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        “I will destroy your witchcraft and you will no longer cast spells.”

        Micah 5:12 (NIV)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        From: The Malebolge, the Eighth Circle of Hell

        To: Anyone Interested in Knowing the Truth

      

      

      

      Every tale you may have ever heard of the Red Witch is erroneous. Only I know every detail surrounding her auspicious beginning.

      One might wonder how a being like myself would come to know these things. I am that demon who guided that human Dante and his pest of an assistant, Virgil. I am also that demon who has waited an eternity to see my kind rein on Earth. I am only too happy to convey all that I know—and some that I don’t.

      I know these things because I existed long before the fiery witch was ever born. I was there on the eve her mother conceived her. On the night the mere human battled to birth that duplicitous child, I took the form of a servant who watched from afar. Only I, a demon from the Malebolge, knows every facet of her life.

      I’m here to tell the tale of how that witch—a soul doomed by patronage—came to be.

      Take heed all that read her story. Disbelief is the downfall of many a man.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            The Birth

          

        

      

    

    
      December 26, 1330, Melcombe Regis, England

      Screams filled the room. It was the twelfth hour of labor, and all the dark-haired woman would do was watch the girl writhe in agony. It was not that the woman was incapable of assisting. She simply had no desire to do so. Her policy was to never get involved in the lives of those who served her.

      Besides, the servant had been warned about lifting her gown and meeting men in the dark. Sadly, the wench did not even know the name of the man who put her in such a predicament.

      But the woman knew. There was very little that went unknown in her presence.

      “How much longer?” the woman, weary of waiting, asked the wizened midwife. If only they could cut out the babe and be done with it.

      “The girl is not progressing,” rasped the old woman. “At this rate, she would not survive.”

      “Her survival is of no importance,” the woman said.

      If given the choice, perhaps she would have tried to save the mother. After all, the girl was a good and loyal servant despite her propensity for rutting around. The poor lass fled Ireland along with her employer, but it was neither hither or thither. The babe had been deemed important by a greater—or perhaps he was a lower—power.

      The woman pushed to her feet just as the servant girl arched off the bed. She cried out again, and the handmaiden made the sign of the cross. Sweat, glistening in the candlelight, covered the brow of the girl.

      The coppery stench of blood permeated the room. It coated the bed linens and the chemise of the servant. When the girl burned with fever, the midwife called for a bucket of water. It only made the floor slick with red-tinted fluids.

      Perhaps if the woman had assisted when the pangs first began… A simple spell could have easily avoided the difficult birth. But the woman wanted the girl to suffer as punishment for her recklessness.

      The woman shook her head, trying to dispel the memory. No time for second guesses. It was time to act and end the agony. She leaned over the girl and lifted the damp garment over her swollen belly.

      Signs of the pending birth were evident. The babe twisted and stretched inside the womb. The frantic movement resembled a gigantic knot, constantly changing shape.

      The woman barked at the handmaiden, “Leave us.”

      A sudden shriek, however, froze the feet of the helper. Two sets of eyes landed on the bed. There was a rustling beneath the bloodied garment as if something was trying to get out. Without any warning, a tiny fist shot out from between the legs of the girl.

      Impossible!

      The midwife crossed herself again. “Tis the work of the devil.”

      “Shush with thy nonsense and help her,” the woman admonished. Secretly, she knew who had a hand in making sure the wee one was born. His name was not to be spoken.

      Ever.

      The midwife crossed herself again before touching the girl, who grew paler by the second. Strength seeped from her, and she collapsed upon the bed. The arm of the handmaiden was coated in blood and tissue as she yanked the child into the world.

      Behind the midwife, the woman whispered an incantation commending the soul of the girl to its final resting place. It was the least she could do.

      Minutes after the birth of the tiny infant, the midwife wrapped the bluish body in linens. The old woman glanced up with watery eyes. “I do not think—”

      With outstretched arms, the woman demanded, “Give her to me. I know what is best.”

      The woman cradled the child against her empty bosom and carried her to the window. A sense of power coursed through the night air thanks to the black moon. The woman believed it was a sign of a blessed birth.

      Lowering her head to the infant, the woman closed her eyes. Images flickered through her mind, and she saw so much potential. The woman knew what the babe would be capable of, provided she had proper training.

      “Thou were meant to be born. Get ready to show us what thy came for.”

      Tiny eyelids fluttered and then popped open, revealing bright-blue orbs. The woman smoothed her fingers over the equally bright mop of red curly hair—something that would eventually condemn her—and the color dulled to a more acceptable ginger.

      “God preserve thee,” the midwife said as she came near. “That child should not be alive.”

      “Well, she is,” the woman snapped. “She will need a wet nurse. Fetch me one!”

      “Aye.” The handmaiden hurried from the room, happy to be free from the evil task.

      “What shall I name thee?” said the woman to the babe. Glancing over at the dead mother, the woman decided. “I shall name thee for thy mother. Thou shall be called Elsbeth Mariah Beckworth. It was good enough for thine mother, and it shall be good enough for thee.”
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      An hour later, the woman—who would come to be known by Elsbeth as Dame Mother—had cleaned up the child. Dame Mother sat with the baby on her lap in a chair near the window. While she waited for the wet nurse, the woman spoke to Elsbeth and told her all that she would do in her life. She also warned her of the dangers that came with being a witch. Dame Mother told Elsbeth that she was special. The older witch suspected that Elsbeth survived because of an otherworldly connection, but the woman would not say what that bond might be.

      The bedroom door swung open, and a tall, gaunt blonde entered. She was dressed in a drab-colored tattered gown and carried a sleeping child in her arms. Her full breasts strained against the garment.

      “Ye asked for a wet nurse?” Her voice shook as she spoke.

      Dame Mother ignored the question and asked her own, “Is that thy child?”

      “Aye.” The blonde grinned, revealing gaps in her smile. “Wee Jacob was born a month ago.”

      “Good. Then thine tits are still full. I will pay thee a handsome wage to live here and tend to my Elsbeth.”

      The woman moved her head from side to side. “Forgive me, my lady, I must decline thy generous offer. I have my own family—three little ones who still need a mother.”

      Ignoring the protest, Dame Mother added, “One of my servants shall clean the room. I shall provide a cradle for Elsbeth. Jacob may sleep with thee. As for thine other children, they shall be allowed to visit with thee daily.” Dame Mother finally made eye contact with the wet nurse. “Thou art married?”

      “Aye.”

      “Thou shall be permitted to lie with him on the sixth and seventh days of each week.”

      “Beggin’ ya pardon, my lady, but I never agreed—”

      Dame Mother narrowed her eyes. “Either work for me or pay the consequences.”

      The woman pushed her shoulders back but could not disregard the sharp chill in the air. “And those be?”

      “I would be forced to tell thine husband about thy exploits. I do believe that I saw thee on the docks with thine gown above thy hips.”

      “Tis a lie!” Jacob squirmed in the arms of his mother, but Elsbeth only stared.

