arched back, soaking the ropes red that bound her. It continued down until flowing over the sides of her tits and clinging there until large droplets gathered against the hard points of her nipples. It then started dripping into the cups below making it look like the girl was being milked of alcohol.

      “I call it Virgin Filtered, if you care for some?” he asked, and my look said it all, meaning I didn’t need to voice my refusal. He shrugged his shoulders and simply held out his hand as a silent order for one of the servants to fill a new goblet, now the ‘filtering process’ had finished.

      I had no fucking time for any of this and one sly look at Asmodeus and the cocky bastard knew it! So, I decided to get straight to the point,

      “I am here in search…”

      “I know exactly why you are here, for you believe you have lost something that belongs to you,” he interrupted, before taking a large sip of his fucked-up preference in wine. I opened my mouth to speak again when he got in there first,

      “All in good time, but first I must insist we dine.” Oh, fuck yeah, this asshole was playing with me. This was confirmed when he suddenly announced,

      “Oh, but wait, how rude of me, for we forgot to set you a dinner setting.” Then he clicked his fingers and a beautiful redhead in a scarlet silk robe stepped from behind an elaborate screen. It was one that unsurprisingly showcased a silk painting of an orgy that was made up of six framed panels and was where servants stood behind waiting for their master’s orders. The redhead sauntered towards me with an emphasised sway of her hips and I inwardly cringed knowing what was coming…

      A fucking test.

      I knew it the second his grin widened to display a row of white teeth, with only just the bare the hint of demonic fangs. A pair that looked to be at the ready when his own ‘plate’ was walking towards him. She was an exotic looking beauty, with an abundance of perfect curves covered in silky dark skin and a halo of tight orange curls.

      “Ah, my sun in the dark, what a treat licking cream off your cunt will be,” Asmodeus said as he held out a strong hand for her to take as she seated herself at the edge of the table where he sat, doing so with a smile. I heard the clearing of a throat, prompting me to do the same and forcing me to therefore unclench my fist.

      The redhead took my hand and took her own place in front of me, seating her sizeable ass to the edge. Asmodeus most definitely had a thing for curves that was for sure. However, all I could think about was one woman’s body and it wasn’t the fiery redhead that was currently flicking her hair back like she was some kind of Goddess. I didn’t even bother resisting the urge to roll my eyes, not giving two shits about what the fuck this girl felt about my obvious distaste for her. Or anyone on this fucked up sordid table for that matter.

      But then, clearly undeterred, the girl reached behind her and picked a strawberry from the living fruit bowl between a girl’s legs. This was done before bringing it to her lips and biting into it, in what she no doubt hoped for was in a seductive manner. Then, as she let the juices run down her chin, she added to the sticky red liquid as it travelled her skin, doing so by running the bitten fruit down in between the valley of her pert breasts. However, the moment she started to circle one rose tinted nipple, coating them in the crimson fruit, I looked around her frame and in a bored tone said,

      “I am not here to taste your particular flavour of sin, Asmodeus.”

      “No, I suppose not since you have recently discovered your own mortal flavour,” he replied in a knowing tone that had me gritting my teeth despite how subtle the mention of Amelia’s blood was. But even then, my refusal went unheard as he simply signalled for more of his servants to come forward. All were near naked men this time with nothing covering their erect cocks.

      The white open waistcoats matched both the stark paleness of their skin, and the bow ties at their necks. Each carried large urns cut from black glass at their shoulders making their muscles bulge. Their eyes had been painted black and the streaked track marks ran down their faces where they had cried through the thick clay-like substance used.

      Two came to stand either side of me at the ready with the urns held high and waiting for the other two to do the same. It was like a mirror image across from me, as slaves took the same position either side of their Lord. Then with a nod of his head, they each started to pour the thick creamy substance down both girls’ bodies, who had now crossed their legs so that most of the mixture was captured in their laps.

      Lush cream coated berries of reds, blackish purples, and blues slid down their skin and each threw their heads back until the last of the contents covered their bodies. I looked towards Asmodeus and his own naked plate to see her near shaking with anticipation of what sexual delights were to come. They both then started to lie back against the table, moving as one as if the whole thing had been rehearsed. They each draped themselves over the bodies behind them before they spread their legs at the same time. This caused the creamy mixture to go gushing down the centre of their bare mounds, coating their eager pussies and literally making a meal out of their sex.

      I looked up from the redhead’s sexual display and in between her spread legs found Asmodeus staring at me. The bastard smiled and motioned with a flick of his wrist for me to start. However when I didn’t he spoke up on the fact,

      “What’s the matter Lucius Septimus, not feeling hungry?” I snarled in response, one that deepened when he added,

      “Or are you just hungry for some other mortal pussy?”

      “You play a dangerous game with me King of Sin.” I told him making him smirk after what seemed to be a habit of his shrugging a shoulder and replying,

      “Ah, but what is the harm in it really…after all, you should know that my home is like Vegas, what happens here, stays here?”

      “Yeah, as a fucking sexual prisoner…clearly.” I said flicking the large ring on the gold collar the girl was wearing, one now splashed with cream.

      “I merely invite you to enjoy yourself, after all, it is not like she would ever know,” he remarked sickening me further, seeing as he was speaking about his own granddaughter. So, I told him firmly,

      “No, but I would.” At this he started laughing and said,

      “By the Gods, what a saint my granddaughter has turned you into…oh, how the mighty fall.” I fisted my hands at his comment and held back from pointing out his own history. But then I knew that would only be a mistake as no one mentioned her name and reminded him of what he had once lost…not if they valued life.

      “That is only coming from the view that love makes you weak,” I told him and the second his eyes flashed dangerously I knew I had made a mistake, one that I hoped hadn’t cost me.

      “Ah, so it is love then is it…? Well, if it is as you claim it to be then…” He paused and my price of honesty soon presented itself the second he said…

      
        
        “Time to test it I think.”
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      The moment he said this I shouted out in anger, a sound that became lost when I felt every solid surface beneath me sink away into nothing and I slipped through the room like a fucking ghost. I instantly tried to release my wings as I continued to fall, doing so to the sound of high-pitched laughter of those above me. But then when nothing happened, I was only to end up dumbfounded as I felt nothing.

      My wings were gone.

      Then, before I could think of what else to do, I landed, doing so on a large bed of white silk. Naturally, I quickly scanned my new surroundings, seeing now that I was in a large circular room and at the centre of what looked like an erotic show. The walls were made up of a series of glass doors and behind each one was what appeared to be a sexual act in action. Two women with hands bound behind their backs were lapping their tongues up an erect cock of an overly large demon who looked to be in the seventh realm of Heaven.

      Another room held an elderly man being whipped by a demonic dominatrix, who was using her forked tail as the implement of sexual torture. Her victim was shuddering in pleasure, despite the red whip lines that marred his sagging and delicate skin. Others simply held half naked dancers of all shapes and sizes, mortal and demon alike, and each were attached to their single cells with a collar and chain that was bolted to the wall or ceiling in some way.

      Then there were those being sexually tortured on a leather clad contraption of some kind. The sound and smell of sex was everywhere. It invaded my senses like a drug, making my fangs ache as they pressed their way against my gums trying to slip free and sink into someone’s flesh. I shook my head, trying to rid the need from my mind, knowing now that something else was going on in here.

      This wasn’t just a sexual playground, but more like a fucking prison…literally! It was as if my reasons for trying to want to leave here became muddy and fogged, as I could feel my cock straining against…fuck, but what was I doing naked?!

      It looked as if I hadn’t just been stripped of my wings, but my entire vessel had returned back to looking like that of a mortal man. I looked back up to see where I had slipped through to find the ceiling above me had been transformed into a glass window. The banquet for one continued and after first granting me a cocky wink, Asmodeus dipped his head in between the girl’s thighs and went to work on eating what her creamy pussy was offering.

      “Get it the fuck together, Luc!” I snapped at myself having to once again shake my head free of this fucked up control, knowing I was stronger than this. I was stronger than…

      “Oh fuck” I muttered as suddenly the glass door in front of me swung open and out walked a line of beauties that made my mouth water. No! There was only one I wanted, and none of them were her! I continued to tell myself this over and over again, even as each approached the bed and started to climb on. At first, I started to shrug off each hand that touched me, with fingertips trailing their tantalising nails up my legs and over my shoulders.

      “No! I don’t want this!” I snapped, closing my eyes and trying to break free from this sexual war inside me, one where my body was responding against my will.

      “Oh, but you do, my Lord.”

      “They all do.”

      “You will see.”

      “Let us help you relax.”

      “Let us pleasure you.”

      All five silky smooth voices seemed to purr this sexual mantra in a string of sentences, ones that all promised the thing my body wanted the most. That sweet release by sinking my cock into a willing vessel’s tight hole, for right now I wasn’t picky on which. I just needed it. I just needed to dominate a body, using it in the most sinful way and punishing it as I pushed it to its limits. I just needed to fuck an open wet mouth, gagging them on my heavy cock, one I could feel seeping with pre-come. Blonde, brunette, redhead, or fuck even the white-haired beauty that was rising up between my legs, it didn’t matter, they were all ripe for the taking.

      But then there was also that nagging feeling in the back of my mind, clawing at me, like when my demon was trying to break free and take control. It became a consistent pounding in my head and the second I reached out and touched one of the breasts being offered up to me, it scalded me. It was burning against my skin when there was no flame to speak of.

      I tried to make sense of it all.

      “What’s the matter Vampire, am I not to your liking?” The blonde asked as she moved to straddle my stomach before cupping both breasts this time and holding them out to me like an offering. I started to shake my head as the feeling of dread began to consume me, making my mind spin. Was I fucking drunk?

      Gods, had it been…the fucking wine?!

      I looked up to see that Asmodeus was now looking down at me, the cream on his face being wiped off by a napkin in a servant girl’s hand. Her other hand was down his loose fitted trousers he wore clearly jacking him off. But he was looking directly at me, as if trying to see inside my soul not simply getting off on the sight of having me a prisoner to his sick idea of a show. My mind started to clear somewhat, doing so enough to turn my head against the breasts that were pressed to my lips. I squirmed beneath the bodies trying to touch me, feeling everything in that moment was wrong.

      It was so fucking wrong!

      “Why do you still fight it, Lucius…after all…” he paused to raise his glass up at me and said before taking a sip,

      “…All is fair in love and war.”

      “All is fair in love and war.” I whispered back to myself after hearing those same words being said down at me, by the only voice I wanted to hear. I remembered it well, as it had once come from my Goddess.

      My Chosen One.

      “My Amelia,” I whispered out loud and unable to help doing so in a pained way. Then one look down, and suddenly I snapped. For it was in that very moment that everything cleared in my mind and the controlling fog no longer clouded me in a sexual haze. As a result, my fangs slipped free and snarled at the bodies that surrounded me. It was a dangerous threat but the one girl on top of me didn’t move quick enough. I ended up pushing her from me hard enough that she bounced from the bed and toppled to the floor.

      “DON’T FUCKING TOUCH ME!” I roared in a rage so powerful, it cracked all the glass doors that surrounded me, making the girls all scream back in fright. Then I erupted back into my demon side, released my wings and flew straight up smashing through the glass floor to the banqueting hall. Everyone in the room cried out in fear…all except Asmodeus, who didn’t so much as flinch. Bodies all scrambled off the large table as food spilt from the ruined feast and the redhead covered in cream foolishly tried to stop me. The second she put her hands out to try and touch me, I pushed her back into the arms of one of the male servants who was trying to pass me, knowing she was lucky I didn’t break her neck.

      I was fucking livid!

      “You dare to pull that shit with me!” I thundered as Asmodeus simply pushed his throne like chair back from the table and shrugged his shoulders casually.

      “I thought it would be amusing to try,” he confessed making me snarl,

      “I am no one’s fucking puppet!”

      “No, for surely you are someone’s if you belong to her?” he challenged, making me lose my shit completely. I grabbed the end of the table and flipped it so hard that it and all its contents went crashing into the wall. This doing so barely missing the girls tied up there and unable to escape my wrath.

      “SHE IS MY CHOSEN ONE!” I roared the second after it smashed into the stone arches and quickly became chunks of splintered wood. Finally, at this he released a deep sigh and rose to his feet before telling me,

      “Come…I’d best help you find her then.” After he said this he turned around and started walking towards the back of the room where he knew I would follow. Especially after finally giving me hope of achieving the reason I had come here in the first place. I ended up following him onto a balcony that overlooked his dark, lustful realm. Sex wasn’t just an act to indulge in for Asmodeus, it was what fuelled his very essence and naturally made him one of the most powerful beings in all of Hell. For lust and sex was the same as what hatred and violence did for the Devil. Both sides were some of the most powerful emotions that fed the underworld just as worship, love, and loyalty fed the Gods in Heaven their power.

      It didn’t make one better than the other, for each side of the divine coin was a gold forged from the exploitation of mortals. But in truth, not one could exist without the other, for the circle of life didn’t only spin in one direction. As wars were still fought amongst mortals despite there being enough land for all, just like Gods did in their quest for even more power. Only those that felt something more…found something more…were the ones in power that finally said…

      Enough.

      Their quest for more was finally over and fulfilment came in another form. So right now, the sight of his castle towers simply looking like the cities of the Earth. Only swapping carved stone turrets for metal and glass encasing mortal flesh in business suits. A sight that did nothing for me. It was just another fucked up reminder for me of what I once was.

      Before there was her.

      Asmodeus flicked out his long robe before leaning heavily against the high black spiral balustrades, and for the first time I had to ask myself had I gotten it all wrong? This sinful life most certainly got stale after a while, for even I knew that after only two thousand years of it. But then for someone like Asmodeus, who had endless lifetimes of not wondering when he would meet his Chosen One but instead, when would he ever get her back. Gods, but it must have been a tortured existence, one I wouldn’t ever fucking wish for!

      Fuck me, but I had been forced to experience merely a few months without her and I was near tearing my mortal kingdom apart along with my fucking hair out!

      “I heard whispers of a mortal girl,” Asmodeus finally said.

      “Where?” I asked quickly and in a tense tone that said all it needed to about my waning patience.

      “You really do love her don’t you?” He asked instead of answering my question and now turning back to look at me.

      “I do…now tell me where?” I said sternly. He released another sigh and nodded to himself as if deciding something within him, something he didn’t share. Then he looked back over his kingdom and said,

      “It was said she was wandering somewhere in the forest of rooted soul breeders.” Hearing this and my blood started to run cold, as I hissed a pointless plea through my teeth,

      “No,”

      “I take it that means my granddaughter is in danger?” He asked, finally looking concerned as he fucking should be, considering my Chosen One was about to walk into a fucking war!

      “Yes…she fucking is, and we are done here!” I hissed through gritted teeth before releasing my wings and just as I did, Asmodeus gave me one last thing.

      “I had to be certain, Luc…she’s my only granddaughter.” I knew what he meant…he was speaking about his fucked-up test of fidelity.

      “Only the strongest love ever conquers it,” he added, and I growled low before letting my wings take me up into the air to hover about ten feet above where he stood and snapped,

      “Yeah, well, next time…try fucking asking!” Then I shot through the thick, sinful air, ignoring the pull of lust far easier now that I was putting distance between myself and the castle. I was soon back at the portal and stepping through it after cracking the flint beneath my feet with the impact of my heavy landing.

      Because finally it was time to go get my girl and if I had to, then I would…

      
        
        Start another fucking war!
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      After stepping back through the portal and into my own realm once more I took to the skies. I knew this was the quickest way to the outskirts of my realm and all I could think to question was if Dariush had got word to the McBain brothers in time. For they had been headed that way to begin with. Now all I could hope for was that they had reached their destination before being ordered to turn back and when doing so, they hadn’t been too late in finding her.

      Gods, but there were just so many possibilities as to what could have gone wrong and all of them seemed to assault me at once. Doing so to the point that I was nearly a nervous fucking wreck by the time I landed. Of course, it didn’t help that when I did, it was in the middle of nothing but the death and destruction left after the war had clearly ended. I looked one way towards the side of the forest that belonged to the rooted soul breeders, and then the other towards the spiteful Spider Queen. It didn’t take me long to assess the damage on both sides, seeing as it had been extensive enough that most of the forest had been burnt to a cinder and beyond all life.

      I could currently see what was left of the mortal part of the Queen’s body, nestled at the centre of a broken a mass of spider limbs and body parts. These sections of what was left of the arachnid demon were surrounded by smaller creatures that were all spinning webs and trying to recapture the human form of Arachne before she could drag herself free. The pieces that had been collected were slowly making their way back to their lair, as they were being dragged by lengths of webbing attached to lines of its surviving children.

      Good, there was a mind left to manipulate the truth from.

      But then I scented something on the breeze and froze my steps the second I did. It was blood…Amelia’s blood. I closed my eyes and sucked back a shuddered breath, holding it there for longer in hopes of calming the fuck down. I needed to keep my level head here and I started doing so by scenting just how much blood there was. I followed it towards a broken part of the land that looked as though it had been created on purpose, this along with the melting shards of ice that spread out on the usually dry land.

      What the fuck had happened here?!

      I flew over to a small ledge and knelt one knee to the ground, finding the source of my current panic. I found a few droplets of blood and swiped them with my fingertip. Then I rubbed it in between my fingers and brought it closer to examine, inhaling deeply as I did. Thankfully, after another quick scan of the ground, I saw that despite it being her blood, there wasn’t much of it to suggest she had suffered any major damage. This was good not just for the obvious reasons but also the fact she had been here and had obviously survived, because there was no sight of her broken body unlike the Queen’s fate. And one look back at the land’s fallen ruler and I knew there had been only one creature capable of delivering that amount of damage…or should I say three combined.

      A Wyvern, a Gryphon, and a Cockatrice.

      The swifter brothers McBain.

      I released a sigh of relief despite knowing there was a small chance at it being premature, which was why I needed to be sure. I looked up from the blood on my metal covered fingers and snarled over my shoulder at the one who could have caused her harm. Then I flew myself over to the twitching form of the losing side’s Queen and curled a lip in disgust at the desperate attempt of the spider race trying to reclaim its cursed prisoner.

      Oh, there was no doubt putting her together again could be achieved, and that she would rule once again, but from the look of all the children she had lost, along with her devastating injuries, then that rule would take years to rebuild once more.

      The moment I landed close enough the few spider children that had survived scuttled away, obviously sensing the threat in me as being one they had no chance of fighting. They had been trying to drag even more of the pieces of the giant spider and the mortal body of Arachne to the cave it called home. And from the looks of things now, then they would need a fucking eternity to become whole once more as the damage was far more extensive than I first thought. The brother’s looked to have shifted into their impressive combined form and ripped the bitch apart.

      I looked towards the sky as if I half expected to still see the mighty form flying off with what I could imagine was their new charge in their grasp. I also knew they wouldn’t have gotten far as one of the downsides to their remarkable power when shifting was that it didn’t last long. Meaning that they would only get so far. Well, if they had received their orders from my brother’s way of communicating with them, then they would have tried to get as close to my castle as they could. This before being forced to change back to their original form.

      Which meant if they were on foot, they would have no choice but to travel through the Kingdom of Death, a place that started with a rickety old town that was full of thieves, brothels, and vagabonds. Among these were admittedly the few just trying to make what life they could in Hell. It was also a place that bounty hunters often used as a pitstop, for it was known as a good way to exchange coin for more than just a meal and a roof for the night. It was also used for information. People gathered it like currency, telling me that it wouldn’t be long before word got out about Amelia.

      But it was towns like this that were found throughout all of Hell, with fewer cites than the mortal world. In fact, the biggest misconception about Hell was that it was simply filled with tortured souls of the dead and little more. But it actually was a civilisation of many races and demonic creatures, who for most parts co-existed somewhat peacefully. Although one glance around where I stood now, and that statement seemed weak at best.

      Arachne made a pained sound that drew my attention back to why I was here and what I hoped to find from her memories. Because I knew it would do little good trying to get information out of her freely, for threatening death would have only been a welcome by one cursed as she. The demonic element of her new being was now in pieces and would no doubt, if they could, be scrabbling to try and contain their undying prisoner so she couldn’t escape them. This meant that offering an eternal death would be one she would no doubt have begged me for.

      Any other time I might have felt pity for such a being, but not today…not when I knew that my girl had been here, that her blood had been shed. For despite how brave she was, when seeing Arachne for the first time, she would have been forced to face her fears.

      She hated spiders.

      But then this was Amelia we were talking about, which meant that even if she was afraid, she would no doubt fight with her last breath because that was my girl. I fisted my hand the moment I remembered her blood there and let my snarl of anger ripple through me. Then I set my sights on the one being that right now I could take some of my rage out on.

      However, the moment I stepped forward I felt the usual crackle of the air next to me, and having experienced it many times before, I called out,

      “It is clear, Brother.”

      After this Dariush stepped through what seemingly would have looked to others as thin air.

      “I thought their plan was to try and stop the war, not burn the whole fucking lot to the ground,” he said now being free to speak as he usually did when no one else was around.

      “I have a feeling that they had no choice,” I replied seeing for myself what they must have been up against. Besides, I cared little for the carnage, just so long as they were able to keep my Chosen One safe.

      “Do you know if they found this slave of yours?” he asked making me sigh,

      “They found her.”

      “You look relieved, which tells me there is more going on here than you’re willing to say,” Dariush commented and it came as no surprise, so I decided to give him what I could.

      “The Tree of Souls is infected,” I said making him hiss through his teeth,

      “Fuck”

      “Yes, fuck indeed,” I agreed with another sigh resisting the urge to scrub a hand down my face seeing as that would fucking hurt giving the amount of edged metal that currently covered my skin.

      “How did this happen?” I ground my teeth, lifted my left hand and said,

      “This is how it fucking happened.” The gravity of my words hit him hard enough to snarl one name,

      “Fucking Cronus.”

      Cronus had been a God who was thought to be dead and who, before Amelia was even born, tried to bring about his rebirth. This time doing so as a God on Earth and to aid him in what would have been an apocalyptic endeavour, tried to release the Titans. It had been the start of what would become known as the Blood Wars.

      We had won the battle that day, but it wasn’t without losses on both sides. My own sacrifice made, however, had been the first time we had managed to stop the Titans from breaking free of their once eternal prison in Tartarus. But unbeknown at the time, losing my hand in the lowest depths of Hell had kick started its own chain of events. And naturally the biggest problem we faced now, was how to stop it. Because there was something Amelia hadn’t known when stepping into Hell believing she had the power to stop the curse. There was only one way to do that and that was down in Tartarus where this all started. The problem with that was…

      Tartarus didn’t fucking exist anymore!

      It had been destroyed in the second battle against them and the Titans were buried along with their God, Cronus…or so we were led to believe. But of course, the Keepers of Three had conveniently chosen to keep this information from Amelia. The biggest question of all was why. The Fates could not lie, this was true, but what they were pretty fucking good at was keeping shit to themselves and the manipulation of others through choice words spoken. Basically, in short, they were crafty fuckers who couldn’t be trusted!

      “And what of this witch, do we know of her involvement, as I gather there was more to this magical bitch you weren’t telling me?” My brother was most certainly right there, but now was not the time, which was why I told him,

      “I will explain later, but all you need to know right now is that she is our enemy, she is more powerful than any other witch I have ever encountered and if there is a way for her to get to me, she will find that way with a blade in her hand.” He raised a brow at this, no doubt questioning, like I did, who could possibly come by that amount of power for a witch. Instead he refocused his question on my Amelia.

