
        
            
                
            
        

    
	A demon’s fortune can turn at the drop of a dime.

	 

	 

	Tobal has secrets, but doesn’t every demon? Of course, his secret is a big one since he’s the prince of Hell’s secret brother, but he doesn’t mean any harm. He never thought he’d have a chance at getting to know Berith, or that he’d ever see his foster brother again, yet here he is, living in a palace and spending time with both of them.

	He just wishes people would stop trying to use him to kill Berith.

	Lon knows Tobal is hiding something, but he isn’t sure what. He’s convinced it has to do with the many attacks on the prince and his family, and as head of security, it hits him hard. He has to do something, even though Berith doesn’t believe Tobal is involved.

	And even though Lon finds Tobal sexy and adorable, he doesn’t want to believe he could do something like this.

	When Tobal meets a shady guy in an even shadier tavern, Lon knows he was right, but when he corners Tobal, he finds out what his secret is. Tobal is involved in the attacks, but not in the way Lon thought.

	No, Berith’s enemies are bigger and stronger, and it’s Lon’s job to take them on and defeat them.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Sometimes, it was hard to believe that this was Tobal’s life.

	He looked down at the table, unsure where to start. He’d never had this much food at his disposal before, and he still wasn’t used to it. His instinct was to grab as much as he could and hoard it in his room, but it wouldn’t do to behave that way, and it wasn’t necessary. If he was hungry, he just had to ask one of the many servants hanging around the palace.

	They made Tobal uncomfortable, almost as much as the abundance of food and everything else. He wasn’t used to having someone do things for him. All his life, he’d had to fight for what he needed, including food. Here, he didn’t have to do anything. He only had to ask, and someone did whatever he needed for him. When he tried to do things on his own, servants usually appeared flustered because he was doing their job. He’d made sure to ask if they were happy here, if they needed anything, but it looked like Berith was a good prince and ruler. Everyone seemed satisfied, which wasn’t something Tobal was used to, either.

	“You look like you don’t know where to start,” a gentle voice said.

	Tobal looked up to peer at Sabin, his brother’s partner. “That’s because I don’t.”

	Sabin’s expression was both sad and sweet. “Zeno behaves the same way.”

	“I’m fine,” Zeno said gruffly.

	He’d never admit otherwise, but Sabin and Tobal knew him. That was one of the reasons Sabin had decided to live away from the palace. Zeno could never have lived there, but Sabin couldn’t be away because of his job. They’d found a compromise by having a home built in the palace’s extensive gardens, and that was where Zeno spent most of his time.

	Tobal didn’t blame him. He liked it here, and it was a massive difference from where they’d grown up. He was fine living in the palace, though. It allowed him more time to explore the place and to give Zeno and Sabin space.

	“You can eat whatever you want,” Sabin said. “And if what you want isn’t on the table, it’ll be brought to you.”

	“We’re fine,” Zeno insisted.

	And they were. Even though they had no idea how to behave, they were both settling down into palace life. Tobal was starting to feel restless, but it was better than being out there, wondering where his next meal would come from and having to fight to stay alive. Besides, moving into the palace had allowed him to be closer to his brother, which wasn’t something he’d ever expected to happen. He hadn’t thought he’d see Zeno again after Zeno left their little town, and now that he had, he wasn’t letting go easily.

	He didn’t regret anything that had happened in the past. His childhood and his entire life, really, had been harsh, but the same went for most demons. Very few of them grew up in luxury like the prince had and like his daughter still was. Tobal couldn’t imagine growing up in different circumstances than the ones he’d had to face, but he couldn’t help but wonder what his life would have been like if he’d been born at the palace rather than in the middle of the desert.

	He pushed those thoughts away and took a sip of juice from his glass. Wondering wouldn’t bring anything good. If he’d grown up here, he’d never have met Zeno, and that wasn’t something he was willing to wrap his mind around. They might not be related by blood, but that didn’t mean Zeno was any less his brother, and Tobal cared about him. Besides, he couldn’t change the past. No one could.

	“What will you do today?” Sabin asked Zeno.

	Zeno shrugged one shoulder. “Not sure. Someone reached out to hire me, so I’m meeting them, but I don’t have anything else planned.”

