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  Prologue

  
  













“Someone appears to be summoning a demon, sir. Do you wish for me to respond?” my second in command asked.

He enjoyed answering the summoners. Usually, it’s to scare a couple of young mages or witches that don’t follow the rules. Never summon a demon unless asking for a specific one. You could get one big asshole. Like me, for example.

“Who is it?” I queried, lounging in my bed, wearing only a pair of shorts. I hated Hell more than anything. Despite it being my home, I was ready to leave and start my life as something other than being my father’s performing monkey—which he seemed to enjoy far too much.

The silence made me prop up on my elbows and stare at him as he paced the bedroom. “Well?” I asked again.

“Edison, the head of the death mages, sir.” He was paler than usual.

Despite living in Hell my second appearance resembled a nerd locked away in his lab all day, never to see the light of day.

“Hmm, interesting.” I sat up, smiled as my clothes appeared on me. “Very interesting. If father asks, I’m away topside. I’ll return momentarily.”

My second opened his mouth to object, but I was already gone, appearing in the summoning circle a split second later. As expected, the circle was stronger than average, but he’d been calling for a stronger demon. Only I bet he didn’t think he’d get me.

“Ah, finally! You took forever to show up, demon,” the man snarled, circling me as he held a thick leather book in his hands.

His black hair was swept to the side like he was in the boy Scouts. blue eyes were pale, almost dead inside. This was a man who’d spent his life searching for power and doing whatever he had to in order to get it. Fucking bastard. Demons were assholes, but some supernaturals on topside could be far worse.

I looked down at my nail, feigning disinterest. “What is it you want, mage?”

He wouldn’t know who I was right away, just that I was powerful enough to accomplish what he needed, which probably came down to power.

Suddenly, a tug at my chest had my head snapping around to a baby lying in a bassinet. She cried out in hunger, but that wasn’t what had captured my attention. It was her.

We’d be something together. Not now and not for a while, but I’d make sure she survived this time to be with me.

The death mage cleared his throat, and I reluctantly looked at his rat-like face. “I’ll give you the child if you achieve what I need.”

Irritation sprung up within me at how easily he’d give up this baby to a demon. He did not know what I’d do, but for power, he’d give her away.

“What is it you want?” I growled, prowling the circle.

He watched me toe the line, smirking because he thought it would hold me.

Only it wouldn’t. I was a prince of Hell.

“I need enough power to defeat the royal mages. Once I’ve completed that, I want to live for an eternity.” He nodded once, pleased with his request. “In return, I’ll give you my granddaughter.”

His granddaughter? I reared my head back in surprise. How fate was determined to make my life difficult. I had no choice but to agree. If he will do this to her, then who knew what he’d do if I refused her?

I smiled, glancing in her direction as she fussed. “The deal will be the power and eternal life in exchange for me giving my blood to her so that I may return to her at a later date. You will also let her leave with her father.” I looked at the man who appeared from behind a rock.

He’d been there the whole time while we took over most of the cave. He wanted her back, and I’d make sure she survived her grandfather.

“Deal!” the mage quickly shouted. He snapped the book closed and then took a knife out to cut his hand.

“No. We will not do a blood exchange. The deal I’ll make is far more potent and permanent. After I give the child my blood, we’ll shake hands and my mark with appear on your palm.” I crooked my head to the side as I watched the different expressions cross his face.

Surprise, annoyance, and finally resignation. He’d agree to what he wanted.

Before he even permitted me to leave the circle, I stepped out and strode to the child, who whined again. Her beautiful blue gaze fell on me, and a small smile appeared on her chubby face. She cooed, speaking her own language to me as if I could understand.

With a slice of my palm, I watched as the blood swelled, and I allowed it to fall into her mouth. Her gaze stayed on me the entire time as she swallowed. Then her eyes flared red, showing me that the demon touch bond took hold. She was mine forever.

“How did you leave the circle?” Edison demanded, rushing over with the book as he flipped through the pages. “It’s impossible.”