      “And what of the girl, I take it this is also a means of—”

      “The girl for the time being is not your concern.” I interrupted quickly and now we were alone, this prompted him to ask,

      “And what of when it does become my concern Šeš, what then?” he asked referring to what was code for brother and derived from an ancient form of cuneiform and usage of Akkadian language. It proved useful to us for it was an extinct East Semitic language, one that was used in ancient Mesopotamia and dating back from the third millennium BCE. That was until its gradual replacement by Akkadian-influenced Old Aramaic among Mesopotamians by the 8th century BCE. In short, it was one not known in Hell and that suited us just fine.

      “The day she becomes a concern is the day she becomes a threat to us but until then, leave her to me.” At this he finally conceded and nodded in understanding. I ignored his keen eyes and focused instead on when he asked,

      “What are your instructions?”

      “Send Carn’reau and my army to the first town when entering the Kingdom of Death, for it is likely that will be the first place they stop.” I told him, after first getting a bearing on where they would possibly land.

      “I believe they are shortly to enter the shitty place, for it was naturally the first town to look at being as it is the closest from the wastelands. But what makes you so sure the brothers even found her here?”

      “I have evidence to support that theory…” I said as I absentmindedly rubbed my fingertips together again, as if I was able to feel her presence in my realm by a single drop of blood.

      “…but as you know, I am nothing if not thorough,” I added, making him chuckle as I had Arachne in my sights. Then I left him standing where he was as it was time to discover the truth.

      Once again as I approached, what was left of her children scattered, dropping the broken pieces of their Queen after they had been still trying to drag them back to the cave. The battered female form of Arachne lay still with her face down in the ash coloured dirt barely even looking as if any life was left in her. So once close enough I flipped her over with my boot and faced what I wondered if at one time had ever been a beautiful face.

      Her dark hair was matted with dirt, blood, and what looked like white vomit caught in fist size globules. This I soon discovered was from being forced to produce a stream of webbing that had first been impregnated inside her belly, before being regurgitated and directed at her foe.

      I knew this after I had grabbed the top part of her head, placing my palm to her eyes and forced my way inside her brain to breach her memories. After this…I saw it all.

      I had been right, my girl had fought, not once giving up despite her fear. But even then, had the shifter brothers not turned up when they had, then she wouldn’t have lasted long, for they had protected her and saved her life. A few minutes later and I didn’t need to see anymore, dropping my hold on her and ignoring the moan of pain the second I did.

      “Was it as you suspected?” Dariush asked as he approached.

      “It is,” was all I said in a tense tone, for seeing her in danger that way wasn’t exactly easy despite knowing the outcome. My brother nodded and told me,

      “Then I will return to the castle and wait for them to arrive with the girl, that is if Carn’reau doesn’t get to them first.”

      “I care little who walks her through my doors just so as when she arrives she does so walking unaided, and above all, unharmed,” I replied making him smirk in a knowing way.

      “But of course,” he said before his eyes glazed over in a demonic way as he started to create a portal, doing so with little effort. But just before stepping inside he looked back at me over his shoulder and said,

      “And naturally I look forward to meeting her, for then perhaps I will finally learn the truth you yourself are refusing to say.” Then before I could respond he disappeared through the wavering air, leaving me scowling at the empty space he had once been stood in.

      I gritted my teeth at the thought of not being there when she arrived and being questioned by Dariush who was obviously determined to discover his own answers. Not that I could really blame him, as in the past there hadn’t been much I had kept from him. But knowledge of my Chosen One was not for the likes of Hell, which, unfortunately, included him.

      Speaking of Hell, I looked distastefully back down at the broken woman at my feet when she reached a shaky hand back up at me and with a strained voice begged,

      “Ppplease…kill…me…” I thought back on everything her mind had shown me and before giving it a single thought more, I let my demon take action.

      “With pleasure,” I said, at the same time my demonic armour liquefied down my arm and became a solid entity only when in the shape of a large blade. It shot down too fast for eyes to trace as it speared her straight through the neck. Then a quick flick of my wrist was all it took to sever her head completely as the blade twisted. It cut through flesh, muscle and bone like butter and the result was her head now rolling away from her body.

      The wailing hiss of agony echoed all around me, proving there were more of her children still left alive than I had first thought. They cried out for the loss of their Queen, one they had been trying in vain to piece back together.

      But my real satisfaction came when picking up her head by the hair, walking closer to the cliff’s edge and flinging it into the dark abyss below. Then I walked away to the sounds of an entire race screaming as one as they mourned their mother.

      Then I told them…

      
        
        “Trying fixing that, assholes.”
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            Slipped Through My fingers

          

        

      

    

    
      This time when I landed, it was in the vast wastelands that surrounded the Kingdom of Death, which was the neighbouring land to the Kingdom of Blood where my castle was. Hence why I was named the King of Blood and Death, for both belonged to me. And speaking of what else belonged to me, it was time to go reclaim my girl.

      I narrowed my gaze on the colossal head of a death dealer who had his mouth open as if he was about to swallow the souls of all who dared step inside. I just hoped like fuck she was here, for I was reaching my limit in waiting and this worrying was driving me fucking insane. To the point that my demon side was ready to take over completely just as he had that time back in the silent garden. Which was a thought that only ended with me quickening my steps, deciding against using my wings in case I missed something below.

      I also wanted to keep my identity unknown for the moment so I called forth my helmet, letting it materialise in my hand. This particular one was a favourite of mine and usually sat in my private tower with the rest of my collection. It was a continuation of my demonic armoured suit, forged in such a way that it was connected to the blood it had been made with…my own.

      I slipped the black metal over my head that was the same style as the rest of my armour and cut down over my face in a T shape, typical in some ways of a Trojan warrior. But with its overlapping plates and two large horns reaching high above my head in a U shape, that were tipped in blood red, then that was where the similarities ended.

      I reached the steps that lead up into the town, only feeling better once the cavernous space started to open up the further I walked. I ignored the questioning looks of those who no doubt suspected I was some bounty hunter because of the way I was dressed. A newcomer that most would distance themselves from, where others with something to prove would most likely challenge me. To be honest, out of the two I wasn’t sure which I was hoping for more, as I most certainly could have done with a good fight.

      But did I have the time for that…? Fuck no!

      Did I want it…? Fuck yeah!

      Before long I came to the tail end of some of my army that were holding their position and stood waiting for their general’s orders. I frowned in question before approaching them, demanding,

      “What is the meaning of this?”

      “Move along, bounty scum,” the soldier said with a mere glance back at me, making me snap at the disrespect despite him obviously not knowing who I was. So, I grabbed him by the throat at the same time ripping his own helmet off his head, before forcing him to his knees. In response, I soon found all those around him with the tips of their blades pointed at me.

      Unphased by this, I growled low and dangerous.

      “You dare speak such words to your King, for you must tire of the use of your tongue to beg of me in such a way to rid you of it!” I snarled with a rumbling sound of displeasure from my demon at the end. But this statement was enough to have those that once pointed their swords at me now wisely lower their weapons along with quickly falling to their knees. This started a wave of movement throughout the entire army that snaked up the main street of the town, as they first split in the centre before finding the floor.

      Well, so much for being inconspicuous, I thought wryly.

      I could barely see the end of this river of bodies that were still falling as the presence of their King travelled up the ranks like a fucking Chinses whisper. Which was why I had no patience to make a show of storming through the centre of them all. So instead I took to the sky until I could see the end, where my commander was positioned. But then something else took my eye…Gods alive but could it really be…

      “Amelia…?” I spoke her name as if she were some kind of myth. Some magical creature that only existed in the realm of hopeful dreams. Gods in fucking Heaven, but she was alright! She was right there, and she was standing tall and from what I could see, was unharmed!

      “Thank the Gods,” I muttered, closing my eyes for a second as the feeling overwhelmed me, for it was as if my prayers had finally been answered. But then, when I opened them again, I took in the scene in more detail and moved my gaze beyond the sight of my girl.

      But even hovering fifty feet in the air above, I could still see that she was stood next to the three brothers and opposite them was Carn’reau upon his beast of a steed. I narrowed my eyes seeing that they all looked to be in what appeared to be some kind of standoff, with the McBain brothers standing guard over the girl against my army.

      “What the fuck?” I questioned with a frown. I was about to get to the bottom of it and take possession of my girl when suddenly the worst fucking thing happened! It started when Trice suddenly cried out in anger,

      “NO!” but then it was too late, as my eyes homed in on something in the younger brother’s hand. It started when the one named Vern had stepped forward to converse with my general and commander. But then the second I eyed the cause of Trice’s anger I too seemed to mimic the sound that had come from him, as I bellowed in fury,

      “NO!” but it was too late, as the younger brother had thrown a glowing bottle behind him and the second it smashed, it created a portal, that had the power to suck those who stood next to it inside…

      Amelia included.

      Undiluted rage had me dropping from the sky and landing with enough force it cracked the cobbled street and made the whole town shake. I looked up and snarled furiously before gaining my full height when rising from my bent knee to fully standing. I did this in dangerous, slow movements that had those around me staggering backwards, including the cause of my rage…Vern McBain.

      “My King…” Carn’reau said in surprise as I turned his way and suddenly thundered,

      “WHERE IS SHE?!” The army behind him responded quickly and the beast my general rode upon whined in an anxious way, sensing the higher power pulsating from me.

      “Oh darn,” Vern said uncharacteristically before he became the second life I held in my grasp in the past few minutes. I did this by lifting him in the air by his throat, ready to choke the fucker! He clawed at my hand in a desperate attempt at trying to draw breath and I knew that I would have to force my hand to let go if I was to get my answers.

      Fuck, but she had been right there for fuck sake!

      “I asked you a fucking question, Wyvern!” I growled after first dropping him to the floor and giving him no time to cough through his first few breaths. But I had to give him his due, he was a ballsy mother fucker as he glared up at me and said,

      “I haven’t a dickybird.” I scowled down at him and instead of kicking the shit out of him, because I simply didn’t have the time, I instead took control of his mind. His eyes glazed over and rolled back in his head the second I forced my way in there, and because he was in his own right a powerful asshole, it didn’t come as easy to me as it should.

      However, with that being said, I forced my way deeper and stripped him of his rights to keep me out, seeing it all starting to play out. I skipped over the parts I had seen, that included the battle with the Queen, ignoring how well they had fought in keeping my girl safe.

      Because despite it being a factor that would no doubt save his life, I was too furious right now to let him get away unscathed and wanted no image in my mind to cloud that decision. He would feel my wrath, there was no doubt about that!

      But then I slowed down those memories when I reached what I was looking for…where they had perhaps purchased the portal orb.

      “Necromancer,” I hissed letting him go and turning back towards where they had obviously come from.

      “No…No don’t go…” I ignored his pointless pleas by storming down the street until coming to a shop front I recognised from his memories. The stained glass displayed the name and when I walked inside, I found a girl with navy blue and white tipped hair. She was also muttering to herself about pains in her ass handsome bastards, as she was bent behind the counter arranging something on one of the shelves behind.

      I cleared my throat and she snapped,

      “Sorry we are closed…on account of the army standing in the street, dickhead, or did you miss ‘em?” She muttered this last part to herself making me wonder with that attitude how she had any customers at all. But then again, this was Hell and she wasn’t exactly dealing with the most reputable clientele. Not especially considering what the witch was selling. I took a few steps forward and when she heard that I was still there, she rose up from her crouched position and released an annoyed sigh. This was all before turning around to face me, as at the same time telling me,

      “I said we are closed assho…holy shit!” She ended this irritated comment on a shriek of fear as I was removing my helmet, making her stumble back the moment I revealed myself. Good, I was glad the girl feared me as it would make it easier this way.

      “You know who I am,” I stated making her nod her head in quick jerky movements and I glanced down in an expectant way telling her she was missing something when faced with a King. Her deep blue eyes widened as realization took hold and she lowered her body to bow in my presence. To be honest I couldn’t give a fuck but with half the damn town now watching, I knew it was needed. However, what came next was unfortunate, as I had no choice but to threaten her.

      “Then you also know what I want.”

      “Erh…not really…” she replied in an unsure way and I held up my hand to silence her and snapped,

      “The girl, I want to know where you sent the fucking girl!” My growl of anger was easily read for she paled. Then she muttered under her breath,

      “Damn it, Vern.” This was said off the back of Vern, who could be heard shouting in rage, despite how much like a posh twat he sounded when doing so. But it was clear he cared for what I was doing in here, as one glance out the window and I could see he was fighting my men. Doing so now with one clear goal in mind, to get to the girl I faced…interesting.

      He was trying to fight his way free of my men that soon had him restrained to the ground. It was also testament to his strength for he didn’t make it easy and much to Carn’reau’s annoyance, took at least six of his men to achieve this.

      “I didn’t send her anywhere, I swear, my Lord,” she replied when I made it clear I was still waiting for an answer. So, I took a threatening step forward and warned,

      “I will hurt you, woman…and then when I am done with you, I will burn all you built to the ground…now give me the information I want to know!” If I thought she had paled before, then now she had lost all colour, even in her once peach coloured lips.

      “I…I…honestly…I don’t know what you’re talking about…please.” She held up her hands in fear as I stalked towards her, too afraid to move back and try and run from me.

      “The portal orb you supplied the Wyvern, tell me, where did it lead?” I asked again in a tone that said I was closer to following through with my threat. She frowned a moment as if genuinely confused before she cursed,

      “Fucking Vern!” I frowned and then heard another roar from the street as he shouted,

      “SHE DOESN’T KNOW ANYTHING! LEAVE HER ALONE YOU NINNYHAMMER!” At this unique insult for a simpleton, one I will confess to have not heard since the sixteen hundreds, I halted my steps, tipped my head to the side and commented,

      “Your handiwork, I presume?” She awkwardly shrugged her shoulders and replied,

      “Uh…maybe…what can I say, he pisses a lot of people off.” I took a deep breath and agreed,

      “Indeed.”

      After this I continued to close the distance between us making her cry out for the Wyvern in panic.

      “VERN!” she shouted despite the fact moments ago just cursing his name, meaning that this witch had deeper feelings for my new prisoner. She ran from around the counter without thinking about the danger and I snagged her body from getting any closer to the door. She cried out making Vern hear her and the guttural sounds of the fight was obvious as to why.

      He cared for her too.

      I held her squirming body still, doing so by collaring a metal hand around her throat. She stilled the moment I applied enough pressure to tell her how serious this was, and then I whispered down in her ear,

      “I don’t want to hurt you girl, but you try my patience.”

      “But…but…I swear to you, I don’t know what he took as he certainly didn’t pay for it…as usual,” she said in a strained voice more down to the circumstances and not because I was hurting her like I promised I would.

      “And what of the girl?” I asked this time.

      “Sire?”

      “What do you know of the girl?!” I snarled dangerously down at her this time and as a result, I felt the lump pass down my hand at her throat as she swallowed hard.

      “Alright, I will tell you, but please…don’t hurt her,” she replied surprising me. For the reason she held back now was because she was worried what I would do to Amelia. I released a sigh and told her,

      “Do not fear for the girl’s life, for I don’t intend to harm her.”

      “And how do I know you’re not just lying?” she braved snapping back and I had to say, I liked the girl’s spirit. Besides, she would clearly need it considering who she had chosen to fall in love with.

      “You don’t. But then again, I don’t need you to, not with your life in my hand…now tell me of the girl!” I said squeezing slightly to add emphasis to my words.

      “Alright, alright!” she shouted making me ease my hold after a few seconds.

      “So about five or so hours ago they brought a mortal girl into my shop. I didn’t think much of it, other than doing as they asked…”

      “Which was?” I interrupted.

      “They were looking for an elixir to restore their energy, which I gathered had something to do with needing it for getting the girl to where she needed to be,” she told me and so far, nothing seemed out of place.

      “Then what?” I prompted.

      “We went in the back to try and find it when Trice realised Vern had followed and no one was watching her. After this he freaked. By the time we ran back to the shop, she was gone.”

      “Gone?!” I snapped, seeing that this was the part that was new to me.

      “Yeah, well obviously they found her again, only it seemed she was attacked,” the girl added making me tense all over.

      “ATTACKED!” I roared making the girl in my arms cower, squirming harder now to be free of me. I therefore forced myself to be calm enough so I wouldn’t accidentally break her bones, for I was holding her too tight as it was.

      “Not by me! Or them, it was by a witch or something…please!” She shouted, and this was when I hit my fucking limit. Once again I ignored the bellowing sounds of a Wyvern’s rage beyond the doors and focused on discovering the truth. I did this by spinning her to face me, placing a hand over her eyes and said,

      “Fucking show me!” She whimpered at first but then the second I accessed her mind she relaxed in my hold. Then I scanned through her memories and the second I saw Amelia entering inside this room, everything stopped.

      I breathed a quick sigh of relief before allowing the rest to continue and it was only a minute later that I ended up hissing out one word like it was acid on my tongue…

      
        
        “Hex!”
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            In Another’s Arms

          

        

      

    

    
      “Is that all you have, you ruffian!” Vern said after I broke his nose and he spat blood off to the side. It also didn’t take me long into this fight to realise that something was wrong with Vern and if I was honest, it was throwing me off my game.

      After I had learnt all I needed to from the witch, I naturally let her go. Not only had she not done anything wrong, but she had helped care for my girl after her attack. Also, from the looks of her memories, she had been nothing but kind to her. Which was why when leaving the shop, I declared the building and the witch under the protection of my rule and a death sentence to anyone who threatened either. This was much to her and Vern’s astonishment, but I couldn’t give a fuck, for anyone who aided my Amelia in surviving this ordeal, I was indebted to.

      As for Vern, he refused to give me any information as to where he’d sent them, despite the beating he had received. I had tried to access his mind and found a blank, for he had only given them a hint of where they should go. Meaning it was Trice who had most likely unknowingly thought of the place the portal had sent them. Which meant that unless Vern was willing to slip up and think back to the actual location, then it was useless.

      He was one cunning, ginger fucker!

      “I fail to understand why it is you still resist, for what do you hope to achieve from all of this?” I asked after wiping my own blood from my lips, after the few lucky hits he had managed to get in. You see my idea of gaining information from Vern wasn’t by tying him to a fucking chair and torturing him. For I didn’t do such unless I wanted to deliver a lot of pain as revenge. In truth, I had also needed the fight.

      But for Vern, he had kept Amelia safe and protected her, which was precisely why I didn’t want to kill him or beat him beyond repair. However, he couldn’t go completely unpunished either, as he refused to give information to his King and didn’t make it easy when he was escorted back to the castle for questioning.

      Basically, the dickhead was doing this to himself. Which was why I decided to give him his chance against me. Any other time and this would have been in a ring surrounded by an audience, as this wasn’t the first time I had fought those that needed to be punished. But instead, this fight ended up inside a large prison cell. Because I had no fucking time for theatre of making this a show. This was between him and me and despite his new fucked up way of speaking, I discovered his reason was the promise that was made for all three of the brothers.

      They wanted their souls back.

      He was basically giving his brothers the chance to deliver the girl and get what was owed to them, the promise of lifting the blood oath of regaining back complete possession of their souls. I also discovered that the reason for his new persona was down to pissing off the shop owner, a girl I learnt was called Nero.

      “You of all people, Sir, would fail to understand such trials and tribulations that comes from having one’s soul in the hands of another.” I released a sigh and muttered,

      “Fuck me, but she really did a number on you.” I also shook my head before throwing a rag at him, nodding to the deep gash on his head caused from when I hammered it against the wall. He caught it one handed and put it there to slow the blood enough to give it time to heal before he lost too much and passed out.

      “You swear M’lady was left unharmed?” He asked at the mention of her.

      “You saw her for yourself, did she look fucking harmed to you?!” I snapped losing my patience and finding myself near ready to fight once more. Damn it, but if he just gave me something!

      His shoulders sagged just before he staggered into the wall, using it to prop himself up. It had to be said that the Wyvern had given the fight a fucking good go and despite beating him, he hadn’t been exactly what I would have called easy. It was why the whole thing had been so satisfying, for it was unusual for me to find such an opponent who never gave up, even after I had broken bones. Of course, he would heal…maybe not as quickly as I would but he would most definitely live to see another fight, for it was clear the cocky bastard was no stranger to being in a brawl.

      “I fail to see what the lady could mean to one such as you, on account of her being decidedly mortal,” Vern said wincing after it, and I didn’t know if it was due to physical pain or the pain his own words cost him, as he obviously hated this new affliction.

      “That shit gonna wear off soon?” I asked making him mutter,

      “By Joe, I do hope so, dear fellow.” The wince this time confirmed it had nothing to do with pain but more the hit to his ego at sounding by all accounts, like a posh twat.

      “She’s certainly got imagination and talent that girl of yours…fuck, I am tempted to employ her,” I confessed making him push away from the wall in clear irritation saying,

      “Now just a darn minute, I forbid any such thing…upon my word,” he scoffed making me roll my eyes and tell him,

      “Keep your britchers on, asshole, I said tempted, not that I would…besides, I have bigger matters to deal with now, like getting you to tell me where the fuck my mortal is!” I snapped making his eyes widen at my slip up.

      “Your mortal?” He questioned.

      “Yes, my fucking mortal!” I shouted back almost about to crack my fist against his skull again. He released a sigh and said,

      “If it’s the lady’s safety that concerns you then I can assure you that she is perfectly safe, especially with Trice becoming so protective over…” He trailed off the moment he heard my response for I started growling like a demonic beast.

      “What did you say?” I asked in a dangerous tone, as I could feel the jealous rage rising through me like a red mist was overtaking my senses. I had never really had the need to be jealous over Amelia before, having intervened and ended all relationships with other men before they even had chance to begin. But then that was before I had allowed myself to claim her fully.

      Now, however, just at the mere hint of it and I was back to being ready to tear into him once again. He held up a shaky hand, one where the skin was now missing off his knuckles and said,

      “Take care for but a moment, good sir, for it is not as it appears.” But even then, I could tell there was something in him that seemed more to hope that this was the case, and for his brother’s sake that this statement was true. But it was obvious, that despite his words, it was not something he was confident in.

      “It better the fuck not be, or you will be finding yourself a bloody cell mate with the same last name as you if it is any other way!” I snapped before forcing myself to leave, knowing that if I didn’t then there was a chance the Wyvern wouldn’t survive another hour!

      After this I left my prison, cracking my fists and popping a dislocated knuckle back into place. Something that had happened when trying to hit a certain well-spoken Wyvern in the face and getting the wall instead when the fast fucker dodged the punch. I quickly became consumed with needing to know what was happening with Amelia right at this very moment. For all I was left hoping for was that wherever they were, they had decided to stop and rest for the night.

      I made it back to the grand staircase that connected the main tower to all other towers that surrounded it, including my own. As usual I had little patience for climbing fucking thousands of steps and released my wings to fly straight up the centre. I landed quickly and was soon crossing the glass walkway over to the private part of my home in Hell. This was so I had the privacy I needed to access Amelia’s mind once more.