	Sabin nodded. He didn’t tell Zeno he didn’t have to work, probably because he knew that wouldn’t go down well. “Just remember, nothing that would put you in danger,” he warned with a smile.

	“I wouldn’t dare,” Zeno promised.

	Tobal had never seen his brother like this, but then he didn’t think his brother had ever been in love. Sabin had done the unthinkable and found a way to Zeno’s heart, and Tobal couldn’t have been happier. He didn’t know much about Zeno’s adult life, but they’d grown up together. He’d seen what Zeno had gone through, and he deserved Sabin—and so much more. He deserved everything he’d ever wanted, and Tobal hoped Zeno would get it.

	“What about you?” Zeno asked, turning his attention to Tobal. “Do you have any plans today?”

	Tobal shrugged. “Not really. I’m going to have to find something to do soon, but for now, I don’t have plans.”

	“I know it’s useless to tell both of you that Berith doesn’t need you to do anything, but I just wanted to make sure you were aware of that,” Sabin said. “You’re family to him. He can support you through everything you might want to try, but there’s no rush for you to find what you want to do with your new life.”

	Zeno had stars in his eyes when he reached for Sabin’s hand over the table. “Thank you,” he murmured.

	“It’s not me you have to thank for this. Besides, Berith did it for all of us.”

	“Still. We realize how lucky we are.”

	“We do,” Tobal confirmed.

	And he felt like an asshole for everything he was hiding.

	He couldn’t tell anyone, least of all Zeno, who would attempt to fix things for him. No one could fix any of this. The only thing Tobal could do to make things better would be to talk to Berith, but he had no idea how that would end, and he wasn’t that brave.

	Actually, he was terrified at the thought of talking to Berith.

	Tobal turned his attention back to the fruit on his plate and picked at it while Sabin and Zeno softly talked to each other. He was happy for his brother and for himself, but Zeno had been gone for a long time. He didn’t know most of what Tobal had gone through recently.

	He didn’t know about Tobal’s father and his brother.

	Tobal should tell him. If anything, he should tell Berith, because he was involved, even though he didn’t know anything about it. It was easier to keep his secrets to himself, though. Telling anyone might put the life he had now in jeopardy, and he wasn’t willing to do that. It had nothing to do with living at the palace, having an abundance of food and whatever else he wanted, and everything to do with Zeno and how he stood to lose him. He wasn’t ready for that to happen, which meant the secret would stay his.

	Even though it was starting to weigh heavily on his shoulders.

	But watching Zeno with Sabin, Tobal knew this was the only thing he could do. If he wanted a place in his brother’s life, he’d have to learn to deal with the fact that he might have to keep his secret for a while, if not forever. If it meant having Zeno and maybe even Berith by his side, he was willing to do exactly that and so much more.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Lon rubbed the sleep out of his eyes, or at least, he tried to. He was exhausted, but he didn’t want Berith to notice. The prince already had enough troubles to deal with on his own, and he didn’t need Lon to add more to the pile, especially problems there was nothing he could do about.

	It was infuriating. Lon should be used to it by now, but he still couldn’t wrap his mind around the fact that demons managed to find a way into the palace and tried to kill Berith on a regular basis. Every time he thought he’d found the way they’d come in and made it so that no one else would be able to do it again, they found a new way to do so, usually more complicated. Most of the assassins bribed servants or were servants themselves. Some climbed the walls separating the palace from the town and the desert. Others were snuck in, sometimes by people who had no idea what they were doing, other times by people whose aim was to kill the prince.

	And Lon was supposed to protect Berith from all of them.

	That wasn’t his only job. He was head of palace security, which meant that he kept both Berith and his family safe, along with keeping an eye on all the guards, making sure they did their job, arranging shifts, keeping up with the trainees, and many other things he couldn’t remember right now.

	That was how tired he was.

	He sighed and took a sip of strong coffee, hoping it would help. He had a long list of things he needed to do today, and the sooner he started on it, the sooner it would be over.

	He almost snorted out loud. When was his list of things to do ever over?

	But looking around the table, he reminded himself that he wouldn’t have this any other way. He was protecting his family, the people he cared the most about, and that was all he’d ever wanted to do.

