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Dedicated to all those who still dream of fairy tales . . .
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EXCERPTED FROM


THE LIVING BOOK OF LORE . . .


The Lore


“. . . and those sentient creatures that are not human shall be united in one stratum, coexisting with, yet secret from, man’s.”


• Most are immortal and can regenerate from injuries.


• Their eyes change with intense emotion, often to a breed-specific color.


The Demonarchies


“The demons are as varied as the bands of man. . . .”


• A collection of demon dynasties.


• The hell demonarchy was the first of all demon kingdoms.


Primordial


“The mightiest of all immortals; filled with power, magics, and majesty.”


• The firstborn—or the oldest generation—of a species.


The Møriør


“In the tongue of the Elserealms, Møriør can mean both ‘the Dozen’ and ‘Soul’s Doom.’ ”


• An alliance of otherworldly beings led by Orion the Undoing.


• Have journeyed to our world for reasons unknown.


The Noble Fey of Grimm Dominion


“A warrior nobility who ruled over all the demon serfs in their realm.”


• Were called féodals, an ancient term for feudal overlords, which became shortened to fey.


• Possess supernatural speed and cunning.


• The Sylvan kingdom is ruled by King Saetthan, also known as Saetth.


The Accession


“And a time shall come to pass when all immortal beings in the Lore must fight and destroy each other.”


• A kind of mystical checks-and-balances system for an ever-growing population of immortals.


• Three major alliances: the Pravus League, the Vertas Rule, and the Møriør.


• Occurs every five hundred years. Or right now . . .





PROLOGUE



Listen well to the storyteller, and you’ll hear such a tale,” Nïx the Ever-Knowing said to her sister Regin as they sat before the fire in their temporary abode. “Once upon a time, two females entered an enchanted forest on opposite ends of the woods. One was a lovely and truehearted fairy princess, born an old soul, with perhaps a bit of a temper. The other was a temptress called the dame of fire, known to be sensual and devious, with perhaps a lack of mercy.


“The princess was fleeing a baneblood archer who’d vowed to wipe out the entire fey royal line. The princess wanted only to live.


“The dame was pursuing a cowardly ruler who’d jeopardized all of his people. The dame wanted only to kill.


“During the princess’s journey, she met a mysterious, gorgeous, shifty soothsaying Valkyrie who betrayed her. Next the princess met two sorceresses. They sent her on the adventure of a lifetime, down the rabbit hole to a strange new world, because they knew that not all bad is bad.


“Lastly the princess met a king of beasts with two faces. He could keep her safe from the archer, but first the fairy princess would have to become the beast’s bride.


“On the opposite end of the woods, the dame of fire met an ancient and primal force that recognized and rewarded her bravery.


“Next she encountered a wise dragon who admired her audacity, so he decided to grant her one wish.


“Lastly she met a beautiful fairy king, who had offered her his hand in marriage. And everyone knows the best way to become a queen is to marry a king.


“The dame and the princess would meet in the middle of the forest, clashing so violently that even hell trembled. Which one would emerge from the woods? Who would triumph before the clock tolled midnight? The storyteller’s companion, one of her Valkyrie sisters, blinked in astonishment at such a tale, then said . . .”


“Uh, Nïx, I just asked if you wanted to go hunt some ghouls.” Regin frowned at her sister, wondering how much nuttier the soothsayer could get. After the destruction of the Valkyries’ home, her mind was declining even faster than before. “And why are you calling yourself ‘the storyteller’ and narrating our conversation?”


Nïx smiled vacantly. “The storyteller replied: ‘Because I am telling a story. And besides, no ghouls were harmed during the making of this fairy tale.’ ”




FITFO. Figure it the fuck out.


—CALLIOPE “LILA” BARBOT


PRINCESS OF THE SYLVAN FEY LINE


My sire was the devil, and my dam was darkness embodied. I am a shadow that can follow you, even into the night.


—ABYSSIAN “SIAN” INFERNAS


KING OF PANDEMONIA AND ALL HELLS,


MEMBER OF THE MØRIØR (A.K.A. THE DEVIL’S OWN)
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ONE


Sylvan Castle


Eleven years ago . . .


As King Saetth leisurely wiped blood off his sword, Lila choked down her fury.


Seated upon his throne, he took his time, keeping everyone in suspense. With two executions complete, only one trial remained.


Mine.


Would she follow her parents’ fates?


Through one of the throne room’s towering windows, a ray of sunlight beamed over the king. His blond locks and his ornate crown—a wreath of gilded evergreen branches—seemed to glow. Even the sun wanted to touch him.


For all of her thirteen years, Lila had been just as enamored of him.


Off to the side, whispers sounded from her backstabbing royal cousins.


“Saetth’s about to behead his child fiancée!”


“The foulmouthed brat got used to being the king’s favorite.”


“Why isn’t the little bitch crying?”


“Or begging for her cursed life?”


Crying or begging? As if. Lila faced Saetth with her chin up and shoulders back, her pampered appearance belying her fortitude.


The perils of this fey court had honed her mettle. Learning from the mistakes of others had sharpened her acumen.


Yet nothing could stifle her unfeylike temper; after all, she’d been betrothed to Saetth since her birth, raised to become the queen of this realm. Rumor even held that she was a princess reincarnated.


Fate wanted her to be a queen.


Lila had worn a purple silk gown for this occasion; the color was royal—and defiant.


As the castle’s clock tower tolled, Saetth finished cleaning the weapon he always carried, the Ancestors’ Sword, the unifying symbol of their royal line. He raised the blade to the sunlight, eyeing the edge with his piercing blue gaze.


Her earliest memories were of sighing over his handsome face, imagining him as her husband and her dollies as the subjects they protected.


Yet now her king suspected Lila of treason?


How could her coldhearted parents have plotted against such a powerful ruler? They’d foolishly trusted an informer, leaving their only child’s life hanging in the balance.


Secrecy equals survival in this court.


They’d never cared about her—never pretended she was more than a valuable bargaining chip—which was one of the reasons she’d bonded so strongly with Saetth, who’d at least shown her attention. . . .


He sheathed his sword. Peering down at her, he began her trial with one question: “Why shouldn’t I believe you were involved in your parents’ plot to steal my crown?”


Lila pinned his gaze with her own uncanny one. Her defense consisted of eight words: “Because it still sits upon your godsdamned head.”


Stunned silence reigned.