      No one could blame the wet nurse for not wanting the position. The babe was barely an hour old, and yet she did not cry. When her eyes opened, they did not shut again. It was as if an elder soul had been birthed that night instead of a child.

      Alas, the wet nurse had no choice. Her husband was not a faithful man, and he might have believed that Dame Mother spun the truth. He often suspected that his bonnie bride might one day have her own dalliance or two.

      The woman bowed her head. “Might I gather my belongings?”

      “At dawn. For now, I need thee to tend to the babe.” Dame Mother stood and thrust the newborn at the wet nurse. “See to it that I am not awakened before sunrise.”

      The wet nurse, accustomed to juggling more than one babe at a time, shifted Jacob to her side. Elsbeth gazed up at the woman who cradled her closely. The new employee gasped when she noticed a tiny smirk on the face of the child.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            New Reality

          

        

      

    

    
      Present Day, Falls Creek, New York

      My eyes popped open. That incessant pacing over my head had returned. Two days of that racket were too much. The constant footsteps reminded me of the ceaseless sounds associated with those awaiting execution. But it wasn’t the Middle Ages. And nobody was about to die.

      Not yet, anyway.

      I glanced up. That thunderous noise came from the attic, and its resident fool—Claudius Najex. He was the brother to the former owner of the house and son of the King of Hell.

      Why couldn’t Claudius keep his ass seated? Slowly, I sat up and stretched. I knew the reason for the frantic movement. Undoubtedly, Ashmedai’s offspring was hungry. It wasn’t as if I hadn’t been warned. When I chose to keep the house, I also adopted the incubus. Claudius had existed in the attic for more years than anyone knew thanks to his son, Tiberius. People in town had probably thought he died—if they remembered him at all.

      Tugging on a short, black silk robe, I went to the open window. Bright sunlight streamed in. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky. It was really a beautiful morning, but the blasted chirping from overly cheerful birds gave me a damn headache. I flicked my wrist and watched them drop from the trees like crimson leaves.

      Better.

      Was it? Witch, if you wanted to live amongst the dead, you should have stayed on your damned island.

      Shut up!

      My conscience and I were old enemies. Over the centuries she had attempted to reason with me and tell me those things that were supposedly good for me.

      I rubbed my hand over my firm stomach. She had it wrong. The King of Hell was good for me. Thanks to repeated fucking, I had my youth back and a far more superior body than I’d ever had. Being condemned to an eternity was a lot easier without the stiffness and pain I’d endured. Looking hundreds of years younger didn’t hurt either.

      The back-and-forth movement over my head suddenly stopped. But before I could breathe a sigh of relief, it was quickly replaced with a repetitive thumping.

      “Enough with all the noise!” I yelled toward the ceiling.

      Claudius and I would come to an agreement that morning, or I would permanently cast his ass to Hell. Ashmedai could figure out what to do with his son.

      I tightened the sash around my waist, flung open the bedroom door, and stormed down the hall. Rage blinded me so badly that I hardly noticed the cold stone floor beneath my bare feet. Perhaps I should invest in slippers.

      The stuffy stairwell to the attic was dark and full of spiders. I made a mental note to bring my pets to their new home. Once it was properly heated, they’d appreciate having some new playmates.

      The commotion ceased as soon as my hand touched the doorknob. As I entered the enormous space, a decaying, damp stench made me wrinkle my nose. I fluttered my fingers, and the smell of honeysuckle blossoms slowly permeated the air. Once the funk dissipated, I stepped over the threshold.

      Grime slipped between my bright-red painted toes as I crossed the creaky floorboards. I squinted as sunlight spilled through the cracks near the eaves and bounced off intricate spiderwebs while dust motes danced delicately around them. It was stifling hot in the attic. I wiped at the sweat coursing between my breasts. How on earth did anyone live up there?

      Dirt and dead flies covered the sill of a window porthole. They spilled onto a broken-down cot where a man with long faded hair sat. He was dressed in a tattered, dirty shirt and equally filthy breeches. Beneath his ass were stained and ripped dingy sheets that were possibly white at one point in time. A threadbare blanket covered part of the bed while another one hung loosely around the man’s shoulders. How could he possibly be cold? Maybe he no longer felt changes in temperature.

      Claudius didn’t acknowledge my presence. He simply stared into the distance as if he were one of the antique furnishings stored in the area.

      My anger withered. Normally, I wasn’t one for compassion, but it was obvious that even my pets received better treatment than Claudius. As far as I was concerned, he would not endure another minute in that attic. If his son didn’t like it, Tiberius could deal with me.

      Holding out my palm, I recited a simple incantation, “Veni mecum. Nunc libera animam tuam.”

      Within minutes, my spell took effect. Claudius blinked twice, and his dull eyes sparkled to life. I was surprised when they deepened to a mesmerizing shade of aqua-blue—one of my favorite colors.

      Claudius twisted his head left and then right. As he moved, the faded locks regained a deep brownish-blond color along with a wavy pattern. The man was interesting to look at with shoulder-length hair and a beard. Very interesting…

      Thanks to me, Claudius seemed ageless. Rather handsome in a rugged sort of way. If someone liked that look.

      Although I found his cleft chin covered in stubble appealing, the incubus was in desperate need of fresh clothing—a shower too. I flicked my wrist again, swapping out his raggedy apparel for a pair of dark jeans and a black T-shirt—which outlined his muscular chest. Claudius had the body of a man who’d spent hours working out instead of imitating discarded furniture.

      Not bad at all.

      “How long are you planning to stare at me, witch?” His voice rumbled when he spoke and gave me chills—the good kind. “Since you’re providing what I need, I hope food is included. I’m starving.”

      Another shiver ran down my spine, and I snapped out of my reverie. “Then come with me. We’ll have a proper meal. Afterward, you can move whatever belongings you have into one of the bedrooms. I don’t need to hear you rattling about up here.”

      “You live here now?” Claudius cocked his head to one side. “Since when did my brother start fucking your kind?”

      Anger returned with a vengeance. I had a strong dislike for anyone making assumptions about me. “I wouldn’t let Khan touch me if he were the last male in the universe.”

      A hearty laugh broke from Claudius’s full lips. “Sorry, but I smelled the lingering stench of brimstone. I thought it was Khan since Hiro hasn’t been to Hell since the day he left it.”

      There was nothing quite like a sordid history with family.

      I folded my arms and tapped my foot against the floor. “I thought you were hungry.”

      He pushed to his feet. “I am. For lots of things. Just wondering if you were on the menu, Elsbeth.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “You know who I am, yet you proposition me like I’m some common whore?”

      “Not hardly. Father has never been a fan of fucking strumpets. He has always preferred intelligent bed mates. That is, unless his tastes have changed.” When I didn’t say anything, Claudius glanced down. “Would it be too much to ask for a pair of shoes? Sneakers will do, but I’d prefer something sturdier.”

      I snapped my fingers, and a pair of black biker boots covered his sock-clad feet. “Will those do?”

