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            PROLOGUE

          

          LUCIAN

        

      

    

    
      ENGLAND, 1350

      The streets reeked of human and animal waste. But they always did. I'd been wandering for hours; sure I would stumble on something soon. The visions had never been clearer, and the period was right.

      For hundreds of years—thousands now?—I’d had the same vision. No others. Before, my visions had always varied, but since this one began, it was the only one. Her. Always her.

      It didn’t matter what surrounded the vision. It wasn’t the same surroundings every time. But she was always cold, sick, and hungry. There had been several times in the past that I thought I would be able to find her but hadn’t. This time felt different, like I was right on top of her, if only I could open my eyes.

      I stopped in front of a bakers’ shop and looked in the window. A loaf of bread sounded good, and I tried to spend as much money as I could when I was out and about. The villagers needed every shilling.

      As I exited the shop, a waif peered out of a darkened alley with dark circles under his big eyes. Ah, children were always my downfall. I stepped toward the child, loaf extended, but his eyes widened, and he scampered back into the shadows of the alley. That happened often. Children saw more than adults. He probably caught a glimpse of my wings or the true color of my eyes. They were easy enough to hide from the general population, but children weren’t so easily fooled.

      I ripped off small pieces of the loaf and chewed as I walked the city, holding the baked good close to my nose to mask the smell in the streets. I much preferred country life, but in the vision, she was always in a city, so I’d lived there for the past two or three generations. Living stagnant while others grew old and died, watching new generations born… It was a blessing and a curse.

      With the last bite of my supper, I turned toward home, having had enough of the squalor. The plague had turned the city into a giant morgue, and I’d wandered in the wrong direction. I was near the sick houses. The stench of the disease permeated the air, obscuring the normal smell of slop.

      I disliked being in this part of the city. Death was a part of life, and more so for me, given my particular mission in life. I needed to find this woman and stop the visions. I’d been in limbo, living as a human for several thousand years while the souls of the damned accumulated, waiting for me to take charge of them. My Demon Lords had the place running, but they needed me occasionally. I’d avoided going back, unable to leave for long without her. For now, I wandered the earth, searching. Yearning.

      A scent reached my nose that was utterly different from any other I’d ever smelled in my life. It filled my being, a heady bouquet of purity and ambition. Determination and… I sucked in the smell as deeply into my lungs as I could. Seduction. Where was it? It had to be her. There was nothing else it could be. No one else.

      I rushed forward, using my nose to lead the way. If the scent faded, I turned back. If it was strong, I kept on in that direction.

      Finally, I narrowed it to one of the sick houses. The entire structure was permeated with it. I rushed inside, looking left and right, my eyes glancing over the patients languishing in their beds. She wasn’t in the main room on the bottom floor. I rushed up the stairs, following the scent of her until I found her on the top floor, in the smallest room. The other beds were empty, save one with a body freshly dead. And her.

      Her black hair draped over the pillow beside her face. As if it had been bothering her so she moved it to the side. Her delicate features flushed red with fever. She was sick, exactly as in the visions.

      I tried to push away the scent of her essence and inhale the flavor of her sickness, and when I did, I hated what I found. She would die within hours. Possibly within minutes. I had to act fast.

      Unfortunately, I had no idea what to do. How to help her. I had plenty of magic, of course, but I’d never used it to heal someone. That had been expressly forbidden. Miracles could be performed by God only.

      She opened her eyes, the black depths entrancing me. “Are you the angel of death?” Her voice was so weak I barely heard her even with my advanced hearing.

      I’d risk it for her. “I am.” It was true. “I am Lucifer Morningstar.”

      Her eyes widened, and the intoxicating scent that enveloped her lessened. A sign of pending death. I panicked, the thought of losing her to death unbearable. Once she was a spirit, she’d be lost to me even if her soul came to purgatory to await my eternal damnation. If I ever got around to setting that up.

      Slashing the fabric of the earth realm with all the power I could muster, I ripped a hole into Hell, into my castle. It was cold and empty, sending her into shivers. As carefully as I could, I gathered her into my arms and stepped into it, then waved my hand to bring the bed from my home in the countryside. With another wave of my hand, I lit a roaring fire in the fireplace. The warmth filled the room quickly.