Saetth’s shock turned to amusement. “And that is why you remain my betrothed, Calliope of Sylvan, the queen of my heart.” He laughed, his gaze seemingly warm. “If there was ever a girl born to rule, you are she, cousin. But I too was born to rule, and I’ve kept this crown for millennia because I allow no threats to fester around me.” His smile disappeared as if it’d never been. “I hereby exile you from our woodland kingdom.”


Leave her beloved Sylvan? Lila would almost rather die. The forests were what separated the Sylvans from the other fey. The splendor of those great trees was equaled only by the shining, meticulous order of life at court.


Just two weeks ago, at a ball in her honor, the lights from a thousand candles had reflected in her jewels as Saetth had led her out to dance. The next day she’d run through the woods alongside bounding deer.


Separating her from this place would be like draining her veins of blood. “To where?”


“The mortal realm.”


Gasps sounded; some of her cousins tittered. He might as well have sentenced her to hell.


She would go from proudly displaying everything that made her a Lorean to hiding her very species from prying mortal eyes. From the order the fey so cherished to human chaos.


Saetth said, “We’ll see if my hothouse rose can survive among primitive humans.”


Lips drawn back from her teeth, she said, “Careful, cousin, this hothouse rose intends to flourish and grow sharp thorns.”


More gasps.


Saetth’s eyes flickered with excitement. He leaned down and said, “I am counting on it.”


“And if the fey-slayer finds me, what then?” Rune Darklight, a homicidal archer and one of the Møriør, was murdering the Sylvan line of succession. Lila was one of only fourteen left.


This castle had a barrier to keep Møriør out; she’d be vulnerable anywhere else.


“Test your new thorns against him,” Saetth said. As if any of the monstrous Møriør could be fought! “If you’re truly the queen I deserve, you’ll figure out something, I’m sure.”


“How long until I can return?” Six months? A year?


“Should there come a time when you can prove your loyalty to me through great personal sacrifice, I will provide you the chance to take your rightful place by my side. Until then, wait for my word. . . .”
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TWO


The Happiest Place on Earth


Present day . . .


Lila stood on the balcony of the castle in her cornflower blue ballgown and sparkling tiara, gazing out over the nighttime beauty of her magic kingdom.


As a balmy breeze coaxed light-brown strands from her chignon, the kingdom’s symphony started to play below.


She sighed, reliving her last ball. The scent of roses and candlewax had filled the air as Saetth twirled her around the immaculate ballroom.


Closing her eyes, she collected her skirt with a gloved hand and swayed—


“Step into the magic!” a human announced over the PA system, snatching her from her reverie. “The magic of Walt Disney World!”


Too bad Lila’s life was all make-believe.


She got paid to dress up like this. Her fairy-esque ballgown was polyester and covered with candy smudge prints from the mortal children who touched it with reverence: Are you weally a fairwy pwincess?


I am. I really am. The pointed tips of her ears were expertly hidden beneath her coiffure.


Loreans kept themselves secret—revealing paranormal activity to humans resulted in severe punishments—so a theme park filled with security cameras was an immortal’s worst nightmare. To elude Rune the archer, she’d decided to hide in plain sight, taking a gig as a “face character.”


After each shift, she came to this balcony in Cinderella Castle and pretended her tiara was real.


Fearing discovery by the archer and by mortals, she maintained no friendships or social life. No love life. Outside of work, she would go running—slowing her natural pace—then hole up in her drab apartment to speed-read or complete another online degree.


A young couple below caught her eye. She sighed with longing when they started making out against a wall. The things she’d seen in this park . . .


She’d never had sex—some part of her must still believe she could become queen—but she’d risked fooling around more and more since she’d started transitioning to her full immortality.


As all of her senses heightened to a supernatural degree, so did her lust. Loreans called this stage “overstimulation.” Lila called it “in heat.”


Even from this distance, her enhanced eyesight could spy tiny details. The bite of the woman’s nails into the man’s shoulders, his subtle thrusts against her . . .


Suddenly, the tips of her ears began to twitch. Wariness filled her. Another Lorean neared—


“A fairy princess pretending to be a fairy princess?” a deep voice said from behind her.


Saetth. Stay cool, stay cool. Calm the hell down! “Took you long enough, cousin.” Turning to him, she craned her head up. Lost her breath.


Dressed in full court regalia, he wore a tailored, fawn-colored suit that highlighted his rangy frame. Amusement lit his riveting blue eyes. Golden blond hair tumbled over his forehead just so. His sword scabbard accentuated his royal air, and his crown still sat proudly upon his head.


He was the epitome of masculine perfection.


Fucker. Take away the fact that he’d exiled her and she’d spent more than a decade cursing him . . . I’d do him. Of course, at this point in her development she wasn’t very choosy.


“Calliope, you’ve grown into a vision.” His gaze roamed over her. “What’s this—do your eyes now match?”


“A contact lens.” Her appearance required approval before she was allowed to mingle with park guests. Her mismatched eyes would never make the cut. “Why are you here?” Take me the hell home. All I want is to go home.


“How about a proper greeting for your betrothed?”


Betrothed. Was she truly still in the running for queen? Her heart tripped, but not because of any lingering love for him.


Lila was in love with the idea of having as much control over her own life as possible. Of not constantly looking over her shoulder for the Møriør.


Being a ruler would give her the most safety and control she could ever hope for. “Are you still my betrothed? I wouldn’t know since I haven’t heard a fucking word from you.”


A hint of a grin played on his lips. “Has little Calliope developed an even tarter tongue since she’s been away?”


Tarter? You have no idea, cousin. Her exile had only fueled her temper.


“And yet I wager it will taste so sweet.” He grasped her shoulders and drew her closer. To kiss her?


She’d wondered what this would be like for far too long. Especially of late. Even when she’d kissed other guys, she’d dreamed of Saetth, unable to deny he was probably her ideal match, socially, royally—and sexually.


Had he imprinted on her in some way?


He leaned down. As their lips made contact, fireworks exploded.


The eight-o’clock fireworks show. Not so much with the kiss. She’d experienced more heat making out with the mortal who played Goofy.


Saetth groaned, slanting his mouth, touching his tongue to hers.


That was better, but nothing she’d write home about. Not that I could ever write home, since it’s in a different godsdamned dimension and they don’t make stamps for that.


She broke away and pushed against his chest.


He wasn’t discouraged at all. Releasing her, he murmured, “Sweet as honey.”


