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Dedication

For all those with their own troubled minds.

You’re not alone.

Reader Information

The characters you are about to meet walk the lines of right and wrong, precariously tilting one way or the other depending on their mood and the situation. They have all suffered in their past and they bring that here with them.

However, what one person finds horrifying is like water off a duck’s back to another. If you like it dark and have no triggers, carry on. If you’re uncertain and want some reassurance, please head over to my website for a full list of trigger warnings www.cjlauthor.com 
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Azazel grinned, a true, ear to ear sadistic grin, one that painted him as the demon he was. He’d perfected it to the ideal mix of his human form and his demonic form, keeping his appearance human save for his ‘this is your end’ grin where he showed off his mouthful of needlepoint teeth, glistening and stained dark red. It filled each and every subject with nothing but fear.

His current subject, a man in his mid-fifties, damned to Hell for the worst crime possible, sat in Azazel’s leather dentist chair, strapped down by his forehead, chin, wrists, stomach, and ankles. For three days already, Azazel had tortured him to the brink of death, revived him, and repeated the process. With nothing but pleasure.

Glancing down at the man’s freshly repaired body, Azazel gave him his signature grin and asked, “Are you ready for round four, Gerald?”

Gerald’s silvery blue eyes filled with terror. He tensed his entire body and attempted to shake his head. “Please,” he said, all but spluttering, struggling to speak with the chin strap so tightly pressing against him.

Azazel loosened the strap and gestured his arms outwards. “Please, continue,” he said. “Plead your case. I’m eager to hear your justifications.”

Gerald moved his jaw up and down, loosening the muscles. He glanced down at his feet, a stainless-steel table at the end of the chair, lined with a hundred different tools that were each designed to bring maximum pain but not kill. Knives, saws, picks, scissors, scalpels—he’d had them all used on him, repeatedly.

Flicking his eyes back to Azazel, Gerald smiled at him. “Please. If you’re going to torture me again, at least give me something to watch, take my mind off it.”

Azazel narrowed his eyes. “But that only pleases you, not me. Where’s my fun in that? I need you focused on your pain, on your suffering.” Azazel let out a sigh. “But I’m feeling jovial. Humour me, what would you choose to watch if I did allow it?”

A predatory spark ignited in Gerald’s eyes. He replied, “The video I took of me and Eva.” He closed his eyes and licked his lips. “Oh, that girl. She was so sweet, so innocent, so pure, and I had her. All of her. She’s mine. Forever.”

Rage fired through Azazel’s veins. Paedophiles were his favourite to torture. He kept them all alive for weeks, sometimes months at a time, suffering the same excruciating agony over and over again. An eternity of torture would never be enough for one of these scumbags.

He looked down at Gerald, placing a hand either side of his head, looming over the old man’s weathered face. “Is Eva really the last thing you want to see?”

Hunger filled Gerald’s eyes and he squirmed against the hold of the straps. “More than you know.”

Azazel lifted his right hand and pressed his index finger to the middle of Gerald’s forehead. That single touch gave Azazel a ‘window’ into Gerald’s memories, instantly filling his mind with images of a young girl no more than eight or nine. Long curly chocolate brown hair, pastel pink lips, and beautiful big brown bambi eyes, she was an adorable little thing.

Was being the operative word.

Taking his finger back, Azazel kept the man’s eye contact as he focused his mind on the image of Eva, letting his magic take over. In a matter of seconds, Azazel’s short blonde hair grew out into long brown curls, his green eyes shading over to dark brown and his red lips lightening to pastel pink. His bulky six-foot one muscled frame shrunk to a petite three feet. 

Gerald’s eyes filled with horror as he watched the demon shrinking at the side of him. “No, no!” he yelled. “You can’t taint my last memory of her, no, I won’t allow it.” He squeezed his eyes shut. 

Azazel altered his voice, mimicking Eva’s honey laden sing song tone. “I’m afraid you don’t get a choice.”

Walking to the other side of the room, Azazel grabbed a small three step step-ladder and dragged it over to the side of the chair. He opened it out and climbed up it, peering down at Gerald.

“Gerald, come now, you wanted me to be the last thing you see.”

Gerald shook his head and kept his eyes firmly closed. “Not like this. You’re not capable of doing horrible things to me. You’re too good.”

“You should be careful what you wish for, Gerald. This is what you wanted.”

Gerald said nothing, concentrating only on keeping his eyes shut.

Azazel looked over at his table, spotting the exact thing that would solve this problem. Hopping down off the step ladder, he picked up the suture needle and thread and headed back to Gerald’s side.

“Last chance, Gerald. Keep your eyes open willingly or I will force them open.”

“You wouldn’t force anyone to do anything, you sweet, sweet girl.” He slid his tongue out and wet his lips. “I can still taste you, you know.”

Azazel felt his stomach churn. Placing his left hand on the man’s forehead, he kept his head still whilst pinning his eyelid back with his right hand, holding the long, curved suture needle right in Gerald’s line of sight. 

“I will sew your eyelids open, Gerald. Last chance.”