	He frowned when he realized Sabin wasn’t at the table. “Has anyone seen Sabin?” Berith’s personal assistant and their best friend wasn’t usually one to get himself in trouble, but recently, he had, so Lon worried when he didn’t see him.

	Sabin had been sent on a mission, and he’d come home with a lover known in Hell for being a formidable assassin, amongst other things. Lon hadn’t been sure what to think of Zeno, and he still wasn’t. Having someone like him hanging around the palace and the people he loved made him nervous, but Sabin had chosen Zeno, and Lon would never ask him to choose differently. For some reason, Zeno made Sabin happy, and that was all both Berith and Lon wanted.

	But did Sabin really have to find happiness with The Mercenary?

	“He’s eating at home with Zeno and Tobal,” Mel, the prince’s consort, said. He was out of place at the table, surrounded by demons, but the way Berith looked at him was enough to tell anyone who saw him exactly why Mel was here.

	That left only Lon.

	He was the only one of their little friendship trio who hadn’t fallen in love, and that was perfectly fine with him. He didn’t need love, and in his case, it would be a complication. He had to focus on his work and being the head of security Berith needed, and that took precedence over anything and anyone. He doubted that any partner he might find would understand that, so it was better this way. It didn’t matter that sometimes it was lonely. Lon could deal with loneliness. He couldn’t deal with something happening to Berith.

	He needed a distraction, so he latched on the most obvious one. “Tobal went there?”

	Berith chuckled from the other side of the table. “I know you don’t trust him, but I truly believe there’s no reason not to. He’s Zeno’s brother. He wouldn’t do anything to hurt anyone here.”

	“You can’t know that. I understand why you trust Zeno, although I’m not sure I do just yet, but Tobal is unknown. He could be planning on attacking you.”

	Berith shrugged. “And if he does, I’ll defend myself. He’s not here to hurt me, though. You need to stop being so suspicious of everyone.”

	Lon snorted. “How am I supposed to do that when I’m your head of security? Being suspicious is part of my job.”

	“I suppose it is. Sometimes, though, I wonder if you’re using the job to hide.”

	Berith had always been able to read Lon too easily. Lon glared at him, but for once, Berith didn’t grin back. He seemed sincerely worried, which wouldn’t do. He was one of the princes of Hell, which meant he had better things to focus on than Lon’s non-existent love life.

	“I’m perfectly fine,” Lon insisted. “I don’t need you to worry about me. Worry about our territory, or even better, about Mel.”

	The human’s cheeks flushed. “You don’t have to worry,” he quickly said. “I’m fine.”

	Berith patted his hand. “I know you are. Lon is deflecting, but he should know better than to think it will work.”

	Lon groaned. “Can’t you just leave me alone? I have a job to do.”

	“And you’re incredibly good at it. It doesn’t mean you need to stay away from people. I know you haven’t had anyone in your bed in a while now.”

	Lon risked a glance toward the end of the table, but Cyarea, Berith’s daughter, was reading a book while she ate breakfast. She wasn’t the least bit focused on what the adults were saying, which was a relief. Demons didn’t usually have much of a childhood, but Berith was doing everything he could to ensure his daughter was happy and didn’t have to grow up too fast.

	Berith leaned over the table. “Seriously. When was the last time you released a bit of stress?” he asked, wiggling his eyebrows at the last word.

	He was ridiculous, but Lon loved him with all his heart. He understood where Berith was coming from, too. He’d been worried about Berith before in very much the same way. Berith had been alone, but he wasn’t anymore. Mel was a perfect fit for him, even though no one would have imagined that by seeing him. He’d made himself at home at the palace, and Lon was happy to see that. He trusted Mel with Berith’s heart, just like he trusted Zeno with Sabin’s.

	But he didn’t trust Tobal one bit.

	On the surface, he should. Tobal was Zeno’s brother, and he’d come to the palace both because he wanted to be with his brother. and besides, who would have said no to being offered a spot here? Tobal didn’t have to worry about anything anymore. He had a roof over his head, food in his stomach, and people who did everything for him. He had an easy life now. He would have been a fool not to want to travel here with Sabin and Zeno, and most stupid demons didn’t survive to adult hood. Tobal had, which meant he wasn’t an idiot.

	But that didn’t mean he wasn’t planning something.