So that was the extent of their first kiss? How . . . anticlimactic.


With a smoldering look, he turned and leaned his elbows on the railing to take in the fireworks blazing across the sky.


She’d seen this show so many times that she knew the purple, red, and blue zigzaggy cascades came next.


“Clever to use mortals as your cover from the archer,” he said. “And to masquerade as a fairy princess is the boldest choice you could have made. Why am I not surprised?”


I can’t believe I just kissed Saetth. “Are you here to take me back or not?”


He straightened and faced her. “I am not.”


She bit back a string of insults. How much longer?


“I traveled here with a friend to discuss something with you. Ah, here she is now.”


A stunning black-haired female with golden eyes strolled out onto the balcony. She rocked a scarlet sheath dress. A live bat perched on her shoulder like an accessory.


Was the creature eating a tuft of cotton candy? A package of it jutted from the woman’s messenger bag.


Saetth said, “Calliope, this is Nïx the Ever-Knowing, the Valkyries’ soothsayer.”


Nïx? She was one of the most famous—or infamous, depending on your alliance—immortals alive. “I’ve read about you in my Book of Lore.” Lila’s only connection to the immortal world, the book updated itself with every major battle or power shift. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


Though Nïx was a crucial leader in the Vertas alliance, the Valkyrie was also rumored to be crazy. By way of greeting, Nïx said, “Have you ever wanted to dance with the devil in the pale moonlight?”


Huh?


Saetth said, “I think what Nïx means to ask is if you’ve ever wanted to strike back against the Møriør.”


Also known as the Bringers of Doom. “Of course.” Rumor held that those tyrants were journeying from their side of the universe to invade this one. Their archer had already arrived in advance of them.


Since she’d been old enough to understand what a bogeyman was, she’d lived in fear of them all.


Growing in lockstep with her fear was fury, the two emotions seeming entwined. “Not a minute goes by that I don’t think about them. I’ve forfeited so much to remain hidden from their threat.” She pointedly added, “During my exile.”


Saetth arched a blond brow. “I told you that you could return home once you’d made a great personal sacrifice to prove your loyalty. Are you ready to?”


Lila stilled, working to calm her heart rate. She would do anything to live in Sylvan again.


Anything. “Yes, how?”


“Nïx has assured me that victory against the Møriør on a battlefield is impossible, but she’s also provided us a unique opportunity to deal that alliance a blow.”


Nïx drew a dossier from her bag and handed it to Lila.


King Abyssian Infernas, the Devil’s Own. He was the primordial demon of the Møriør alliance. Lila flipped through the pages of the file, skimming a description:


Physically flawless . . . the phrase “handsome as the devil” came about because of comparisons to his notoriously seductive sire . . . aggressively pursued by females . . .


Under the miscellaneous section, she read:


The oldest living demon . . . proficient in all weapons, but has carried the same battle-ax for ten millennia . . . can fell an entire army on his own . . . newly crowned king of Pandemonia, A.K.A. hell.


That fabled realm had always intrigued Lila to a curious degree. “What do you expect from me?” She closed the file. “I’ve never shot a bow or wielded a sword.” Though she didn’t possess fighting skills, she had read widely on the subjects of battle, survival, and weapons.


She could do everything from orchestrating an ambush to constructing a trebuchet—in theory.


“You have three innate advantages that are even more valuable,” Nïx said. “You can read and write his language.” Among many others. They came easily to her. “You developed mental blocks against mind reading when growing up.” For protection at the insidious fey court. “And you are his mate.”


Shock gut-punched Lila. Mate??? She reeled on her feet, latching onto the balcony railing. “No way. There’s no way fate would connect me to one of those monsters.” The thought arose: Maybe my fascination with Pandemonia isn’t so curious. But she quashed it.


“You’re the Devil’s Own’s own,” Nïx said, her eyes glimmering. “You’ll go to hell and use that connection to garner information from him—plans for upcoming battles, details about his alliance, and so on. I’m especially keen to learn about Orion, the Møriør’s leader.”


Go to hell? Reading about and visiting were in no way the same.


Saetth said, “As soon as you’ve uncovered weaknesses, we will extract you.”


Lila’s palm sweated through her opera glove as she gripped the dossier. “You want me to be a spy? This mortal realm is bad enough, but at least I’m not damned.” And mated!


How could fate have screwed her over like this? Lila’s tiara must be on too tight. She’d cut off circulation to her brain or something.


Saetth’s lips thinned. “When I first heard Nïx’s plan, it sounded as if I’d be sending a lamb into the lion’s den. But the demon will be compelled by his instinct to protect and care for you.”


“And also to claim me.” Nausea churned at the thought.


Nïx said, “I’ve assured Saetth that the demon cannot and will not hurt you. Abyssian’s tender feelings for you will make it easy to coax secrets from him.” She tapped her chin with a pink claw. “Of course, you might have to encourage those feelings. . . .”


“Encourage? You want me to seduce a monster, one among a group of them that I’ve hated and feared my entire life? This just gets better and better!”


“You don’t have to go all the way.” Nïx winked. “Just a great deal of the way.”


Aghast, Lila asked Saetth, “You wouldn’t mind another male’s hands all over me? A Møriør touching your future queen?”


He exhaled, as if he found her attitude tiresome. “Perhaps if I were a demon myself. But I’m better than that. I know this is the only logical course, and I’m not ruled by primitive instincts.”


Nïx collected more cotton candy for the bat. “Speaking of instincts, Abyssian might be turning a jot more demonic of late. But with the Accession coming around, who isn’t—am I right? Just be sure to stay feisty with him. He’ll like that.”


Feisty? At times, Lila nearly choked on her rage toward the Møriør.


Saetth said, “If there were any alternative, I would undertake it.”


Nïx’s gaze flashed to him, and Lila could have sworn a spark of . . . animosity lit the Valkyrie’s eyes.


It passed so quickly, Lila thought she’d imagined it. “I just wanted to come home,” she said, though the opportunity to plot against the bogeymen did hold some appeal.


When she thought of the endless nightmares she’d had about them—waking to her own scream, still feeling the fey-slayer’s arrow in her chest—fury surged.


And Saetth shared much of that blame. He’d sent her to the mortal realm with only a few belongings. No ID, no money, no way to contact him.


Early on, she’d rationalized his behavior: My parents did try to kill him.


But lately, she’d decided to call a dick a dick.


“Accomplish this mission,” Saetth said, “and you will come home. As my queen.”