      “Perfect.” He clapped his hands together. “Now, what’s for breakfast?”
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      Claudius and I ate in front of the fireplace. Ever since Ashmedai’s departure, I’d eaten all of my meals in the study. It was the only room I could get warm enough in—the older I grew, the harder it was to maintain body heat. Besides, being in the wood-paneled surroundings put me closer to the lingering memories of the two of us coupling.

      My house companion wiped his mouth with a black linen napkin and leaned back in his seat. “It’s been a long time since I had good food.”

      The man spoke as if bacon, eggs, and toast were special.

      “Didn’t Khan feed you?” I stabbed at my scrambled eggs.

      Claudius quirked up a bushy eyebrow. “You do know my brother, right?” Claudius folded his hands over his expansive chest. “He had the servants bring me whatever they chose. Some days they completely forgot about me.”

      “What about Tiberius?”

      Claudius shrugged. “My son definitely didn’t bring me anything. I can’t even remember the last time I saw that little shit.”

      Perfect description for the self-absorbed young incubus. Personally, I never liked him. He thought he didn’t have to answer to anyone for his actions. Only the truly powerful had that luxury.

      I spoke around a mouthful. “As far as I’m concerned, he won’t be coming around here again.”

      “Really?” Claudius lifted his chin and stared past me. After a moment, he lowered his gaze. “Catch me up on what’s happened since my confinement.”

      Not knowing how long that had been, it was easier to only give him the pertinent details. “Your father gave Khan and Sybil a demonic absolution.”

      Claudius’s head whipped up. “The fuck he did?” He smiled. “Oh, shit. My sister-in-law finally got what she wanted. When Colton moved out, she mentioned it.”

      That was news. I wasn’t aware that Sybil even spoke to Claudius. To be honest, I never inquired about the happenings with Khan. He appeared at Council meetings, said his piece, and departed. It was better that way. Feelings got hurt when people built relationships. It was almost the same for supernaturals, but we usually shed blood too.

      “You didn’t know that we communicated?” He shook his head. “Back then, Sybil used to sneak up to the attic. She’d bring me tasty morsels and keep me company during my lucid moments. We spoke for hours on end about my brother and his stable of females.”

      “Well, that’s history. Sybil got a Do-over, and Khan disappeared with a siren.”

      “Interesting.” Claudius reached for his coffee cup. “And how did you end up here?”

      Sorry. There were some things a son wasn’t privileged to know about. He’d already assumed that I’d slept with Ashmedai. It wasn’t necessary to elaborate on that chain of events. I didn’t consider it keeping secrets—more like protecting the not so innocent.

      “Technically, I got it by default.” I wiped my mouth and stood. “I also gave the town a reset.”

      “And how is that working?”

      Frankly, I hadn’t been out of the house since the reboot. Part of me didn’t want to know what happened. What if there were those who still remembered? I didn’t want to hear their ridicule or complaints.

      “Verdict’s still out. I’ll check on things today.” I hesitated for a moment. Common sense told me not to do it. After having Ashmedai around, I realized that I’d spent enough time alone. “Would you like to come with me?”

      Claudius’s eyes widened. “A chance to leave the house? Fuck, yeah! I haven’t been out of it in years.” He pointed to my gaping robe. “You plan on wearing more than that little ensemble?” He licked his lips. “Don’t get me wrong. I find it extremely appealing, but I don’t know if you want all of Falls Creek checking out your goods.”

      My face heated as I quickly covered my exposed breasts. “Give me ten minutes to put on something more appropriate.”

      “Don’t cover up too much. I’m enjoying the view.”

      I bet he was.

      Out of Ashmedai’s progeny, Claudius was the only one who spoke freely. Hirohito was prone to doing—or saying—whatever won him approval. Khan had always been too busy upholding appearances. Well, that was until he met that delicious siren. I touched my lips, remembering the kiss we shared. I guess she made a real man out of Khan.

      Nearly fifteen minutes later—I couldn’t figure out what to wear—Claudius met me in the hallway. He smiled as I approached.

      “I guess you approve of my attire?” I asked.

      Normally, I didn’t aim to please anyone but myself. Since he asked, though, I chose red leather—pants, bustier, jacket, and stiletto boots. I even summoned up a little smoky eyeshadow and crimson lipstick and let my fiery-red hair hang down my back. I hadn’t dressed—or felt—so sensuous in ages.

      As he opened the front door, Claudius placed a hand on my lower back. “Be careful, witch. You’re tempting me.”

      I stepped away from him. “Not interested.”

      He laughed wickedly. “Yeah, right.”
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      Honestly, I’d never been interested in much of anything that happened in Falls Creek. My only concern was to make sure that the founding families who still lived there were miserable, especially the Charles family. Agnes—a human who used to own the Depot diner—was a direct descendant of Rufus Charles, an original settler.

      Over the years, I discovered that my youthful appearance needed to be maintained. The best way to do so was to have a man lay with me once a month. By sunrise the man would be dead, and my beauty restored for another thirty days. After the village massacre, Rufus let curiosity get the best of him. He must have followed the men who came to Crucifix Island. Eventually, he figured out the mystery. One night, he sent the oldest man in the settlement to me. In the dark, I had no idea of the deception. When the sun came up, the man was alive, leaving me wrinkled and haggard. In that condition, I couldn’t entice any more men—young or old—to come to my cabin. And, that was why I wanted the Charles family punished.

      Humans were deceitful. They couldn’t be trusted, so I wanted nothing to do with them—including their businesses. Actually, I only avoided certain businesses in town—any place not owned and operated by supernaturals. I spent a lot of time at the Temptation Club because that was where Council handled its business.

      Claudius, however, had frequented many establishments in town. He dragged me from one spot to another along Main Street, stopping to peek into shop windows and talk about the last time he visited it. Each time he did, residents stared at us.

      They didn’t just stare.

      They spoke obscenities and other words.

      Loudly.

      “Who the hell are they?”

      “Isn’t that Elsbeth? I thought she stayed on that dreaded island of hers?”

      “Never mind her. Who’s the hunk with her?”

      “I’d be too happy to take him home with me. He could do better than a bitch like her.”

      The endless chatter worked a nerve. My fingers itched to spell every last one of them.

      My inner voice felt the need to add to the noise. Have you forgotten about the massacre, witch? Remember how that turned out? You’re still living with the consequences.

      Not the time for it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Old Wounds

          

        

      

    

    
      Thankfully, Claudius pulled me away from the crowd that had amassed in the middle of the street. Unfortunately, his choice of refuge was a shop—a hodgepodge of Wiccan items and clothing—owned by Maeve Highmore of the Blue Moon Coven. Thankfully, the witch kept the dangerous merchandise in a secured back room. We couldn’t have ordinary humans casting spells or displaying pentagrams and such like common decorations.

      A bell chimed overhead as the door closed. A pair of sensible heels clomped across the wooden floor and then stopped abruptly. My gaze tilted up, and I saw the supreme bitch herself dressed in a plum-colored maxi dress.