Water filled Gerald’s eyes. “Eva, don’t do this, sweetheart. I carry your innocence in me. It’s ok if you’re lost, all you need to do is be with me and you’ll find it again.”

Azazel pressed his lips together whilst running through a list of expletives in his mind to describe the despicable excuse for a man in front of him. Realising he needed to reapply the chin strap, Azazel stabbed the suture needle into Gerald’s right bicep, using him as a pin cushion.

Gerald hissed and strained against the straps. Using both of his hands to align his head perfectly straight, Azazel reapplied the chin strap and made it one hole tighter than what it had been previously. Threading the needle, he used his left hand to pin the eyelid open as he aimed the needle at the inside corner of Gerald’s right eye.

Right at that moment, the heavy metal door to Azazel’s torture room burst open, his brother, Balthazar, standing in the doorway.

Balthazar raised his dark eyebrows as he took in the scene before him—his burly evil brother as an eight-year-old girl leaning over an old man with a needle and thread at his eye. “What are you doing?”

Azazel glanced up and rolled his eyes. “I’m busy. Come back later.”

“It’s March twenty-first, Azazel. Midnight. It’s time to go.”

Azazel glanced up at the Grim Reaper clock hanging above the doorway, the scythe and one skeletal arm acting as the hands of the clock with thigh bones marking the hours. Sure enough, the scythe and one of his arms were both pointing straight up at midnight. 

“Damn it,” he said, letting out a long sigh. “I was about to have some fun here.”

“Well, he can wait. We’re due a holiday. Come on.”

Azazel looked back down at Gerald. “To be continued, Gerald.”

Gerald’s eyes softened as he looked up at the face he treasured so dearly. Just as a wistful gaze glistened over his eyes, Azazel switched his form back, going full demon mode mere inches from the old man’s face.

Upon the sight of jet-black eyes, purple-coloured veins, and a mouthful of needle-sharp canines stained crimson red, Gerald sucked in a sharp breath, his eyes widening as he startled at the stark, instant transformation.

“Maybe Eva will enjoy tasting you when she’s back,” Azazel said, giving the old man a wink and a smirk.

Gerald squeezed his eyes shut and clenched his hands, willing the demon to leave.

“See you in three months, Gerald. It’s holiday time.”

Azazel strode towards his brother, slinging an arm around his younger sibling’s shoulders as he guided them out of his torture chamber. “Have you decided where we’re going this year?”

Balthazar nodded, allowing Azazel to dictate their leisurely pace towards the portal. As they meandered through the small, stone passageways, lit only by oil lamps every few feet, the lingering stench of death and decay reminding them of their situation, Balthazar focused on only one thing—keeping his mind shielded from his brother.

If Azazel were to find out his intentions for their annual three month break this year, he knew without a doubt that all hell would break loose. 
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As they reached the old mahogany door that hid the Earthly portal behind it, Balthazar sucked in a deep breath. It’s now or never, he thought to himself. Do or die.

“You’re being very mysterious about the destination this year, Balti,” Azazel said, grabbing the black wrought iron door handle and shoving the heavy old door open.

As the silence around them filled with the creaking of the ornate iron hinges, Balthazar took the couple of seconds to choose his words carefully. 

“It’s a surprise.”

Azazel quirked a sandy coloured eyebrow up, his jade green eyes filling with mischief. “I remember the last time you said that we ended up in Thailand. What an adventure that was.”

Balthazar allowed himself a small smile. “This will definitely beat that,” he said. “Don’t you worry.”

Azazel stole a quick look at his brother, scanning his coffee-coloured eyes for any kind of a hint as to where they were going. In his mind’s eye, he reached out with a long tendril of pulsating green energy, gently pushing at his brother’s mind, trying to break inside and peek at what was going on in there. All he met was a fortified wall of steel.

“Keeping your secrets close to your chest, hey? I like the mystery of it. Very good.”

They stepped through the doorway, scanning the long, narrow room for any potential intruders. Around ten feet wide and sixty feet long, the room itself was nothing but chunky grey stone bricks all around. At the very end sat the portal itself – a ball of rainbow coloured energy pulsating as if it had its own heartbeat.

“I don’t see why we have to use this still. It’s ridiculous. It’s been over a thousand years already,” Azazel said, rolling his eyes. “We’re more than capable of going straight to Earth without having to use this thing.”

Balthazar shot his brother a sideways glance as he ran a hand through his dark hair, trying his best to hide the fact his hands were shaking. “One breach of the threshold was one too many, Azazel,” Balthazar replied. “You only have yourself to blame for this.”

Azazel pressed his lips together and frowned. “It was one momentary lapse of concentration, that’s all. Now I know humans can follow us through our own portals, it won’t happen again.” He shrugged his shoulders like an innocent boy. “Scouts honour.”

“Azazel, you allowed an entire tribe of Amazonian warriors to follow us here...whilst you were...copulating...with their queen through the portal itself. I really don’t think your ‘scouts honour’ carries much weight in that respect.”

Azazel closed his eyes and let out a groan of satisfaction. “Oh, Acantha...my, I’ve not thought about her in a long time. She was as sweet as honey. Tasted like morning dew on fresh grass.”