Lila had three pie-in-the-sky dreams: to live safely in Sylvan, to be the queen, and to start a family that would also live in safety. A distant fourth was the hope that she’d fall in love one day.


Saetth could make three of her dreams come true. He was a means to an end.


All she had to do was give up any sappier hopes. As a calculating fey royal, I should have no problem doing that.


“You know we will do well together,” Saetth said. “With your ingenious mind and my ruthlessness, we will be unstoppable. Which means Sylvan will be unstoppable.” Gazing down at her, he said, “We’ll celebrate your success with a wedding. You’ve always wanted your own family. You could welcome our babe before the year is out. We’ll get started on that upon your return.”


“My return.” Like a glass of cold water tossed in her face. “From seducing the oldest demon alive.” Her groping sessions with furries notwithstanding, Lila wasn’t exactly seductress material.


Nïx pouted. “But you don’t have to go all the way.” Then the soothsayer grew abruptly serious, and a lightning bolt fractured the sky in a spectacular display. The crowds below gasped, thinking it was a part of the show. Thunder boomed with such force that the castle shuddered. “I’ve foreseen this future—if you journey to hell, you will save Sylvan from the Møriør. Because of your sacrifice, your people will be protected. For an eternity of eternities.”


Dramatic much?


“I’ve also foreseen that if you don’t journey to hell, the Møriør will declare war on Sylvan—imminently. Just as they leveled my home, they will destroy yours. Then the archer will use his new foothold in the fey realm to uncover more of the royal line.”


Lila didn’t care about any of her cousins; they ran the gamut from scummy to vile. She’d only ever cared about her own survival and maybe Saetth’s. “If the demon knows I’m one of the archer’s specific targets, he could turn me over to his ally despite his . . . matehood with me.” A sentence she’d never thought she’d say. “I might not get a chance to encourage anything.” Don’t vomit.


Nïx shook her head. “With your human accent and ballsy ways, he’ll never suspect you’re a princess of anything—just as long as you don’t let on that you know you’re his mate.”


Sylvan’s destruction versus a throne and a family.


As Lila had struggled to survive over these years, she’d at least had the hope of returning to her beloved kingdom. Would she allow its ruin because she wasn’t ready to sacrifice for her people?


Isn’t sacrifice what queens do? “How would I begin?”


Nïx said, “Go about your regular daily life—it’s an excellent cover. We’ll arrange for the infiltration.”


“How?”


The Valkyrie’s gaze grew unfocused. Seeing the future? “I’ve informed the hell king that his mate is somewhere in the universe, ready for the taking, and provided a description of you. He’s already put out a bounty. When the time comes, I’ll make sure you’re captured and safely delivered to him. Of course, you’ll have no idea when, since the capture must look real.”


This plot sounded more and more dangerous. “If I agreed to this, I’d have to wait until I’m fully immortal.” The females in Lila’s family usually transitioned around twenty-three, so she was long overdue. Until that happened, she was as vulnerable to harm as a mortal. Going toe-to-toe with immortals would be idiotic. “Maybe in a few weeks.”


“Events are building with the Møriør,” Nïx said. “I can’t give you that much time.”


Saetth told Lila, “You’ve been out of the Lore, so you don’t know how bad it’s gotten.”


“I’ve read the Book of Lore, keeping up to date with the Møriør’s major battles.” If those one-sided slaughters could be considered battles.


“What goes on behind the scenes is just as important.” Brows drawn, he said, “The cowardly fey-slayer sprung a sneak attack on me recently. He destroyed the Ancestors’ Sword.”


“Are you shitting me?” Lila’s gaze dropped to the scabbard on Saetth’s hip. Looking more closely, she could see he wore another sword—not the king’s blade. This shocked her as much as everything else she’d learned tonight.


The sword that had beheaded her parents was no more.


The Møriør had struck home yet again. Was Lila going to hide while they continued their assault on the kingdom?


Never.


She faced Nïx. “When would the . . . capture happen?”


“Sooner rather than later.”


Lila’s ears twitched. She narrowed her eyes at the Valkyrie’s blasé expression. “I need to know the duration of my stay in hell and the details of my extraction.”


“You’ll stay until the demon tells you what I want him to, and we’ll extract you as soon as you need us to.”


Lila shook her head. “You have to give me more than that.”


“No.”


“No?”


“Yes.” The soothsayer shrugged, flustering her bat. “Some details are above your feygrade.”


“Feygrade? Did you really just say that?” Do not pop the Valkyrie in the mouth.


Saetth took Lila’s hand, drawing her attention back to him. “You have to trust in Nïx’s plan. She knows what’s best for Sylvan. Cousin, I wouldn’t expect this of you if the alternative weren’t so dire.”


“You expect me to go into a Møriør stronghold.”


“All will be well,” he said. “Remember, a demon cannot hurt his mate.”
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THREE


Graven Castle


The dimension of Pandemonia


I plan to torture her till she begs for mercy,” Sian said as he twirled his great battle-ax. “Make her pay for all her treachery in her past life.”


He and Uthyr, his dragon ally, stood on a terrace high in Sian’s castle. A league below them, demon legions clamored for war.


Sian was feeling just as bloodthirsty. “If Princess Kari’s even been reincarnated.” Merely thinking about the perfidious bitch made his muscles tense. “I have only the word of a soothsayer.”


But he’d always believed. . . .


Uthyr rested on his hind legs and wrapped his spiked tail around his gigantic body. Like all Møriør, he could communicate telepathically: —Your female probably doesn’t even know she’s a reincarnate, could go her whole life without remembering a previous existence. She might have no memory of a betrayal. What then?—


Sian hoped she did remember. If not . . . “I have more than enough memory for both of us.”


Uthyr gave a dragonic sigh, a lazy stream of flame tumbling from his lips. —Will you not tell me your mate’s crimes?—


Even after so long, Sian couldn’t speak about her actions without going into a rage. When he gripped the handle of his ax, he could feel Uthyr studying him.


The dragon shifter had decided to take a sabbatical in Pandemonia, saying he planned to “work on his chess game and visit with the local dragon population.” Most likely he was here to monitor Sian’s declining self-control and increasing aggression.


Sian didn’t care what the shifter did, as long as he didn’t get in the way. “All you need to know is that she betrayed me and every demon of this realm.” Because of her, Sian had been left maimed for ten millennia. Inwardly, he’d been scarred much, much worse.