      I had made a promise not to do this again but considering she had also made the same promise never to leave me, I think I could be forgiven this once in being allowed to use it to my aid. Because clearly promises were subjective on whether or not the fucking world needed saving! This, I thought with a grit of my teeth, was something I had been doing a lot fucking more lately!

      I opened the private door that was guarded by the souls of the condemned and needed my blood to open it. I even remember Lucifer explaining how I would be grateful one day for the privacy and warned me that in Hell, there was always someone watching. A lesson I had taken seriously and kept with me throughout my continued existence.

      It was also why, when having his witches build this place, an everlasting storm was created to continually surround it, so it added to the protection. Of course, he was not only thinking of me but more so for what I had been charged with protecting. I had been declared as keeper of the Crimson Eye, and right here in my tower was where it was kept.

      The Eye was said to have been born through the rage of Janus, the God of time and ruler of the Fates. As a rule, Janus rarely intervened in the way of life, learning quickly that the slightest change of the past can affect the future. Because knowing one’s fate has the power to affect the entire world.

      This being said, Janus first had to experience this lesson for himself and did so when he became enraged by man’s wicked ways. Romulus, the first King of Rome started commanding the kidnapping of the Sabine women. It was a time in which the men of Rome committed a mass abduction of these young females, hellbent of stealing them away from the other cities in the region. This was because of the dwindling population and the greater ratio of men to women.

      Romulus became concerned with maintaining the city's strength and knowing that with their few women inhabitants there would be no chance of sustaining the city's population. The greater fear for the King was that Rome might not last longer than a generation. On the advice of the Senate, the Romans then set out into the surrounding regions in search of wives to establish families with. The Romans negotiated at first but did so unsuccessfully with all the people that they appealed to. This included the Sabines, who populated the neighbouring areas.

      The Sabines, like others who had refused them, did so because they feared the rise of a rival society and refused to allow their women to marry the outsiders. Consequently, through this failure to come to terms with the exchange, the Romans devised a plan to abduct the Sabine women instead, doing so during the festival of Neptune Equester.

      They planned and announced a festival of games to attract people from all the nearby towns. At the festival, Romulus gave a signal by ‘rising and folding his cloak and then throwing it round him again’, no doubt looking like a pompous ass at that! But with the signal given, the Romans started grabbing the Sabine women and fought off the men that tried to stop them.

      Nearly all of the women abducted at the festival were said to have been virgins, all except for one married woman, Hersilia. She became Romulus' wife and would later be the one to intervene and stop the following war between the Romans and the Sabines. However, before this happened Janus, being enraged by the act of man trying to overrule the fate of the population, intervened. He caused a volcanic hot spring to erupt, resulting in the would-be attackers being burnt and buried alive.

      The part of the story that isn’t told to mortal man was that after this happened, Hersilia found herself among the dead. She had been captured by one of the men who Janus had punished with death, meaning she was then free to escape. However, instead Janus was touched by her bravery and compassion, as she found herself looking to help any that may have survived, despite what they had done to her own people. This was when she came across a large red stone sparkling in the ash of the remains.

      Being one that was worthy, Janus let her pick it up and the moment she did, she saw a glimpse into the future. The stone showed her that the only way to end the coming war between Romulus and her people was through love not hate. She was shown that through making the King fall in love with her, it would one day give her the power to convince him that war was not the answer. Shortly after this, she went back into the city of her own free will and caught the King’s eye. A little time later they were married and history was changed for the better.

      The Crimson Eye was created through Janus’ brief hatred for mankind. But in doing so, he transferred some of his power through rage and the emotion was forged in the burning core of Hell, forming it into a precious stone of fate. Now, despite it being used for good and bringing about the peace between two regions, Janus also knew it equally had the power to destroy through that same type of knowledge. It is why, as soon as the stone fell from Hersilia’s hands, it sank back into the depths of the Hell in which it had been born. This before being spewed up by the volcanic eruption Janus had created in his wrath. Lucifer naturally took possession of it until there was one he felt could be trusted more.

      And apparently that person became me.

      And rightly so considering I had barely been tempted to use it, having no need to know my future. For I knew what fucked up shit could happen when you relied too heavily on the Fates to guide your life. Not when I knew that your decisions should solely be those based on your own beliefs, strengths, fears and even doubts.

      I quickly located my bed and lay down, having no intention of sleeping but only hoping that what I did next was to aid me in finding her. That and also crushing all concerns I had in what was fuelling my jealously. Especially when it came to one Trice McBain, needing to know that he was being as honourable as his younger brother presumed.

      The moment I closed my eyes, it didn’t take me long to find her mind, accessing it far quicker down here where my powers were far stronger in my own realm. This also brought me comfort as I knew then that she was also still somewhere within my kingdom. Which meant that wherever they were, they hadn’t gone too far beyond my reach.

      But then the second she felt me entering her void, she responded and when I heard that sweet voice whispering,

      “Handsome” I allowed myself a moment to feel revealed. Her sleeping form was mostly shadowed for some reason, even though I could surmise she was lay somewhere on the ground outside. But the darkness around her worried me…where was she?

      I leant down close to her and whispered in her ear from behind,

      “Amelia, where are you, Sweetheart?” She sucked in a startled breath, telling me that I was in danger of her suddenly waking because of it. That was the last thing I wanted to happen right now as it would make it more difficult in finding her. This was because her void was only accessible when she slept, for her mind was too strong when awake.

      If only I had taught her how to let me into her conscious state of being, then I might have had a chance at finding her the moment I followed her into Hell.

      “I’m here,” she whispered, and I could just make out her reaching hand, as if searching for me. But then this was when I noticed the shadow around her started to move, as if it were something cradling her form. A form that soon started to take shape.

      “My Khuba…You. Are. Not.” I replied in a hard tone, one that I knew sounded harsh when she flinched because of it. But then, despite believing what that shadow could represent, I was at least comforted when she pleaded,

      “Please…I am…I am waiting for you...” This was when she finally opened her eyes in her own dream and found me scowling down at her with my arms crossed and no doubt looking furious. However, the moment she reached out once more for me, I forced myself to believe that the reason for the male presence wrapped around her sleeping form had been for her own wellbeing. That it had been to ward off the night’s chill.

      It was that or death would be the only thing waiting for Trice McBain when he finally walked my woman back through my castle doors.

      I released a deep sigh before lowering to one knee so I could get closer to her, unable to deny the pleading look on her face. She opened her mouth as if ready to speak my name when the shadow across the middle of her belly started to become that of another man and I was left with a bitterness like no other.

      The deep sting of jealously of the likes I had never felt before made the last thing I said down at her being one she would no doubt wake up and remember.

      For it was said as nothing short of a warning…

      
        
        “You wait for me in another man’s arms?”
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      As I sat on my throne waiting for her to approach it took everything in me to sit there and wait after motioning for her to be brought forward. I simply wanted to storm my way past my people and claim what was mine in the single second it would take me in getting to her.

      But to see that she was stalling only fuelled my anger further and fed the demon side of me that had not long ago taken over completely. Something that had become a battle I fought with myself since she had awoken and broke the connection to her void. In fact, the only reason I hadn’t given into my rage is that during the whole time I was in her mind she had clearly wanted me to find her. She had been looking for me and despite having another man’s arms around her, it had been me she had been reaching out for.

      So, I had beaten back the demon in me and held firmly onto the rational part of my mind that focused instead on leaving my tower and trying to find her. However, it was all in vain for during this time searching my lands for any sight of her, she had been making her way to my castle. The McBain brothers had done what they had been charged with doing just like Vern had said they would, completing their task to regain their souls.

      Which was the only reason I hadn’t ripped Trice apart with my bare hands the moment I first saw him. For surely if he had fallen for my girl, then why would he be delivering her to me despite the uncertainty of her fate, for no one knew who she was to me. No, for all he knew, death was what I had planned for her.

      Of course, on hearing what fate had befallen her by the time I got back, then it was my brother’s life I had in my hands instead of that of another McBain! I couldn’t believe he had ordered her thrown into my prison and despite hearing his reasons, I fucking lost it! I had just been about to storm into the prison and get my girl when my brother’s words had stopped me…

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you, not unless you want our father finding out what she really means to you.” I had paused in the archway to my brother’s quarters, that acted as an office of the King. But considering he used it far more than I, then it had my brother’s tastes written all over it. It was clear with one look at the place that he was still partial to our once Persian existence. Scalloped archways were what framed hung fabrics that represent the sunset over the sandstone of the walls. There was also a carved desk that showed Persian soldiers fighting the Romans, something that throughout history, happened often.

      He was a sucker for the old days.

      However, today was a new day and in it he was pissing me off.

      “Is that a threat, my Šeš?” I asked in a dangerous tone.

      “I do not speak of me!” He snapped, angry at the insinuation he would go behind my back and speak with our father.

      “Just think about it, if you do not act like you would with any other prisoner, then how long do you think it will be before the whispers start?” I snarled at the idea and tore my gaze from his to find the tiled floor adorned with Persian rugs in reds, creams and hints of blue. Fuck, but I hated that he was right!

      “Then what would you have me do?” I snapped back.

      “What you would with any other. Demand their presence where you are sat upon your throne,” was his response.

      “Look, I have no idea who this girl really is to you, but I am no fool and know she is more than just some slave for your cock, despite your claims.” I released a frustrated sigh before telling him,

      “Now is not the time.”

      “That may be but even so, you told me of this witch and I acted when seeing the Hex upon her skin, for I was not to know this was even the girl which you were looking for. You said that if the witch had the means and found a way, then she would…”

      “Yes, yes, I know what I fucking said!” I barked back, knowing this was partially my fault, for my brother was only acting according to what he saw and what little information I had given him.

      “Fine, have the girl brought to my throne, but I want her cared for.” He raised a brow but didn’t say anything more, knowing I was on edge as it was. He simply nodded his head and watched me as I followed through with an idea that came to me.

      I might have to be forced to put on an act, but Amelia didn’t know that and knowing her, then she would surely challenge me the moment she saw me acting masterful and cold towards her. Therefore I needed to get word to her somehow, so I grabbed what I needed from my brother’s desk. I tore off a strip of parchment from a map of our realm, grabbed a quill and wrote a small note.

      I then entrusted it to Dariush, telling him to include this in with the food I wanted sent her, along with some new clothes. My girl needed caring for, especially as it seemed she had spent the night sleeping on a forest floor.

      But again, if Dariush had any thoughts on this, I didn’t know as he wisely didn’t comment. Instead he simply nodded and took the note. Now all I had to rely on was that she would find it and more than anything, she would act on it.

      After this time with my brother, I left him with his task and was forced to wait for my own act to begin, which was one I would still be forced to play until I had her safely inside my tower.

      However, this was all until I discovered what had happened during her time down in the prison and something that was only brought to my attention moments before she was brought to my throne room. Hence why, by the time she did appear, I had erupted fully into my demon and was near shaking with anger. Something that didn’t help when she was stalling to make her way to me.

      But then I tried to view her trepidation by looking at what she faced now, for she hadn’t exactly spent much time around my demon side. My armour had formed into something more intimidating and my face was no longer that of the man she knew. But then there was also the setting in which she was being forced to walk down, surrounded by the creatures and demonic beings of my court. Gone were the days of me in jeans, casually lounging on the sofa with her watching some geeky show she would talk all the way through.

      She had well and truly entered my world and in it, I was a cruel, heartless, demonic king.

      A tyrant.

      I was not her Lucius and one look at her now and she knew it. So, it was regardless of whether she had found my note or not. Her fear in coming to me now was not part of an act I had asked her to play along with. She truly was looking fearful of me. She even nearly stumbled and would have fallen had it not been for my general’s quick actions. But when he didn’t remove his hand quick enough I found my anger replacing my gratitude pretty quickly, snarling some threat at him to let her go.

      But then she finally reached the steps leading up to my throne and the second she started looking up at me with those big blue eyes, doing so like some frightened doe…well, then it took everything in me not to react. In fact, I think I was scowling down at her and motioned with my fingers for her to not keep me waiting any longer. Something my general also warned, for she wasn’t helping matters.

      However, the second she finally made it to the top of the steps I couldn’t hold back my reaction to her any longer. I suddenly stood which startled her enough to take a step back, forcing me to act the moment her clumsy steps would have meant a broken neck. Meaning that I ended up grabbing her quickly, and hauling her back to me, holding back from taking possession of her lips like I wanted.

      Instead I found the only tenderness I could grant her in that bitter sweet second was a simple caress of the back of my talon running down her cheek. She closed her eyes at the gentle touch and my name was whispered from between her lips like a lover’s kiss.

      “Lucius”

      I found my head starting to lower, like a natural pull towards my Chosen One as was the power she held over me. To take those sweet lips prisoner like I was desperate to. In fact, I only just managed to stop myself in time, knowing this was precisely what I shouldn’t be doing! This then meant that when she finally opened her eyes again she found my gaze narrowed and my lips curling in a snarl, off the back of my frustration. Unable to stand witnessing her fear and now her disappointment, I spun her around to face my people, deciding now was a good time to make my point.

      She shuddered against me and my instincts snapped, collaring her neck in a heartbeat. I didn’t want to hurt her, or scare her for that matter, but instead using it to bring her a step back and closer to me.

      She was going fucking nowhere!

      After this I lowered my head so I could speak directly in her ear but keeping in mind those that had the potential to hear me.

      This was when I gave her my warning…

      
        
        “Found at last, my little human.”
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Back inside Lucius’ tower…

          Amelia

        

      

    

    
      The moment I saw that my Lucius was back to the man I knew, so many emotions slammed into me all at once, with anger being at the very top of that list. But just beyond the upset, I was also mainly relieved to have him back, which was why the second after I slapped him, I threw myself into his arms, whether he was ready for it or not.

      But of course, he caught me.

      “I…I…was…so worried,” I said as I buried my head in his shoulder and let the flood gates open, pouring out my emotions through the tears that were now soaking his skin. I felt his hand cradling the back of my head as he held me to him, whispering words of comfort in between trying to gently stop my crying.

      “Ssshh, now sweetheart, I am here…I am here.” He whispered this last part into my hair, giving me a squeeze as his left arm was wrapped around me. It was only now that I also realised that he had left the gauntlet on that hand, as I felt the strength in his hold at my side through his metal clad fingers. Although, it had to be said that like this, he was definitely considerably gentler with me than he had been. Which was what caused me to suddenly rip myself out of his arms and go back to being pissed off.

      “And there she goes,” he muttered dryly to himself, but it was after putting space between us that I heard this and turned back around to face him.

      “I think this is the part you start explaining what the fuck is going on, Lucius!” I snapped making him cross his arms over his bare chest, making his biceps and shoulder muscles bulge. Doing so in that frustratingly sexy way that made me want to drool, damn him!

      “And where exactly would you like me to start, sweetheart, when you decided to do something totally fucking stupid and reckless by stepping through that portal or every single fucking thing you have done since?” He growled this last part proving that I wasn’t the only one who had something to be pissed off about. But then I wasn’t about to admit that, because come on…whoever admitted they were the one in the wrong to start with at the start of an argument. No, the truth was I had enough guilt about that already. Meaning that if this conversation started at that point, then I would never get to the bottom of everything that had happened since being shown into that throne room.

      “Right and you’re so innocent eh…um, let’s start with when you decided to make me feel like a fucking dog at your feet in front of your whole Gods be damned kingdom!” I shouted making him at least look slightly guilty. Well, at least I got a sliver of this reaction before his features hardened and he informed me sternly,

      “Everything I did was done for your safety.” He started to turn away but paused when I snapped,

      “Bullshit!” He looked back at me over my shoulder and warned,

      “Careful Pet, my demon is still on the fucking edge because of you.” I narrowed my gaze at him and was just about to speak when he interrupted with a warning,

      “Don’t push it, Amelia, not unless you enjoy the feeling of your body in chains.” I swallowed hard at the threat now knowing that he was more than capable of putting action into his words. Which begged the question as to why this was?

      Wisely I let it go and I released some of my anger on a sigh. Then I asked more calmly this time,

      “What the Hell is going on with you, Lucius?” At this he laughed once without humour and dragged his right hand through his hair whilst his back was to me. Then he turned back to me and snapped,

      “Hell is the right word there, sweetheart, for that is precisely what you put me through and what happens when my demon is forced to come down here looking for my Chosen One…one who ran from him…yet, a-fuckin-gain!” He shouted this last part making me flinch before defending myself,

      “Alright, so I understand why it may have seemed that way but…”

      “It didn’t seem like anything, Amelia, it was…Just. That. Way!” He argued back emphasising those last three words with a growl. So once more, instead of letting anger rule my words, I deliberately took another deep breath and told him,

      “No, it wasn’t. I stepped through that portal with the foolish belief that you would simply follow me through it.”

      “Yes, fucking foolish indeed!” he bit back.

      “Lucius, I…” He quickly cut me off,

      “But like always, your arrogance and stubborn nature decided it knew fucking best as fucking usual…”

      “Hey, that’s not fair!” I snapped. But then he just quickly stepped back towards me and his angry strides made me start backing up, finding myself steered towards what looked like a seating area.

      “No, what isn’t fair is being forced to watch as the person you care for and love most in the fucking world does the one thing you ask her not to do! Someone who disregarded any thoughts or feelings for what I was forced to endure by your actions!” I winced at that and at the same time my footing lost its balance and I started to fall backwards, something this time, Lucius let me do.

      I realised why the second my landing was soft as I had fallen back into a huge armchair that in that moment the only details of it I could take in was the black velvet material it was covered in.

      “I had no choice,” I said in a small voice that was close to breaking as I knew Lucius was right.

      “Oh no, you had a fucking choice, Amelia and guess what…” He paused before leaning in close and doing so by bracing his hand on the back of the chair.

      “…You chose fucking wrong, my girl!” He snarled these words and I shuddered against the power of them. Gods, but he was so angry, and quite honestly, considering the amount of worry I could see I had put him through, then I wasn’t surprised by it at all. But still, I knew I had to at least try and get him to see why, even if I knew he wouldn’t ever accept it. I had to at least try and make him see that my decision hadn’t come easy, nor had it been made on a whim. I had truly believed in my cause and he had to know that, if nothing else.

      So, I braved raising my hand to his cheek, and the instant I touched him, he closed his eyes, as if savouring my touch.

      “It was something I had to do, Lucius, and you…” At this his eyes snapped open and the twin crimson depths darkened before he tore himself away from me,

      “You didn’t have to do shit!”

      “Lucius, please…” He ignored this and carried on,

      “And if you had just given me a fucking shred of insight as to your actions and a second’s chance for me to explain why it was a fucking colossal mistake, then I wouldn’t have just needed to tear Hell apart to fucking find you!” he shouted making me take a deep breath and remind him,

      “Yes, and if you had the chance, you would have stopped me.”

      “You’re damn fucking right I would have! In fact, I would have tied you to a Gods be damned—” It was my turn to interrupt him as having him holding on to his anger and unwilling to let it go only managed to fuel my own.

      “What, Lucius…what would you have tied me to…a fucking rock or the Tree of Souls? Because you sure as shit couldn’t have done much else, Lucius!” He snarled back at me, but I ignored this and carried on,

      “As the way I remembered it, our options were pretty bloody limited seeing as we had a witch and her fucking army above ground waiting for us like a fox at a rabbit hole!” I snapped back, with no chance of holding it back any longer.

      “I would have thought of something had I first had the chance to!” He argued.

      “Lucius, don’t you see, you are answering exactly why I didn’t give you the opportunity to stop me, whether that was right or wrong, it doesn’t matter now as we are both in Hell. We are both in a place where we can stop the Venom of God together.” At this his head snapped back around and the look he gave me was incredulous.

      “You’re fucking insane if you think I am letting you do anything, let alone help me to sort this shit out!” My eyes widened, and I felt my jaw go hard as my shocked gaze quickly turned into a frown.

      “Sorting this shit out? Lucius, this isn’t just some misunderstanding we can have a meeting with the Gods to discuss, this is…”

      “I know precisely what this is, Amelia, for I was the one fucking there, remember…”

      “Lucius, come on…” I tried but was shot back down the second he said,

      “Forgive me, Princess, but I don’t recall seeing you there that day losing your fucking hand!” At this I flinched as if he had struck me. Because clearly now he knew exactly what I had seen, this meant there was no holding back on his past. It was obviously no longer a concern…and evidently it was something he cruelly chose to throw at me.

      But then, one look at my face, and he knew he had gone too far. He knew it the second he saw the pain his words had caused me, for he could see it in my eyes before I turned my face away, no longer caring to look at him.

      His deep regretful sigh was all I heard moments after the extended silence that followed.

      “I am angry,” Lucius admitted in a deflated tone making me snap back sarcastically,

      “Uh yeah, thanks but I got the memo on that one loud and very fucking clear, Lucius!” But his response surprised me as it was no longer an angry one. Because the next thing I knew I had him crouching by the chair next to me. Then he took hold of my chin so as he could turn me to face him, telling me at the same time,

      “Give me those pretty eyes, my sweet girl.” After this I made it easier on him by looking his way and no longer having the fight in me to refuse him.

      “Do you have any idea how worried I was?” He asked me with his voice only giving more weight laid against his words.

      “Lucius, I…” I tried but he shook his head and continued,

      “Do have any idea the blind fucking panic you caused me?” This time when he asked I gave him what he needed and that was the time to get it all out. Of course, my guilt tripled!

      “I had only just got you back,” he added and finally I shackled his wrist with my hand and squeezed before giving him what he needed,

      My understanding.

      And as Han Solo would say, I told him…

      
        
        “I know.”
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      The moment I agreed with his pained statement in just getting me back he gave me more.

      “I nearly lost my fucking mind!” He told me and this time the guilt of what I put him through made me close my eyes and whisper,

      “For that I am sorry.”

      After this his hand left my chin and cupped my cheek before threading through my hair until it was at the back of my neck. Once there he pulled me closer to him as he tipped his forehead to mine, holding it there as he whispered,

      “I know you are, my brave foolish girl.” Hearing this made me lose hold of my breath, making it come out in an emotional shudder.

      “Is that why you acted that way towards me?” I asked making him release me so as he could pull back and tell me,

      “You think I would take revenge against you in such a way?” He asked making me admit,

      “Well…yeah.” At this he surprised me when he burst out laughing. Admittedly, I had to say the sight nearly brought me to tears as it was one down in his throne room, I thought I had lost. That deep relief hit me again and I sucked in my bottom lip to stop the emotions from turning to tears. This was because I could barely believe that we were both here, we found each other at last. Because there were times that I feared it would never happen. That he had been taken by the witch and I would only end up having to fight to get him back. But it was also that hopeless feeling too that I had been made to go through when down in his prison, believing my life was possibly at an end.

      But then looking at Lucius, and well, Hell was unsurprisingly something that had obviously taken its toll on both of us, only in different ways. As I knew my own story, but what I didn’t know yet was Lucius’.

      Hence the reason I asked,

      “Then why did you treat me that way?” At this the humour left his eyes, along with the crinkles that appeared at the corners whenever he smiled.

      “Because this is my world you are in now and trust me when I say it is nothing like the one I rule on Earth’s plane.” At this I would have scoffed, ‘yeah, no shit’ but stopped myself choosing instead to say,

      “And in this world, you can’t be seen with a Queen?” At this his gaze softened and he reached down to run a thumb over the apple of my cheek before grazing it across my lips.