      Settling her onto the bed, I pulled my knife from my side and pricked my finger. It was only a hunch, but the blood from my veins might heal her, or work as a medicine. It was worth a try. I stuck my finger in her mouth and her eyes flew open in shock.

      Her brows furrowed as she looked up at me, the glassiness of her beautiful black orbs clearing a bit. Her eyes were truly a deep brown, not black, but in the meager firelight they appeared darker. I wanted to fall into their depths, get lost in the darkness. A darkness that matched my soul.

      My hunch had been correct, and now that she laid in front of me, my hand in her weak grasp, I was sure I’d envisioned this at least once while the visions of her plagued me.

      It was working. Her gaze grew sharper, clearer. I couldn't believe what I was seeing in front of me. As she sucked on my finger, her hair lost some of its limp, dead appearance. I pulled back, drawing my finger from her mouth along with a groan. “More,” she whispered. “I’m so hungry.”

      “Of course, darling. You shall have it.” I sliced my wrist. Blood welled and dripped down the side as I pressed it to her plump, now-pink lips. “Drink.”

      She latched on like a babe on the teat, and the blood worked magic in front of my eyes. Her yellowed pallor paled then pinkened until her cheeks were flushed and full. I watched her wrists fill out as her hands clutched my arm, holding me close. The bones had been visible through her skin, but they disappeared before my eyes.

      The alluring creature moaned as she drank, and her voice strengthened and deepened into a luscious, sultry tone.

      She could drink forever. My body would heal and replenish itself. The only danger would be the wound closing, but as long as she actively sucked, it remained open.

      I reached around and gathered her shiny black hair, pulling it behind her shoulders and out of her way. Her thin brown dress shifted as it went from hanging from her frame to filled out with curves. Breasts that would knock down the most stoic man. Hips meant for bearing children.

      When she’d had her fill, she pulled back and put a hand over her mouth as if shocked. Her wide eyes stared at me in horror. “What happened?” she asked.

      My wrist knitted together, obscuring all evidence of her drink. I smiled, thrilled beyond measure that she was well, her scent once again permeating the air, this time in my bedroom, in my home.

      “I saved you, dear one.” She recoiled as I reached over to brush back a stray lock of hair. “Tell me, what is your name?”

      She looked around with a mixture of fear and anticipation on her face. “I am called Lilith.”
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      Luc’s behavior worried me. I’d never seen him so on edge. And that was putting it mildly, because he didn’t sleep for more than an hour at a time, dividing his time between the portals we used to check on our children and grandbabies and the scrying bowls deciphering his visions. I didn’t know why he bothered with the latter. His visions were never wrong.

      Only, this time I hoped they were.

      We walked side by side along the halls of the seventh layer of Hell, searching for the source of his vision. Sammael. Luc’s brother and the bastard who set Trinity on my granddaughters. I’d rather have killed him than anything, but it wasn’t up to me.

      Luc and I had a hunch that Sammael had shared his power with Trinity. It was the only thing that made sense. How else would she be able to put a blocking curse on the Meda, Tala, and Ami that kept them from pulling on their inherited Hell power and their elements? No one should be able to command that much power. Well, except for Lucian, because Hell was his domain, his creation.

      Glancing at Luc, I worked my jaw and studied his profile. All that had happened was his fault and could have been prevented centuries ago. After all, he knew what the future held.

      Just another lie he told me. Another secret he kept from me.

      Sure, he’d said he didn’t know the hows or who the players were, but he saw the outcome. He also said that he needed me at his side to change the future.

      Many days I woke wishing he’d left me to die of the plague all those years ago. This was not the life I had wanted.

      However, he’d saved me, turned me into one of the most powerful females in this realm. I hated him for it for a long time. Even now, I harbored resentment.

      The only blessing Luc ever gave me was our son, Kane. Luc had graciously let me live on earth to raise Kane, then called me back to Hell when it was time for our son to take the vampire throne. And I returned, because what choice did I have?

      Luc curled his fingers around my hand and brought it to his lips, placing a soft kiss to my knuckles. Jerking my hand from his, I snarled, “Are you sure Sammael is here?”

      The corners of Luc’s lips lifted in a wicked smile. He always loved it when I resisted him. As much as I hated to admit, the power play for dominance turned me on, making me hate him all the more.

      Why did I find him so irresistible? I didn’t want to be attracted to the damn man.