      It wasn’t that I particularly hated the female. It was our shared history that prevented anything amicable between us. Not that it bothered me. I wasn’t looking to have a girls’ night out with her any time in that century.

      Maeve flicked her salt-and-pepper hair off her thin shoulders. Folding her scrawny arms across her nonexistent chest, she scrutinized me like a bug in a bell jar with her thin lips curling. “What the hell are you doing here?” Her eyes briefly bounced over to Claudius. “She freed you?”

      Claudius snaked a hand around my waist and pulled me close. “Don’t be that way, Maeve. Just because you couldn’t do it didn’t mean it couldn’t be done.”

      The aging witch turned four shades of red. She clenched her jaw and tapped her black boot on the floor. “I have nothing here for either of you. Get out.”

      A few bystanders, rifling through a rack, stopped and looked at us.

      I stepped out of Claudius’s embrace. “Trust me, coming here was not my idea.”

      “Take it out on me,” interjected Claudius. He shot a mischievous grin at Maeve. “Just catching up on life. Wanted to see what you’ve done with the place.”

      Maeve stepped closer. “Last time that I’m saying it. Get. Out.”

      I wrapped my hand around Claudius’s elbow. “Let’s go before I do something she’ll regret.”
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      Back on the street, Claudius leaned against the building. “What’s your issue with Maeve?”

      “Suffice it to say there’s a lot of bad blood between us.” He didn’t need to know the gory details. Honestly, I didn’t want to share them either.

      Claudius’s eyebrow lifted. “This isn’t about… Did you know that Maeve and I—”

      “Had an affair?” I chuckled. “Everyone in town knew it except for Maeve’s husband. Honestly, I think he allowed it. I’m sure it was better than fucking her each night.”

      Claudius waggled his eyebrows. “Don’t knock it till you try it.”

      “No thanks.” If Maeve was the best I could do in that department, I would have lost my youthful appearance before I ever set foot on those shores. Seeing that woman spoiled my mood. Besides, I’d had enough sightseeing. “If there’s no place else you have to go, we can go back—”

      “This little excursion was your idea. Remember? You also invited me. I don’t have an agenda.”

      I didn’t need the reminder. Despite his good looks, the male was annoying. “Maybe I should have asked if there was some place you wanted to go.”

      He pushed off the wall. “Actually, I’d like to see Hiro.”

      Hirohito Najex was his younger brother. When their older brother, Khan, got a demonic absolution to his marriage, Hirohito became the new Najex in town.

      “He’s living with Cyrena Martin,” I warned.

      Claudius’s jaw dropped momentarily before he finally said, “What the fuck?”

      “They’re engaged to be married. Remember Edwina Devereaux’s farm? It’s being renovated for the happy couple.”

      That turn of events had nothing to do with my resetting the town. Apparently, Cyrena and Hirohito had been seeing each other for a long time. Even her children had no idea that their mother hooked up with the royal incubus. Since Edwina—a hybrid witch slash vampire—had moved to New Orleans, her property was up for sale. Hirohito wasted no time laying claim to it.

      “I have to see this for myself,” Claudius said. “Maybe we should find another means of transportation? Avoid—”

      “This is my town, Claudius. I don’t run from anyone.” Well… Not anymore.

      The first time I fled from anyone or anything was in 1349. After surviving the Black Plague—a curse I placed by the way—I went to France where I remained for forty-one years. Then the Paris Witch Trial began, and I had no choice but to leave the country. Thanks to the witch craze that inundated Europe, fleeing from one city to another became regular behavior for me.

      But that was many, many years ago. I gave up running when I set foot in the settlement of Falls Creek. I pushed back my shoulders and held my chin high as Claudius and I navigated the streets. Only the sullied walked with their heads down.

      Eventually, the voices became background noise indistinguishable from the din of traffic. When females cast a dark gaze in our direction, I reached for Claudius’s hand and intertwined my fingers with his. It was a gesture meant to ignite gossip, nothing more. I wasn’t looking for anything from the male—other than keeping me company in that massive Gothic mansion—but I couldn’t help noticing the way the incubus looked at me.

      “It means nothing,” I told him.

      “Because holding hands is something you do with everyone,” he suggested.

      I tried to let go, but Claudius held me tighter. Irritation wedged into my voice. “What are you doing?”

      He gave me a devilish smile. “I never said that I didn’t like it.”

      I rolled my eyes as we continued the arduous journey to Cyrena’s. Personally, I’d never liked the arrogant succubus. She was an ambitious creature who believed that she could do no wrong. Frankly, I didn’t think she cared for me—or my kind—much at all.

      The front door swung open before we reached the steps, but it wasn’t the dreaded female I expected staring down at us. Instead, it was a beast of a man. Like Claudius, he was tall and broad, but with dark brown hair hanging past his shoulders. He cocked his head to one side and rubbed a spot beneath his beard.

      “You gonna invite us in, Hiro?” Claudius started up the stairs without another word.

      The middle Najex brother shrugged and then stepped to one side and allowed us to enter the house. Closing the door behind us, he asked, “Who the hell woke your ass up?”

      Claudius jerked his thumb toward me. “Blame the witch. It’s not like I could have fucking asked anyone to do it.”

      My gaze bounced from the foul-mouthed incubus to his brother. Hirohito was dressed like a peasant in ripped jeans and a faded button-down shirt. It was hard to believe they were related to Khan, a male of refined tastes.

      Hirohito shook his head and meandered into the main room—a too-comfortable area with elegant furnishings like a damn showroom. “Do you still drink, Claude?”

      “Of course I drink, you ass. You make it sound like I was dead.” He pointed toward the bar. “I’ll have a bourbon neat.”

      “Your tastes haven’t changed.” Hirohito didn’t bother pouring anything for me. “Elsbeth, what are you doing here with him?”

      “Just checking out the town,” I said, perching on the arm of the sofa. “Since I—”

      “Fucked things up.” Hirohito turned and walked toward me. “I still don’t understand why you had to reset the town. You should have left things alone.”

      “And let people remember what occurred?”

      “It wasn’t up to you!” he yelled.

      I didn’t appreciate the incubus’s disrespectful tone. He had no right to judge anything I’d done. “Do I need to remind you who I am?”

      The large male leaned against the fireplace. “Do I need to remind you who I am? Remember, I’m the Najex now. The town answers to me.”

      I cackled.

      Claudius remained quiet, but Hirohito bellowed, “What’s so damn funny?”

      “It’s laughable that you think you’re in charge. Just like your brother before you, you’re a fucking figurehead. I tell you what to do, and it’s done,” I reminded the fool.

      Hirohito’s jaw dropped.

      “Brother, even Khan knew that much. The humans only get to do what the supernaturals allow, but we’re just mere puppets in this town. Elsbeth pulls the strings,” Claudius explained. “The only one who overrules her is our father.”

      Hirohito gulped down his drink and then stalked back to the glass corner bar. “It’s a new day in Falls Creek. Supernaturals are tired of things the way they’ve always been.”

      Not that shit again!