      “No, in this world I can’t be seen to have a weakness, one that would be used against me by my enemies.” I frowned in question before he walked away putting distance between us so he could sit opposite me. This gave me the opportunity to glance around at the space we now occupied to find it surprisingly comfortable considering where we were. Shards of black glass curled up like wrought iron spindles to create the sides of both the single chair I was sat upon and also the large sofa Lucius chose to sit on. The back rose up higher than my shoulders and curved around like a large ominous wave to give a place for the crimson cushions to rest against. In fact, I didn’t know whether it belonged in the Adams’ Family house or in some art gallery on display.

      “But then again, I am not the only ruler in Hell who has enemies that would jump at the chance to take advantage of the opportunity to claim you.” I frowned at this, naturally needing that statement clarifying.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Your father is no saint in this world, Amelia, and has many a time played judge, jury, and executioner to his own kind. And where do you think those that do wrong get to spend what is left of their lives…where do you think they get sent for punishment?” He stated as it wasn’t a question.

      “Ah,” I replied in short.

      “Yes, ah indeed and remember, eternal life is a long time to hold a grudge, Pet…a long time to lie in wait, merely biding their time until such an opportunity for revenge presents itself.” Right, so I would be that opportunity for revenge then, I thought with what I knew was no doubt a grim expression.

      “So, it was all an act to keep me safe?” I asked gathering as much but his answer surprised me.

      “An act? No, not at all.”

      “But you said…” He held up a hand to stop me before adding more,

      “I said I needed to keep you safe and I did that by naming you as a runaway slave of mine that needed to be found and punished by my hand. As for the act of making it believable, well, let’s just say that my demon was easily provoked since you disobeyed me and walked through that portal into Hell, for I wasn’t the only one furious with you,” he said referring to his demon as if he were almost a separate entity.

      “So that was what exactly, your demon’s version of punishing me?!” I shouted getting annoyed at the idea.

      “Oh, you know nothing of punishment, my dear girl, you can trust me on that!” He snapped back.

      “So that show was…”

      “Wasn’t a show at all,” Lucius finished off for me and my scowl deepened.

      “But I don’t understand?” I admitted making Lucius release a sigh, as he dragged a hand through his hair again.

      “It is harder to control that other side of me down here. The rage, the power, the need to control and dominate all those beneath me…I am too close to the surface and as for you…” he took pause and I couldn’t wait.

      “What about me?”

      “My need to control you has never been greater. To bring you to heel and keep you there is all that consumes our joint need. You ran from me too many times, that the demon in me knows that down here such a thing will not be tolerated.” With the stern tone in which he said this, I could do nothing but take his words seriously.

      “And what of the other part of you, like the man I see now…what of him, Lucius?” I asked not liking what I was hearing at all.

      “I am furious with you, Amelia,” was his obvious statement.

      “Yeah, I get that but…”

      “No…no, you don’t,” he said cutting me off.

      “Lucius.” His name passed through my lips in a way that told him I didn’t like where this was going. Naturally, being Lucius, it was one he ignored.

      “Your decisions over these past months have done nothing but continually put your life at risk, placing yourself in danger…”

      “But I—” Again, he didn’t let me finish.

      “Do not think me a fool and ignorant of all that has happened to you since stepping through that portal!” He snapped getting angry again and well, if what he said was true, then I couldn’t blame him. I had been reckless, I knew this.

      But then also knowing that he had discovered everything that had happened was also something I had hoped to save him the pain of. Obviously, Lucius had his own methods in discovering the truth, and my hopes of brushing past it all and focusing solely on us being back together and reunited had been a foolish wish. But even knowing this, I couldn’t help but try to defend myself.

      “It’s not like I intended for any of it to happen!” I snapped back.

      “And what did you expect exactly, taking a trip to Hell was going to be like a trip to a chop shop in Daddy’s stolen Ferrari?” he threw back at me, making me sound like some spoilt, foolish Princess!

      “I didn’t do this for fucking fun, Lucius! I thought you would come in after me, remember!” I argued making him cross his arms again, so I continued,

      “I waited, Lucius! I waited for you to follow me through but then I got scared and realised I couldn’t just sit there and wait forever. That was when I realised my mistake, all of about two minutes after I made it through!” I told him making him at least let go of some of his anger.

      “Portals don’t work like that, Pet.” He told me, and I felt like rolling my eyes but wisely refrained. I did however say in a sarcastic tone,

      “Yeah, I kinda got that Hellish memo, like I said about two minutes after I realised my mistake! So yeah, I might be what you would call foolish and reckless and stupid or whatever else you called me, Lucius, but I gathered as much just before the panic set in…but thanks for pointing out my mistakes like I didn’t already know and suffer from them!” I said adding this last part in a tone that said it all, making him not as cautious as he rolled his eyes before saying,

      “Yes, well despite your lax in that famous intelligence of yours, I at least tried to cling on to the knowledge that you believed in your noble cause and were being led by it.” I gritted my teeth to hold back the insult and instead went with another round of sarcasm,

      “Oh geez, thanks,” I mumbled making him frown at me.

      “Is that why you were an asshole to me back out there, even when we were alone?” I asked making him growl,

      “No, my demon was like that with you because you were still in danger of being discovered had I been the foolish one and reacted any differently towards you.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked looking back towards the door that strangely from this side just looked like any other castle door. Where the mass of souls were? I didn’t know. Although, what had I expected exactly, for them to have all been in here like one big party to welcome their Master home. Yeah, ‘cause that wouldn’t have been weird at all, I thought wryly.

      “There may have not been any of my people around but there are those that are still able to spy on us no matter where we are in my castle…everywhere except this room.” I frowned in question and looked around the unusual space. It didn’t exactly look like your typical bedroom, that was for damn sure! What with the flaming shard torches and the black glass furniture seemingly merging into the walls. Even the floor was ominous looking, like some frozen black lake that any minute you expected to crack and send you to an eternal watery grave.

      But then my eyes rested on the largest structure in the room, making me question its purpose. It was like a raised platform, high enough you couldn’t see the top thanks to being surrounded by the jagged mass of black shards rising up like giant clawed fingers.

      “And what is this room exactly?” I asked needing to be sure that the room I was in was in fact Lucius’ bedroom and not some secret sexual dungeon he planned to ‘punish’ me in. Gods, but what was wrong with me as just the thought alone and I couldn’t help it as a sexual shudder rippled through my body.

      “It is my bed chamber…and that you have been staring at is my bed.”

      “Oh,” I muttered at the sight of such a thing, wondering how you would even get in something like that…oh right, but of course…wings.

      “The reason no one can access this space is because the storm that forever continues to rage around the tower protects it from anything getting through. It is drawn to the heart of the Crimson Eye at its core,” he told me and piqued my curiosity enough to ask,

      “Crimson Eye?” He smirked as if he knew I would ask, for my inquisitive nature wouldn’t have let something like that pass without questioning it. But then disappointment followed as he told me,

      “That is a conversation for another time, Pet. All you need to know is that the storm protects this tower, which is also why it was made my personal quarters as no one can enter or leave without my command…” He paused a moment so he could rise from his seat and get closer to me. Then he leant down over me and warned me softly in my ear,

      “And that, Pet, my little prisoner…

      
        
        “Includes you.”
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      “What exactly are you saying, Lucius, that I am looking at my new cell?” I snapped making him grin in a way that was solely sinful. Then he took hold of my chin in his hand, lifted my head back and told me,

      “Amelia, my sweet little troublemaker, after what you have put me through, then you should be thankful to find yourself free of your leash.” At this I’d had enough and stood up to face him, something he clearly found amusing.

      “You can’t keep me here as a prisoner!”

      “And why not?” He asked arrogantly, still grinning,

      “Because I am your girlfriend, that’s why!” I told him, and this was when he closed the small distance between us and fisted a hand in my hair to hold me to him,

      “No, Amelia, you’re not…”

      “But, Lucius I…” I uttered in a pained tone, hating to hear this coming from him. But then before my mind could stay haunted on those words, he finished his sentence, growling it out like a promise to the Gods,

      “…You’re my fucking Queen!” After this he crushed his lips to mine and kissed me, one that this time, made my shocked gasp end on a deep and blissful moan. This was because the kiss was most definitely one between reunited lovers, and instead of the few days apart, it felt more like it had been years!

      It was a kiss I felt in my very bones and it lit up my insides as if I had barely been living before it. My hands fisted in his hair unwilling to allow him even the remotest chance at pulling back and putting space between us.

      Gods how I needed him!

      “Lucius.” I muttered his name, one he tasted and responded to by growling before once more deepening the kiss. But only seconds after thrusting his tongue inside, he was taking it away again and I couldn’t help the needy reaction.

      “No, please.” I could tell with the way his eyes burned a deeper crimson that he liked the sound of this coming from my lips, something he shared with me verbally,

      “Easy, Pet, I am not going anywhere. You, on the other hand,” he said before quickly sweeping my legs out from under me and carrying me up to the highest point in the room. The small mountain of jagged glass had a hidden staircase sectioned off and was at least thirty steps up the mass of black crystal. It was only made obvious as to what it was when we neared the top and I could see the hollowed section in the middle that was surrounded by deadly shards. These all ranged between four-foot high and at least ten-foot, and once again I was left questioning how a person like me would even get in a bed like this.

      These taller shards were grouped together at the corners which created the illusion of a four poster bed as if grown from the ground of the tower itself. But then this also presented a problem seeing as it looked impossible to not just get into but more importantly…get out of.

      Was this Lucius’ idea of my prison?

      Once again, the idea of that should have annoyed me more than what it did do, which was turn me on. Because even at the lowest point of the bed, it would have been too high to climb into, and well, dangerous at that. Especially given that each cluster of shards ended in a row of deadly tips.

      However, this proved not to be a problem for Lucius as he lowered his hold on me a little before literally throwing me up in the air and tossing my body over the killer tips. I landed safely in the huge bed with a double bounce.

      I looked back up in time to see Lucius grasp a shard not far from the top with his gauntleted hand before catapulting himself over them with startling ease. Again, his landing made my body bounce and it didn’t stop until he had lowered himself down over me. He continued to get closer, until his lips were once again to mine but before he continued his kiss where he had left off, he finished proving his point,

      “And now, you are going nowhere.” And with one look around what now essentially looked like a spiked cage, then yeah, I guess he was right…

      I was going nowhere.

      After this I didn’t have much time to take in anything else, other than the bed was firm, the sheets were a red so dark, they almost looked black and they didn’t feel like any material I had ever felt before. Almost like a mix between satin and suede. It was also at least three times bigger than any other bed of his, in both length and width. Unsurprising then, that it made me feel even smaller than I was, especially with Lucius’ big body caging me into it.

      I could feel the heat coming from his body, and he could no doubt feel the trembling need coming from mine, something his bad boy grin told me he enjoyed. But instead of finishing the kiss, like this position silently promised, he first teased me by running his fingertip around the metal ring still at my throat, one he had stretched so it hadn’t been resting against my bruised neck.

      However, in this position gravity took it right back there and I felt the weight of it pressing against the tender area, something Lucius didn’t like. I knew this when he suddenly grasped the front of it and used it to bring my head up to meet his lips as they crushed to my own on a possessive growl.

      This was when Lucius finally gave me what I wanted and started kissing me again and this time, he didn’t stop. Because he had no need to stop, I was already captured and now, I had just found my cage. But then his kiss also felt like something more. Like a promise of something, perhaps that he would never let me go again. As if he was trying to brand the taste and feel of me to his very soul.

      Although after what we had both just been through then this wasn’t surprising. As, just for me alone, with the way he held me to him, as he claimed my lips in a bruising kiss, well it was one I never wanted to end. Not when it was one that ignited that bloom of lust inside me that felt like it was quickly turning into flames. One that had me grinding myself against him in a desperate need.

      But from the looks of things, I wasn’t the only one affected by this. Because I could feel the hard erection pressing against the top of my thigh, long, hard, and heavy…By the Gods, I wanted it! His hand that had started in my hair soon gave up the control of my head to trail down my spine. Then it continued to follow the curve of my back, whilst gathering up the back part of my dress, ridding the thin layer between his skin and mine. He continued to do this until strong fingers dipped down underneath me and grabbed a handful of flesh, making me moan. The tight grasp of my ass had my head falling back against the covers, and that moan turned into a cry of pleasure when he claimed it further with the bite of his fingertips.

      He then dug in a little lower letting me know without words what he wanted of me. So, I hooked a leg over his hip, at the same time he slid further down to line up our bodies. I let my head loll to the side when I felt the first roll of his hips pressing his solid length against me. Having him applying delicious pressure to the bundle of nerves he had not long ago abused, my mouth opened, and a breath of pleasure whispered out. I found myself closing my eyes and arching my back, just to try and get even more of him. In response the bastard chuckled arrogantly, before he started tutting.

      “Not so fast, Princess, for your pleasure has to be earned.” My eyes shot open before looking at him wide eyed and questioning.

      “But I…” He lowered himself closer so he could whisper over my lips,

      “Earned through punishment, my little Šemšā.” After this he straightened, putting his knees either side of me whilst sitting up.

      “My punishment?” I questioned quietly, after first swallowing hard. The sound of trepidation in my voice was one I knew he got off on, as his grin said all it needed to say…

      He was going to enjoy this. And as for me…well, despite this being Lucius, someone who I knew was skilled with every inch of his body in the bedroom, then the chances were high. But then, I was also in Hell. And this was after making him more furious than even the first time I ran from him. Down here he was a scary ass King who openly admitted that his demon was far too close to the surface whilst here. So, yeah, I could only hope I was going to enjoy this.

      Because it was time for his demands.

      “Spread your legs, do it now,” he ordered sternly, and I swear his words shot straight to my core, making it quiver again. He lifted his chin slightly and made a show of inhaling deep, before following the scent of my arousal down the length of my body. Then he lowered over me again and commented,

      “My girl likes her Master’s command, I see.” At this I rolled my bottom lip into my teeth and Lucius’ eyes focused in on the action. Then he was at me in a heartbeat, licking the seam of my lips until I let it go so he could warn me,

      “That lip doesn’t belong to you, it belongs to me and biting it, well…that’s my job.” I let out a moan as the pain of his teeth taking hold of my lip only managed to turn me on more, and he knew it as the second he let it go, his own tipped up on one side into a knowing smirk.

      “It pleases me to know that my girl also likes the bite of pain with her pleasure, for I most certainly enjoying giving it to you…especially after all you have put me through recently,” he said making me flinch at the last part, needing no more reminders of the pain my actions had caused him.

      “Speaking of which, I gave you an order, Pet,” he said nodding down at my legs and waiting for me to comply. So, I swallowed down my shyness and did as he asked, not thinking it wise to push him or test his need for control.

      Then once I was where he wanted me, I was forced to watch as he held his left hand out behind him. His metal covered palm now faced one of the black shards that surrounded us. I frowned in question, but it wasn’t for long as I soon found myself sucking in a quick breath at the show of power. The shard started to liquify with the outsides of it rolling down itself until the rest followed and the sharp tip was no more.

      It continued to flow down as if it was bleeding away until it reached the base and became the consistency of glue, thickening until it formed shape. Then it started to snake across the bed towards Lucius, making me flinch back. But then, just as I was about to pull my leg back to my body to get away, Lucius’ right hand snapped out and shackled my ankle before I had chance. After this he merely gave me a look, one that commanded I do as I was told, even if the added words weren’t needed,

      “Do. Not. Move.”

      After he was confident I would follow his order, he released my leg and like his armour, he manipulated the strange Hellish substance until it was touching my skin. The second it touched me I had to force myself to hold still as it did. It was cold, so cold that it sent a chill up my body making me suck in a breath through my teeth. Lucius watched my reactions, enjoying the sight as he smirked.

      “Enjoying yourself?!” I couldn’t help but snap, turning his smirk into a full blow grin before he answered,

      “Immensely.”

      This single word was emphasised when he flicked his wrist as the black glue suddenly hardened around my ankle like a steel shackle. When Lucius looked satisfied, he did the same to the other leg, and this time praised me when I allowed it to happen without him needing to intervene by restraining me.

      “You’re learning, Pet,” he said after he ran his bare fingertips up the inside of my thigh, flicking the long part of my dress aside at the split in the material. I shuddered making his lips twitch in the barest hint of amusement, before that stern hardness took over and he nodded to my arms.

      “Spread them wide,” he ordered and instead of doing as he asked this time, I pushed up with them, so I was sitting up slightly to look at him,

      “Lucius, I…” My sentence was abruptly cut off the second he was suddenly on me, straddling my hips with his knees either side of me. He looked so damn scary and masterful, I swear I stopped breathing. He then framed my waist with both hands and with a quick jerk of my torso, my arms slid from under me, no longer holding me up and making me fall flat back onto the bed.

      Then he gripped a wrist in his hand, leant over me and stretched my arm to the side.

      After this, I knew what I truly had in store for me. For Lucius hadn’t been exaggerating, he really did mean to punish me. My proof of this came when he told me exactly what I should be doing.

      Proof when he warned on a sexual demand…

      
        
        “You…should obey me.”
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      “You…should obey me,” he advised with a stern tone that added to the warning, as he waited for another shard to liquify and shackle me to the bed. After it was secure, he reached across the other side of me and did the same to the other hand. I knew he was satisfied when that sadistic grin was back. This was after first watching me test the strength of the restraints by pulling on them and getting nowhere for they didn’t budge.

      Then he sat up once more and loomed above me, meaning I couldn’t take my eyes from the sight. His bare chest looked chiselled from the marble in his throne room, with only the warm skin tone that told me he wasn’t made from stone. The hard planes of his pecs dipped in defined lines, doing so all the way to his hard-tight abs. The muscles on his sides, like gills, hardening further as he twisted at the waist when running a hand up my leg, all the way to my waist.

      His hand continued up and teased the bare skin at the exposed upturned V shape of my dress that was positioned at my breasts. This was before he was running his finger along the crimson stain his claw had made there when grazing my skin back on the bridge.

      “My demon was rough on you,” he said in a gentle tone that I knew not to trust, as that was all part of his sexual game. Like a cat playing with a mouse, letting it believe it was free for a moment before being dragged back by its claws so it could enjoy the thrill of dominance. He gathered up what blood was left there and brought it to his lips to suck before he had me flinching again with his abrupt actions. Because he let his body fall forward, landing on his hands either side of me but letting me first believe that he was going to land hard against me.

      However, he simply pushed his entire body up, doing so with so much strength that it propelled his body back up to stand. Meaning that from his new height above me, he became even more intimidating.

      Oh, and didn’t he just know it, as the sound that ended this move was a knowing chuckle…cocky bastard.

      “What are you going to do?” I questioned as he took a few steps back, so now he was stood in between my spread legs, the master of his domain and all the exposed trembling flesh before him.

      “You want to know what I am going to do…?” He asked as he started to lower first to one knee and then the other, pausing enough to add to my nerves.

      “…I am going to enjoy this, that’s what,” he said in a dark tone at the same time his hands flicked out at his sides, commanding the restraints to pull tight. This made me shriek out as my legs stretched further out before him, making me look like some damn sacrificial virgin or something!

      In fact, the moment the once sticky lengths of black ooze he had commanded hardened at his silent order, it now ended up looking like giant crystal shards that had fallen and landed in the bed.

      “Lucius, I can’t, please…” I started to say, getting panicked which he let seep into the edges of his control, realising he had to give me something more. So, he skimmed the length of my leg until he reached the top of my thigh and told me,

      “Don’t worry, little Pet, I will take good care of you.”

      “But I thought you were going to punish me?” I asked with a tremble in my voice from both nerves and bittersweet sexual anticipation. He started to lower down over me, gathering up my skirt so it fanned out either side of me, leaving my legs bare. Then he traced the back of his curled talon down the centre of my panties. A pair that was nothing more than a scrap of sheer white material the same as the dress. I sucked in a quick breath at the contact and watched as he got lower, so his next words were said just over my barely covered, soaking wet sex,

      “Oh, I will punish you,” he said with dark promise lacing every word, purred directly over my skin with his eyes blazing up into mine. But Gods, if he thought by him being down there, ready to feast on me was something I would class as a punishment, then he was very, very wrong. Because I had been expecting to be bent over something and spanked until my ass was red raw.

      Meaning that now, as his hand spanned my inner thighs, holding them down, I found myself unable to hold back the question,

      “But I thought…” His growl stopped me from finishing that sentence, as he suddenly hooked a claw round the inside of my panties, skimming the smooth talon against my opening before a quick tug was all it took for them to snap. Then with a flick of his bare hand, they were out of his way. This was just before he lowered his lips all the way so he could hold my gaze, doing so long enough to tell me,

      “You…thought wrong.” His words were a heated growl. A snarled rumble all the way from his chest and ending as his teeth latched around my aching clit.

      “Oh Gods, Oh Gods, Ohhhh…!” I let out a long, pained sounding moan when it was anything but. Although this was when I really started to tug at my arms and my legs, trying to save myself the onslaught of his punishing mouth against my sex…it was just too much.

      “Holy shit…Gods!” I shouted this time, as he scraped a fang right over the sweet spot and I would have flown right off the bed, had I…you know, not been shackled to it…oh and also, having wings would have helped.

      Despite this I still fought with little success against my restraints, as the feeling was too intense, and my struggle was something he enjoyed watching. I knew this when he paused long enough to raise his face up to see me, smirking the second he saw the strain in my features. His jaw was wet and glistening with the evidence of my arousal. I swear the sight of seeing it framing his bad boy grin was one of the sexiest things I think I had ever seen!

      “Fucking beautiful,” he muttered more to himself before he dove right back in there again, and this time, he added his fingers to the mix. This caused me to arch my back at the same time I let out an even louder cry, for it quickly took me hurtling to the edge where I would soon be chasing that orgasm right off it…and I couldn’t fucking wait!

      “Yes, yes…Gods, Lucius…yes, I am so close…” I told him as a few seconds more and…

      I. Would. Be. Right…

      “I know you are, Pet,” Lucius said the second his lips left me, along with his fingers. I couldn’t believe he had stopped and because of it, I cried out my loss.

      “No!” I shouted making him chuckle and I swear if I had been free to do it, I would have thrown something at his head!

      “Why are you stopping!?” I couldn’t even find it in me to be ashamed that this was screeched in obvious outrage, something he smirked at. Then he slowly climbed up my body like a predator savouring his kill, and when his face was directly over mine, he lowered his lips to my ear and told me in gentle, luring way,

      “Because this, my troublesome beauty, is what’s called…punishment.” He growled the last word and then, licked the length of my neck right up to my cheek, now savouring the sound of my horrified gasp. Because now I was left only eating my earlier thoughts at the same time he lowered back down to resume eating me. Having him do this to me, bringing me to the cusp of orgasm only to rip it away from me, was a far worse punishment than spanking me as he had done in the past.

      This…was torture.

      No, spanking my ass red raw was a piece of cake compared to this! And this thought only entered my mind after the second time he brought me to the brink, only to rip it away from me just as cruelly as the first time. Just before I could fall into the pool of bliss that Lucius was already swimming in! Because he was having the time of his fucking life watching my desperation!