	Lon was suspicious because of the circumstances that surrounded Tobal’s reappearance in Zeno’s life. From what he and Zeno had explained, the two of them had grown up together in a foster home. Zeno had left as soon as he could, abandoning Tobal. He’d expected Tobal to be long gone by the time he went back to their small town as Sabin’s bodyguard, but Tobal had still been there. After the two brothers reunited, they’d both decided it would be best for Tobal to move to the palace with Zeno.

	It was a heartwarming story, and everyone got tears in their eyes when they were told about it.

	Not Lon.

	He couldn’t trust Tobal, and he wished Berith understood why. Maybe he trusted him, but he was the prince, not the head of security. It wasn’t his job to worry about Tobal or anyone else.

	It was Lon’s, and he’d find out what Tobal was hiding. He had to.

	Berith sighed. “I can see I won’t change your mind about Tobal, but that’s okay. You’ll eventually come to trust him, and maybe then you’ll be more relaxed. In the meantime, you should probably find companionship. It’ll help you release stress.”

	Lon resisted the urge to bump his forehead against the table. “I never stick my nose into your private life, and I’d appreciate it if you didn’t, either.”

	“I won’t insist, but both Sabin and I are worried about you. You’re overworked, never take a day off, and spend your free time with us. We love you, and we’re always happy to see you, but you need more than friends and family.”

	Maybe he was right, but even if Lon did need more, he didn’t have time for it. Perhaps when he found out what Tobal was up to and managed to stop him, he could allow himself to relax.

	But until then, he’d keep an eye on Tobal and on any demon who tried hurting Berith or anyone from their family. It was his job, and he wouldn’t fail them.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“I’ll see you later tonight,” Sabin said, leaning over Zeno to kiss him goodbye.

	Tobal looked away. Seeing Zeno and Sabin together made him want what they had, but he wasn’t sure it would ever be in the works for him. It certainly wasn’t now, at least until he managed to solve the many problems he’d brought with him to the palace. It wouldn’t be good to pull someone else into them, and he’d never do that to anyone, least of all someone he cared about.

	That was one of the reasons he hadn’t told Zeno about this mess.

	Both of them watched Sabin walk away. Tobal couldn’t deny Sabin was beautiful, but he knew that wasn’t what had pulled Zeno in. He’d fallen in love with Sabin’s gentleness and fierceness, and Tobal couldn’t blame him for that, even though it wasn’t what he wanted for himself. He was more into strong, silent types. He loved feeling protected and like he didn’t have a worry in the world.

	He supposed he shouldn’t have a worry in the world, not anymore, but he was hiding too many things to be able to let go of the past.

	“So, what are you hiding?” Zeno asked as he leaned back in his chair.

	Tobal eyed him. He was tempted to tell his brother he wasn’t hiding anything, but Zeno wasn’t an idiot. He’d always been able to see through Tobal, which clearly hadn’t changed, even though years had passed.

	“What are you hiding?” Tobal asked instead of answering.

	Zeno laughed. “Good point.”

	“Thank you.”

	“You’re not going to tell me?”

	“No.”

	“You’re making me worry.”

	Tobal sighed. “That’s not my intention, so I’m sorry you feel that way. This is something I have to deal with on my own for now. I promise I’ll tell you if I need anything, but you need to leave me be right now.”

	Zeno stared at him for a moment before nodding. “Just remember that you’re not alone. Whatever mess you’re in, I’ll always have your back. I didn’t in the past, so I understand why you’re wary of telling me anything, but things are different now.” He hesitated. “I’m sorry for leaving.”

	Tobal had known this conversation was coming. He was surprised it hadn’t happened sooner, but they’d both been distracted by the building of the new house Zeno and Sabin shared and settling in. Tobal had also tried to avoid having serious conversations because he was terrified. No matter what Zeno had done in the past, Tobal had done worse, and he’d never been angry at his brother for leaving.

	How could he have been? Anyone who could do so left. Zeno had seen an opportunity and had taken it, and while Tobal wished he could have gone with him, he’d been happy that his brother was free. He’d also been afraid something might happen to Zeno without him watching his back, but Zeno had done well.

	Tobal leaned closer and patted Zeno’s shoulder. They’d never been overly affectionate, because it would have drawn too much attention to their relationship, so Tobal didn’t linger, but he needed that gentle touch. “I don’t blame you for leaving. I would have in your place, too.”