      Attitudes like his were the reason why I had to reset the town. Agnes Charles had stirred up the founding families. Then humans wanted all of us gone. They claimed they were tired of having supernaturals run things. I put a stop to that when I banished her family from Falls Creek. No way would I deal with an uprising from the creatures I allowed to exist.

      “What does that mean, brother?” Claudius asked and then glanced at me.

      “It means…” Hirohito faced us with a huge smile. “…that Elsbeth might not be in charge for long.”

      I pushed to my feet. “Perhaps you should rethink your position with Council. I can easily have you—”

      “Removed?” Hirohito moved his head from side to side. “I don’t think so, but go ahead and check with your Council buddies. Let them tell you how things will be.”

      Without waiting for Claudius, I headed for the door. If he wanted to stay there with his brother, I wouldn’t stop him. Claudius was a grown-ass male quite capable of making his own choices. At that moment, I had to touch base with the one individual who could help me find the truth in Hirohito’s words.
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      It was too early in the day for the Temptation Club to be open for business, but I knew the manager. Marcus Uraeleus wouldn’t turn me away. The wraith, who recently regained his humanity, sat at the bar with a stack of receipts and a calculator.

      “What is it, Elsbeth?” He didn’t look up, staying focused on his task.

      Sliding onto a stool beside him, I said, “I need answers and a drink.”

      He glanced up, and his eyes lingered on me for a moment. “Nice upgrade.” The man hadn’t seen me since I reset the town. “You can help yourself to the booze.”

      “Thanks.” I flicked my wrist, and a bottle of Devil’s Mark floated off the shelf. Uraeleus passed me a glass. After I filled the tumbler, I returned the alcohol.

      “What’s going on?”

      “I just spoke with Hirohito Najex.” I took a sip. “He said that I might not be in charge of the town for long.”

      Uraeleus stopped inputting numbers but didn’t make eye contact. “Personally, I don’t think it’s anything to worry about.”

      “What is it?”

      He rested his hand on the bar top. “The Blue Moon Coven met with Council.”

      The Council was made up of representatives from the different supernatural races. It was a congress dedicated to setting a code of conduct for our community. When needed, Council convened to dole out punishment too. Thanks to their efforts, crime was nonexistent in Falls Creek. The town functioned smoothly and was a pleasant place to live for all individuals, human and supernatural alike.

      But the coven meeting with the heads of the different races spelled trouble. Our agreement explicitly said that I had to attend any gathering of Council.

      Fury boiled in my veins. The energy traveled down to my hand, and the glass shattered. “Nobody informed me!”

      My outburst, however, didn’t faze Uraeleus. He was used to such displays from me. Calmly, he said, “I didn’t know about the meeting until Samson called me. He was taking care of paperwork at the Savage Spot. When he walked out, he noticed the members filing into the Temptation Club. He called me, and I came over.”

      Although Uraeleus became a bit of a do-gooder with his rebirth, the man continued to look out for supernaturals. He always had my back.

      Clenching and unclenching my hands, I asked, “When was this meeting?”

      “Yesterday. Like I said—”

      “What was discussed?”

      “Not like I was eavesdropping…”

      I narrowed my eyes and tapped my finger against the bar. Red sparks burned lines into the wood. It wasn’t time for those aforementioned morals of his to shine through.

      Uraeleus, getting the message, puked his gut faster than a neophyte on his first drinking binge. “Maeve Highmore is your problem. She told Council that they had proof that you manipulated Agnes. She claims that you instigated the situation with the founding fathers just so that you could win favor with Ashmedai.”

      “What the bloody hell?” Like I’d need to do anything to get on the King of Hell’s good side. His bad side was much more pleasurable.

      Uraeleus knocked the shards of glass from my hand. “Calm down. Council is investigating Maeve’s claim.”

      It was another fucking Papal Inquisition again. I lived through one in 1390. I had no intention of experiencing a modern version. “I—”

      “Want my advice?” When I didn’t speak, Uraeleus said, “If I were you, I’d take a step back and try to figure out what’s really going on.”

      “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “We’ve known each other for centuries, Elsbeth.” Uraeleus placed a rubber band around the stack of papers. “You’ve always reacted without thinking. This time try something different. Find out what Maeve is up to before you retaliate.”

      I glanced at him. “You’ve grown soft.”

      He poked at his flat, muscular abs before standing. “I assure you that there’s nothing soft about me. I’ve just grown wise.”

      Yeah, right.

      When I met the wraith, he was a supreme asshole—hating everyone and everything. Uraeleus never did a thing to help even his own kind, but then one night he was drawn to a human girl. He saved her life and eventually regained his humanity. If that wasn’t bad enough, Uraeleus fell in love with her. In only a few short months, he leaped right into a proposal, and the foolish girl said yes. They had yet to actually tie the knot—thank goodness. There was still time for the man to realize marriage to anyone was a mistake. It would make him vulnerable. Regardless, his fiancée was the reason for his change—not some sudden attack of wisdom.

      Uraeleus placed another glass of whiskey in front of me. “Try not to break that one.”

      I nodded and lifted it. “What do you think Maeve’s up to?”

      He shrugged. “Who knows? There’s been a lot of shit between the two of you over the years.”

      Before gulping down the fiery brew, I said childishly, “Her fault.”

      Uraeleus leaned down and placed his forearms on the bar top. “And what part is yours?”

      I ran my finger over the glass’s etched pattern. “None of it.”

      “Someone once told me that if I lived long enough, I’d have to answer for all my misdeeds. At your age, I think you’ve racked up quite a bit of debt. It’s time to pay up, don’t you think?”

      I contemplated a second drink but decided against it. “What I think is that you lost your edge when you became human. Work on finding it again.”

      Uraeleus chuckled as I walked out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I took my time going back to the mansion. Uraeleus’s and Hirohito’s words followed me like menacing shadows. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t stop thinking about everything that was said.

      How dare Maeve Highmore claim anything against me? It was time for that witch to learn her place in that town. I did her family a favor when I brought them to Falls Creek. Had her ancestors remained in Salem, they could have been included in those trials. Thanks to me, her bloodline continued. Maeve should be kissing my damn feet. If she was planning trouble, however, Maeve would find herself pulling my heel from her flat ass.

      “It took you long enough,” the familiar male voice came from the study.

      I smiled as I looked up at Ashmedai. The devastatingly handsome King of Hell was dressed to perfection in his standard black suit, black shirt, and pencil-thin blood-red tie. His black hair was slicked away from his face, and his Van Dyke beard was expertly trimmed. If I didn’t mind living in the dark, I’d go back to Hell with him. Not because I loved him, but because we understood one another.

      “I stopped to speak with Uraeleus.”

      Ashmedai kissed my cheek when I approached him. “Did you learn anything worthwhile, my dear?”

      “It seems that the founding families shouldn’t have been my only concern.” I wrapped my hand around his and led him to the sofa. “The witches under Maeve might be a problem.”

      Ashmedai ran his fingers through my hair, curling a red tendril around a digit. “Why did you ever let that bitch lead the coven?”