      I knew the answer to that question. It was because he was inside me. We were bonded and had been since I woke as a vampire—reborn. I'd fought the draw to him for many hundreds of years but being in Hell and constantly near him made it harder and harder.

      That was why I hadn’t stayed here with my son after he was born. We’d stayed for two years, but Lucian had begun to grow on me. I found myself fond of him. Even the idea was distasteful, so I’d moved Kane and myself to Earth to oversee my vampire children from there.

      That, and because of Sammael. If it hadn’t been for his actions, Luc probably wouldn’t have let me raise his son on Earth.

      “Sammael is here. He may think he can block me out, but there are more ways to track him.” Luc’s features morphed into fierce determination as he grabbed my hand again. This time I didn’t pull away. Sometimes it wasn’t worth fighting him. Pick my damn battles. Plus, I needed his emotional support, not that I would ever tell him that.

      We reached the end of the corridor, which was also the beginning of the level we were on, and Luc froze in place. A snarl escaped him, low and soft. Then he turned and backtracked the way we came.

      Hell was like a massive office building with never-ending levels that went down instead of up. It wasn't circular or oval, but somewhere in between, which didn't make sense if I thought too hard about it. Then again, nothing in Hell made a whole lot of sense at first. It took me years, maybe longer since time moved differently in this realm, to learn the layout and not become confused at every turn. I’d never have admitted it, but I still could get turned around if I wasn’t careful.

      This particular level was ruled by the Demon Lord of Envy, Everly. I didn’t know much about her except that she was in Sammael’s harem. Oh, yes. He had a harem. Which would’ve been fine, except most of the women didn’t particularly want to be in his harem.

      Luc walked faster, and I felt his fury build through our bond. His eyes turned crimson as he stopped in front of a random door, then kicked it open. Behind the door was a study with wall-to-wall bookshelves and a desk. However, there were no books on the shelves and the desk was bare.

      I glanced at Luc and frowned as he crossed the large room to a picture on the far wall. He placed his hand on the left side of the frame and the center opened up. I moved closer, curious about what was hidden inside the picture.

      As soon as I got close to the threshold of the room, I gasped and could go no farther. Dark magic swirled around me. It was Luc's magic, mixed with all the souls damned to Hell. I stood in the doorway of the contracts vault. That’s what the room was.

      And it was empty. “Luc,” I whispered.

      He looked at me absently, then waved his hand. I stumbled in the room and realized it extended farther than I’d realized from left to right.

      I'd known Sammael had taken the scrolls, each one imbibed with a piece of the soul that had signed themselves over to Lucian, but I'd never seen the vault for myself. The room was enormous. The far ends were in shadows, so I couldn't tell how far it went.

      “I knew it was coming,” Lucian said absently as he stared at the empty vault. “I knew when we were helping the girls. But it’s happened for sure, now.”

      “Why is the vault on this level?” I asked. I wouldn't have imagined he would put it in the middle of Envy’s domain.

      “It’s not,” Luc growled as I reached him. “I can access it from any of the levels.” He gestured to the room. “This room isn’t actually in Hell.”

      I squeezed Luc’s hand as fear and fury battled inside me. Sammael had found a way to access the vault as well. And he stole the contracts. “This is how he had the power to give Trinity.”

      “It appears so.” Lucian slammed the picture back in place. Magic vibrated through the room, and I swore the floor shook under my feet. Then he flew out of the room, his hands engulfed in flames. I was pulled out with him.

      “What was in the picture?” I asked.

      He grunted. “The souls.”

      Oh. It was complicated, all the power, but Lucian had protected it as best he could.

      The scrolls trapped a small bit of the human’s soul upon signature. Those had been stored in the empty vault we’d just left. The power that tiny part of the human soul created was massive.

      But the actual souls themselves… that was beyond comprehension. When the human died, Lucian put them into a special realm where they lived a comfortable eternity, though they didn’t know that would happen when they signed the contract. It was quite complicated, of course, but they’d signed their souls over to Lucian. He had that power at his disposal. I thought it was a sweet gesture that he made their endless existence pleasant.

      He'd checked on the souls, which were accessible from the vault that Sammael had already violated. What did that mean? Were they in danger?

      That amount of power was more than enough to overpower us. He'd accumulated those souls throughout his life since the Fall. Thousands and thousands of years.