	“You’d have waited for me.”

	“Maybe, maybe not. There’s no way for us to find out what we would have done if the circumstances had been different, and I’m fine with that. I don’t blame you, and you shouldn’t, either. The past is over. Let’s focus on the future, yeah?”

	Zeno didn’t look convinced, but he nodded. “I was surprised not to see the house when I got there.”

	“That’s because I burned it down.” And Tobal was damn proud of that.

	He’d made sure no one who didn’t deserve it was inside when he’d done it. He’d been pissed, but not at the other kids. He’d found out that the people who’d taken him and Zeno in had known his mother and had kept some of her things but had never given them to him. They probably would have sold them if they could have, but the items had only been diaries and a few other knickknacks, so Tobal suspected his foster parents had just dumped all of it in the attic and forgotten about it.

	That was where he’d found them. It was where he’d read his mother’s diary and found out who his father was.

	Where he’d found out he was Berith’s half-brother.

	He still wasn’t entirely convinced that what he’d read was the truth, but he couldn’t deny it sounded good. Apparently, his mother had been a servant here at the palace when she was young. She’d met Berith’s father, and they’d had a fling. She’d always known there couldn’t be anything more between them, so she hadn’t been surprised when, after she’d told him she was pregnant, he’d paid her to leave. He’d already been married and had a son, Berith, and he wasn’t willing to welcome Tobal. Tobal’s mother had left, just like she’d been ordered to.

	He and she had been happy when he was a child, but she’d been killed, and he’d been left alone. It wouldn’t have changed anything for him to know who his father was, and it hadn’t until he’d met Sabin and Zeno had explained who the demon was. Tobal had known he couldn’t ignore the coincidence. Sabin and Zeno had been his way into the palace, and while he still felt guilty about not telling them the entire truth, he wasn’t ready. Besides, he wasn’t exactly using them. He’d have been here even if he’d had nothing to do with Berith. He was at the palace for Zeno, mostly, but he wouldn’t avoid Berith.

	He was fine with never telling anyone about his apparent family links if it meant he could be close to Zeno.

	“I didn’t know you had it in you,” Zeno teased.

	“I didn’t, either, but they pushed me too far. I did what I had to do, and I don’t regret it.”

	Zeno stared for a moment before nodding. “I wouldn’t regret it, either, if I were you. I’m proud of what you did, Tobal. I’m proud that you managed to survive.”

	“Same.”

	Tobal had done what he’d had to do, and he’d continue doing so. He hadn’t thought he’d ever see his brother again, but with Zeno in his life, it was easy to forget who Berith was.

	And that someone was trying to use Tobal to get to the prince.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Lon was already exhausted by the time he reached his office after breakfast. He carried the biggest cup of coffee he’d been able to find, routinely sipping on it as he walked. He’d always loved his job and had been proud of it, but recently, he’d started dreading spending any length of time behind his desk.

	Things had been easier when he’d just been a guard. He’d always known he wouldn’t stay a guard for long, and sure enough, as soon as Berith had climbed onto the throne, he’d assigned security to Lon. In the beginning, Lon had apprenticed with the old head of security, but after a few years, the man had retired, which was a small miracle for a demon. They usually died violent deaths, but the old man had a small house on a pond and spent his days fishing.

	That sounded boring as Hell.

	Right now, though, Lon would do pretty much anything if it took him away from his office, including fishing. Unfortunately for him, he didn’t have a choice, so he pushed open the door and slipped in.

	His ass had barely touched the chair when someone knocked on the door. Lon groaned and stared at it, hoping that whoever was there would leave if he didn’t answer, but he should have known better. There was another knock, then the door slowly opened, and his second in command, Mikal, leaned in.

	He grinned when he saw that Lon was there, opened the door wider, and slipped in. “Are you hiding?” he asked.

	Lon glared at him. “You’d be hiding, too, if you were in my place.”

	Mikal closed the door behind himself and grimaced. “I probably would, but I’m not in your place.”

	“Yet.”

	Mikal’s eyes went wide. “You’re not planning on retiring, are you? Because I’m not ready for this.”