      “I didn’t. She went to Council and complained. Khan gave her the position to stop her whining.”

      The king leaned in and nuzzled my neck. “We both know that’s not the truth. My son was fond of fucking witches. That’s how Maeve got the post.”

      I glanced down and noticed Ashmedai’s swollen crotch. “Like son, like father?”

      “Are you comparing?”

      “Of course not.” I seriously doubted that Khan’s cock—something I had never seen—would even measure up. Ashmedai’s dick would make a bull envious. “We probably should go upstairs. Claudius no longer lives in the attic.”

      Ashmedai gasped. “You freed him? Why?”

      “This is a big-ass house.” I pushed to my feet and walked over to the fireplace. One flick of my wrist and the room warmed up. “I don’t need all of it.”

      “You could come back with me.” Ashmedai turned toward me. “Hell is an equally large realm to be alone in.”

      “Why would you want me in Hell? You deserve a true partner.”

      “I get lonely,” he lied. “Or, you could simply return to your cabin.”

      “Neither option works for me,” I admitted. “Having Claudius around isn’t bad. Who knows? He might just help me figure out what’s going on in this damned town.”

      Ashmedai exhaled loudly. “You do know that I won’t allow any of these creatures to hurt you? We have a pact between us.”

      Indeed we did. It was an evil accord forged in blood—and lust—centuries ago.

      “I know, but no one will harm me.” No one—not even Maeve herself—was that stupid to raise a finger against me.

      “Still…” He crossed the floor and grasped my upper arms. “Elsbeth, I suspect there’s serious trouble brewing in Falls Creek. It might be time for you to make amends for your misdeeds.”

      “Not you too.”

      Ashmedai’s eyebrows knitted together. “Me too, what?”

      “Uraeleus implied the same thing.”

      “Perhaps you should listen, my dear.”

      Yeah, right. I would have never become a powerful witch by listening to unsolicited advice. Ignoring Ashmedai’s comment, I suggested, “You can stay for as long as you like. Maybe dine with your son? I’ll be in my room.”

      “As tempting as that sounds,” he lied. The king never spent time with his sons. “I only came to check on you.” He caressed my cheek. “Our pact.”

      “Our pact.”

      A weak excuse.

      Our agreement was one born out of necessity. When I wanted to have revenge on the settlers, I called upon Ashmedai. He agreed to populate the New World with his demons and other creatures, provided his progeny got to rule over Falls Creek—in name only. The fine print of our accord included certain acts that could be requested on a moment’s notice.

      I worked it to my advantage, however, with my own clause—before hopping into bed with Ashmedai, he had to permanently restore my youth. I no longer wanted to rely on fucking strangers to maintain it. Too bad the king waited for many decades before invoking his provision.

      I suspected that the demon king genuinely worried about me. In all honesty, I only had two friends in the world. Ashmedai was the first, and Uraeleus was the other. Claudius might one day earn the title too.

      The king opened his mouth, but the doorbell rang.

      “Are you expecting someone?”

      “No. Maybe it’s Claudius. He doesn’t have a key.” I rushed out of the room, grateful to put some distance between Ashmedai and myself.

      My heels beat out a hurried, steady rhythm across the stone floor. The door yawned as I opened it, and then my heart stopped. Surely my eyes deceived me. My past had returned. Suddenly, I forgot how to breathe as a subtle fog seeped through my brain.

      A towering male with wavy brown hair gathered in a ponytail, piercing blue eyes, and pale skin stared down at me. He opened his mouth, and I saw the tips of his fangs. “Long time, no see, Elsbeth.”

      “Obadiah.”

      “I go by Winthrop these days. Invite me in,” he demanded.

      “Why should she allow you inside, vamp?” Ashmedai said from behind me.

      Winthrop squinted briefly. “Did you marry, Elsbeth?”

      The situation had become insane. As much as I appreciated Ashmedai standing up for me, it wasn’t necessary. I could fend for myself. “I can handle this.”

      Ashmedai spoke near my ear. “I won’t leave until he’s gone. I’ll be in the kitchen should you need me.”

      “Thank you,” I replied.

      I waited until the king’s footsteps faded away before inviting the vampire inside. He gladly stepped across the threshold.

      Just seeing him again after so much time sent me into a tizzy. I couldn’t decide whether to stay near the door with Winthrop or invite him into the study. Maybe I should confront him? After all, it had been centuries since he left Falls Creek. Sara Winthrop, his wife at the time, died in childbirth. Supposedly, the man was so grief-stricken that he bit Sara—his first sire. The newly created vampire took the suckling child and fled from the settlement. The rumor was that he’d spent his years traveling the world, trying to find the two of them. Last I heard, he failed.

      “Can we talk?” he asked.

      “I don’t think we have anything to discuss.” I couldn’t do it without a drink. I left Winthrop standing in the hall as I went to the bar. As I poured, he stopped at my side.

      “Do you have any bottled—”

      I flicked my wrist and a container of Crimson Ridge appeared. Instead of pouring him a glass, I passed the entire bottle to him. It wasn’t like I needed it.

      He twisted off the cap and turned up the life-giving fluid, gulping it like a wino. When it was empty, he wiped his hand across his mouth. “Thanks. I hadn’t had any in a few days.”

      I glanced up and saw the olive color return to his skin. He should stay fed. It looked good on him. “What do you want, Obadiah?”

      “Winthrop. I told you that I no longer go by my Christian name.”

      Waving my hand in the air, I said, “Whatever. Get to the point.”

      My former lover placed the empty vessel on the bar. “I came to warn you, Elsbeth.”

      “About?”

      “It might just be gossip, but I’ve heard the buzz through the community.”

      My patience was waning. “Spit it out!”

      Winthrop turned away from me and paced the floor. It was obvious that something pained him. I wasn’t one to cow down to a rumor regardless of who it came from. They were mere words. Only actions should be feared. I’d learned that lesson through the centuries. Nothing he could say would bother me.

      “The witches have found a way to get rid of you. Maeve Highmore will use it if you don’t leave town.”

      That was the exception.
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      My eyes narrowed as I took in Obadiah Winthrop. The years had been kind to him—even as a vampire. Something unfamiliar tugged at my heart, and it took more strength than I realized I had to keep from jumping into his arms. Was I that fucking horny?

      Yes.

      What I desired, though, had nothing to do with sex. It was a desperate need to fill a void. One that I hadn’t perceived as being empty until I saw Winthrop.

      In all fairness, too many years had passed for us. Despite my growing hunger for companionship, it wasn’t possible to pick up where we’d left off. The last time we saw one another, I’d just condemned him to a life in the shadows, and he despised the ground I walked upon. Angry emotions couldn’t simply be forgotten.

      So, why was the vampire there? He had no reason to warn me of anything. A betting man would guess that Winthrop was most likely the summoner of any evil headed my way. He definitely wouldn’t come to warn me about anything or anyone, especially about Maeve Highmore. If it was an elaborate ruse, what did he hope to accomplish?