“And worth you complaining about this every year?” Balthazar asked, pointing at the portal.

Flashing his brother a mischievous grin, Azazel replied, “If you knew the things that woman could do with her tongue, you wouldn’t have even asked that.”

Balthazar sighed and marched forwards to the portal. “It would be nice if you could have just one thought, one sentence, without it involving your dick or some woman.”

“But where’s the fun in that?”

Balthazar didn’t dignify his brother with an answer. Instead, he placed his hands either side of the portal, feeling its energy latch onto his, surrounding him in what felt like a magnetic field. As it spread over him like water seeking an edge, it made a small ‘pop’ as it engulfed him completely. Then, an instant later, Balthazar disappeared from Azazel’s sight.

The three seconds spent inside the portal were the most peaceful three seconds of Balthazar’s year. All that surrounded him was beautiful silence encompassed by a myriad of colourful geometric shapes. As the portal pushed him through its tubular length at five times the speed of light, Balthazar kept his eyes wide open to soak in as much detail as possible. It was nothing short of a celestial wonder.

Azazel, left on his own in the room, took a deep breath, muttered a few curse words, and then followed his brother, his mind only remembering what he and the Amazonian queen had been doing all those hundreds of years ago.

In the icy waters of the North Sea, a lone fishing boat bobbed along the gentle waves, the captain and his men paying little attention to their vessel as they stared above them in awe at the spectacular light show of the aurora borealis. They were seeing for free what would cost anyone else thousands of pounds. 

Completely entranced by the glimmering radiance, like moths bewitched by a flame, they noticed nothing of the shadowed island they floated past. The tiny piece of land last encountered humans in Norse times. On the eastern side of the Shetland isles, the mere eighty hectares of Balta provided no use for anything except a lighthouse. 

And a pair of demons. 

If the fishermen had not been so captivated by the rainbow-coloured lights reaching down to earth, they would have seen two figures shimmer into existence. But as soon as the hypnotic polar lights touched the ground, they recoiled as if in pain, leaving their hitchhikers alone in the darkened landscape.

Azazel sucked in a deep breath, closed his eyes, and let his breath out with an appreciative groan. “Can you smell it, Balti? Can you smell the sweet scent of all those mortal females?”

A muscle in Balthazar’s cheek twitched as he narrowed his eyes at his brother. “Don’t call me that.” Choking almost to death on a spicy Indian dish over thirty years ago had been nothing but humiliating for Balthazar and only pure entertainment for Azazel ever since. “The joke’s getting a little old now, Azazel. Grow up. A bit of maturity once in a while wouldn’t hurt, you know. Zay Zay.”

Azazel curled his top lip back at hearing the stupid nickname given to him by the Lamia, the lethal female temptresses of Lucifer’s lair. He closed the gap between them in the blink of an eye, staring his brother down with narrowed eyes. “Me grow up?” Azazel snorted. “That’s rich coming from you. Every year do you, without fail, fall in love with some poor girl, wrap her up in a whirlwind romance for three months and then disappear. If you’re such the romantic, as you claim to be, where’s the romance in breaking a different woman’s heart every year?”

Balthazar folded his arms over his broad chest and squared his shoulders. “Has your pea sized brain got the capacity to think that maybe I want these twelve weeks of freedom to give me a glimpse of something I’ve yearned for for centuries? That it allows me to temporarily live a life I never had, and probably never will have. As for the woman, she remembers nothing of it. My last kiss goodbye wipes their memory of me.”

A twinge of empathy coursed through Azazel before burying itself back in the darkness. “Why would you torture yourself every year like that? Reality check, brother. We’re not going to be human again. Ever. So, in between now and eternity, loosen up and enjoy what you can.”

The two glared at each other, neither one wanting to back down. A strained silence fell between them, the atmosphere thickening with emotion, secrets of old tales threatening to re-surface. 

“Need I remind you,” Balthazar said, stabbing his index finger into his brother’s solid chest. “That we are stuck like this because of you. You’re a damn curse—always have been. If you want to cause misery to everything and everyone you come into contact with for all eternity, go ahead and be my guest, but don’t drag me down with you. Asshole.”

Azazel quirked up a sandy coloured eyebrow, delight filtering through his eyes at the taste of a challenge. “You’re kidding me, right? You think we’re stuck like this because of me?” He poked Balthazar in the chest with two fingers, causing his brother to stumble back a step. “You might want to re-think that little statement, Octavio.”

Balthazar’s brown eyes swirled with flecks of blackness, the hint of his demonic form scratching just beneath the surface, ready to unleash at any moment. “That. Is. Not. My. Name.”

“No?” Azazel asked, giving his younger sibling a smug smile. “Let’s follow your little ideals for a moment, shall we? Let’s say you find that person, that special one, your demi-soul. You know what you need to do to have that love confirmed. And it involves everything you were as Octavio. Everything.”

Balthazar tilted his chin up with a defiant flick. “I’m fully aware of the rules. There’s someone for everyone, Azazel. Every year we come here is my chance to find her. The right one will love me despite my past. I know that. It matters what I am here and now, not what I was or have been.”