	Lon was tempted to tell Mikal he’d retire next month or something just as ridiculous, but he kind of wanted to at the moment. He couldn’t afford to have that kind of dream, so he shook his head instead. “Where would I go? This is my life.”

	Mikal chewed on his bottom lip. “Maybe that’s the problem. Maybe you just need some time away from the job, but not so much that it would be retirement.”

	“Like a vacation? When would I have time for that?”

	Mikal shrugged. “Eventually, you’re going to have to trust me.”

	“I do trust you. But as long as I know someone is after Berith, I can’t relax or leave this territory.”

	“You do realize there’ll always be someone after Berith, right? He’s the prince. Some people hate him just because of that, while others want to take his place. You won’t be able to do anything about that.”

	“I’m very much aware of that, and I don’t need you to remind me of it. Now, I see you have more reports.”

	Mikal sighed but came to sit in front of Lon. Together, they went over the reports Mikal had brought, which were mostly boring stuff about how the trainees were doing and various incidents that had happened over the past few days. Lon supposed he’d rather be bored than be fighting for his or Berith’s life. Still, he had a hard time focusing, and of course, Mikal noticed.

	He leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest as he stared. “What’s up with you?”

	“Nothing. Is there anything else you need from me?”

	“To know why you’re distracted. I mean, I’ll be the first to admit this isn’t exactly fun, but it’s the job.”

	Lon tapped his fingertips onto the desk as he thought. “Have you looked into Tobal?” he eventually asked.

	Mikal didn’t seem surprised by the question. “So that’s what you’ve been obsessing over.”

	“I’m not obsessing over it. I’m worried because Berith doesn’t seem to realize he shouldn’t trust Tobal.”

	“I’m not saying we should trust him, but what proof do we have that we shouldn’t?”

	“I never said we shouldn’t trust him.”

	“But you don’t.”

	“He appeared from out of nowhere.”

	“So did Zeno.”

	“Yes, but Zeno has a reason to be here. He and Sabin are together, so it makes sense for him to follow Sabin back to the palace.”

	“And he’s Tobal’s brother, so it makes sense for Tobal to follow him.”

	“Maybe, but Zeno hadn’t seen him in years. What are the odds that he’d suddenly appear to rekindle their relationship just as Zeno is moving into the palace?”

	“Okay, I won’t say you’re wrong, because I’m not sure you are, and it is a massive coincidence. You can’t spend your life not trusting anyone, though.”

	“I have people I trust. You’re one of them.”

	Mikal sighed. “Well, I’ve been looking into him, but so far, I haven’t found anything, or rather, nothing other than I’d have found about any other demon. He grew up with his mother until she was killed when someone broke into their house to steal stuff. The same people who took in Zeno took in Tobal, too. Tobal stayed back even when Zeno left, but eventually, the house caught fire, and he had to find a new place. He’s been in that small town since then, so I don’t think it’s odd that he found Zeno again, since Zeno was the one who went there. I’d have found it weird if he hadn’t reached out to Zeno once he saw him.”

	Everything Mikal was saying made sense, but something still told Lon that Tobal was hiding something. “Dig deeper,” he ordered.

	Mikal nodded. It didn’t matter that he disagreed with Lon. Lon knew he’d do what he asked, and not just because he was his second in command. They were friends as well as coworkers.

	“I’ll see what I can do,” Mikal promised. “Now, we need to review the new recruits list.”

	Lon groaned. “Do we have to?”

	“Yes. Unless you’d rather continue talking about your crush on Tobal?”

	Lon glared. “I do not have a crush on Tobal. You’ll never say anything about that ever again unless you want me to mention your crush on Reyni.”

	Mikal’s cheeks flushed, and he looked down at the papers he was holding. “I don’t have a crush on the healer.”

	They both knew it was a lie, but it was enough for Mikal to finally refocus on their work, which was what Lon was aiming for.

	He was done thinking about Tobal and talking about him. He had work to do, and he needed to do it to keep Berith safe.

	Even though it was the most boring work in the world.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Tobal was bored.

	Zeno had ended up accepting the job about which he’d met that person a few days ago, so he was out of the palace. Sabin had been okay with it because it wasn’t dangerous, and Zeno wouldn’t stay away long, but it left Tobal with no one to talk to.