      The creature I once called a lover wrung his hands and let his gaze bounce around the room, not making eye contact even for a second. For a moment, I tried to remember the man he used to be but couldn’t. Like I said, too much time had passed.

      But what if he still cares, witch?

      Somehow, I doubted it.

      Enough with the emotional dribble! Back to the matter at hand…

      If the Blue Moon Coven wanted me gone, there was only one way to do it. First, they had to separate my head and body. Over the centuries, I did whatever necessary to keep my neck away from an executioner’s blade. I certainly wasn’t falling for any amateurish stunts after all those years.

      I wondered if Maeve was smart enough or powerful enough to enact the right spell. It was true that decapitation could end an immortal, but the correct incantation could reunite the severed head. A worthy witch, however, could use dark magic to make sure it never happened. The Highmore clan was filled with second-rate witches and necromancers, not one of them capable of performing useful conjurations.

      Of course, common sense said I should be concerned. But stubbornness always won, and that bitch dared anyone to defy her.

      “Look at me, Winthrop,” I demanded and then quickly remembered he didn’t use the moniker. My voice steadied, “Winthrop, if what you’ve told me is true, how do you know these things? It’s not like witches normally hang out with vampires.”

      Actually, they had a healthy hatred for one another. It dated back to an ancestor named Morcana. The powerful sorceress fell in love with a vampire—Draven, but he was in love with a succubus. Because of Draven’s actions, Morcana hexed all succubi. Witches, for the most part, had shied away from vamps in a twisted homage to her. Of course, none of us pointed out the fact that Morcana was a sorceress and not a witch.

      Winthrop lifted his head and shot me that crooked grin that I once found sexy. Seeing it in that moment, however, was anything but appealing. “I’ve spent time in New Orleans. You do remember Tavi Mercier?”

      Who didn’t know that callous witch? The Merciers were fond of the dark arts. No matter how many times they were warned, they continued to practice. Over time, her bloodline splintered away from the original coven. When the BMC grew tired of the constant feuds with the Merciers, the coven ran them out of the North.

      According to the Witch Registry, the family had settled in Louisiana where Tavi continued to teach black magic to all her brethren. Her actions drew the unfortunate attention of the New Orleans branch of the BlackGuard Society. That supernatural group of do-gooders wanted the Merciers out of the state. A recent confrontation between the BGS and the Merciers succeeded in ridding them of Tavi and her twin sons.

      “Last I heard, her ass was in Hell,” I clarified.

      Winthrop nodded. “True, but I spoke with her before that unfortunate turn of events. Did you know that the Merciers and Highmores were friends? As such, Tavi told Maeve how to get rid of you permanently. She knows the spell, Elsbeth. Do you really want to chance it?”

      An odd sensation crawled down my spine and into my gut. It spun an intricate web and threatened to bind me in fear—an emotion I never truly embraced. In all my time on Earth, no one had managed to scare me into contrition. Maeve Highmore wouldn’t get the satisfaction.

      “For all I know, you’re lying,” I quipped.

      “Have I ever—” His thin lips slammed shut. That was a question he’d better not utter in light of what had passed between us.

      It was another reason why I thought Winthrop might be bluffing. The vampire couldn’t be trusted—not with my heart or with imparting valuable information.

      Besides, many supernaturals truly believed that ending my life was no more difficult than getting rid of the undead—lopping off the head. Knowing the truth, however, prevented me from worrying, especially since I had a perimeter spell in place—just like I did on Crucifix Island. No one, other than the King of Hell, could enter the house without detection.

      Sitting on a chair beside the fireplace, I sipped my drink. “Why are you telling me these things? It’s not as if you have any loyalty to me.”

      “About that…” Winthrop kneeled in front of me.

      My mouth fell open as he placed his large hand on my leg and gazed into my eyes.

      “I’ve had plenty of time to think, Elsbeth. I now know how wrong I’d been about you—about us. I shouldn’t have deceived you all those years ago.”

      “No,” I concurred. “You shouldn’t have, but you did.”

      Winthrop squeezed my thigh, and a delicious shudder replaced the snippet of fear I felt earlier. “I’m begging your forgiveness, sweet Elsbeth. You were only good to me. If I hadn’t denied knowing you—”

      “You didn’t say you were married,” I corrected.

      “True,” He glanced at the floor for a moment before looking at me again. “An unfortunate oversight. I was married, but I wasn’t in love. Sara and I had an arranged marriage. The agreement came with land. A man wasn’t worth anything during that time without property.”

      I held my chin high. “I could have given you all that you needed. If you had only admitted that you were unavailable and then sought a divorce—”

      Winthrop sat back on his heels. “You know those were not easy to obtain. We would have lived in sin.”

      “We were already sinning!” Winthrop had been the son of a minister, but that status hadn’t prevented him from fucking me on a regular basis.

      He cleared his throat. “Be that as it may, I never wanted harm to come to you. Give me a chance to make it up to you. It’s why I’m here. My conscience wouldn’t allow me to ignore the situation. I promise not to let Maeve hurt you.”

      A promise from Obadiah Jonah Winthrop meant very little to me. Regardless, I studied him for any sign of deception but could find none. Maybe he told the truth, but then again, he was a vampire. Bloodsuckers couldn’t be trusted, no matter how handsome.

      “Leave me now. I need time to think about what you’ve said.”

      Slowly, he rose from the floor. “Don’t take too long. I’ll come around again tomorrow.”

      He’d nearly reached the hall before I asked, “Where are you staying?”

      “The old Charles place,” he announced.

      “Fine. I’ll come find you when it’s dark.”

      “Very well. Until then.”

      I listened to his boots shuffle to the front door. As soon as it closed, Ashmedai returned to the study.

      “Nothing happened.” I pointed to the vacant chair across from me. “Come sit.”

      The King of Hell took his seat and crossed his long legs. “I heard everything, but please tell me you don’t believe him.”

      “Of course not,” I lied.

      In all honesty, I wanted to believe Winthrop. He was the first and only man I’d ever loved. His betrayal—hiding his marriage and denying he knew me—cut like a knife. Granted, had I known Winthrop had a wife, I probably would have still pursued him. I had never cared about such commitments before him. Circumstances changed when my heart became an unwilling participant.

      “But that’s not what you want to know,” I deduced. “Ask me your questions, Ashmedai.”

      The King of Hell didn’t know everything about me. I wanted to keep it that way, but he’d heard too much not to address a few things. Ashmedai was a nosy fool who wouldn’t stop until he got whatever he wanted. Last thing I needed was for him to start snooping around about me.

      “I’ve known you for centuries, but just how old are you, my dear?”

      Obviously, no one had ever told the king that you didn’t inquire about a woman’s age. Frankly, I didn’t care who knew. Pride came with how I carried myself, not in numbers. “End of next month, I will have been in this world six hundred and eighty-nine years.”

      Ashmedai’s head jerked back as he stared incredulously. “How is that possible?”

      “It’s a long story,” I offered.