Azazel chuckled. “You’re nothing but a soppy hearted idiot with idealistic views of love. I would have thought after two millennia, you might have learned something.”

“I have learned something, you infantile moron. I know I don’t want to continue much longer without feeling love. Unlike some.”

Tipping his head back, Azazel laughed so loud it echoed through the dark skies. “But that’s where you’re wrong. I do feel love—” Azazel grabbed his groin in a crude gesture, looked back at his brother and grinned “—I feel it right here.”

“And what would Cassia think of you if she could see you right now, hmmm?”

In the blink of an eye, fuelled by fury, chiselled cheek bones became lost under a sea of dark purple veins as Azazel’s demonic form came to the surface. Jade green eyes gave way to obsidian depths, the gleam in them nothing but dangerous. “Don’t you dare speak her name, you vile piece of—”

Blessed with feline reflexes, Balthazar hurled a clenched fist at his brother’s face.  The crunch of bone splintering bone thundered through the sky. Turning away from his uncouth brother, a whispered curse left Balthazar as he walked across the frosted grass, chastising himself for being drawn into another physical fight. He drew a deep breath and re-focused his mind on this year’s destination. 

Azazel shook his head, his demonic features evaporating as quickly as they’d appeared. He shouted a stream of curse words as his broken nose realigned itself, each shattered piece of bone clicking back into place.

“Why can’t you just accept that we’re different?” Balthazar asked, glancing briefly at his brother over his shoulder. “Why do my ideals of love bother you so much?”

Azazel paused for a moment, thinking over his brother’s question. “Because we have immense power and magick, more knowledge than any amount of books could ever contain, and an eternity to enjoy it all with. Why would you want to give that up just to live eighty years with some human whose looks will fade after twenty years anyway?”

“But that’s my choice. Not yours.”

“I want what’s best for you,” Azazel said, the feeble tone to his voice not quite passing off his sincerity.

Balthazar chuckled. “No, you don’t. You just can’t stand the thought of me finding happiness before you.”

Azazel pressed his lips together and stared at the grass beneath his feet. His brother had hit the nail on the head. 

Seeing Azazel lost in his thoughts, Balthazar took his opportunity and lifted his hands, tracing his fingers through the crisp night sky. He drew a large triangle, his fingers leaving behind a shimmering glow of silver and purple specks hovering in the air, like a plane leaving vapour trails.

“Transporto,” he said, giving his brother a quick sideways glance before he said the next two words. The stillness around them began to change, a slight breeze strengthening into a powerful vortex. Spinning in all directions, the turbulent energy ripped a hole in time and space. A sharp crack, as if the sound barrier had been broken, signified the completion of the closet-sized magickal doorway being opened.

Sucking in a deep breath, Balthazar spoke his final words as fast as possible. “Amor aeternus.”

Azazel snapped his head up, his face contorting into a picture of horror as he glared at his brother. “What the fuck did you just do?” He launched himself at Balthazar, rugby tackling him to the ground. “You fucking bastard!”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 3


[image: ]


The two brothers rolled around on the damp earth, grunting as they hit each other with enough force to cause an earthquake. Shouted curses echoed around them as they fought. After a brief wrestle and some quick moves, Azazel pinned his brother to the ground with his hands around his throat. He glared down at him, spitting in rabid fury at the implications those two little words would now cause.

“I don’t want my fucking demi-soul. It’s all a damn lie anyway. A stupid urban myth made up by Lucifer to keep idiots like you hanging on to nothing. Change it,” he yelled, his green eyes nothing but black holes of hatred. “Change it now.”

Balthazar chuckled and shook his head. He couldn’t resist the fact his demi-soul, the other half of him that would make him feel whole for the first time ever, was just a few steps away through a magickal portal. He knew Azazel wanted the same thing, deep down, it was merely a matter of making him accept it. 

A roar of frustration left Azazel. He’d wanted to travel to a remote village in China, spice life up a little for the locals and give them some tales of demons to spin for the next few centuries. He couldn’t alter the doorway himself—meddling with another demon’s magick was as lethal as poking around with biological warfare. 

The option to go somewhere on his own didn’t exist. Their deal with Lucifer, for their three months of freedom per year, was on the condition they took their ‘vacation’ together. If they didn’t, no time off. Simple. 

‘Amor aeternus’ rattled around in Azazel’s mind, it’s meaning of eternal love on repeat in his brain. His head whirled in a thousand different directions. An unfamiliar tightness gripped his heart. He loosened his hold on Balthazar enough for his brother to overthrow him. 

Eager to arrive in this year’s twelve-week temporary home, Balthazar stood up and stepped inside the black hole gaping before them. He glanced back at Azazel and shrugged his shoulders. “Shut up and get in.”

Azazel glared at him. “Whatever happens from here on out is your fault. You get that?”

“Shut up and get in.”

For the first time this century, Azazel had no words. He loved having the last say, always the one to end an argument, but now he was helpless. And he didn’t like it.