      Fuck. I whirled around and followed him, not letting him face Sammael alone. I may have told myself that I hated Luc, but my greatest fear was losing him.

      Again, not something I would've ever admitted to him.

      When I stepped into the next hallway, I saw Luc standing several yards ahead, facing off with Sammael. Narrowing my gaze, I conjured my daggers and advanced to them.

      Dread of what Sammael would do with the contracts, or what he could do with them, fed my anger. Thoughts of what my girls went through and how they almost didn’t come out alive turned that anger into a deadly cocktail that I was going to deliver to the bastard.

      “Hand over the contracts.” Luc’s voice boomed through the level, rattling the walls with his power.

      Sammael laughed a wicked and humorless sound that made my skin crawl. "They're mine now. And I'll take everything from you, just like you did me."

      How dare he? "Trinity and Calista's deaths were their fault. Greed and revenge get you nowhere but eternal death." I threw one of my daggers before I got the last word out.

      Sammael vanished before the blade made contact. Then he reappeared behind us.

      Luc turned and threw a fireball at his brother. Fire wouldn’t kill Sammael, but it would hurt him. Then again, killing him wasn’t necessarily the best idea. He had the contracts, and we need to get them back.

      Sammael deflected the fireball as if it was nothing. His gaze darkened. "Now brother, is that any way to treat your twin?"

      Lucian snarled. “We are not brothers. I stopped claiming you were any relation to me centuries ago. Hand over the contracts!”

      “I think not.” Sammael waved a hand and demons surrounded us.

      I whirled around, pressing my back to Luc’s so neither of us were at a disadvantage. The demons charged, and I threw my second dagger. It hit its mark right in the chest. The demon screeched as he turned to dust, a result of the mix of silver and iron in my blade. I conjured my sword and rushed forward, slicing through demon after demon.

      Pain exploded up my spine, but I pushed it away and pivoted, swinging my sword with my body, taking the head off another demon. Then, I met the glowing gaze of the Lord of Envy: Everly.

      The green magic sphere hovered inches above her palm. A wicked gleam lit up her gaze like she was going to enjoy inflicting pain on me.

      Not a chance, bitch. It was no secret that most of the Demon Lords hated me, though I wasn’t sure why. Jealousy, probably.

      I formed my ball of power, drawing from my inner magic as well as Luc's. The cockiness in Everly’s gaze dissolved into fury. Her upper lip curled. I didn't wait another moment to throw my power ball at her, then charged.

      The cocky Lord of Envy anticipated my move and threw her ball at me, but I ducked and rolled toward her. When I reached her, I kicked out my foot, connecting it with her knee. Everly went down, and I swung my sword, intentionally ignoring one of the few rules Luc had told me not to break. Don’t kill his Demon Lords.

      Seconds before my blade would have connected with Everly’s throat, the bitch dematerialized. My sword fell heavily onto the floor.

      Frustration and fury raged inside me and my fangs lengthened. The need for revenge and death pounded through my veins. Pushing to my feet, I picked up my sword and sought out Luc. He was in a hand to hand battle with Sammael, the rest of the demons dead or dying. My gaze locked onto my lover’s twin, and I could almost taste his blood.

      Sammael would pay for every hair he harmed on my granddaughters' heads as well as my daughter, Jillian. She may not have been my flesh and blood, but she was my son’s mate, the mother of my grandbabies, and that made her mine as well.

      A snarl ripped from me, making both males look my way. I barely registered Luc’s words telling me to stop as I focused on Sammael and rushed at him. My only focus was spilling his blood.

      I barreled into him, knocking him to the ground, and straddled his chest, my sword raised high, ready to plunge into his heart. He smirked at me, then disappeared.

      “No!” I screamed, letting all my rage out. “Coward! Come back here.”

      Luc reached me and took the sword out on my hand. He cupped my face, forcing me to meet his dark gaze. “We can’t kill him until we know where the contracts are.”

      With my lips pursed, I stared into his depths. My breaths came in and out heavily. “He hurt my babies.”

      “I know.” Luc stood and held out his hand. “But they are alive and well. Come, I’ll show you.”

      The air around me calmed and my fury melted away. Damn him. I didn’t want calm. I wanted to kill Sammael before he had a chance to make Luc’s vision come true.
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