For eons, he had awaited his revenge, not only on his mate, but on her entire hated species.


Uthyr scratched his neck with the claws of a back paw, shedding a metallic blue-gold scale. —You’ve never doubted she would be reborn. What made you so certain?—


Because he’d had no choice. “When I learned of her death, I vowed to live long enough to see her return.” How else could he have gone on?


He would never forget falling to his knees beside the river of fire, roaring and clawing at his chest, grief and hatred blistering him inside.


—No word on your bounty?—


“Immortals are scouring the universe for her. If she retains her species and her unique appearance”—a fey with one amber eye and one violet—“she will be found.” If not, he would take over the hunt between his next two wars.


In the first campaign, he would fight off an invasion of trespassers. In the second, he would launch his own invasion.


Nothing pleased Sian so well as a good, meaty war, and he was grateful to have conflicts to distract him. Otherwise he would’ve gone mad since learning of his mate’s possible reincarnation.


And since he’d been struck by the hell-change curse.


Upon his brother’s recent death, Sian had reluctantly returned to Pandemonia to assume the crown—and all its disadvantages. He’d started to transform from a male of striking good looks into his most monstrous self.


Whoever ruled hell slowly became hell. The last time Sian looked at his reflection—months ago—a hideous stranger had stared back at him.


His formerly smooth, tanned skin was dark red with glowing glyphs over his chest. His chiseled features had become blunter, more brutal. Mystical hell metal pierced his skin—bars at the bridge of his nose and through his nipples, not to mention other parts of his body.


He’d grown a pair of massive wings that resembled a bat’s. Long black claws tipped his fingers and the toes of his beastlike feet.


For ten millennia, he’d gone without horns—thanks to Kari—but now a new, larger pair had emerged, more menacing even than before. A wide swath of skin surrounding his eyes was darkened like a demonic mask. Only the color of his green irises remained the same—unless they went black when he was in the grip of rage.


The hell-change heightened his aggression until he could barely think at times, his most primal demon instincts at the fore. Like him, hell was in turmoil. Ever since Sian had learned his mate might be alive, the realm had been plagued with firestorms and lava floods. Ash choked the air. The skies churned.


He rubbed his hand over his still-unfamiliar face. Even if she retained memories of her previous life—unlikely—she wouldn’t recognize him.


All those years ago, he’d believed his mate had felt some measure of attraction to him. Now she would be repelled.


Only one thing could return him to his previous form. But to even contemplate it could bring on madness. . . .


The dragon’s watchful gaze was upon him. —If you can learn to manage these rages, what will looks matter? We Møriør have a mission, demon. We live lives of service.—


“Is that the point of our unending existences?” Sian’s life seemed to be one long wait, measured by an hourglass that gave up a grain of sand every few centuries. “Is service what makes you rise in the mornings?”


—That and television.—


Sian lifted a brow. “Alas, those two enticements have little effect on me.”


—Then what does affect you?—


“A challenge. I can’t remember the last time an enemy landed a blow against any of us.” The Møriør—not even at full strength—continued to rout any opposition with ease. “Our power is vast, but life is long without challenge. I would give my ax to find a worthy opponent.”


Would he ever know a hard-won victory again?


Uthyr shrugged his large wings. —Your thoughts have been grim ever since you learned of your mate’s possible return.—


“I’ve felt this way for some time, but the idea of her resurrection has brought much into glaring relief.”


He’d waited ten thousand two hundred and thirty-four years, three months, and seventeen days for his female to return to him.


What if she truly had? What would happen to him after his vengeance was done?


What would happen to her?


As if it were yesterday, Sian recalled the day he’d met Princess Karinna of Sylvan. He’d been outside the newfound Pando-Sylvan portal when he’d caught her maddening scent from the other side. He’d hurried through the rift to track the thread to its source, suspecting he would find his mate.


The unfiltered sun had stung his eyes, temporarily blinding him. His first sight of heaven had been her face, the first sound her voice. She’d been twenty-four, a practiced flirt, and entrancingly lovely.


He’d been a pup of sixteen. I never stood a chance against her.


He’d trusted in a manipulative, traitorous female and nearly felled a kingdom—


A wave of déjà vu hit him, so strong his body reeled. He could almost scent Kari, as if he were back in Sylvan on that first day so long ago.


How could it be? Did he dream?


His muscles tightened as they did before battle. This was no dream. “By all the dark gods . . .”


Uthyr lifted his snout. —What is it?—


Sian’s lips drew back from his fangs. “The bitch’s scent.”
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FOUR


The Happiest Place on Earth


Hey, somebody want to let me in?” Lila called outside the concealed employee door.


All she wanted was to get back to her apartment and process everything Saetth and Nïx had told her tonight. Yet some chucklehead had locked Lila out.


Yanking off her tiara, she waved at the camera above the door. “Yoo-hoo.” This costume dress weighed more than a dozen pounds; she itched to peel it from her tired body. “Hellooo! Fuckers!”


She gazed around. Probably wouldn’t be good if some visitor videoed Cinderella cussing like a sailor. Grumbling, “Still, fuckers,” she started toward another entrance. She was hungry and exhausted, but still keyed up from that meeting.


Carried away in the moment and high on the promise of striking back, she’d told Saetth, “I won’t rest until I discover a way to hurt Abyssian Infernas.” In other words, keep that extraction team at the ready. “I’ll figure out what his weaknesses are and how to exploit them. I’ll do anything I can to destroy him.”


Now doubts about this plan crept in. Too many questions and variables remained. Note to self: be in charge of future political plots or be excluded from them.


Hindsight. Twenty. Whatever.


She peeled off her opera gloves, stuffing them into her secret pocket, then pulled out her hidden phone to order takeout. Her fake “real life” would continue, and she planned to speed-read a new series of how-to books.


Her ears twitched and her fingers paused on the dial screen when a grating screech sounded, like metal on metal. The nearby frog song and insect chatter went silent.


The screech came again. “Is somebody there?” she called, though she knew anyone who’d ever asked that question was already in deep shit.


Quiet answered her. No, no, just my imagination. Still, she pocketed the phone and hastened down the pathway.


Of course she was jumpy. She’d lived in a hypervigilant state for so long, and now she had a capture to anticipate.


Sooner rather than later.


Apparently, she would do anything to get back to Sylvan—even act as a bounty hunter’s quarry in order to infiltrate a primordial demon’s home in hell.