Sulking like a petulant child, he stumbled to his feet and shuffled in next to his brother. The deep frown creasing his forehead made his displeasure obvious and the shadows still lurking beneath his skin told of his underlying rage. 

The split in the air sealed behind them like a set of elevator doors. It closed with a definitive smack that rumbled like thunder through the empty night. As it reached its crescendo, their destination appeared before them, and the portal opened once more to allow their exit. 

Balthazar hopped out, smiling as he inhaled the fresh, earthy scent surrounding him. He closed his eyes, and for a brief second, revelled in the smallest feeling of peace flowering inside him.

“For fucks sake,” Azazel said, wrinkling his nose up in disgust. 

Still stood inside the magickal doorway, he showed no signs of stepping out any time soon. Balthazar shot him a steely stare. Leaves, twigs, a discarded plastic bag, and someone’s clean bedsheets were in a tornado around them. But not a hair on their heads moved. 

“Get out,” Balthazar said, all but growling. “Before you draw attention to us.”

Azazel snorted. “From who?” He opened his arms, gesturing at the quiet village they were in. Not a soul could be seen or heard in the sleepy place. “There’s no-one around if you hadn’t noticed. What is this—a retirement village?”

Sighing in exasperation, Balthazar clapped his hands together once. The whirlpool of energy harbouring his brother changed shape into a small circle. The edges squeezed around Azazel’s muscled body, trying to push him out. Folding his arms over his chest, Azazel glared at his brother and stuck it out until the bitter end when the powerful energy forced him out like a cork from a bottle.

“Exactly where are we staying, genius? Just to clarify—I’m not feeling the older woman, granny thing this year, so we may need to move.”

Balthazar walked away. Focusing on nothing but where the worldly energies were guiding him, it didn’t take long for him to put some distance between them both. 

Reading energies happened to be one of the more fun things for a demon to do. It took Azazel a while to master the art due to his impatience and jovial nature, but Balthazar caught on quickly.  The necessity to stop and empty the mind for a few seconds proved almost impossible for Azazel. A constant merry-go-round of sex, food, torture, and more sex kept his mind constantly active. 

However, for Balthazar, the need to imagine his hands turning into long, twisty vines, reaching out and touching physical objects made sense. Everything past, present, and future, only existed, or would exist, because of energy. In order to feel it, and read it, he had to believe he was a part of it. 

Azazel only relished in the ability to see human’s dirty little secrets, observe their past, gather information that could be useful to use against them, and of course, get a front row seat to any sexual encounters.

Distance didn’t affect how far their mindful tentacles could go. Only their own mental limitations inhibited their capabilities. Azazel’s main interest focused mostly on areas that burned with a bright red aura—the tell-tale sign of residual sexual energy. 

The quaint setting of Grimsthorpe, nestled away in the east of England, held a serene beauty shrouded in a time capsule. Class divide from a century ago seemed still so obvious here—old houses, grossly large but stunning sat within their own grounds and away from the other smaller houses all clustered together in terraced rows. However, the cobbled, sandy bricks and promises of cosy mystery erased the dislike for such close neighbours. 

A traditional butchers, greengrocer, and milkman all still thrived in the village, making the feeling of stepping back in time that little bit more realistic. A newsagent tagged onto the end of an old barn, right at the edge of the main street, giving away the only push into modern day customs. Even family from the workers who had worked at the nearby beautiful castle still lived here, stories of ghosts and other strange happenings being passed down from generation to generation. 

Whilst the castle itself belonged to a private trust ensuring its upkeep, the surrounding buildings in the village including the former estate workmen’s quarters, were left untouched, a taste of days gone by to whoever passed through. 

“Doesn’t anyone have sex around here?” Azazel said, wrinkling his nose up in disgust. “Balthazar, I’m serious. I’m not staying here.”

“Shut up moaning, Azazel.”

Scanning his eyes over the fields behind him, Azazel let out a growl of frustration. “I’m not moaning, Balthazar. I’m pointing out a key survival factor here.”

“I’ve never heard of a human dying from a lack of sex, so I think the chances of us doing so are nil. Now, get a move on and follow me.”

Balthazar crossed the empty road, eyeing up the local pub as he walked past it. Lights were on, and a horrible screech sounded over a microphone as someone tried to sing. He ignored it, more interested in following the narrow gravel lined track running alongside it. A thick privet hedge, neatly trimmed at head height, provided a good amount of privacy for whoever ventured down the small lane. 

After a few hundred yards, the track opened out into a magnificent carriageway style driveway. An ornate, grey stone fountain sat in the middle, the once stunning equine feature now covered in patches of algae, bird faeces, and years of dirt. The water in the large base around it resembled nothing but a green slime topped with layers of dead leaves.

When Balthazar set eyes on the house, a warm smile warmed his handsome face. Now, this feels like a home, he thought. 

Dark red bricks and brown timber window frames gave away the age of the house. Two sides, both sprawling across the extensive grounds, joined together by an awe-inspiring archway entrance porch. The brickwork above the porch had once been white but now held a yellow, aged tinge.