      “Please, please…oh Gods, Lucius please!” I begged the third time round when he had brought me to the edge again, doing so quicker this time. He achieved this by finger fucking me until I was screaming at the insanity of pleasure, for it was simply maddening!

      “Mmm, how sweetly my bird sings for me…sweet, sweet, begging, my Pet…” Lucius said, after leaning over me so he could once again tease me with his words and his lips at my neck.

      “…Now again.” The moment he said these next two words in my ear, I was crying out once more,

      “NO!” However, this echoing plea was answered only with another amused chuckle and a very firm,

      “Yes.”

      Then once more he latched himself to what felt like every inch of my sex and I was again, bending my spine trying to escape all that was him. But then he placed a firm, cold metal hand against my belly and barely had to even push before it was held down flat against the bed.

      Then like a good little fucked up bird, I was soon singing for him once again.

      “Yes, yes, fuck! Lucius please, not this time I am so…NO, GODS BE DAMN IT!” I shouted trying to yank out of the shackles just so I could pound my fists against his back. This was as I felt the vibrations of his sadistic laughter against the inside of my thigh where he was kissing, in between his obvious amusement.

      That had been number four.

      I swear if he continued past number five, then a light breeze blowing against my pussy would have made me come like a fucking asteroid hurtling up back into space! And speaking of number five, he started slowly this time, and those barely there touches were soon combined with him blowing on my heated, soaked tender flesh as if he had heard my thoughts spoken aloud.

      “Sooo gooood.” I moaned, hating my weakness at not being able to hold it back and this time when he smiled, I felt it surrounding my clit before he suddenly ended the gentleness by sucking the bud in deep and rolling it between his teeth. I would have bolted upright at that one, had I not been restrained by more than just his hand that was still positioned at my belly.

      I think this lasted all of three seconds before I was about to come and this time I tensed, as I tried to hold back any indication that I was as close as I was, just so it could sneak up on him. However, the sadist in him knew and the moment his lips left me, I looked down at him and screamed,

      “Fucking bastard! Let me come!” At this he simply smiled as if every time he got a new reaction from me, it was like being awarded the next level of achievement or some shit like that!

      “You think this is fucking funny!?” I shouted at him, making him bite his bottom lip to stop himself from laughing at my outburst and I hated him for it!

      “I confess that I find it most satisfying, yes,” he told me, and I narrowed my eyes at him before saying,

      “Then it’s a fucking good job I am tied up, because I would currently be kicking the shit out of you…oh, and just so you know, it would not have ended the way it did the last time I put your arrogant ass on the floor!” At this he threw his head back and laughed, making his abs tighten in a way I now hated because him being hot right now just pissed me off.

      “I think we will save that type of foreplay for another time, Pet, as right now…”
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      “I am far from done with you.” The moment he said this my eyes widened, and I muttered,

      “You can’t be serious!” My outrageous cry was met by action as he suddenly grabbed a fistful of my dress in his clawed metal hand and as it tightened the material around me, he replied,

      “What do you think?” Then he twisted his claws in such a way that when he tugged, he ended up tearing my dress right off me. I cried out in shock at suddenly finding myself completely naked. Not that there had been much of a dress to begin with but still, it had felt like it offered me something at least.

      He yanked the torn shreds from underneath me, tossing them aside and once more taking his usual position, which was obviously his favourite for torturing me.

      “You can’t do this,” I muttered and at this he grinned. Then while still holding my gaze from above my abused sex, he told me,

      “Oh yes I fucking can, Princess…besides…I am still hungry for you,” he said pausing enough to speak this last part down at my dripping pussy, making a show of licking his lips. Then he dipped his head down and I tensed knowing what was in store for me yet again.

      I cried out in protest before it quickly merged into a moan of pleasure that told him I wanted him to do anything but stop. However, stop he did, and again right on the cusp of me coming. I started screaming at him, cursing his name one second and then begging him for it the next. In fact, by the end of the madness, I lost count just how many times he allowed this torture to continue.

      But I knew it was taking longer in between times as he knew how close to the edge I was. That most of the time his fingers and lips would only need to be there a minute or two before I was but a gasped breath away from finding my sweet release. And it was one that I knew when it was finally granted, it had the power to tear through me like a fucking tidal wave, crashing through my soul.

      Now all he had to do was let me fucking have it, which is precisely why I said,

      “Just let me fucking have it!” Yet my demand was met the way it usually was…with amusement.

      “I have to say…” he paused long enough to clean my arousal off his fingers before continuing in an entertained tone,

      “…it pleases me to know that this experience will make you think twice before running from me again.” I had to say I was too out of my head space to do much more in that moment than just moan another plea for him to end my suffering,

      “Yes…Gods, please, please Lucius, don’t do this to me.” His crimson eyes flashed a deeper shade before his grin gave me his answer, making his words no surprise.

      “This is but a moment in time for you, my Pet, as hard as that may be, it is still unimaginable to the suffering I was made to endure due to your decision to act against me.” I cried out in horror,

      “So, this is fucking payback!”

      “But of course, it is,” he replied calmly, making me want to kick out at him, adding the action to my growl of anger.

      “How could you do this to me!?” At this he sat up back on his calves and I watched wide eyed like a hungry animal as he freed his hard cock from his black trousers. Then he started pumping the steely shaft in his fist.

      Good Gods, but it was hotter than seeing him lick his lips free of my arousal. Which was why my mind could do little but focus on it, and instead of waiting for my answer I whispered a premature,

      “Yes, oh thank the Gods!” He chuckled before answering my first question,

      “I am no fucking saint, Amelia, I am what I was made to be, born into this life in the belly of the Kingdoms of Hell and that means…I will be obeyed.” He growled this warning, pumping his cock even harder.

      “I will be obeyed by not just my people, but by you also, for you will soon learn that when it comes to keeping you safe, there will be no exception made. You. Will. Obey. Me.” He said making me shake my head back and forth as my panic at not being granted my release was making me both furious and desperate.

      I felt him crawl back up over me, positioning himself on his knees above me, and a hand came to my jaw to stop me from shaking my head. Then I opened my eyes to see his hand fisting his cock against my belly, before telling me,

      “And this…I am sorry to say, my Khuba…I regret that this time, this isn’t for you.” I quickly tore my face from his hold and snarled,

      “I will hate you for this!” This was when he lowered down to my face, kissed my neck and muttered with a regretful sigh against my cheek,

      “I know you will, Pet.” After this he went back to his usual position between my legs. He added his fingers once more, working me both inside and against my clit, as he alternated the two. I looked down to see him also working his cock, doing so first after switching hands and commanding the demonic metal glove to form something less dangerous around his shaft.

      This meant that the talons were gone and the sharp pointed plating was smoothed over his hand in his usual leather glove. I found myself trying to tear my eyes from the sight but watching him now as he pleasured himself over my squirming body, my gaze was locked and going nowhere.

      But naturally combined with the erotic sight right in front of me and what Lucius was doing with his fingers, then it didn’t take long for me to build. Only, as was the way with my punishment, the moment that it did, his fingers would shift to my inner thigh where he could draw gentle circles against my trembling flesh.

      “NO! Gods, please no…no, no…please,” I pleaded making him growl at me in a hoarse, aroused tone,

      “Please what…tell me, sweet girl…what is it you want of me?”

      “You know what I want!” I shouted in a pained cry.

      “Open your eyes and tell me what it is you want of me?” He demanded, again his voice was thick with lust and until that moment I hadn’t even realised I had closed my eyes.

      “And I told you…you know! You know! You know…what I fucking want!” I cried over and over again,

      “Give me your fucking words!” He snapped, making me shout back,

      “I want your cock, alright! I want you to make me come and FUCK ME!” I roared at him this time, and he closed his eyes as a satisfied look came over him and then he told me,

      “Then it is time for you to learn what it feels like when something you want is ripped away from you.” I frowned at what this could mean before losing myself once more to the pleasure of when he went back to fingering me. This time however, he did so quick enough that it had my ass rising from the bed as I braced the best I could from the onslaught of sensation.

      “Time for you to take my mark, for on this night, what you give me will not be returned…that, my Khuba…is your true punishment.” He said and again instead of letting me reach the top of my pleasure, he ripped it from my grasp, as he continued to work himself until unlike me…he found it. And when finding his release, he did so to the sound of my last cry of outrage, getting off on my pain.

      But still not wanting to miss out on watching it for myself, I found my angry glare rooted to the sight of his length being pumped in his fist that was held above me. My eyes widened when he roared out his orgasm and streams of cum burst from the glistening tip of his cock. I even found myself moaning as he pumped it out, so that long lengths of semen landed and were now lay crisscrossed over my torso. I nearly came from the sight alone, especially the way he threw his head back and growled up at the jagged crystal ceiling.

      The cords in his neck roped under the tight flesh, as his muscles tensed and flexed with every stroke of his cock. His fangs could be seen lengthening with his mouth open and by the Gods, he was magnificent. But then, as he started to come down from a sexual high I craved, his eyes found mine staring at him. A grin spread as they left my gaze and traced the evidence of his marking my body, before heat flooded his eyes at the sight he obviously liked.

      But then he watched as I turned my face away, no longer able to stand the barrage of emotions this punishment of his had done to me. He knew it too when I felt his hand come to my cheek, turning me back to face him,

      “Have you learnt your lesson, Pet?” He asked and again I tore my face from his and scowled at the side of the bed, giving him his silent answer. But then he gripped my chin in an unyielding grasp and forced me back to looking at him,

      “I said have you learnt your lesson, Amelia,” he asked more forcefully this time.

      “Yes,” I gritted out and he released a sigh before placing his forehead to mine and telling me,

      “There’s my good girl.” I was just ready to reply with something sarcastic and even scathing when he stopped me the moment he kissed my hairline and then started to shift down the bed, making me cry out,

      “No! You can’t…please Lucius, I can’t take anymore! I told you I learnt my—”

      “Ssshh now, calm yourself,” he interrupted softly.

      “But I—”

      “You are about to get what my good girl deserves…” he informed me, and I sucked in a quick breath, almost too afraid to trust what it could mean.

      “And what is that?” I questioned in a quiet voice, one that said all about the vulnerability I was feeling. This was just as he started to run his fingertips through his release that still decorated my stomach and breasts. He gathered some of it up and dragged it down my belly and even further before trailing it through my sex, making it quiver against the slightest touch.

      Then he answered me, doing so at the same time as explaining just what it meant,

      “…granting her this reward,” his voice said on a growl at the same time making my back arch up as he pushed two thick fingers inside me, ones now coated with his thick cum. He worked me quick and hard, with his thumb strumming over my clit, and when he started to slow down, I nearly screamed at him when I thankfully knew why,

      “Give me your eyes and I will let you come.” Suddenly my eyes shot open and I did as I was told, knowing that in that moment I would have done anything he asked me to do, just for the chance of this orgasm. One I was in blind desperation for. And thankfully, this time it was one he gave me, as the second he said,

      “Come Amelia, come for your King!” This was when I didn’t just come…

      I. Fucking. Came. Apart!

      I came so hard black spots clouded my vision, and I vaguely heard screams of pleasure deafening my own ears and with my mouth open, head thrown back, that was how I knew they were coming from me. The power of it slammed into me so hard I felt as if I wouldn’t survive it.

      For how could I possibly survive this?!

      This was because it didn’t slowly come up through me like they usually did but exploded in a sudden attack that consumed my entire body! It affected every inch of me, as wave after wave it continued to roll through my every nerve, as if it would never end.

      But then my world started to go black, as the force of it finally consumed my consciousness.

      My dark new world with only one man at the centre of it all…

      
        
        My Masterful King…Lucius.
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      I only started to come to when I felt lips at my ear and a voice luring me back to my reality,

      “Come back to me, Amelia…come back to me so I can take you there again.” At this my eyes opened and the second they did, I found Lucius above me, holding himself there.

      “There she is,” he whispered before granting a soft kiss against my lips, one he didn’t yet deepen. But then I felt him sit back and that still hard, heavy cock was sitting at the ready. It was also something he used to rub the tip up the seam of my sex, coating it with the release he had finally granted me. This was when I knew that I must have only passed out for a few minutes. Because it was as if nothing had changed, other than Lucius now looked ready to go back to his punishment.

      I frowned down at him, seeing his attention was solely on watching his own actions as he continued to use his cock to rub against me and I just prayed it wasn’t just another way to tease me. This was why I uttered his name in question,

      “Lucius?” After this his gaze snapped up to mine and that heat I had seen there was now burning a blaze of crimson in his eyes.

      He wanted me.

      “Not having you the way I want you, is punishment for the both of us by my own doing…” he said taking pause as if thinking deeply about what he wanted to do.

      “Lucius?” I questioned his name on a barely heard whisper.

      “Fuck punishment…you’re mine!” He snarled and then followed his admission with action as he suddenly thrust inside me!

      I cried out once more as the pleasure of being reunited with his body had me almost shattering around him at the first stroke of my insides. He roared his own pleasure and with it, he grasped the shards restraining my legs and with a twist of his wrists, he shattered the lengths, freeing me in a second. The moment this happened I watched the dangerous pieces liquify and travel back to where they had come from, so I could relax in the knowledge it wouldn’t cut my skin to shreds.

      Once out of the way Lucius grabbed my calves and wrapped my legs around his ass as he rested more of his weight against me. Although whilst still rooted deep within me he remained still, waiting until he was ready. For what I didn’t know, not until he lowered enough so he was left holding all his weight above me. Now with his gloved hand to the bed next to my head, he threaded the bare one through my hair at the side. Then he lowered the rest of his body, so he could claim my lips in a bruising kiss right after he whispered fiercely,

      “Now, I am fucking home.” Then he thrust his tongue inside my mouth taking advantage of the gasp, at the same time thrusting his hips up and driving his cock even deeper. Only after this was when he started really fucking me and doing so like a mad man starved of an addiction. His lips, his hands, his body was everywhere, totally consuming every inch of me. He ran both palms up through his earlier release and rubbed it into my skin, soaking my breasts and trying to mark me all over, as though he was trying to get my skin to absorb it in a way that it would never truly wash off.

      In fact, he seemed obsessed with the idea of me wearing it like a primal brand, and I had to say, the act only managed to turn me on more. Actually, my arousal peaked so much, that one tweak of my nipples in his cum soaked fingertips and I was crying out my second release in a long and panting moan. And he hammered into me through every second of it, leaving my nipples and now gripping my hips in a way that I knew would leave another mark, one I got off on just like the first.

      His fingers gathered up more of his cum, this time the small pool of white that had gathered in the valley of my breasts, before forcing it in between my lips, making me moan as I sucked it off his fingers and his salty taste burst across my tongue. This he liked…as in…a lot! I knew this as his eyes heated yet again, burning at the sight of my lips trapping his fingers as I sucked them deep.

      “Fucking love the sight of my girl taking me deep,” he growled against my cheek and then his hands went to the restraints at my arms and the sound of them shattering next ended with him whispering,

      “Fucking love the sight of my girl, dripping in my cum, when I am about to give her even more.”

      “Yes!” I moaned and the second my hands were free, he whispered,

      “Fucking love marking you, inside and out…fucking… love…you,” he said, and my insides quivered around him as he raised my hands up around him, warning,

      “Now hold on, I need to take you harder. I need your pain as much as I need your pleasure…need every piece of you…Every. Fucking. Inch!” He snarled and suddenly my head was roughly tugged to the side and his teeth were there at my throat. Then the second he sank his fangs in, I screamed in the pain he spoke about, and then cried out at the pleasure he knew it would turn into. And he was right, he took everything from me, and made it his own.

      Every. Fucking. Inch.

      I came a third time, doing so almost as instantly as the first one he finally gave me, and his cock drove home as deep and as hard as I was physically capable of taking. This propelled my orgasm into one that seemed to last forever. His cock dragged through me in sync with every pull of my blood that filled his mouth. The way he was drinking me down and consuming me was as natural as being taken in such a rough and unrestrained way. I had never felt so deliciously abused, my body belonging solely to him, signed over by the blood he took and the quivering channel of my core he fucked raw.

      He was an animal.

      A beast.

      A fucking Devil!

      And I loved every fucking second of it!

      But then, I wasn’t the only one as Lucius pulled his mouth from my neck. Then with a rumbling moan, it was one that mirrored my own as my blood still dripped down from him, now coating his chin from a different part of me, as it had exchanged my cum for my blood. Fuck, but he looked so hot, so powerful, so utterly primal!

      Then, when he raised up, tensed above me and arched his own back I knew what was coming. So, I held on tighter, as his hips thrust forward one more time, now rooting himself deep inside me, deeper than ever before!

      “AH!” I screamed in pleasure, at the same time he exploded inside of me, coating the walls of my sex with even more of his mark. I felt so much of it that it seeped out around him, soaking his balls that were hung against me, along with the hole that held him snug to me, unwilling to let go of its bounty.

      Lucius, roared down at me this time, making me close my eyes and savour the sound of his release, happy in the knowledge that it matched my own. After this he collapsed down on me, resting his head at my neck and lazily licking at my wound to clean up the mess he had made. I shuddered, knowing it was one he felt travel along his still hard cock that was seated comfortably inside me.

      “Did I mention that I love you too?” I murmured when I had finally managed to catch my breath, doing so with my arms around his neck and combining it with a squeeze. One that was given back in return, only in a way that meant wrapping me completely in his arms and rolling us both to our sides. Unfortunately, this meant me losing his length and I let a moan slip at that loss. He hummed against my neck before lifting his head up and cupping the apple of my cheek, caressing a thumb across it.

      “My girl doesn’t like to lose my cock.”

      “No, she doesn’t,” I agreed shyly.

      “This pleases me, along with how well you took your punishment.” At this my eyes widened in surprise and he kissed the corner of my lips and said again,

      “You took it so well, Pet.” I couldn’t help but cough a laugh,

      “Ha, I think I said I hated you and called you a bastard among other things and might have even cursed your existence, Handsome.” He laughed once and added playfully,

      “And let’s not forget threatening to kick my ass.”

      “Yes, well, there was that too,” I agreed sheepishly.

      “I am no fool, Amelia,” he stated, making me question back,

      “What do you mean?”

      “I deserved it all, Sweetheart, just as you deserved all I did to you,” he admitted, surprising me.

      “You really think I deserved it all?” I braved asking and this was when the conversation turned more serious, starting with his hold on me tightening,

      “You fucking left me,” he suddenly snarled against my lips, making me suck in a sudden breath at his words, something that he obviously needed to get out.

      “Honey,” I whispered on a breathy sigh before he kissed me again, only pausing again to repeat,

      “You left me…again.” I felt my body tremble this time, shuddering slightly in his hold, one that only got tighter the second he felt it.

      “Fuck, Amelia…” he said with gritted teeth before kissing me again, as if he never wanted to stop but the need to tell me what he had been through was also pushing at him.

      “What, Lucius…what is it…tell me,” I said the second his lips left my own and he trailed his kiss down my jawline before paying attention to my neck. Once there he licked, sucked, and bit down, doing so against the part he had not long ago claimed. He also held the tender flesh between his teeth in what felt like frustration. So, I put a hand to the back of his head and shifted my fingers soothingly through his soft hair. Then I turned my head towards his as much as I could and whispered,

      “Tell me, Handsome.” At this he froze as if a memory was dragging him back under and before I needed to say more his head lifted so I could now see for myself the utter heartbreak I had inflicted upon him. The sheer amount of worry I had forced him to endure, and the punishment he gave me, was the only way he could make me understand it all.

      It was in that moment that I really started to understand all that was Lucius. The man he was, the power he held, the position he’d had forced upon him. It had all meant nothing when faced with trying to prevent me from slipping through his fingers the first time. And then there was the second time, only something he would class as another failure. And he had been right, the second had been far more dangerous in doing so. But even if in that moment I hadn’t seen it, hadn’t realised it for myself, then what Lucius said next it would have been impossible not to understand it. For it not to seep deep inside me and settle in the depths of my soul.

      “All my years…by the Gods, there have been so many, for when millennia acts like a century, and century goes by like a decade, until then that decade becomes a year, it all flows into an endless amount of days…and an endless amount of time…and all of it, Amelia…all of it meant nothing…” He paused to place his forehead to mine as he then whispered the last of his words,

      “…not until there was you.”

      “Lucius, Honey,” I whispered as I placed a hand to his cheek and held it there as he confessed his feelings for me, ones that rooted deeper inside than in any way physically possible. He pulled back a little to give me space to tell me further,

      “In all that time passed and until you, there has never been moments of panic, moments of sheer, undiluted terror to fill my veins, turning them to the ice of mindless emotion that struggled to make sense enough for basic function. I had never felt so at a loss, so desperate. I thought I had felt the limit of these emotions only once before, but now I know it was nothing in comparison.”

      “You mean my mother?” I asked taking care at the delicate edge of this conversation and not wanting to lose track of anything because of it.

      “Your mother most certainly caused enough worry for those who cared for her, myself included,” he admitted before going on to add,

      “But you have to know, when it comes to Keira, then I…” I placed my hand to his cheek and stopped him,

      “Lucius, I know.”

      “What do you know?”

      “That she was important to you and that type of loyalty, I would be a fool to believe that it goes away just because you have fallen in love.” He shifted his head back a little more to get a better view of my face before asking,

      “And this new understanding happened when exactly…? Ah, but of course,” he said answering his own question as it dawned on him what I had experienced before I had stepped into Hell.

      “I guess there is still a lot we need to talk about,” I said quietly as I saw his features play out the same thought. Because I was right, there might have only been a few days between us but after what I had seen before stepping through that portal, then really there was much more. In fact, there was a whole lifetime of moments that had passed between us. After all, Lucius still didn’t know exactly what I had seen or how it had affected me. Something I could tell he wanted to know.

      “Then it is time for you and I to have that talk then, as I for one know it is long overdue,” he said pulling me up and making me ask,

      “Where are we going?” He didn’t answer me at first, but instead he raised me up until I was standing with him in the middle of the bed. Then, after he first helped to steady me, his wings materialised as if they had been plucked from some hidden realm they resided in. Now only appearing when they felt the call of their Master. After this he wrapped a secure arm around my waist and told me,

      “To clean you up, before the scent of your blood mixed with the scent of my cum on your skin drives me beyond all reason but fucking you raw again.” I couldn’t help but grin.

      “That doesn’t sound like a very good reason to get clean to me,” I said with a wink and it was one he burst out laughing at, before commenting to himself,

      “I’ve created a monster.”

      And what was my response…?

      
        
        “Hell yeah, you fucking did.”
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      “I’m not sure whether I should admit this or not, but I think I am clean, Honey,” I said with laughter in my tone, one that came out when I heard his playful growl behind me. Then he lowered his lips to the shell of my ear and whispered,

      “I disagree, my sinful, little troublemaker.” This caused a shiver and being that I was currently surrounded by all that was Lucius, then the smile I felt against my neck was because he had felt it.

      This happened shortly after Lucius flew us both over the black crystal bed and walked us to a part of the room that at first glance just looked like it went to nowhere.

      However, the closer we got, it was then that I could see the difference, reminding me of some of the walls in the movie Labyrinth. It was in the way the shards were positioned, as from afar, it had been camouflaged. But then sliding behind one section and there was actually an opening to the side that you could walk behind.