The only problem about waiting for an “infiltration setup”? Lila might be leaving herself vulnerable to the archer—


Two women materialized on the path not ten feet from her. Loreans.


One had black hair; the other was a redhead. Both were gorgeous. They wore Sorceri garb—metal bustiers, heavy gold jewelry pieces, and claw-tipped gauntlets.


Had one of them clawed the pathway railing to produce that screech? To spook me? It was working. Lila had no powers to defend herself; her only asset was her speed.


They stood in front of a shimmering portal. On the other side was a huge stone keep. Silken material lay pooled on the floor, as if the Sorceri had tossed it through the rift.


Wait . . . that was Lila’s pink chemise! How had they gotten it from her apartment?


The redhead raised one gauntlet, rapping her claws together. In a sinister voice, she said, “This is the part where you run.”


On it! Lila whirled around, her full skirts whipping from the movement, and darted away.


Sorceri couldn’t trace—teleport—and could never outrun a fey like Lila. If she could reach a group of mortals, the pair would back off.


Her updo came undone. Were her ears visible? She swatted her hair off her face.


Midstride, she chanced a glance over her shoulder. Lost them! Just over a footbridge was a ramp to the main park. She could already hear guests laughing—


Her stomach lurched, her feet suddenly above her head. She was tumbling down an embankment. How? She’d never seen . . .


SPLAT.


She landed face-first in a shallow retention pond. Spitting mud, she scrambled to get free, but the muck sucked off her shoes and coated her gown.


The Sorceri strolled to the bridge, laughing as if this was all good-natured fun. The black-haired one said, “Good one, sis. Making the path appear to move. Didn’t you pull a similar illusion when you crashed Rydstrom’s car?”


The redhead chuckled. “It never fails. Why do people always think what they see is real?”


They’d distorted Lila’s vision! She clawed at the embankment, but her bare feet caught in her skirts like spinning tires. She fell on her face again.


Ugh! Swiping filth from her eyes, she snapped, “You’ll do this with security cameras around? Have you lost your minds?”


“Of course not,” the redhead said. “I’ve made this all invisible.”


Just as Lila got loose and tensed to flee, the black-haired female said, “Climb to this bridge, fey. Come stand in front of us. Without making another sound.” Her words were laden with sorcery! A mind-controller? Lila fought to repel the command but found herself climbing toward the Sorceri.


When she stood before the two females, the black-haired one said, “I’m Melanthe. This is my sister, Sabine.”


Sabine created an illusion out of thin air of a girl who looked exactly like . . . Lila. “I’d say this fey is our bounty.”


The infiltration! They were about to put her in Abyssian’s castle. Sooner rather than later, Nïx?


Sabine erased her illusion. “We’ve caught ourselves Hell’s Most Wanted.”


“So here’s the situation,” Melanthe said to Lila. “My beloved husband, Thronos, and I are the rulers of the Vrekener clan. I’m sure you’ve heard of us.”


Vrekeners were winged demons, fanatical about morality. Angel lore was based on them. What was a sorceress doing as their queen?


“Well, Thronos and I kind of trespassed in Pandemonia. A scoch. I’d call it trespassing-ish. And we might’ve brought to hell an entire population of angels. Ish.” Melanthe continued, “But if I turn you over to Abyssian Infernas for a bounty, then he probably won’t unleash his demon legions to destroy my people.” She placed one hand protectively over her belly. “So you are going to be our ace in the hole. As a matter of fact, let’s just call you Ace from now on.”


Sabine said, “We’re about to cash in on you, Ace.”


“Nothing personal.” At Lila’s ear, Melanthe added, “By the way, Nïx had a final message for you: Never trust a Valkyrie. Now, sleepwalk, Ace.”


Lila resisted, but sleep overtook her.
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FIVE


Sian could perceive any entry into—or exit from—Pandemonia. A portal had opened, in his own throne room no less. Kari’s scent emanated from there.


He traced to the room. A pink garment lay on the floor. He snatched up the tiny piece, shuddering at the silk against his palm. The chemise was similar to the shift he’d once stolen from her.


Was this a jest? He turned to face the portal. Dropped his jaw. On the other side, in some distant realm, was . . . his mate.


Though mud covered her, Sian could tell her fine-boned features and full lips were the same. Which meant she would be breathtaking when not filthy.


Eyes closed—would they be mismatched again?—she stood motionless between two Sorceri females. Was she bespelled?


The black-haired sorceress pressed one claw from her gloves against Kari’s jugular. Most likely a poisoned tip. The Sorceri were known toxinians. Some poisons could kill even an immortal.


Sian grated, “You have my attention.” He eased closer to the portal. Damn it, a one-direction rift. He couldn’t simply snatch Kari.


He tried to read the Sorceri’s thoughts, but the females had blocks in place. “Who are you?” He probed Kari’s mind as well, yet even in this stupor, she maintained her own blocks.


The black-haired female gazed up at him, and a tremor passed over her, no doubt at Sian’s horrifying appearance. “I’m Melanthe, queen of the Vrekeners. And this is my sister, Sabine, queen of Rothkalina.” The redhead gave a careless wave.


“You have a lot of bloody nerve contacting me.” The Vrekeners were the ones who’d invaded his realm! He’d get to that soon enough. For now, his eyes couldn’t stray from Kari.


The tips of her pointed ears poked out from her mane of damp brown hair. So she was fey once more. As before, she stood a little over five feet. Her mud-coated dress revealed the same willowy figure.


He hadn’t expected a replica.


When he realized he was gripping that pink chemise, he used magic to make it disappear to his chambers. “What is wrong with your captive?”


“I commanded her to sleepwalk.”


“I’ve heard of your powers.” Melanthe could control minds and create portals between worlds. Her sister could make a victim see anything she wished. Their talents would be particularly valuable for bounty hunting. “Why not attempt to ensorcell me?”


“Something tells me you’ve developed an immunity over your long life.”


True. It would take more than a fledgling sorceress to control his mind. “Why is your bounty covered in mud?” He wanted to see Kari’s face clean.


Melanthe said, “She fell for our ruse.” Both Sorceri chuckled at that.


“How did you locate her? Nïx?”


“It doesn’t matter how,” Sabine said. “Just know that your reincarnated mate is in play.”


“Nïx plots my downfall. If the soothsayer wants me to have Kari, perhaps I should resist acquiring my mate.”


Resisting Kari was not Abyssian Infernas’s strong suit.