For the first time in years, Balthazar felt the small buzz of excitement deep inside his gut. Even without his magickal abilities, he would have known that this time would be different. This time would be the time for him. He closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath, immersing himself in the reality of this moment.

A long, low whistle cut through his peaceful moment. “Now, this is a house for a party. You done good, little bro.” Azazel clamped his hands down on Balthazar’s shoulders and shook him with excitement. “And we each get a wing to ourselves. An entire wing full of women...I really can’t think of anything better.”

Balthazar shook off his brother’s grip and stalked towards the front door. Trying to hide his irritation failed when he motioned a hand at the solid wooden door, sending it flying backwards on its squeaky hinges like it weighed nothing. 

Consumed once again by ill feelings towards his brother, Balthazar missed the friendly, sky-blue energy trying to connect with him. It wasn’t until he stomped his first footstep on the thick wooden floor that the energy materialised in front of him. 

“Welcome to the Worthington house. I’m Mildred. I will be your maid during your stay. How can I help you?”

Balthazar stopped dead, his anger notching up a level as yet again, his brother put him off something that could have been vitally important. He stared at the sweet old woman stood in front of him. Boasting the smile of a loving grandmother but wearing the black and white uniform of a maid, she bowed before him.

“Oh, there’s two of you. How lovely. Would you like a cup of tea?”

Peering over his younger brother’s shoulder, Azazel looked at the sight before him. The tight bun on her head pulled her grey hair back off her face. Even edged with wrinkles, her eyes still shone a brilliant blue. Her skin appeared smooth, plump, and full of life.

“Well, hello, Mildred,” Azazel said. “And what might you be hanging around for?”

A sly smile passed over her pale lips. “I am ‘hanging around’ in my home, dear boy.”

“Boy? Really?” He snorted in disgust. “Have you any idea—”

“I know full well what and who you are, Azazel. To be quite frank, if you wish to stay under my roof, you will abide by my rules. I’m afraid that extends to an entire wing of female company, of which I’m sure you won’t be surprised by my forbidding it.” A glassy stare hardened over her eyes. “This is not a brothel, and I shall not have a lady of the night tainting my house under any circumstances. Do I make myself clear?”

Azazel grinned. “Yes, you’re making yourself very clear. Your manifestation is quite remarkable. I’ve never seen one of you in such detail. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were live and kickin’.”

Mildred smiled. In one swift, fluid movement, she reached up to her neck, slipping her aged fingers beneath her high frilled collar. 

“You know,” Azazel said, pointing his index finger at her and grinning. “I can tell you’re the kind of old bird who was a fine piece of ass in her day.”

In response, Mildred pulled her hand back from beneath her clothes. A gold chain fell down on her chest, its centre point settling between her breasts.

Azazel fell silent when he saw the intricate detail of a pentagram nestled inside a hexagram. “Ah,” he said, scratching his head.

Clasping her hands in front of her once more, Mildred nodded. “I believe we have an understanding?”

Azazel nodded, a sheepish look sweeping across his features.

“Good boy. Now, how about that tea?”
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Chapter 4
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Kyla Marshall glanced up into the night sky, admiring the vibrant stars twinkling above her. Leaning back against the cool bricks of the pub where she worked, she gave in to her nicotine craving. Grabbing the last cigarette from the battered silver packet in her hand, she grumbled about the cost of the damn things these days. 

As soon as she lit it and took the first drag, she tried to breathe out all of her negative thoughts with it. The sweet rush of nicotine surged around her body, tingling through her veins. She dared to think back over her mere thirty years of life. Working in The Phantom Horse, and still being single at this age hadn’t been her plan, but since when did life care about plans? 

Staring at the old oak tree on the boundary line between the pub and the mansion behind, Kyla found herself lost in thought. Daydreams of sitting in an oak-lined office with a psychopath offering up his mind for dissection brought a small smile to her lips. Her idealistic dreams of becoming a criminal psychologist seemed like a whole lifetime ago and belonged to someone she no longer knew. 

Still, her morbid fascination of serial killers and the inner workings of the mind had never faded and even now she relaxed to murder documentaries and read whatever books she could on anything murder related.

A violent shudder ran through her, bringing her back to the present and leaving goosebumps in its wake. From out of nowhere, a powerful gust of wind whipped around the empty garden, knocking her sideways. Dropping her fag when she used her hands to steady herself against the wall, she frantically looked around for it. 

“For fucks sake,” she said, chasing it across the grass. 

She grabbed after it like it was a long-lost piece of treasure. Being her last one, she didn’t want to have to traipse into town when her shift finished. She could moan about needing to do that in the morning instead. 

Fishing around in her pocket for her lighter, she placed her fag back between her lips and relit it. She’d barely finished inhaling her next hit before a clap of thunder and another strong burst of wind took it from her again. 

“Are you freakin’ kiddin’ me?” she yelled, looking up into the vast dark sky. 

With the threat of a storm lingering, she felt more than grateful she’d chosen laziness today and driven the two miles to work instead of taking her usual walk.  Chasing after her fag again, she plucked it from its place near the hedge lining the boundary of the pub’s land.