      He waved his hand in the air. “I have all the time necessary, but I’d appreciate the condensed version.”

      That was the problem with everyone those days. Life was lived quick—smart phones that could impart knowledge with a few keystrokes, televisions that knew what you wanted to watch before you sat down, and even locks that only needed a fingerprint to open. Nobody had time to appreciate the finer things, including long-winded tales.

      “I was born to an Irish servant girl who died in childbirth. My father was unknown—most likely a vagrant passing through the village. I was fortunate that Dame Mother took me under her wing and raised me as her own,” I began.

      Although she died centuries ago, I remembered her as if she were still with me. The woman saw my potential even before I could walk. By the time I was ten, she began my rudimentary education in witchcraft.

      “Who was Dame Mother?” Ashmedai asked.

      “An Irish witch. She fled her homeland with my birth mother and settled in Melcombe Regis, England.”

      “Did she teach you how to—”

      “I thought you wanted to hear my story,” I admonished.

      Ashmedai nodded and gestured for me to continue.

      “My problems started when I became a young woman. I was a skilled thief. Not even a day in the stocks deterred me.”

      Ashmedai grinned. “I can’t imagine you as a common thug.”

      “Oh, there was nothing common about me.” Honestly, I didn’t want to rehash my story with the king. He’d come to know me as trustworthy. After hearing my tale, he might not be so willing to think so. “Just suffice it to say that even a longevity curse from Dame Mother didn’t slow me down.”

      “Without knowing all the details of it, I suspect you never understood the gravity of the curse,” Ashmedai stated.

      “Not true,” I replied. “I learned that lesson centuries ago.”

      The truth was that Dame Mother’s spell hit home and left me overwhelmingly alone. It was why I struggled when I first laid eyes on Winthrop.

      When Dame Mother cast her hex, I didn’t see the downside. Live forever? I thought it was a blessing in disguise, but I had experienced a lot of shit in my long life. Things nobody should have to live through. I had seen events that I could never unsee—and done my fair share of evil.

      Being alone was an outcome of prolonged life. I thought I was doomed until I met Obadiah Winthrop. When he failed me, I swore never to give my heart to anyone else again. And I’d done a good job of doing so.

      Ashmedai cleared his voice. “I greet many souls in my position. Most of them know exactly which acts condemned them to Hell. Then, there are those who appear clueless because they don’t want to admit their misdeeds. Maybe it’s time for you to confess your sins before it’s too late.”

      “Confess my sins?”

      The king sounded like those settlers from long ago. I pushed to my feet and strolled to the window. Looking out, I thought about how Falls Creek had changed over the years. Personally, I thought it was better as a settlement. When I first punished the Puritans, those who remained human were grateful. They knew I was behind the turmoil that turned their neighbors into monsters. Nobody dared confront me. But perhaps I’d been too soft on their descendants. I should have ruled over them harsher. Made sure that they knew I held their collective fate in my palms.

      “Elsbeth?” Ashmedai rested his hands on my shoulders.

      “I have nothing to atone for,” I said solemnly. “I grew up without my birth parents, and Dame Mother threw me out. I’m a victim, Ashmedai.”

      He chuckled. “You’re no one’s victim.”

      Maybe try a different angle, witch.

      “Humans and supernaturals do shit to me, and you expect me to be happy?”

      “No one expects you to like the ways of mankind or supernaturals. Somehow I doubt that you’ve ever been happy or even satisfied.”

      “At least once.” Winthrop gave me joy for a short time. I thought I’d returned the favor. “But he stabbed me in the back.”

      “Be careful, my dear. Don’t place your trust in a creature who hasn’t earned it.”

      After Ashmedai left, I spent the rest of the time in the study watching the sun set. There was far too much on my mind to do much else. I couldn’t shake seeing Winthrop again. Even worse? I kept wanting to believe him. Whether or not it was better to discover the truth on my own, I didn’t want to deal with the problem.

      Trusting Winthrop came with inherent issues. Given our sordid history, I didn’t hold out hope that he was genuinely concerned about me. And, what if he lied? That meant it was all a damn ruse. It meant Winthrop thought I was so stupid—or so lonely—that I’d fall for anything.

      Is that really a question, witch? Of course, you’re lonely. Your stupidity, however, remains to be seen.

      Contrary to Ashmedai’s beliefs, living a life in solitude was the real curse Dame Mother placed on me. I only realized its veracity after I brought supernaturals to the settlement. Those same beings thought that I lived in isolation because of my superiority—only in part. Thanks to the witch craze that had permeated the shores of the New World, I was forced to take refuge on Crucifix Island. It was easier than running from place to place—or killing my foes.

      I absolutely hated that parcel of land. Finding solace amongst the wildlife, snakes, and spiders was no way for anyone to exist. Hell, I wouldn’t even wish that life on the undead—beings who should be grateful for whatever they received beyond the grave.

      “Hello?” The familiar male voice came from the hall.

      “In here,” I called out, appreciating the diversion.

      Seconds later, the ridiculously handsome Claudius entered the dark room. “Forget to pay the fucking light bill?”

      “No,” I denied. “There’s enough light from the fire.”

      He bobbed his head a few times. “Yeah, yeah. I keep forgetting that you lived in that damn cabin. You probably didn’t have running water, let alone electricity.” The incubus plopped down on the chair his father favored.

      “I had everything I needed.” Glancing up at the clock over the mantel, I saw that it was close to midnight. “It’s late. Where have you been?”

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but I had dinner with Hiro and Cyrena.” Claudius cocked his head. “Tell me how my weak-ass brother became The Najex.”

      When the King of Hell’s middle son, Khan, ruled, everyone referred to him as The Najex. The being was so formidable that the title seemed to fit. Humans even used the moniker. Khan was proud of the fearful reputation he had cultivated.

      “That would be your father’s fault.” I crossed my legs. “When he granted Sybil her absolution, he gave the position to Hirohito. I would have advised against it, but it wasn’t—”

      “Your place.” Claudius inhaled. His nose wrinkled when he clearly detected the stench of brimstone. “So, he was here again?” Claudius stroked his beard. “What’s the deal between you and Dad, anyway?”

      Dad?

      Only Claudius would dare to use such a casual title with the king. The incubus was nothing like his siblings. He did what he wanted, how he wanted, and with whoever he wanted. His laid-back demeanor was one reason why Claudius was trapped by his son. The other reason had more to do with Tiberius’s dubious parentage—his mother was an infamous witch biding her time in Hell.

      “Although it’s none of your business, we’re friends,” I explained. “We do favors for each other.”

      “Yeah. I’m well aware of those types of favors. Like I said earlier, I didn’t realize Dad…” Claudius shook his head and chuckled softly. “I guess fucking witches runs in the family. So, what all did I miss?”

      I quirked up a brow. “When?”

      Claudius narrowed his eyes. “While Dad was here.”

      The only way to answer Claudius’s question was to ask one of my own. “How much do you know about my history?”

      Claudius crossed his ankle over his knee. “You’re responsible for bringing supernaturals to this country.”
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