Which Nïx must know. In his last encounter with the soothsayer, she’d warned him, “Hold on to your ass.” She’d also told a group of gathered Møriør, “To win this war, I’ll use every trick in my tricksy little bag of tricks.”


The Valkyrie has begun.


Melanthe said, “Your mate’s name is Calliope now. Not Kari.”


“I don’t give a fuck what her current name is.”


“You put a Lorewide bounty on this female. Will you not honor it?”


“Perhaps I would have if you and your husband hadn’t taken over one of hell’s mountains and declared it a sovereign territory.” The winged Vrekeners might technically be demons, but they acted . . . angelic.


In hell?


It wasn’t to be borne! “Not to mention the havoc you wreaked on my subjects.” She and her husband had freed the legions—the most warmongering of Pandemonia’s demon population—from their interminable labors of hell.


Melanthe waved his comment away. “So we freed thousands of demons from unending strife. Ish.”


“They were to be punished for an uprising against my sire.” Though Pandemonia hadn’t been actively ruled for ages, Sian’s father and brother had set up controls. This self-governing dimension was filled with protections to punish intruders and to keep its unruly inhabitants in check. “They are bloodthirsty. Now they hunger to war on you.”


“You either want your female or not.” Melanthe tapped that claw against Kari’s neck.


While he applauded the sorceresses’ daring, he wouldn’t be trapped by it. Sian shrugged. “Keep the bitch. We war. I’ll destroy you, then take her.”


“You’d risk her?” Melanthe said. “So apparently you didn’t love her during her previous life.”


I adored her, would have done anything for her. “I want her for revenge only.”


Sabine exhaled. “All the best with that.”


Melanthe shook her head. “I’ve ensorcelled her to die within the hour—unless I release her from my commands. Your mate’s perished once already.”


Sabine added, “You won’t get a third chance with her, I assure you.”


“What do you want?” Sian demanded of Melanthe.


She pressed her advantage. “The mountain we’ve settled, two thousand leagues in all directions from it, and your vow never to attack our kingdom of New Skye.”


Even her sister raised her brows at the greedy demand.


“That range would encompass my keep, sorceress. If you think I’ll hand over Graven Castle, you’re as mad as Nïx.”


“I recently learned that the king of Pandemonia becomes one with the realm, manipulating it like a god.”


Nïx had to be giving them information. Few knew that the king and the kingdom were connected, his mind shaping the world, and the world controlling his appearance. The soothsayer was proving to be a wily adversary.


Then leave your female alone, Sian. Refuse the godsdamned bait.


“You can make the dimension as large as you want,” Melanthe said. “Add territory between us. Keep your own lands as they are, but expand ours.”


He could. His magic in hell was limited only by the level of his life force. But the process would temporarily deplete him, and he needed his strength for the Møriør.


“Time’s a-wasting,” Melanthe said. “If your mate dies, so does your chance for offspring.”


Though Sian fucked—irregularly since his transformation—he had never spilled seed. He never would unless he claimed his mate. Just once was all he needed to rid himself of his demon seal. He could then have offspring with a different female, one he chose for himself, instead of fate’s insane match for him.


A loud boom sounded behind the Sorceri. He narrowed his eyes as fireworks lit the sky in the distance; beneath them he spied a fine castle. “What land are you in?” He’d always believed he would find Kari in Gaia—Earth and all its connected dimensions.


With a snicker, Sabine said, “We’re in the Magic Kingdom.”


Sian had been to thousands of realms, but he didn’t know that one. “Is she a royal in this life?”


“Hardly,” Melanthe said. “In fact, she appears to be a nine-to-fiver.”


“A what?”


“You’re running out of time, demon,” Sabine said with an edge to her tone. “Make the deal, or we’ll send you her corpse so you can bury her.”


Sian bared his fangs, his demon instincts erupting like the countless volcanoes of his lands. He’d been unable to save Kari before—but now Sian had power.


He could preserve her life in order to punish her. If Nïx wanted to play, he could outwit the Valkyrie, out-trick her. He was the devil’s son; trickery was in his blood.


“Our time is valuable.” Melanthe began opening another portal. “A shame we couldn’t do business.”


Sabine laughed. “Two portals at once? Bravo, sister.” They steered Kari toward the new rift.


“Stop.” Claws gone sharp, he told the Sorceri, “In exchange for her, I vow to the Lore that I will give you your lands and a promise never to attack them.” The presence of a sovereign kingdom in his dimension would rankle! “Now retract your commands and send her through the portal.”


“Very well.” Melanthe turned to Kari. “Wakey wakey.”


The fey’s eyes blinked open—they were both amber this time—but she was slow to shake off the sorcery. “Did I fall asleep?”


Gods, her dulcet voice was the same. Her first words to him rang through his memories: “I am Princess Karinna, and I shall be your guide to Sylvan. Are all demons so handsome?” She’d smiled at him, her dual-colored eyes sparkling. His heart had thundered, and he’d cringed to feel his horns straightening uncontrollably. . . .


“What of the other command, sorceress?”


“Ah, yes. Shed all of my orders,” Melanthe told her captive. Laughing, she told Sian, “Have fun”—the two Sorceri shoved Kari into Pandemonia—“with your beauty, beast.”


“Foul fucking witches!” he yelled, but they’d already escaped through the other portal.


When Kari stumbled, still seeming drugged, Sian snatched her against him. He would deal with those Sorceri later. For now, he savored this moment, his glyphs blazing from his sense of triumph.


I have Kari in my home. I own her, bought and soon to be paid for. After lifetimes of waiting, she is mine.


He wrapped his wings around her and nearly groaned from the feel of her cheek against his chest.
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SIX


Recognition came slowly to Lila. She was tucked against the body of some kind of creature. Hadn’t the Sorceri sisters threatened her? My mind’s so foggy.


Warmth cocooned her, and she felt . . . safe. She hadn’t felt this way since she’d first learned an archer loved to hunt her kind.


She forced open her eyes and drew her head back. An instant passed before she realized she was gazing at skin. Lots of bloodred skin with glyphs that resembled illuminated raised scars. They coiled in ancient-looking patterns on the chest of some towering creature.


The being’s scent was like fire—and male.


Leather straps crisscrossed his mighty chest. Both of his nipples were pierced with thin metal bars. She glanced over her shoulder. By the light of those glyphs, she saw the wings that had wrapped around her.


Wings???