“Kyla. Where are you?”

The high-pitched voice of Kyla’s boss, Keith, echoed through the shadowed garden. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and counted to ten. 

“Coming,” she shouted back, trying to sound as sweet as possible. 

Chewing on her tongue to stop a flow of curse words from spilling out, she threw her ill-fated cigarette over the hedge into the abandoned garden on the other side and stomped back to work. Reminding herself she only had two hours to go until she could go home, she plastered a smile on her face and played nice to the customers. 

Several of the regulars were leaning on the bar with empty glasses, bored expressions on their faces. Wondering to herself what the hell Keith was doing and why he couldn’t serve them, she remembered that her boss was nothing but a lazy bastard and expected all of his staff to do everything. Regardless of whether they were legally entitled to breaks or not.

The man disgusted her, but to be fair even that didn’t describe the skin-crawling revulsion that swamped her every time she so much as thought of him. She couldn’t pinpoint anything specific that made her feel that way, it was just the whole package. Short, bald, fat, blackened teeth—the few he had left anyway, and small, piggy eyes, his entire demeanour made her cringe. That and the fact he perved over anything with breasts. 

If he’d been a nice guy, she could have excused him for being the same height as her ample chest and not having anywhere else to look at eye level, but he wasn’t. The best word to describe him would be a leech. He only ever employed young, single women. 

As Kyla was halfway through pulling a pint for the last thirsty guy, Keith scurried through from the kitchen. Sweat glistened all over his bright red face, and his belly heaved up and down.

“Fire,” he said, gasping for breath.

Kyla’s mouth dropped open and her heart stopped dead. “What? Where?”

He pointed to the back of the pub. “The garden!”

Without a second thought, Kyla ran past him, ignoring the nausea swirling in her stomach as she brushed against him. Bolting outside, she stopped dead when the blazing heat hit her several feet from the hedge. Sure enough, bright orange flames were consuming the ancient oak tree that had sat on the boundary line since before she was born. Charred black pieces of tree floated through the illuminated air. Every passing second only ensured the tree trunk would be nothing but a crispy log. 

Dread hit her. It could only have been her fag. So certain it’d been blown out by the wind, she’d thought nothing of tossing it over the hedge. 

“I’ve already rung the fire brigade.”

Kyla jumped, not having realised Keith was stood next to her. When his greasy hand clamped around her forearm, she shook her arm free and shuffled backwards. She couldn’t help but shiver when she registered the fact his flesh had touched hers. Thoughts of how much he would have enjoyed those few seconds of skin on skin contact sprung to mind but she pushed them away before she made herself sick.

Glancing around her, it seemed the entire village had now piled into the back garden to watch the slow, miserable death of what had been a rather magnificent tree. The wail of sirens sounded in the distance, surprising her with how fast they’d responded. But as she thought about it, it’d probably taken Keith a good couple of minutes to waddle through from the back room where the phone sat. 

“Right, people. Come on, move along please. The fire brigade will need room.” Kyla clapped her hands together and shouted over the low hum of excited chatter. “NOW, please.”

Painfully slow, the crowd began to move out of the garden, congregating on a small patch of grass across the road, outside the village hall. It really said something about village life when the highlight of their year was watching an old tree burning down. 

Still, it’d gotten her off work early.

A minute later, the firefighters arrived on site, each man seeming to go on auto pilot with his own job to do in the team chain. Aware of giving them space, Kyla headed back inside the pub to tidy up, lock up, and shut everything down. 

As she gave the bar a final wipe down, the rustle of a jacket caught her attention. Seconds later, a young, dark-haired fireman appeared. His bright green eyes were the first thing she noticed. Combined with high cheekbones and tanned skin, he was more than easy on the eye.

“All sorted,” he said. “Unfortunately, there isn’t much left of the tree. Do you know the owners of the land?”

“Kinda,” she said. “Old man Worthington died a couple of years ago. He didn’t have any family except for two nephews he’d not seen since they were toddlers. He left them the estate, but they’ve been travelling ever since, pissing the family fortune up the wall.”

He nodded and pulled a thin smile. “I see. Well, I guess that’s lucky for you then.”

Kyla frowned. “How’s that?”

“Because it was your cigarette that started it.”

Biting back a smirk, Kyla couldn’t help but play with him. He was cute and she loved a bit of flirting. Feigning hurt, she slapped a hand over her chest. “Excuse me? How dare you accuse me. There are plenty of people who smoke around here. What brings you to the conclusion it was me?”

Grinning, he ran his tongue over his lips. “The fact your lighter is hanging out of your back pocket. And your boss said you were out there only minutes before it happened.”

She sauntered back along the bar, wiping the mahogany surface as she eyed the young man, deciding he was in early twenties at the most. Coming closer to her prey, she raised an eyebrow at him as she ran her tongue over her bottom lip. “Have you been staring at my ass?”

He glanced towards the doorway, checking for his colleagues, looked back at her and smiled. “And what if I have?”