	He supposed he could go to Sabin, but he didn’t want to bother the prince’s personal assistant. Sabin was important and had a lot of work to do, and Tobal was unwilling to interrupt him. He didn’t have any other friends, though, so he was on his way to the library.

	Tobal had never been a reader. He’d never had the opportunity to become one, but his mother had taught him to read, and he hadn’t lost the ability. He was hoping he’d be able to find some of her old favorites, but even if he couldn’t, at least it would give him something to do. He still had no idea what his future would look like, but he couldn’t continue hanging around the palace without doing anything. Eventually, he’d die of boredom, and that wasn’t something he wanted.

	He hoped the library would distract him, but his thoughts kept returning to Berith. Now that he was getting to know the prince, Tobal wondered what the next step should be. It probably wouldn’t be the best idea to just go up to him and blurt out that they were brothers, even though Tobal was tempted. He couldn’t exactly tell Berith that his father had cheated on his mother, since he wanted to keep his head attached to his body.

	Eventually, though, he’d have to say something. It wasn’t right to hide this from Berith, and the only reason Tobal kept hiding it was that he couldn’t know if Berith was safe. There was at least one plot against him, as far as Tobal knew, and he wanted nothing to do with it, even though they’d tried pulling him into it. That was one of the reasons he’d left with Zeno and Sabin, although he still wondered how these people had found out he was Berith’s brother. He hadn’t known more than a few years, himself.

	He turned a corner, eager to get to the library so he could find a book to distract himself, but his step faltered as he saw the scene in front of him.

	The hallway was empty except for him, or rather, it would have been empty if there hadn’t been a dead person on the floor. There was no doubt that the man wearing the servant’s uniform had been killed violently. The pool of blood splattered around his head was a pretty good indication of that. The symbol that had been drawn on the wall with his blood also was.

	Tobal was frozen. Like every demon, he was familiar with death. It wasn’t the first time he’d seen a dead body, and it probably wouldn’t be the last, no matter how much he disliked it.

	But what was he supposed to do? Scream for someone to come? It was clear the demon was dead, but even then, Tobal inched closer. He crouched, careful of the blood, and pressed two fingertips against the demon’s throat. He couldn’t feel anything, so he started getting to his feet, which was when he lost his balance. He swore, but unfortunately, he had to touch the body to stay on his feet, getting dirty with blood.

	That was when someone else turned the corner.

	The female demon saw him and started screaming instantly. He raised his hands, intent on showing her he wasn’t planning on hurting her, but since they were bloody, it only caused her to scream louder. Tobal wasn’t sure what to do to make her stop. She sounded terrified, and it only took a few minutes for guards to appear running.

	Tobal was in trouble.

	Of course he was. His entire life, he’d been in trouble, sometimes because of his own behavior, other times because he’d fallen into it. He hadn’t done anything wrong this time, but he recognized the symbol on the wall, and it made his stomach churn.

	Things didn’t get better when Lon arrived.

	Tobal had no idea what to think of the demon. He was head of security, and when Tobal had arrived, they’d had a meeting in which Lon had asked him about his past and intentions. It had all been very dramatic, but Tobal had enjoyed it almost as much as he’d enjoyed staring at Lon’s ass as the demon paced the length of his office.

	There would be no staring now, though. Lon looked from the body to Tobal, who tried cleaning his hand on the floaty pants he was wearing. Thankfully, they were black, but he suspected Lon knew what he was trying to hide anyway.

	“What happened?” Lon asked, ignoring the female demon who was now sobbing. One of the guards had gone to her, and she was crying in his arms.

	“I have no idea,” Tobal said.

	Lon’s eyes narrowed. “You’re going to have to do better than that. Why did you kill the servant?”

	Tobal almost rolled his eyes. Of course Lon thought he was the killer. “I didn’t.”

	“Your hands are dirty with his blood.”

	“It doesn’t mean I had anything to do with his death. I was headed to the library, and when I turned the corner, I saw him. I touched his throat to see if he was still breathing, lost my balance, and unfortunately touched the body. That’s when the other servant came in and started screaming.”

	Lon stared at Tobal for a moment. Tobal wondered if he believed him. He wasn’t sure he’d believe himself if their roles were reversed. Lon didn’t have a reason to, but he also didn’t have a reason not to.