They retracted with a swooping sound. She faced forward and tilted her head up and up. . . . Her mind turned over.


A monster.


It was more than seven feet tall with jutting horns. A band of black radiated out from fathomless onyx eyes, down its cheeks and above its heavy brow.


She swallowed thickly. “Demon?” This could not be Abyssian Infernas.


Its features were rough and sneering. “Demon.”


When those wings closed around her once more, she loosed a scream that had been building for all her life.
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Sian traced his shrieking captive to one of the seven great towers of Graven. Once an amusement hall for hell’s orgies, the decrepit top floor in this tower would make an ideal prison.


Forty chambers surrounded a central court and a broken fountain, yet no doors led into the castle.


There were zero comforts, just crumbling stone, thick cobwebs from poisonous blood-meal spiders, and toxic fire vines.


Those red vines forked out across the walls and covered the exterior of the tower as well. If Kari tried to climb down from this height, she’d be in for a nasty surprise.


The only light came from lava oozing down neighboring volcanoes. Shadows slithered along in constant motion.


She squirmed against him. He’d been a teen when he’d seen her last, but now he responded as an adult demon male, his body tensing.


Fighting harder, she twisted in his arms. He didn’t want to hurt her too badly—yet—so he released her, dropping her without care as he teleported to the other side of the courtyard.


She bounced on the stone floor, dust and ash rising to blend with the mud covering her. Sian was tempted to toss her in a bath.


Coughing, she sprang to her feet, then sprinted from him. With her fey speed, she was a blur as she charged from one room to the next.


Each one had celebrated a different sexual facet. If she could read the lurid Demonish inscriptions covering most of the walls, she’d probably expire. He crossed his arms, waiting for her to discover the lack of exits.


She finally slowed, stopping across the courtyard from him. “Where have you taken me?” She breathed wisps of airborne ash, coughing.


“To hell. I am Abyssian Infernas, the king of it. Do you remember me?”


“You are . . .” She shook her head. “I’ve never met you before, but I’ve heard of you. You’re the oldest demon alive, and one of the Møriør.”


She truly had no memory of him? “This tower is your prison and will be for the rest of your immortal life.”


“Why would you keep me captive?” She coughed again, her eyes watering. “What have I done to be locked up in hell?”


“You will pay for wrongs done to me in your past life. And for wrongs you and Nïx no doubt have planned.”


“Whoa, whoa, whoa. Past life? You clearly have the wrong woman. I’m not a reincarnate, and I don’t know anyone named Nïx.”


He traced to her, clamping her slim arm in his fist. “And yet here you are.” He teleported her to the tower balcony, a spacious stone terrace. At the run-down railing, he gestured to the legions teeming below.


Freed from their punishments, demons of all species had filed in from Slaughter Gorge for the Vrekener battle, one that would never be. But he could promise them another. . . . “If you try to escape my castle, my legions will catch you, and they will not oblige you with a death. They’ll keep you alive for their use.”


The tips of her pointed ears flattened against her head.


“If you wish to survive here, you will obey my every command. Any hesitation to heed an order will be considered a refusal. Any command only half obeyed will be considered a refusal. Any lie will be considered a refusal. Do you understand me?”


Her gaze narrowed. Instead of shrinking from him, she looked like she’d briefly lost her footing, but had managed to right herself. “You have no right to take away my freedom and threaten me, Møriør!”


“Might makes right. Now, answer me: Do you understand my commands?”


“I understand them.”


He relaxed a fraction, until she added, “And I reject them.”
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SEVEN


A jot demonic, Nïx?


Lila watched the rage building in the king’s expression as one might watch a roller coaster plummeting off a track.


His pronounced jaw clenched, and his wings unfolded in an ominous display. They must be fifteen feet wide! Their shape was jagged, like a bat’s.


How could this animal be Abyssian? He was supposed to be an insanely hot king. Insane was the only descriptor that applied to this demon.


Females fought over him?


He’d said nothing about Lila being his mate. If he found out for certain she was a spy, he’d kill her.


And why was he harping on about a past life? Surely Nïx would have told Lila if—


Or not. Never trust a Valkyrie. Lesson learned, bitch.


“Any female with sense would show respect to her new master!” All the muscles in his long, lean body tensed. “Do not test me—I have eons of wrath at the ready.”


While she had a lifetime of entwined fear and fury toward the Møriør.


All the things she’d given up . . . all the nightmares . . . all the times she’d looked over her shoulder in terror . . .


Now this demon was throwing some vague, baseless accusation at her? Wrongs done in a past life? “What specific crimes are you accusing me of?”


His monstrous face was difficult to read, but he seemed confounded that she wasn’t cowering. Then his fists clenched, his arm muscles like whipcords. “Treachery against the hell demonarchy.”


“That’s all you’ll tell me?”


“If you want to know more, then remember.” His voice was deep, his Demonish accent thick. “You’ll have plenty of time to search your memory.”


Was she a reincarnate? There’d been that rumor. . . . “Why not just kill me?”


“You deserve an unending life in hell full of constant torments. But if your torture ceases to amuse me, I will behead you. You’ll never know when I might appear as your reaper.” He reached down to the ax sheathed at his side and ran his revolting black claws over the blade.


This male wasn’t exactly keen to protect and care for her.


She’d signed on to coax secrets from a hot demon heartbreaker. A get-cozy job. Instead, Lila was in a bid for survival, with an upside of damnation.


Nïx had burned her. But why?


Had Saetth known?


Lila didn’t react well to being set up. She had anticipated living in Sylvan, not dying in hell.


All bets are off, Valkyrie. If Nïx wanted her inside this castle, then Lila refused to remain here. I’ll escape this dump.


One of her six online degrees was in structural engineering, and she had a wicked imagination. No prison could hold her. Certainly not with a stupid brute like this demon as jailor.


She crossed her arms over her chest and surveyed her surroundings. She gave her escape a week. Tops.


For now, she told Abyssian, “This heap is your ‘castle’? Why am I not surprised?”


“You dare to provoke me?” His wings flared again.


She’d been left at the mercy of the Møriør. Burned. “After the day I’ve had, I do dare.”


He lunged forward, gripping her upper arm to teleport her again.


She swayed on her feet, getting her bearings as her new bout of dizziness faded. He’d taken her to some kind of darkened cavern. Channels of lava surrounded a pool of steaming water. “This hovel is exactly where I’d expect you to live.”
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