      Once there I found a set of stairs cut directly out of the black stone in a rough way that for someone clumsy like me, would have no doubt fallen and broken my mortal neck. Which, needless to say, was why I was thankful Lucius continued to want to carry me, plus…I was still as naked as he was.

      Hence the reason that once we reached the last step (and there was a lot of them) I was thankful to see that we were still alone. But what I had found had me quickly blurting out,

      “You know I am starting to think that you have a thing for caves.” To which he scoffed a laugh before warning me,

      “This is where you refrain from making any Batman jokes or I promise you, Princess, I will drop you straight in there.” I giggled at his teasing and decided to push it,

      “You got it, Bruce.” At this he narrowed his eyes at me, and in a few long strides walked to the edge of the large pool of water before holding my body away from his chest and straight over the water, silently threatening to drop me.

      “Whoa! Okay, okay, you win…Jeez, don’t get your cape in a twist,” I said making him smirk down at me. Then, instead of just dropping me like he threatened, he walked us both into the water, making me hold myself tense for some reason expecting it to be cold.

      “It’s warm?” I asked with surprise making him just wink at me in return. The room wasn’t like any bathroom I had ever seen in all my life, but essentially that was what it was.

      The stairs led down onto the only flat surface in the whole room, which ended up being the only part that looked even somewhat conventional. This was because it had a vanity slab with a sink carved out of it and a flat vertical piece of rock sticking out. It was a polished piece of frosted glass that showed your image…or just about.

      The whole thing looked carved out of the same black stone that pretty much made up ninety nine percent of the place. A connecting wall opposite the unusual sink was where I gathered the toilet was, although I didn’t even want to know how that worked, as I didn’t exactly see this place having good plumbing.

      The rest of the space was taken up by a sunken infinity pool as the water overflowed the edges and into the frame of a slight cavity that I gathered captured all the overflowing water. I couldn’t exactly say what shape the pool was as it curved around corners and out of view. It also enveloped around the pillars of black shards that rose up like tree trunks, seemingly holding up the level above us. But this time, these shards were polished so much, it looked like black liquid rising up above us.

      This mimicked the carved stone below that held the deep pool of water, and if it hadn’t been for the many hanging wrought iron cages that hung down from the cathedral high ceilings, then it would have been in total darkness. But then with there being so many dotted about the cavernous space and each one being the size of an armchair holding a fire pit, then it made the entire cave room glow. I also had to say that the effect of the flames reflecting off the black water was so startling, it was hard to look at anything else.

      It was eerie and magical at the same time.

      This was because it was such a seductively dark place that I found myself turned on again and without even needing to look at the naked God that had me in his arms. But then it soon became clear that his intentions were for the reasons he first spoke of. As instead of picking up my legs and slamming me down on the length of him and fucking me in the pool, he started to clean me. He did this by grabbing a bar of soap and a sponge like material from a hidden shelf in the floor by the steps he had used to get us in the pool. Then he sat down, turned me around in his arms and went about cleaning me from behind, making me squirm the whole time.

      Which brought us to the discussion of me being clean, as it felt as though he had literally gently scrubbed every inch of me…all except one piece that was.

      “Mmm, I am not sure what I prefer, the feel of you squirming wet and naked against the full length of my body or doing so wet and squirming against my face as you beg me to let you come,” he said making me groan out loud, unable to help replying,

      “I know which one I prefer.” He chuckled behind me, kissed the back of my head and said,

      “I know you do, Pet.” After this cocky statement, he finally got to that ‘one piece’ as he told me to lean forward. I thought little of it, doing as he asked but only tensing the moment I felt his fingertip gently trace the outline of my Hex, and also my still healing wound.

      “Fuck, but I have never wanted to kill a bitch so much in my entire existence,” he growled in anger, then before I could say anything about it, I heard a tearing flesh sound before his bleeding wrist was set in front of me,

      “Drink me down, Sweetheart, I want you healed.” This was mostly definitely a gentle demand as when I opened my mouth to tell him I was fine, he beat me too it and whispered the single word as a stern order in my ear,

      “Feed.”

      So, I did exactly that, leaving myself with little choice, especially when that torn wrist was placed at my lips. I latched on and did as I was told, drinking him down and doing so with greater need with every mouthful of blood I swallowed. I could also feel him getting hard behind me, and because I could feel the chill before the heat hit my body, I knew it was on its way. The great wave of pleasure that would crash into me, making me rock against his erection because of it.

      He growled low, a deep rumbling in his chest as before I knew it, I was suddenly gripped around the waist with a band of his arm and turned. I was then quickly being bent over the edge of the pool and I let my lips slip away from his wrist as I moaned,

      “Yes.” Not that he needed the encouragement. But in true Lucius fashion he did continue to make demands of me as I knew my mistake when he forced his wrist back to my lips and ordered more roughly this time,

      “Drink!” I did as I was told and the second I did, I dragged in more of his blood at the same time he thrust his cock deep inside me. This made me cry out around his bloody flesh, as the orgasm coursed right through me. It was just so dark and erotic that I couldn’t help but feel it building instantly again. It was the brutal hold he had on me, curling a gloved fist in my hair and forcing my back against his hard thrusts at the same time feeding me his blood.

      But then, I wanted him to feed me something else instead and the second time I pulled my lips away, I ignored his growl of disapproval and quickly explained,

      “I want you to feed me something else instead.” At this his body went still, before I felt him bend over me further, coming to the side of my face so his entire body was arched over mine.

      “You want to swallow me down, my sinful girl?” He asked in that throaty way. A huskiness that spoke volumes…it turned him the fuck on.

      I turned my face slightly to his and he let me, as my hair trailed freely through his fingers after he opened his fist.

      “Yes, I want to swallow you down,” I told him and at hearing this he growled in a lustful, primal way before pulling out of me. I turned around the second he gave me space to do so, sitting down on the step and watching as his intimidating size took a step up, so he towered above me. This put him at the perfect height and his even more perfect cock awaited me. I licked my lips whilst looking up at him, now faced with the hard and glistening length, with beads of water dripping off the end. But I didn’t want the water, I wanted his cum! I wanted him to mark me a different way, which was why it was time for me to gain some power back, and this time, doing so by making him beg for it.

      So, I started off slow, doing so by placing the pad of my tongue at the base of his cock and slowly licking my way to the top before swirling it around the head. I knew when it jerked and beaded with pre-cum that he liked it, no matter how painfully slow it had been. I did this again, and again and before long I was sucking down the length of it from one side and using my hand to jerk him off on the other. But during all this, I didn’t once take him all in my mouth…and soon, he knew exactly what I was doing.

      Because even when he did try to direct me to take more and should have become frustrated when I didn’t, it was then when he chuckled and told me,

      “If you think that by having you take your time worshipping my cock is going to get your own back on me, then you are vastly mistaken, Pet, as I could enjoy your talented mouth for hours before giving in to the impulse of forcing it down your pretty little throat to fuck.” Gods, but the crass dirtiness of his words only managed to turn me on more and because of it, I threw my plan out the window and decided to go for it! I suddenly sucked him down, making sure my lips were tight around the shaft as I went, and marvelling at the sound of him sucking air through his teeth. Ha, not so cocky now, I thought with pleasure and decided quickly on my new play…quick, fast, and intense.

      “Fuck!” He hissed, all cockiness gone being replaced by a man I was quickly bringing to the edge of orgasm a lot faster than he anticipated. I sucked him down, hard and fast, using my tongue flat against his length with each drag of my lips, swirling it around the top of his head before down I went again. Then I reached out and cupped his balls, making him hiss,

      “Fuck me…Gods, woman!” I smiled around his cock to let him feel it before I moaned in my own pleasure as I let my fingers slip under the water and work myself. I looked up at him to see him watching me, his eyes hooded and deep into the sexual sight. Then as my next moan vibrated against his shaft, he let his head fall back and muttered,

      “Gods, but your fucking mouth…” He said no more but I took it as a compliment all the same and continued with added vigour to my actions. It was only when I heard his tone change did I know I was close, that and a fist in my hair,

      “Slow down just a…fuck, Amelia, slow…Gods, fuck…fuck…fuck!” Then I only needed to go down on him three more strokes and soon he was roaring out, at the same time his hold on my hair tightened as if fearing that I would stop. But there was no way I was going to stop, not when it was getting me off too, and the second he groaned two things happened. The first was my main objective, when he came in my mouth and I started drinking him down. The second was when I came under the water, after rocking against my own fingers.

      I continued to swallow him down the best I could, admittedly choking a little around trying to get it all, and some spilt from my lips. But as it did this I didn’t want him to miss the erotic sight, so I looked up at him knowing he would get off on seeing his mark now on my face.

      I knew I was right when his eyes blazed down at me but if I had missed the obvious sight, then his words most definitely got the message across,

      “Fucking love this sight…sexiest fucking thing I ever saw!” He swore down at me, whilst softy caressing his thumb at my jawline before he pulled his cock slowly from my cum soaked lips. Then once it was free, that same thumb ran along my chin and up to my lips, gathering some of his release I had missed. This was so he could force it back into my mouth. I opened immediately, and he grinned down at me before saying,

      “My greedy little Princess.”

      After that, well then…

      
        
        I had to agree with him.
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      After our foreplay in Lucius’ strange bathroom, I ended up lying back against him in the pool, whilst he played with my hair and we talked about a few of the things we should have already spoken about…like his past.

      Of course, this started when he finally asked me what it was the Keepers of Three had shown me, much of which I knew was hard for him to hear. I could understand this, as there were parts that I knew he would have done anything in his power to keep from me, starting with witnessing first-hand how he had come to be the Vampire King he was today.

      But with this being said, I also wanted to keep the conversation as light as it could be, as after what we had both been through, well, I think we needed this time between us. Obviously, we had checked hot make-up sex off the list, along with reunited lover’s dirty sex off that list too. Oh, and adding to it punishing oral sex which Lucius most definitely won at. But now, with me yawning every five minutes, Lucius was definitely getting the hint and despite me trying to hide it, he was soon lifting me from the water.

      “I think I tired my girl out,” he said in an amused tone and I replied,

      “What? I’m not ti…erred.” I said yawning halfway through that sentence, making him chuckle to himself as he placed me back on my feet. This was so he could wrap a lush robe around me. It was dark grey, thick, and like his bedsheets, unlike any other material I had ever felt before. But it was soft, big, and covered me up in warmth that felt comforting. Not as comforting as being in Lucius’ arms of course, speaking of which, that was precisely where he wanted me now. And well, I was so tired, I let him without a word of protest.

      He carried me back up the staircase and by the time he was laying me down on the bed my eyes were finding it hard to stay open. I felt the whoosh of air from his wings as he folded them away after using them to get us into bed. I felt the covers being pulled from under me, before Lucius rid me of my robe and covered my now clean naked body with the sheets.

      “And what do I do if I need the toilet in the middle of the night?” I asked referring to the cage of spikes that surrounded the bed, speaking now without opening my eyes. This was after I first felt him getting into bed beside me. He scoffed a laugh and said,

      “Hold it.” It was my turn to scoff this time as I opened one eye a crack to find him on his side, with a hand to his face, propped up on an elbow looking down at me. Then he reached out and flicked the collar still around my neck, reminding me that it was still there.

      “I think despite how fucking sexy I find seeing my collar around your neck is, I also think it’s safe to take this off now,” he said before coming over me and this time my eyes opened wide.

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to keep it on…you could add a little bell to it and everything,” I teased making him smirk down at me whilst trailing his gaze from the top of my hairline down to my chin, which followed his fingertip.

      “Mmm, that’s not a bad idea,” he mused making me add,

      “Oh, who am I kidding, knowing you it would be a homing device you added, not a bell.” At this he grinned big and replied,

      “Now that idea I like more.”

      “I knew you would,” I whispered back after raising my face up and speaking over his lips before kissing him. He responded on a contented growl making me giggle whilst still on his mouth. He pulled back to raise a brow at me, silently asking me why I was laughing in his mouth. So, I walked my fingers up his own neck and said,

      “Maybe we should get you one, that way we will match.” His disapproving look had me bursting out laughing, so he lay back to the bed with a groan and I continued to tease,

      “Oh, and I think a bell on you would come in handy too, a big one…” I said trying not to laugh.

      “Uh huh,” he responded in a growly way as he covered his eyes with his thick and muscular arm. I rolled so I could now be the one to lean over him, loving the way his arm automatically left covering most of his face and came around my back to nestle me closer to his side.

      “Yeah, that way I will hear you coming and know when you are trying to sneak up on me,” I told him, making him crack an eye open to glance up at me. I just loved seeing how his lips twitched when finding me funny. Then I felt his hand run up the back of my spine until his fingers found their way under my still damp hair by my neck.

      “Oh, I think I would still find a way,” he replied making me smile against his chest, where I nestled my head.

      “High heels then, as there is enough glass, marble and crystal in this place that there is no way I wouldn’t hear you coming then,” I joked.

      “Ah yes, because I have heard men wearing heels is very sexy and would be a great way in Hell to get me taken even more seriously as a leader,” he mused sarcastically. But then I lifted up my head, flicked his nose and informed him,

      “If anyone could make it work, then you could, kitten.” Again, I was rewarded with that lip twitch of his that I absolutely adored. I loved being able to make him smile, but even more so when I knew I could still do it despite him obviously trying to stay serious. His hand curled at the back of my neck tighter as he brought my face closer to his and said tenderly,

      “Missed my funny girl.” After this there was a clicking sound and the weight I had been getting used to around my neck was gone. Then with his other hand he reached across himself to pull the collar free from my neck and dropped it to his side.

      “I will leave this right here…you know…just in case,” he said in a teasing way before getting closer to me and growling over my lips,

      “Now sleep, my kitten.” After this he kissed me in a quick but sweet gesture and guided my head back to his chest so I could stay nestled against him. I breathed deep and let the scent of him wash over me in a comforting way before letting out a contented sigh. Then after a while his breathing started to even out and for some reason my mind was wired.

      “Lucius?”

      “Umm?” He mumbled in a sleepy way and his brows went up in question even as his eyes stay closed.

      “Are you still awake?”

      “Clearly you want me to be,” was his dry yet lethargic response.

      “Sorry, I should let you sleep,” I agreed feeling bad and he released a sigh and told me,

      “I will sleep easy knowing you can’t get fucking far.” I chuckled at this and looked back at the bottom of the bed…he certainly had that right.

      “That and if you quit being chatty any time soon,” he added wryly making me poke him in the ribs. Then he trailed his fingertip across my neck and I looked up to find him now looking down at me. Obviously, something new was on his mind and before I got to ask he told me softly,

      “He died too easily for what he did to you.” I smirked back up at him and said,

      “Well, if it helps ease your mind, then before you ripped his horns out and severed his head in that easy way you think he died, then to the memory of his death you can also add the sight of me hitting him over the head with a bed pan about fifty times.” At this he chuckled and said,

      “Oh don’t worry, Sweetheart, that is a memory that will stay with me a long while yet…although, I think we need to work on your hog-tying skills,” he said reminding me that he had seen the memory for himself when getting it from his second in command. I couldn’t help but blush before replying,

      “Um, wonder how we will do that.” At this he rolled into me so that I was on my back and he was over me, so he was all I saw when he said…

      “The best way to learn anything in life, my dear girl…lots and lots of…” he paused before ending this as a promise over my lips,

      
        
        “Practice.”
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            A King’s Jealous Arms

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning waking up in Lucius’ arms and having his fingertips running lazy lengths along my skin was enough to make me believe that my time in Hell had just been one long nightmare, and now it was all over. To the point that I stretched out like a contented cat making me smirk at the memory of calling him kitten last night. Hence why I teased,

      “Morning, kitten.” His rumbled growl was a playful one and the bite of his fingertips in my flesh as he squeezed my side only managed to turn me on more. Then he said,

      “Morning, my little troublemaker, I see congratulations are in order.”

      “Yeah?” I questioned.

      “For not pissing the bed, as I must say, I am impressed.” At this I burst out laughing and this quickly became the theme of the morning. This was because we spent it lounging lazily in bed, either wrapped up in each other’s arms or play fighting, which I had to say, made super big beds a bonus. But then as soon as my stomach started rumbling he declared it was time he fed his pet human, as the sounds I was making were starting to scare him. Naturally, I laughed at this and called him a baby. To which he whispered over me,

      “Just remember, I know what you can do with a bed pan.” To which my come back was to get even closer to his face above me and say,

      “Yes, and I know what you can do with a collar and chain.” His aroused growl was unfortunately answered by my hungry one, ruining my chance at morning sex as he became determined to feed ‘his human’. Thankfully, I also learned that there were even more secrets to this room of his as the staircase down to the bathroom wasn’t the only space the walls were hiding. I knew this when I saw Lucius disappear behind one and come back with a bundle of clothes, along with being fully dressed himself.

      He was wearing what I gathered was casual wear for Hell. It was a pair of black wide leg trousers that seemed to tie at the sides of his waist and a tight fitted black jacket that had no sleeves, so showed off his muscles in a delicious way. His bulky arms and shoulders looked ready for swinging heavy swords and the straps across his wide chest and sides, looked ready for smaller weapons to slot into.

      “I’m really hoping that outfit you have for me is a little less revealing than the last.” At this Lucius smirked and surprised me when he said,

      “I was considering a gold bikini with a chain to match but then I know you’re hungry and role play sex is more of a human world thing…besides, I left my Han Solo costume back in the mortal realm.” His surprising reply had me bursting out laughing before running the rest of the way to him, flinging my robe covered arms around his neck (or at least trying to) and saying,

      “You did your homework, I am so proud!” He smirked back down at me and shook his head a little before telling me,

      “You’re a strange little human.” I giggled, raised myself up further and whispered,

      “Yes, but I am your strange little human.” He grinned back down at me and agreed with a growl,

      “Yes. You. Are.” Then he kissed me hard and quick before letting me go. He also slapped my ass and nodded off to one side telling me,

      “There is a small bathroom over there, hurry and get ready so I can feed my human and get her back here so I can fuck my addiction.” Mmm, I had to say, not only did I like the sound of that, I also really liked the sound of that.

      So naturally, I did as I was told, finding the bathroom easily now I knew what I was looking for, which was a break in the pattern of crystal. Behind the small wall was like he said I would find, a small bathroom with only a seat that reminded me of the first toilets invented and a stone carved sink so I could wash myself.

      There was also enough space to get dressed, and I found Lucius had chosen a pair of harem pants. They were a bluish grey colour that fitted tight to my belly with a thick waistband. They also had little boy shorts attached that were ribbed at the sides. This was part of the design and I didn’t need to question why the shorts were included as there were large cut out sections of the trousers. This was at each side that went from the waist band all the way to the tight band at the ankle. Meaning that without them then it would have been a bit too revealing when walking around.

      There also seemed to be lots of material, that also gave the slight appearance of a skirt. To match this was a darker blue wrap around top that was cropped to just under the breasts. Thankfully, it was tight enough that it held my girls up without them looking droopy, seeing as there was no bra to speak of. It also had a wide scooped neck with a long floppy hood at the back and overly long bell sleeves. These brushed my knuckles at the front and reached my thighs at the back, shaped into points, with one sleeve that was a striped pattern, with the same grey blue of my pants.

      To be honest, the outfit was kick ass, despite practically showing off all of my stomach and both sides of my legs. A pair of flat ballet pumps that came with a strange strapping meant that I didn’t know what to do with them so left them off hoping Lucius could help.

      When I walked out, I was holding the shoes in one hand and not looking where I was going so was about to walk into one of the shards close to the bed.

      “Stop!” Lucius’ demand made me look up, which meant saving myself.

      “Oh, right,” I mumbled making him laugh,

      “She can fight off a fucking demon in her cell but walking from one place to the next becomes a hazard,” he muttered to himself.

      “I don’t need to use my charm when walking across a room,” was my cocky reply. His lips quirked before he crossed his arms and challenged,

      “Oh, is that right…Bitey.” Damn him, he really had seen everything. So, I shrugged my shoulders and said,

      “Whatever, it worked didn’t it.”

      “Not sure you could class that one as a success there, Sweetheart,” was his smug reply.

      “I survived didn’t I…? So yeah, I would call that a huge success.” After this he shook his head again and questioned,

      “Seriously, a fucking Bitey…you couldn’t have come up with something better for a demon whose pussy bites off dicks?” I laughed.

      “Oh yeah, and what would you have called it, huh?” I asked when cocking out a hip and making him fight his smirk.

      “Besides a hungry bitch or menace to the male populace?” he questioned back making me fake a laugh this time,

      “Ha, ha”

      “In all honestly, most likely an endangered species, considering I’m pretty sure their kind would have been eradicated centuries ago,” he added making me fight a giggle and instead of showing my amusement, I kept up the teasing. So, I asked in a faked exasperated tone,

      “What, by you, oh mighty tyrant King?”

      “You’re damn fucking right!” Was his quick reply and I swear he supressed a shudder at the thought of such a demon. I was actually surprised he didn’t grab his member just to be sure it was still safe.

      “Erm…I think we are heading off point here,” I told him.

      “Oh, how so?” He asked, obviously like me, wanting to continue our teasing.

      “Oh, I don’t know, maybe because Biteys don’t exist,” was my sarcastic sounding come back.

      “Yeah and thank fuck for that!” He replied obviously relieved by this fact. I laughed and admitted,

      “Okay, so maybe you’re right, the name was lame.”

      “Maybe?” He said giving me a pointed look.

      “Okay, yes…geez, what do you want from me?” I sighed still acting out our game and running my hand back through my loose hair, one I had no other option than to brush with my fingers.

      “Other than a promise never to turn into a Bitey, a fucking kiss would be nice,” he said in that dominating tone of his that had my insides going all melty.

      “Yeah well, don’t worry about it as I promise to let you know the second I need to start flossing down there, yeah? But until then…” I paused when he started laughing in that deep timbre, velvet voice of his and with amusement lacing his command, it made for a dreamy sound,

      “Come here, Pet” I raised a brow and challenged,

      “Are you sure you’re brave enough?”

      “Well, until I hear the sound of teeth chattering coming from anywhere below your waist, then I think I will take my chances…now come here, Amelia,” he said making me laugh, because his comment was funny but the more serious order at the end was what had me biting a fingertip as I walked over to him. The second I got close enough he snagged me around the waist by wrapping an arm around my back before drawing me in as close as I could get. Then I felt him tapping his fingers against my bare side before he told me,

      “You look delicious enough to eat.” I blushed despite being brave enough to look down at his hardening cock. Then I made a show of licking my lips and telling him,

      “Yeah, so do you”

      “Sweetheart, if you’re hungry to put something in that talented mouth of yours then feel free anytime.” I rolled my lips inwards to hold back the beaming grin that wanted to erupt at such a compliment, doing so only so I could continue to play it cool. Something I most definitely achieved when I flashed him a naughty grin and lowered to my knees. Naturally, this…well, it surprised the Hell out him.

      Then whilst looking back up at him, I said

      “Well, if you insist, my Lord.”

      Then I had breakfast.
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      I had no idea how much time had passed by the time we were making our way back into the main tower of his castle, but I knew one thing…I was ravenousness.