	Lon looked at the body again, then turned his attention to the demon standing next to him. “Take Tobal to my office,” he ordered.

	The demon nodded. “Should I come back here once he’s there?”

	“Stay with him until I join you.”

	“Got it,” the second demon agreed before cupping Tobal’s elbow and guiding him back from where he’d come from.

	He wasn’t harsh or anything, which Tobal hoped meant at least he believed him.

	“My name is Tobal,” he said as they walked down the hallway. He kept trying to hide his hands so no one would see the blood. He didn’t have pockets, which was a damn shame.

	“I’m Mikal,” the demon said.

	“You work for Lon?”

	“I’m his right-hand man.”

	So Mikal was important. “That’s impressive.”

	“Thank you. Do you want to tell me what happened again?”

	Tobal shook his head. “I’m going to have to repeat it to Lon, right?”

	“He’ll want to hear it again, yes.”

	“Then I’d rather wait. But I didn’t have anything to do with this. I just tried to help.”

	But the memory of the symbol on the wall made Tobal want to throw up. He’d recognized that symbol, and its presence meant that the people after him were at the palace, probably watching him. They knew where he was and where he slept, and if they hadn’t needed him, they’d probably have killed him instead of the servant. The only reason they hadn’t was that they had a use for him. Tobal had no intention of allowing them to use him.

	Even if he had to die.

	His main goal was to keep Zeno, Sabin, and anyone they cared about safe. He might not be a guard like Lon and Mikal, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t defend himself. It also didn’t mean he wouldn’t hesitate to kill himself if things came to that. He’d gladly do it if it was to protect the people he loved.

	But he really hoped he wouldn’t have to. He liked life at the palace way too much, and now that he’d gotten Zeno back, he had every intention of spending as much time as possible with him.

	This was their second chance, and Tobal wasn’t wasting it.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Lon waited until Mikal and Tobal were out of sight to turn to the other guards. “Take care of the body,” he ordered. “I also need you to go to the servants’ quarters and learn more about the man who died and whoever might have witnessed anything. I need all the information available.”

	The guards nodded and got to work, but Lon stayed where he was. He needed to start working on this case, go to his office and talk to Tobal, but he needed a moment. He stared at the body, his mind working hard.

	What had happened? Who had killed the poor demon? It wouldn’t be a surprise or a shock anywhere else, but here at the palace, it was. This place was supposed to be safe, and not just for Berith. The servants weren’t supposed to be afraid to do their job or to live here. Now, one of them was dead, and Lon had no idea what had happened to him.

	But he’d find out. It was his job, and he was damn good at it. He’d also make sure the servant’s family was contacted and that they got anything they needed. Berith was generous, and he’d take the fact that this had happened in his palace personally.

	Lon stayed around for a while longer, watching as the guards and servants worked. He talked to the woman who’d walked in on Tobal and a few other servants, but no one could say much to him about the demon who’d died. Lon had his name now, and he knew that most of the demons Iskander had worked with considered him quiet but nice, but no one had any idea what had happened. Iskander had been here to work, and he’d died doing his job.

	Once the body had been covered and cleanup was on its way, Lon turned around and headed to his office. Tobal had been there, which meant that even if he wasn’t involved, he’d seen something. Lon wasn’t convinced he had nothing to do with this, though. It wasn’t the first time someone was killed at the palace, but Tobal had been present this time. There was no way this was a coincidence, but Lon told himself not to focus on Tobal. He was a friend of the prince, and it wouldn’t do to accuse him of killing someone when there was no proof.

	Which meant Lon would have to find that proof.

	But no matter how much he wanted Tobal to be responsible, it didn’t make sense. He believed Tobal was here to get to Berith, so why kill a servant? It would only get Tobal in trouble, and it had. Now, Tobal would know that Lon was keeping an eye on him, even if Lon didn’t find anything to link him to Iskander’s death, which meant he’d be extra careful about whatever else he was planning. Maybe Iskander had walked in on Tobal doing something he shouldn’t have.

	Lon had to keep in mind that whatever reason Tobal had to be here, it probably didn’t have anything to do with poor Iskander, which meant he couldn’t focus on the murder if he wanted to solve the mystery that was Tobal.

	When he reached his office, he didn’t hesitate to open the door. Mikal stood next to it inside
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