“Well, I think I’d have to ask for your opinion.” She stepped towards him and ran her index finger down his navy-blue jacket. Noticing it was unzipped, she slid her hand under it, surprised at the hard chest beneath his cotton t-shirt. “So what do you think then?”

“It’s lovely,” he said, his voice a hoarse whisper. 

Grinning, she turned slightly, placing her ass just in front of his hand hanging by his side. “Why don’t you see if it feels as good as it looks?”

His eyes lit up with hunger, the temptation of such easy meat taking over any rational thought. He pressed his hand to her ass and when he squeezed, a small groan slipped through his lips. 

“My boss will kill me if he sees me in here,” he said, almost breathless.

“Really? Taking risks for me already?” She pushed back into his hand and looked back at him over her shoulder. “I like that.”

He slid his hand up to her lower back, slipped his arm around her hips and pulled her against him. “You’re hot, you know that?”

“Hot enough to burn a tree down?”

“And some.”

A man’s voice shouted from outside, sounding very close to the back door. Kyla flickered her eyes towards the open doorway they stood in front of. One glance down the corridor and she knew they’d be caught.  

Stepping away from him, she tugged on his jacket for him to follow. He needed no encouragement. A few strides and they were out of direct sight. 

“So is my naughty little secret safe with you?” Kyla asked in a voice so sweet, it would rival any angel. Placing both of her hands on his solid torso, she revelled in the feeling of his hard body beneath her palms. She could feel his pecs beneath his thin t-shirt and the temptation of ripping his shirt off was becoming harder to resist by the second.

Backing her up against the bar, he leaned into her ear and whispered, “That depends.”

“On what exactly?”

“If you’re free for a drink or dinner one evening?”

Trailing her fingers down to the waistband of his trousers, Kyla peeked up at him from beneath her lashes and whispered back, “Skip the pleasantries. No point in beating around the bush.” She flashed him a wicked smile. “Not that I have a bush. If you get my meaning,” she said, giving him a cheeky wink.

A pink flush spread over his chiselled cheeks. “What...what time do you get off tonight?”

Kyla leaned into him, inching towards his ear. Gently placing his ear lobe between her teeth, she nibbled on it. “That depends what time you come and get me off.”

The young lad swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. “Jeeze, lady. You’ll give a man a heart attack.”

“I’d rather give him a hard on.” Kyla moved her hand down and grabbed his crotch, smiling as she felt the bulky handful through his trousers.

“Jesus,” he said, jumping backwards and pushing her away.

“Oh, sweetie. I don’t think you’re man enough for me yet.” She pulled away from him and winked. “I’d eat you for breakfast.”

A deep voice yelled down the corridor, “Matt, get yourself here. We’re going.”

Seemingly dazed, he smiled at her before wandering back to his team. Kyla couldn’t help but grin to herself. At least she’d managed to have some fun this evening. 
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Kyla checked for drunken customers lingering in the corners, then turned off the lights, all whilst giggling to herself about her interaction with the fireman. Heading down the corridor, towards the back door, she had her mind set on one thing only—home.

However, it seemed the universe had other ideas as a familiar Oompa Loompa shaped person blocked the narrow passageway and her way out.

“Kyla, dear,” Keith said, huffing and puffing as he attempted to run to her. “I was worried about you.”

Kyla took a step back and had to consciously stop herself from recoiling her top lip. “I’m fine. I’ve cleaned everything, checked for stragglers, and turned everything off.”

“Oh you are a love,” Keith said, reaching a hand out towards her arm. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

As Keith’s podgy fingers clamped down around Kyla’s left forearm, she found herself in an immediate battle between being polite or snapping every damn one of his disgusting sausage like digits. His need to touch some part of her every time he saw her was starting to wear more than a bit thin. Revulsion and rage ignited inside her and for a brief moment, she could understand how killers lost their control and did things they could never take back. 

“I’m just doing my job,” she replied, moving her arm back, trying to release his grip.

“Were you on your way home?” he asked, squeezing her arm tighter and taking a step forward.

“You don’t need me anymore tonight?”

“No, no, no. You go home and get some rest. Unless of course, you’re a little bit too shaken to be on your own. You’re more than welcome to stay on my sofa. Or I can have the sofa and you have my bed.”

With it being past eleven p.m., the only illumination pouring in down the dark, narrow passageway came from slivers of moonlight sneaking through the open back door. Kyla flickered her eyes up from Keith, staring straight over his fat, bald head at her exit route.

Hundreds of black and orange embers floated in the air, swirling around completely carefree, nothing but ashes in the spring breeze. A few voices muttered inaudible words from outside and a couple of firemen were still walking the grounds, checking everything had been dealt with.

“I’m fine. Thank you, though,” she replied, looking back at him.

“Are you sure? I don’t mind. I’ll even change the sheets for you,” Keith said. 

Even through the poor light, the glisten in his predatory eyes was hard to miss as he said this, leaving Kyla with a cold chill.

“I’m good, Keith, thank you. I just want to go home.”

“Or maybe you want some company at yours?” he asked, tapping his index finger against her skin.

Kyla bit her lip, struggling to hold back the torrent of abuse that danced around on the tip
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