      “Your stomach is growling at me again, my little slave,” he commented with a smirk and a whisper of words as I once again was back to playing the part of his slave girl. Of course, now I understood why this was necessary, I decided to try and have some fun with it. Mainly by teasing Lucius whenever I could, whether it was quietly muttering things or licking my lips and reminding him of what the first part of my breakfast was.

      He had said this as he was escorting me back into the throne room which, thankfully, I noticed had fewer people in today. I also had my collar back in place and a different kind of chain attached to it than from the day before. It was one more conventional looking and far less deadly, even though it was still wrapped around Lucius’ fist clearly showing his ownership.

      “What can I say, My Lord, I must be in need of some more protein,” I whispered back making him growl playfully. We walked to the end of the room where his mighty throne sat waiting and the pile of cushions and throws on the floor told me once again where my place would be. His second in command was there waiting for us and I realised I was still to ask who this man was…or more importantly, who he was to Lucius.

      He eyed me with great interest, and I don’t know why but the look he gave me was unnerving. As if he was studying me or planning something nefarious. Although my reaction to him could have solely been based on how he had treated me when I was first brought here. Either way, there was something about him that simply screamed…dangerous.

      Once up on the high platform, Lucius lowered me down to my nest of material before sitting himself. I could tell by some of the questioning looks around the room that this was an unusual gesture coming from their King. I only understood why when after he had sat down, the rest followed, telling me that the King was always the first one to take his seat. But this time, I had.

      After this was what I had been waiting for and as Lucius was clearly speaking matters of court to his royal right hand, he ignored the servants who started to bring out platters of food. However, I nearly started drooling as food I recognised could thankfully be seen. It made me want to question where they had got it from or did they in fact grow it down here?

      Of course, I wasn’t exactly at liberty to ask, so instead focused on the fruits, nuts, bread and cheese in front of me, admittedly ignoring the slices of meat, due to not knowing what they were.

      “Your slave certainly has a good appetite.” I heard his second comment, making Lucius actually chuckle.

      “After last night, then she has need for the sustenance.” I frowned at this and would have growled at him had I been able to get away with it. But then I felt the tugging of my chain just as he started to pull me closer to him. I had no choice but to crawl a little until I was against his leg, where he leant down and took hold of my chin.

      “Isn’t that right my little cock hungry monster?” He teased referring to last night and doing this so only I could hear. Then, before I could reply, he brought me in for a hard kiss and clearly it was one he didn’t care about doing in front of his kingdom. As usual, by the time he finished he left me breathless and near panting and his knowing smirk also told me that he knew what he was capable of doing to me,

      “Mmm, fruit has never tasted so fucking sweet than it has coming from between these lips,” he told me after tapping the pad of his thumb over what most likely after that kiss, was my swollen lips. He let me go again, and commanded,

      “Eat, my Pet.” I could have said one of so many come backs but then I had promised him to behave when down here and that meant acting the part. And speaking of that part of willing slave, the moment I had filled my belly, and finished downing the last of my water, I was suddenly plucked off the floor. I gave out a surprised little yelp before I realised I was now being positioned in Lucius’ lap.

      “Erm…should we be…?” I started whispering my concerns when I felt his hands start stoking across my belly and the bare part of my thigh.

      “You have finished your breakfast and therefore now it is time for mine,” he said not bothering to keep his voice down and I soon knew why, as I was to be his meal. I knew this when one hand brushed my loose hair back off my neck and his head descended. But then I tensed in his hold knowing what usually happened when he fed from me and I didn’t exactly fancy recreating the famous orgasm scene from When Harry met Sally.

      “Please…we can’t, not here.”

      “Ssshh, easy now…I will only taste and not drink too deeply,” he assured me on a whisper no one could hear. Then, after anchoring my body to his with my back held against his chest and his arm across my torso, he grazed his fangs along my tender skin making me shiver in his tight hold. He then made me hiss at the little slice of pain when he pierced the flesh, but it was one that numbed the moment he started to lap me up, sucking on the small cut.

      “Mmm, there is nothing better than having your blood in my mouth and your dripping pussy squirming on my lap,” he said being purposely crude seeing as this wasn’t whispered and he was making a point as to who and what my role was to others.

      But then, I knew why he was making a show when a certain three brothers suddenly made their entrance. But I couldn’t help but home in on one brother in particular and the anger across his face looked murderous. I tried not to react, but the moment I tensed in Lucius’ hold that was when I knew I’d made my first mistake of the day. Because this was so much more than just feeding from me, this was nothing short of payback. I knew this when Lucius growled low and then told me,

      ‘And now it is time that he gets to see you…”

      
        
        “…In my arms.”
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            Frozen Escape

          

        

      

    

    
      The moment I heard these words, I sucked in a pained breath knowing that it was as I feared…that night he had been there. He had broken his promise and entered my Void.

      “Easy Pet, for I am not angry,” he whispered, and I would have liked to have said, ‘no, but I am’. However, I knew that I didn’t really have much right to feel this way, not seeing as he had been the one to discover me in another man’s arms. And despite how innocent it had been from my end, then I doubted even with the knowledge of this it had the power to erase the memory. So instead of trying to argue my point, I just made a move to get off him when suddenly his arms went solid and he warned,

      “Although that can quickly change, so I suggest staying exactly where you are before I look too deeply as to why you wouldn’t want to be on my lap in front of your obvious admirer.” I swallowed hard at the same time I stopped moving, although there was no way I could relax like he wanted.

      “That’s not fair,” I whispered back after turning my face into him so only he would hear.

      “No, it was not,” he replied not bothering to hide his statement this time and most definitely referring to finding me in Trice’s arms. And speaking of Trice, well, he wasn’t exactly helping matters by giving Lucius what was a blatant death stare. It most definitely had to be said that he was utterly fearless, that or suicidal!

      The three brothers walked the length of the throne room and only stopped about five feet from the bottom of the steps. I gave Gryph and Vern a little smile, glad to see that the cockiest brother out of the three was now healing. But then this forced me to remember that it was the man at my back who had inflicted those injuries. I had to say, the thought sickened me a little, despite knowing that in Hell things clearly worked differently for Lucius as one of its rulers.

      The two either side of Trice showed their respect and started to lower to one knee as they faced their King. However, it was only when Gryph hissed,

      “Trice,” did he then do the same. Although, when he did, he made it clear he did so begrudgingly. I was actually surprised when Lucius let it go, even though I did feel his hand tense by my side, and I looked down to find it fisted in the material of my trousers.

      “Rise!” He snapped making them do so and as Vern and Gryph stood, they both nodded their heads to me and said,

      “Lass.”

      However, it was Trice who ignored me completely and admittedly it hurt, although for obvious reasons I knew it was for the best.

      “And to what do I owe this intrusion?” Lucius asked in a masterful tone that may have appeared relaxed, but I knew it was really anything but. He also started wrapping a length of my hair around his fingers as if this was a habit of his.

      It was all a show.

      “We 'ere tae receive whit was promised tae us,” Trice stated in a hard voice, speaking of course about his soul.

      “Ah yes, that of your souls…seems like a fitting price for returning another soul I own,” Lucius stated making me suck in a hiss of breath and Trice sneered in disgust.

      “Relax now, laddie,” his big brother warned on a whisper as Lucius wasn’t the only one now fisting his hands.

      “I would listen to your brother, McBain, for you are lucky that after last night I am in a good mood…one that will only last so long until she is under me again,” Lucius warned making me suck in another breath as he continued to act as if I was some kind of whore he had fucked and was now feeling good about it!

      I was near shaking I was that furious.

      I turned my face away, feeling disgusted and hurt. Yes, I knew that Lucius had to act a certain way and keep up a charade to keep me safe, but this wasn’t that. No, this was just a pissing contest between men! Lucius was going too far and before long I knew I would snap. Because a person could only take so much, and Lucius was about to find out just what my limits of this little act of his was. And I could pretty much guarantee that he wouldn’t like the fucking outcome!

      “I wull relax when we hae whit's due tae us, 'til then...” Trice started to say but Lucius had clearly had enough,

      “Till then you are still under my fucking rule and you would do well remembering that!”

      “Oh, I remember it a'richt!” Trice snarled back making Gryph mutter,

      “Ah Fuck.” And Vern muttered back,

      “At least tis nae me pissin’ him aff this time.”

      “You have something to say shifter then fucking say it!” Lucius snapped back goading him…hell, but at this point they were fucking goading each other!

      “Ye have yer lass, 'n' I am just wantin’ mah soul, thats th' only business we hae left,” Trice stated with a shrug of his shoulders.

      “And you have interrupted me the dessert of my meal, so it is a business that will have to wait,” Lucius replied trailing his fingertips down the side of my breast to make his point and it was one I didn’t like. As in…At. All.

      Which is why I snapped,

      “Why don’t one of you just piss on me while you’re at it!” Lucius tensed beneath me and the brothers all gasped, whilst his second in command sniggered,

      “Umm, you know, I am starting to like your slave.”

      “Silence!” Lucius snarled to his side at the comment before turning his attention back to me, doing so by roughly pulling on my chain, so it brought my face closer to his. Then he warned,

      “Don’t force my hand girl, for you will remember your place!”

      “Oh, I remember it…my Lord!” I growled this last part making him snarl back at me. Then he turned his angry eyes back to Trice who looked to have taken a step towards me, only was then quickly restrained by Gryph. This was because his hand was still planted on his brother’s chest. But Trice looked down at it before shrugging it off and saying,

      “Come oan brothers, it looks lik' th' vow of a King isn’t whit it used tae be.” Then he turned his back on Lucius who took this as the ultimate insult because suddenly I found myself dumped back on my mound of material. Then he was gone. I blinked and saw that Lucius now had Trice in a deadly grasp, after erupting fully into his demon. He had thrown Trice flat on his back with a demonic hand wrapped around his throat.

      “NO!” I shouted making Lucius growl back at me over his shoulder.

      “You care for this owned life, my slave?” Lucius snarled at me making me take a shuddering breath before nodding, a muttered plea came next,

      “Please…please don’t do this.”

      However, during this Lucius was getting a bite of pain back as I could see that Trice’s eyes had turned to ice blue, along with his skin becoming like frost. It travelled down his features until reaching his neck therefore touching Lucius’ hand who had no choice but to let go.

      Then, just before he could take further action against him, Carn’reau came running through the doors at the end and declared,

      “My King, there is an army coming from the Echoing Forest!” Lucius snarled in anger, pushed off Trice and snarled an order over his shoulder at his second in command,

      “Office…now!” He said before nodding at me and I was quickly on my feet, slightly panicking now as to what new shit was happening. Especially when I watched Lucius walk towards his general. And with each step taken, a long and thick black sword started to form down his arm. Then once whole, he circled his blade with a roll of his wrist as if at the ready to take on this new threat.

      I took one step towards him, the worry clearly written on my face when suddenly an arm took hold of me and brought me face to face with the one Lucius named Šeš. His beautiful almond shaped green eyes were frowning down at me in question before back at his King as he disappeared through the front doors.

      “I suggest you three fuck off before he comes back and as for you, come with me,” he said pulling me off to one side despite my struggles.

      “Lucius!” I shouted but the moment we were behind a wall hidden from the view of his throne room he swung me around and hissed a warning at me,

      “Don’t be foolish, girl.”

      “Why…you gonna throw me in a fucking prison cell again?!” I snapped making him hold me tighter before dragging me off down an empty hallway, muttering about irrational mortals.

      “If it had been left up to me, then you would likely still be there, as you have been nothing but fucking trouble from the start.” I frowned wondering what he meant by that but before I could ask he opened a door and pushed me inside it.

      “If you know what is good for you, then I suggest you stay in here or it will be that same cell my guards will put you in!” He warned, and I could now see the guards he spoke of materialise out of nowhere as if suddenly summoned. Then, before I could say another word, he slammed the door.

      I hammered a fist on the heavy panelled wood in my anger before taking in the room with a frustrated breath. I quickly assessed the space, seeing that there was no other way in or out. Not exactly surprising seeing as I hadn’t yet seen a single window.

      “Fuck!” I hissed before taking in the rest of the room and taking note of its unusual décor. Unusual in the fact that for being in a castle like this, it actually looked somewhat normal and even, if such a thing were possible…homely.

      But I ignored the Persian colours of my father’s ancient world and the fact that this was obviously an office of sorts, focusing instead on the sound of fighting that seemed to be coming from directly outside the door. I knew the sound of a demon’s warning growl anywhere and I also knew that it didn’t belong to Lucius like I hoped. I then heard the clashing of weapons and the haunting sound of blood being spilled followed by the cry of death.

      Oh shit.

      I sucked in a panicked breath and quickly looked around for a weapon of any kind. In the end, a fire poker was all I could find, and I held the wrought iron pole as though it was Excalibur itself, glad that at the very least it had a pointed end.

      “Seriously, how does this shit keep happening to me?” I questioned just before it all went silent in the hallway outside the door. My gaze was riveted on that handle and I knew the second it moved I would jump a fucking mile and no doubt scream like a girl!

      But then when nothing happened I knew I had to check, as for all I knew then the soldiers could have been the ones to eliminate the threat and I was stood in here shaking in anticipation and worry for no good reason.

      So, I bravely crossed the room while still holding my pathetic weapon best I could, I tried the door, half expecting it to be locked. However, what I wasn’t expecting was for it to be freezing cold!

      “Ah, what the hell?!” I shouted as it burned my hand and I stumbled back a few steps. But then I looked back up and saw that ice was now taking over the door, sealing me in for good. I couldn’t understand what was happening, as in no time at all I was soon looking at a wall of solid ice!

      After this came the thundering rumble like the earth was being split open by Poseidon himself, as not many people knew but he was more than just the God of the sea but also of earthquakes…oh and of horses. But really, how that helped him when supposedly living in the sea was anyone’s guess, as it’s not like they were great swimmers!

      “AH!” I shouted again as the floor beneath my feet shook for a second time and I dropped my weapon with a clatter just so I could reach out and try to steady myself. But then, instead of finding something to hold onto, what I actually found was something living.

      I knew this when the solid muscle moved beneath my hand and the second I stepped away from it I found a hand clamped over my mouth. I hadn’t even had a chance to turn and face the new threat head on. No, instead I was left looking panicked and staring at my distorted figure in the ice. But this wasn’t all I saw as the massive dark figure behind me was hard to miss. What with their glowing white eyes and demonic stare.

      Then suddenly as a muffled scream ripped through me everything within me, turned from ice…

      
        
        To black.
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      The second my conscious state started to take in the motion of movement, one that was constant and in that of a rhythm, I knew that I was being carried. The feel of the air blowing through my hair and along my skin was one that started to bring me around quicker. Which meant that when I finally did open my eyes it took me a moment to stop being confused and figure out why I was seeing the sky upside down.

      My head had fallen back, making the pain in my neck tell me it had been like this a while when I tried to move. Then when I looked up, I saw a sight I had seen once before.

      Feathers.

      I looked to what I appeared to be trapped in and saw another sight I knew.

      Giant clawed feet.

      Naturally, my reaction to this was to hiss,

      “Oh fuck.” This was when it all started coming back to me. I had been put into a room and told to stay there. I had heard the fighting. Then came ice.

      Trice’s ice.

      “Oh no…no, no, no, this is bad…so fucking bad,” I muttered before looking up at the three sets of wings that were currently flying me away from the one man I had just been trying like all Hell to get to! And why, all because of three brothers who had taken in Lucius’ fucking slave act and now they felt guilty they had sold my soul for their own.

      Gods, this was bad. No, this wasn’t just bad, this was utterly fucked! I needed to fix this! I needed to do something or what could potentially happen next would be three deaths I would forever have on my conscience. Three brothers who I had come to care about. But then I also knew this could end up being an impossible task and that I would have to have a backup plan. Maybe I could somehow get them to my father or even my grandfather for that matter to ask for his protection? For surely Lucius didn’t have any claim if they were in someone else’s realm? Then again, he still owned their souls, so I was clutching at straws because I had no idea how the hell this worked!

      Oh Gods!

      Well, whatever it was, I knew that I needed to get them to at the very least stop, as the further away from Lucius they took me, it would only mean the harder it was for me to get back.

      “HEY!” I shouted hoping my voice would carry over the wind. The sky around us was a light grey and below us was a dark brown clearing that was surrounded by dark green trees of some creepy looking forest.

      “HEY, you kind-hearted but totally wrong BLOCKHEADS!” I shouted finally making them hear me as a Gryphons head was the first to look down at me.

      “Hey yeah, remember me, THE GIRL YOU JUST KIDNAPPED!” I shouted again hoping they would get the message and the second one head looked to another, which I think must have been the Trice’s Cockatrice, we started going down.

      “Oh, thank the Gods,” I muttered the closer to the ground we got and all I could hope for was that this time, it was a softer landing. Because breaking anything at this point was only going to end up being the rotten cherry and bitter icing on the cake!

      But then I had at least one thing to be thankful for and could be classed as going my way, as when I was but six feet from the ground the claws opened up and let me go. Thankfully, I was ready for it and even though I didn’t by any means land gracefully, I didn’t hurt myself this time.

      So, I pushed myself up just in time to see three majestic creatures all separated in a torrent of power as the air around their beasts was being sucked towards them and creating a side on tornado. Then the second the creatures each landed I sucked in a startled breath muttering,

      “Gods.”

      They were utterly incredible.

      I watched open mouthed as that cyclone of energy swallowed them whole and what walked from the centre of each was the figure of a man. This was when I started running, and the moment I got close enough I started on them,

      “What the Hell were you thinking!?” I snapped making each of them look at each other in confusion.

      “She's gaen bat shit crazy, mist have bin th' fall,” Vern said first before Trice folded his large arms across his chest and said,

      “I think ye will fin' we wur saving yer ass from bein' a fckin’ sex' slave fur th' rest of yer mortal life!” At this I closed my eyes, muttered a prayer and shook my head as the true shit show this had turned out to be really took shape. And well, I was the only one to blame for it all! Gods, but if I had just told Trice who Lucius was to me when I had the chance, then none of this would have happened.

      “It wasn’t like that,” I told him making him frown in annoyance.

      “Aye fur it didnae look lik' that when ye wur sat on his lap collared lik' a fckin' dog 'n' bein' drank from lik' a fckin’ meal!” He snapped sarcastically with his accent coming out thicker with his anger. This made me sigh and tell him again with more force this time,

      “And I am telling you that it wasn’t like that!”

      “Bit lassie, ah thought this wis whit ye wanted?” Gryph said, being the calmer one of the group, as Trice then snapped,

      “More lik' begged...if I recall, ye wur desperate fur us tae break ye oot of there.”

      “Well yeah, that was when I thought I was going to find my head on the end of a noose or on some demonic chopping block!” I pointed out.

      “Ah bit fckin' th' king 'n' bein' his whore is just bonnie, is it?!” He threw back at me and I ignored Vern’s,

      “Harsh that be, Brother.”

      “Trice!” Gryph also snapped, whereas I lost my shit altogether and slapped him across the face before stepping up into him and snarling,

      “I am no man’s whore!” His head had whipped to the side and before waiting around for his response I turned on a heel and started storming off.

      “Fckin’ ungrateful crazed Lass…Where dae ye think yer going?!” Trice said suddenly grabbing my arm and jerking me back to facing him.

      “To try and sort this shit out that’s what!”

      “Whit urr ye saying, lassie?” Gryph asked walking past Trice after I had yanked my arm free from his hold.

      “Aye, fur a'm lost ere,” Vern added.

      “I am sorry, but you don’t understand, I have to go back.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s the only hope I have at trying to save you from Lucius.” They each frowned before giving each other another one of those silent looks. So, I rubbed my forehead as I tried to think how to put this before just coming out and blurting the truth,

      “Look, I was the one that got you into this and now it’s on me to get you all out of it again and if I don’t do something, then Lucius is going to hunt the three of you down and I won’t have any power to stop him!” I said making Trice scoff and say,

      “We are nae as weak as ye think we are!” I gritted my teeth at the stubborn response and made my point,

      “Why, do you have an army and a whole fucking kingdom on your side?”

      “She haes a point there,” Vern said rubbing the scruff of a beard on his jawline.

      “Besides, right now he may be busy facing off an army but how long do you think it will be before he discovers I am gone. If any luck and I am not too far…wait, what are you not telling me?” I asked cutting myself off as their sheepish looks said it all.

      “Thare is na army,” Trice declared sternly making me look to Gryph.

      “What does he mean?”

      “It wis a decoy tae git ye oot of' there.” I sucked back a breath, both relieved and not as Lucius would be bloody murderous.

      “A decoy?” I whispered to myself as I looked back towards the way we had come, the castle now long gone from sight.

      “Aye, that good blue haired beauty, Nero.” So, it had all been magic. There was no army and now Lucius would know it too. This was when I started walking, telling them,

      “I have to get back to him, I have to…”

      “Awright, c'moan now, ye dinnae have tae do this...you can be free,” Trice said, this time losing his anger and wrapping his arms around me from behind. I let my head hang down and told him,

      “I was already free, you just didn’t get to see it.” His arms dropped and he turned me back around to face him.

      “Ah dinnae understand,” he said.

      “And you never were supposed to,” I confessed raising a hand to cup his scarred cheek.

      “What are ye saying ere, lassie?” He asked and just as I was about to explain, I froze as this time when I heard the thundering demonic roar…I knew who it belonged to.

      “Och, shit,” Vern said the second the air cracked as Lucius landed about thirty feet in front of us. This was when Trice made his second mistake by trying to get me to stand behind him, holding me back. Lucius looked up from his landing on one knee, and in that moment he looked like some dark avenging warrior just dropped down from a Hell above not below. He raised his head and snarled low, letting his fangs lengthen, looking ready to eat out the heart of his enemies.

      But the second I tried to go to him, Trice again made the mistake of trying to stop me, which I knew my only choice here was to show Lucius where I wanted to be. I needed to pick a side and for him to calm down when he knew it was his. So, I did something that surprised the shit out of everyone. The second Trice went to grab me I yanked his hand down, stepped over the arm and took it with me in a lock that he had no choice to follow before rolling to his back and ending by me putting him on his ass. Then, before anyone could do anything to stop me, I ran as fast as I could to my Chosen One.

      “Lucius!” I shouted his name after throwing myself in his arms, meaning he had no choice but to catch me. Thankfully, his armour retracted at the same time so the impact wouldn’t hurt and left the man I loved beneath the demonic battle suit.

      I had at least managed to tame the beast back.

      I buried my head in his neck as he lifted me higher and I breathed him in deep.

      “Amelia.” He said my name, whispering it in utter relief into my hair at the same time his arms tightened around me. Then, as he lowered me, his arms unwound from me so he could frame my face as if needing to see that I was unharmed.

      “Are you alright, Sweetheart?” he asked, and I nodded, hearing Vern’s comment,

      “Och, I think we hae missed something big 'ere, brothers.”

      “Aye,” Gryph agreed whereas Trice had regained his stance and said nothing, even if his stern, hard features pretty much said it all…he was furious.

      However, these comments only managed to bring Lucius’ attention back to those responsible for taking me from him and the second he looked over my head and growled low in his throat, I knew this was ‘oh shit’ time. Especially when he didn’t even glance down at me before he was letting me go and telling me,

      “Wait here!” His hard unyielding, and scary voice told me what was coming next.

      “No! Lucius, no…” He ignored me and started walking over to the brothers, forcing me to go running after him.

      “Amelia, do as you’re told!” Lucius barked at me as I caught up.

      “Aye, Amelia, dae as yer Master commands!” Trice snapped after drawing his sword. I looked back at him over my shoulder and snapped,

      “Not helping here!”

      Lucius shot me a furious look and warned,

      “Get back!”

      “NO!” I shouted and this time, pushed his chest to get him to stop, something he didn’t do. No, instead he grabbed me by the waist and moved me to one side but then the second I was free I ran and jumped on his back. Once there I hooked my ankles around his waist and spun my body round, letting my weight fall backwards so my hold on him meant he had to come following after me. Then when we were both on the floor I quickly straddled him, tried to pin him there and shouted down at him,

      “It wasn’t their fault! They didn’t know!” Suddenly, I was flipped and the roles reversed as he shouted down at me,

      “They knew that they were acting against their King!” Then he pushed back up from me and was suddenly producing his own sword and getting ready to strike Trice who already had raised his blade before him. I quickly scrambled to my feet and just before they could start fighting I tried one more thing.

      “If you do this…if you fight them and hurt any of them then I swear to you, Lucius, I will never fucking forgive you! NEVER!” I shouted making him finally take pause. He looked back at me over his shoulder in utter shock.

      “Please…don’t do this, don’t make me hate you for hurting them.” Lucius’ eyes narrowed on me and opened his mouth to speak but whatever he was going to say got lost. Because when he did, that was when I saw Trice trying to use this to his advantage. Suddenly fearful for a new reason my body reacted, doing so in a way like never before. Not even like the day in the Janus Temple with the witch. It was all so different.

      Rage. Panic. Pain. It all ripped through me, starting at what felt like my belly, before it suddenly exploded!

      “I SAID NO!” I screamed so loud that it felt like it rattled my spine! At the same time a red bloody stream of air rushed from my entire body and travelled like another form of me towards the four men. It was a silhouette that only got bigger and bigger until by the time it hit them, it was the size of a house.

      It slammed into all of them and knocked everyone down like they each were made up of air. It threw the three brothers back with only Lucius, who actually fought against it and remained standing. However, even this didn’t look easy.

      Then after the angry cloud of power had continued so far it started to evaporate, leaving me just standing there utterly stunned. I was panting heavier and heavier until suddenly I couldn’t seem to breathe!

      “Luc…ius I…” I tried to say as I looked down at my hands that wouldn’t stop shaking.

      “I am here!” He told me, at the same time taking my hands in his and telling me,

      “Breathe, Amelia…just breathe now…calm, calm for me,” he said wrapping his arms around me and trying to breathe with me, no doubt hoping for me to follow his rhythm.

      “That’s it…deep breaths, just in and out again,” he said soothingly, now stroking the back of my hair down to my back as he kept me cradled to his chest.

      “Whit th fck wis that?!” I heard Vern ask in a bewildered tone.

      “Silence!” Lucius growled before asking me once my breathing had evened,

      “Are you alright?” I pulled back so I could see him and nodded a little, feeling completely unsure of what was going on.

      “Ah thought she wis mortal?” Trice said making Lucius snap,

      “She is mortal.”

      “Aye and she’s also yer Chosen One,” Gryph added making Vern suck in surprised breath and Trice look pained,

      “Yes, she is and if a word of this is…”

      “We wull nae speak a word o' this, we care fur th' lassie,” Gryph quickly assured him and just as I raised my hand to cup his cheek I started to feel strange.

      “Lucius, please don’t be angry at…I…feel…”

      “Amelia?” Lucius said my name and the worry was clearly there in both his tone and in his face. But then that face started to go blurry and soon my mind was finding it difficult to focus on small details.

      “Whit's wrong wi' her?” Vern was the first one to ask and I could just make out a blurred form pushing his way through.

      “Amelia?!” Lucius shouted this time as my legs suddenly gave way beneath me.

      “Turn her around.” I could just hear Trice’s order making Lucius snap back,

      “Why?!”

      “Just dae it!” Trice demanded again and that’s when I felt myself moving. After that I felt the air hit my back and pain suddenly cut through me like a lance! It was unbelievable and of the likes I had never felt before!

      I screamed before it turned into small whimpering cries of pain. I heard Lucius trying to calm me and the hiss of air being pulled through teeth.

      “What is it?!” Lucius demanded through the fog and the very last thing I heard was from Trice, who sounded both angry and anxious…

      “The hex...tis…”

      
        
        “Tis trying tae claim her.”
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      The next time I opened my eyes I had to give myself time to understand where I was and even then it didn’t help. For starters I was lying on a bed of ash and the second I focused, I could see the little paper snowflakes of grey falling down all around me. I reached up a hand and let one catch on the tips of my fingers before bringing it closer to my face so I could discover what it was.

      But it was only when I finally sat up that I knew something bad had happened here…wherever here was? Had I caused this destruction?

      It was like a wasteland of grey, with nothing but water in the distance washing even more ash up to the shore like dead skin floating on the surface. I frowned the longer I looked at the desolate place and for some reason an overwhelming sadness overtook me.

      I got up from what strangely looked like an old cart that was without any animal to pull it. Where was everyone, had everyone run from the oncoming ruin? I turned around to look behind me expecting to see the same dead land when I could just make out a line of life beyond.

      I turned back to where the destruction seemed to be centred around and felt the ash clinging to my hair, like snow that wouldn’t ever melt. But then something caught my eye as footsteps seemed to appear out of nowhere.

      “What is this?” I muttered aloud jumping a little when my own voice echoed back at me. Then, as if responding to the question, more footsteps appeared as if an invisible woman was walking in the grey sand. I decided to follow it, making sure I wasn’t stepping in the same place not trusting what might happen if I did. It started to take me closer to the water that could have been an ocean or just a lake. I just couldn’t tell due to the thick fog that obstructed my view. It clung to the water like summoned clouds that needed to keep the edges of this place from mortal means.

      Was this some kind of forbidden place?

      I left this question unanswered like all the rest and continued to follow the steps until they finally stopped at what looked like something buried in the ash. At first it looked like a dull black stone that was wet from the water lapping at it. Pieces of ash clung to it only to be washed away again with every small wave that caressed it. I didn’t know what it was about the stone, but it seemed to be drawing me in. As though what I was looking at was not just a piece of history, but something that was looking for the one single soul that it truly belonged to.

      The person with the power to change that history.

      I had no idea where these thoughts were coming from, but I knew that I had to have it. I had to take it and protect it from being used. But then the second I did this I saw the faintest ghost of another girl doing the same. I tried to snatch out quickly, intent on taking the stone before she could get it but then the second I touched it something happened. The girl became whole and cried out as she fell to her knees still clutching the orb to her chest. Then it started to glow crimson and when she opened her eyes, they held the same power in them.

      After this she said one name and it was one I knew well…

      “Janus”

      After this I looked around, now seeing the ghosts of a small army of men all dragging the shadows of screaming women behind them, trying to steal them away. It was like being shown the barest memory of history and from the looks of things, it was an ancient one. Then suddenly a blinding white light erupted and cut through everything. I watched as the rest of the memories were also swept away like an explosion of power had brought the wind of time.

      All that was left, was the woman standing next to me, looking straight at me. She had a kind young face with sadness in her eyes. She held out the red orb to me that was no bigger than an apple and told me,

      “For me love was the key to end this war…but for you hate is the only power you will find there. Hate is what made him. Hate is what failed him. Hate is what you must defeat…” She paused to look down at the orb still in her hands and said,

      “Fate has chosen you.” Then she held it out further for me to take and the second I did, I suddenly gasped out for breath!

      I sat up still clutching at the orb to my chest only to find it wasn’t there.

      “No!” I shouted in panic and started looking for it only to find that I was no longer in the same place.

      “Hey, whoa, calm down, Honey, you’re fine…you’re fine now, just take it easy.” A voice I recognised started speaking to me and I took a deep breath to try and calm the pounding of my heart.

      “That’s it, deep breaths, yeah?” Nero said who was sat next to me giving me a warm smile. I looked around and this time it didn’t take me half as long to figure out where I was…not that I had the first time. But at least for now I was in Lucius’ bedroom in Hell and it was a far more welcoming sight.

      “Nero?”

      “Hey Chicky, here drink this.” I gave it a suspicious look and said,

      “It’s not Devil’s Rum again is it?”

      “No, it’s just water,” she said chuckling.

      “Oh good, that stuff tastes like demon piss.” She gave me another amused look and teased,

      “Had much of that have you.” I gave her wry look and said,

      “You don’t wanna know half the shit.” And then I left it at that.

      “Fair enough,” she said shrugging her shoulders in a way that she understood everyone had their personal demons…even for, well…a demon.

      “What happened, where is Lucius?” She gave me a knowing look and said,

      “Yeah, you kinda missed out the part where the King is your boyfriend, ‘cause you know that shit would have been quite helpful.” I felt the heat invade my cheeks and said,

      “I’m sorry, but I didn’t exactly know who I could trust with that one.”

      “Oh shit, yeah I get it…” she said holding up both hands and continuing,

      “If people knew, then fuck me, you would have been on everyone’s bounty list! Your fella ain’t exactly gonna win any popularity contests but then again, not a King in Hell that would…well, other than Asmodeus, he’s just yummy.” I choked on a laugh making her give me a questioning look, so I told her,

      “He’s also my grandfather.” At this her navy coloured eyes grew wide before she said,

      “No shit?”

      “I shit you not,” I replied making her whistle and rub a hand through her blue hair, a mass of curls that were braided tight on one side.

      “Wow, well you are just full of surprises aren’t you, Chicky?” At this point I would have said, ‘oh you have no idea’ but decided against it and went with trying to figure out what the hell had happened. Because the last thing I remembered was the field and…oh Gods,

      “Trice?! Vern and Gryph, are they…?”

      “Calm down, they are just fine and were here not long ago.” I released a breath before asking,

      “They were?” I was clearly shocked.

      “Yeah, well they kind of had to be.” I frowned at this.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Trice was the only one who had the power in him to stop the Hex from taking over you. I swear I have never seen anything like this power. I mean I think I have seen the symbol before, but Gods’ balls if I can remember where…it’s not exactly common, even for a witch.” I thought about all this and winced at not just the slight pain I could feel there on my back, but more the idea that Lucius was forced to watch as Trice had to heal me.

      “And Lucius let that happen?” I questioned making Nero say,

      “Hey, no sweat, men need a bit of healthy competition and besides, your boyfriend might be known as a tyrant King, but man he is undeniably…HOT!” She said making me laugh. Then she nudged my arm and said,

      “Don’t worry about them, shit will sort itself out.” She then tapped the side of her temple and said,

      “I know these things.”

      After this she explained how Lucius had requested Nero as my personal ‘lady’ to help care for me, because as it turned out, I had been passed out for a few days. Hence why I was ravenous, thirsty and in desperate need of a pee and well basic hygienic needs. So after taking care of the first three I told Nero that I was going to take a bath before Lucius came back. Something she informed me wouldn’t be long as he never left me for more than twenty, thirty minutes tops.

      So, knowing this and not really relishing the idea of being a sweaty, smelly mess for when that happened, I made my way down the staircase, taking care not to fall and create a new drama for Lucius to be faced with when he got back.

      I didn’t know what had happened, but I just knew that if the only good thing came out of being on that field was the McBain brothers were no longer in any trouble, then it was worth it. This was because Nero had assured me they were currently all working together in trying to find a cure.

      The brothers were at this moment trying to find someone who had the power to remove it. And at the request of Lucius that Trice wasn’t gone long seeing as he seemed the only one able to stop it from taking control of me completely. Not that I knew what this meant or what would happen when it did.

      Gods, but really…what was next?

      And what had that place been I had seen before waking up back here? Had it been something the Fates had wanted me to see? The woman had spoken about hatred being the key or something. But it was more than this, it was that red orb. I couldn’t seem to stop thinking about it. Couldn’t seem to get my mind off trying to recreate every second in my mind of when I had seen it. Why was I so drawn to it?

      I didn’t know.

      When faced with the water I sucked in a deep breath and was just about to remove the clothes Nero had told me she had dressed me in. It was a similar outfit that I had been wearing before only this time it was pure white and there were no slits in the trousers and the top was without sleeves. Nero had also brought some more of her ‘seeing powder’, laughing when I told her what I had done with the last lot. She had been glad it had come in handy but admitted never using it as a weapon before. I also discovered that this wearing off was likely why my vision had started to go blurry when the Hex tried to take over. Apparently, it takes over all magic, which was what made Trice so special, he was strangely immune to magic used against him.

      But it had been Lucius who had informed her the powder was needed, making me first wonder how he knew to begin with. Although Nero helped with that also, as she told me how Lucius when looking for me had paid her a visit and searched her memories. Well, as long as it hadn’t been done to Trice I thought cringing, or I didn’t know what Lucius would do.

      I shook my head and was just about to slip off my trousers when something stopped me. Something was glowing in the darkness of the water and suddenly I became transfixed. I narrowed my eyes and muttered,

      “What the Hell is…Ah!” I ended this by shouting out the second a feeling slammed into me. It was like being hit with an emotional bat and I found tears in my eyes as the feeling of dread suddenly washed over me.

      “I found this too if you get too cold…Amelia?” Nero’s voice trailed off and I looked over my shoulder at her to see a jacket falling from her hands and panic was as clear as day on her face. The colour drained away from her skin and she looked…

      Frightened.

      “Amelia, you need to step back, right now!” she hissed not taking her eyes off the water. So I looked back and saw what she now saw. The entire pool of water had just been replaced by blood and it bubbled and popped as if made of lava. But then something overwhelming seemed to take over me and I turned back to her and in a voice that wasn’t my own, told her…

      “It’s alright, Nero…I am the Queen of Blood.” Then I proved it by doing something foolish…

      
        
        I let myself fall in.
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      The moment I let myself fall into the blood it instantly cleared and turned back into the water it once was. I didn’t understand how, and right then, I didn’t even want to try. Because my mind was consumed by another thought…

      I could feel the orb was near.

      I opened my eyes underwater and let the red glow guide me, swimming deeper and holding my breath despite the burning I could feel attacking my lungs. Yet this didn’t seem to hold me back as I couldn’t think about the air my body desperately wanted. Not when every single fibre of my being was focused only on finding what I knew was hidden down here. It was calling out to me and the deeper I went, the closer I came to answering its pull.

      It needed me.

      Finally, I could see an arch under the water where the glow was at its brightest, so with the last of my energy I kicked out behind me and swam through it. This was when I saw a bright light above me. I felt relieved when there was a surface as it was a good job seeing as any longer under the water and I would have most likely drowned!

      I broke the surface taking in large gulps of air the second I could, trying not to cough too much so I wouldn’t pass out from lack of air that my body was fighting me on filling my lungs. Then, once I was calm enough, I looked around to see that I had discovered a secret cavern. Getting excited, I moved my arms around and kicked enough to stay afloat treading water. Then I found a shallow part to climb out of and quickly took note of the pale stone walls that matched the floor.

      It was just a cave.

      I swam over to the edge and climbed out, pushing my wet hair back off my face so I could take it all in. The space looked like an entrance of some kind, as all it held was another carved arch that I quickly walked towards the moment that familiar red glow was back and guiding me. I had no idea how I knew I was doing the right thing, but something in me was just convinced that my actions were correct.

      So I started running, desperate to see it again, I could almost taste it and it tasted like…well, it tasted like…

      Blood.

      Did I crave it because of what I once was? Because I was born a vampire and at my core had the heart of one? I had told Nero I was the Queen of Blood before letting myself fall, but that hadn’t been me talking. So what did that mean and who was this part of me that seemed desperate to get to the surface? Which part of me had been the one to throw that surge of power at Lucius and the brothers that day?

      I had no answers, but I knew one thing, the red orb had them, I was sure of it. Now all I needed to do was claim it!

      So I ran through the archway and down the glowing red tunnel until I seemed to burst through the other end, only stopping myself by skidding in the loose black sand that seemed to cover the floor. It was another Temple, but one minus anything other than a carved altar in the centre. It was one that even I could see showed the Divine Fates and the Gods that were said to be the first creations of all realms.

      But despite how beautiful the altar was, with stunning white figures carved from what looked like giant pearls, it was the glowing red orb at its centre that had all my focus. So, as I stepped forward, doing so in a way that wanted to get to it and also in a way that was too afraid to. Fearing that like last time it might disappear. But then the closer I got I could see the stone was slightly shaped and looked like a heart, one alive and pulsating thanks to the power radiating off it.

      “Oh, by the Gods, it can’t be…it can’t be real!” I turned the second I heard Nero’s voice behind me, seeing now that she had followed me down here. She was soaking wet but like me, nothing else mattered but the stone. However, it wasn’t as though she was a threat either, so as she approached I didn’t suddenly make a grab for it like I had in my vision.

      “What is it?” I asked needing to know.

      “It’s the Crimson Eye.” The second she said it I tested its name in a whisper rolling off my tongue.

      “Crimson Eye.”

      “Yes, but I always thought it was a myth,” she added, her voice in total awe.

      “Why?”

      “Because it was always said to be too dangerous to exist.” I frowned at that but then again it made sense when she added,

      “It is said that it tells of the Fates plans, or at least…” She paused to look at me like she was now seeing someone different.

      “What?”

      “…it only does to those who are called to it.” I looked back at it and knew that it had called to me, what other reason could there be for me being here now and finding it? How would I have known?

      “You think it might want to show me something?” I asked being unsure, despite being near desperate to touch it.

      “You’re uncertain?”

      “I haven’t really had the best track record for making decisions based on my instincts…coming to Hell is just one example.” I said making her sigh,

      “Ah.”

      “But then again, we are here now right,” I said quickly.

      “Yeah and I mean it would almost be rude not to,” Nero added making me smirk at her and say,

      “I knew I liked you.” She grinned back and then said,

      “Back at you, human.” I laughed once and then released it on a breath before getting myself ready.

      “Well, here goes nothing…tell Lucius I love him,” I said before she could say anything in response to that. Then I reached out and grabbed it and the moment I did, that was when I knew what it truly meant. What I had just grabbed hold of…

      I was holding a piece of fate…I was holding its heart.

      A rush of visions all hit me at once and I found myself gripping on harder to try and cling on to the power of it. Gods, but it was so strong it stole more than my breath, for it felt as though it would have stolen my soul had I let it. But then something in it started to calm as if it had declared me worthy and recognised I meant it no harm. I was not someone that would abuse the Fates.

      I didn’t need its hate.

      I don’t know where that thought had been born from, but it wasn’t my own mind. I swallowed hard through the emotional journey it was catapulting me through, as if it had been born from too many. As if it had been born from the bloody tears of a God crying because of the wickedness of men.

      It was soul consuming and utterly heart breaking!

      But then it started to change, getting past it and focusing instead of what it wanted to show me. I sucked in a startled breath as I started to see the witch, the one who had started this all. She too was crying, only instead of the reasons behind it, I was only left to see the result.

      She was sat at a broken mirror with deadly shards all around her. Blood speckled on the bathroom floor around the slumped form of her hooded figure. She was sobbing, begging in another language I didn’t know. She was also pleading with someone who wasn’t there, and I ignored how I knew this. But then I saw it, the quickest glimpse of a shadow swirling in the shards like it was trying to communicate with her.

      Then suddenly she screamed and grabbed one of the largest shards of glass in her now bloody hand. After this she turned it back on herself and this time when she screamed it was through pain she inflicted upon herself.

      “NO!” I shouted at the same time the howling of pain coming from the darkness in the mirror echoed that of the witch. She stabbed herself in the face and then in a breath, the vision evaporated.

      I cried out for her pain, despite what she had done to us. I didn’t know why but it seemed like she had been born from bitterness and heartache. She had been born through hate.

      Just like another.

      The darkness in the mirror…I knew who it was!

      “No…it…it can’t be possible!” I started to say but then my thoughts cut the visions short and I suddenly came back to my own time. I opened my eyes and quickly blurted out,

      “I know who it is…I know who it is that is behind everything!” Nero was looking at me strangely as if she wasn’t listening but instead focusing on something else.

      “What…what is it, didn’t you hear me?” I asked.

      “Your Hex was glowing and burnt through your top.” I frowned thinking that I hadn’t felt anything, but that wasn’t it as I could tell there was more…much more.

      “Nero?”

      “I know where I have seen it before,” she muttered, now looking terrified.

      “Where?”

      “Fuck! We have to leave…we have to get out of here, come on!” She shouted, suddenly grabbing me and yanking me towards the arch I had run through.

      “Wait, but why?!” I shouted,

      “Leave the orb, come on!” I pulled back, holding the orb to my chest and said,

      “What is this about? Tell me, Nero?!” She looked beyond panicked and after scrubbing a hand down her face she said,

      “It is not as we thought it was, it is not trying to take hold of you! It was never trying to summon you to the witch like we thought!”

      “Then what? What are you saying, if it isn’t that then what is it?” This was when Nero grabbed hold of me with both hands on my arms and said with a little shake,

      “It was a trap! Fuck girl! They are using you as that Hex, that fucking Hex is to use you so they could be summoned to you!” I gasped and dropped the orb to the floor as that sank in. Then I slowly looked down at it and instantly knew what this meant. Although, like most things, I only knew the full extent of that mistake when it actually fucking happened!

      Because Nero was right, I had been used to create a portal right to the one place no one knew about. To the place that no one could get inside without Lucius letting them. Inside his tower. The storm, the door of souls, he had the most protected tower in Hell and why would he have that?! Because he was protecting something that’s why?! To the one place that no one knew the Crimson Eye was hidden.

      And I had just walked them right inside!

      “Oh, Gods no!”

      “And we thank you for that mistake, Princess.” A malevolent voice said as if hearing my thoughts, and the second I turned around I saw the flash of metal before pain exploded in my head as I fell to the floor. The second I did, I heard my name being called before the same thud landed next to me. After that came a halo of navy-blue hair that started to seep into red, its white tips the colour of crimson. Blood pooled around the face of Nero as her eyes turned white as death took hold of her.

      “Ne…ro.” I croaked trying to reach out a hand to her. One that was suddenly stepped on making me cry out.

      “Oh don’t worry, I am not going to kill you yet. I have been waiting too long for this moment, little Princess. But as for your friend here, well, I do love the sight of collateral damage,” the woman said and I cried out again,

      “No!” My shout of pain was all I had left in me, but it was no use as I suddenly coughed through the agony when I was kicked in the ribs.

      The woman’s voice got closer to me and I was kicked over to see the face of my enemy for the first time.

      “My Master can’t wait to meet you,” she told me and the second she got closer I screamed. A demonic woman with crimson eyes of hatred stared back at me like those of a snake! Her head piece was alive with souls reaching out like fingers crawling at life. She hissed down at me and said,

      “Now it’s time to welcome you to the real Hell!” Then she punched me in the face and for once I welcomed the unconsciousness. Because that way it took away the pain. The pain of losing my friend. The pain of knowing that I had led them to the Crimson Eye. That I had failed the Fates but more importantly…

      I had failed Lucius.

      Because now he would never know who it was that was truly behind all of this.

      He would never know that he had a brother.

      
        
        And that brother… hated him.

        

      

      

      
        
        To be Continued…
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