The girl’s father hurried over to snatch her out of the bassinet. “You didn’t read the fine print, you fool!” He hurried away, barely glancing back in my direction as I watched them leave the cave.

Edison shook his head. “Fine print. Fine print,” he chanted. Finally, he came to the page he was looking for. His face paled, but then he grinned. “Look! I’ve summoned a prince of Hell!” He seemed smug about that.

“I answered your summons out of interest. You would have gotten a much weaker demon, but I found it interesting that the head of the death mages was desperate for help.”

When I took a step toward him, he backed away, skirting around a sacrificial stone. “You can’t hurt me. I summoned you.”

“You think the rules apply to me?” I demanded.

“We had a deal!” he quickly replied, rushing away like a skittish animal.

I sighed. “So, we did. You shall have your power and eternal life, Edison.”

He shouted with glee as I disappeared. My magic floated around him, performing the miracle he was hoping for.

Eventually, he’d realize that he should have been far more specific with me. He’d have enough power to defeat the royal mages and have eternal life, but he’d also sleep until someone who was a demon touched death mage unlocked him from his prison. I doubted the child would ever return to this man again.

Soon, I’d find my mate again when she was of age. We’d finally be together like our souls were meant to be.

Only I didn’t realize her father could perform a miracle and make her lost to me again.
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My office door crept open, the creaking of the hinges capturing my attention before I noticed it moving. I waited for the culprit to appear, calling to my magic to prepare for defending myself. Not that I could do much with such weak magic, but it would be enough to shock the idiot trying to mess with me.

It was late, most of the employees should have gone home. Sometimes my Uncle Darius stayed beyond normal working hours because of private meetings with clients, but he would have just walked right in instead of trying to scare me, especially after our weekend marathon of watching horror movies.

BUT… my cousin, Jason, was another story. He was a serious pain in the ass, but most of the time he was gone before five to hit the supernatural clubs to get laid. I didn’t understand why my uncle kept him on the payroll since he never worked a full week and on the days he came in; the dude was several hours late. We won’t even cover the topic of him wearing the same clothes from the previous day. Darius tolerated him only because he was his sole heir.

I continued to stare at the doorway for a few more long seconds before I puffed out a breath to blow my black hair out of my face. My bun was falling apart like it normally did, but laziness kept me from getting up to fix it—especially now that there was an intruder just outside of my office door.

I’d seen enough horror movies to know it wasn’t wise to go looking for the danger. I valued my life more than those dumbasses in the movies. Like seriously, you might as well tie yourself up for the killer while shouted, ‘come and get me!’

The scent of roses hit my nostrils, revealing the culprit, making my heart race. “Skye, lay off the perfume if you ever decide to go through with your promise to Vince about sneaking in through his window to have your wicked way with him.” I chuckled, reaching back to pull the pins out of my hair.

Not even two seconds later, my best friend appeared in one of my black leather client chairs that sat on the other side of my desk.

She grinned, flashing me one of her dazzling smiles. “Like my new invisibility spell? You didn’t know I was here! I was hoping to discover you having filthy office sex since you’re here so late.” She looked a little too smug over her skills, though.

The invisibility spell was one of her current projects that was taking a while to master. My magic? Well, I was nowhere near as strong. In fact, I was the weakest mage in my family, but I made up for it with my amazing computer skills. I was so good that most of the requests that came into Nightwind Technologies were for me. I was valuable as far as the family business was concerned.

Unfortunately, my lack of powerful magic excluded me from most family politics concerning our community and the other royal families.

Skye was a couple of inches taller than me at five foot seven. Her strawberry blonde hair hung loosely over her shoulders in big curls, with no frizz in sight. One of her best features was her eyes, a brilliant green she usually enhanced with a light dusting of purple eyeshadow on her eyelids. My best friend was gorgeous and shockingly single. Her brother, Jensen, always ran off the boyfriends within a week, but that didn’t stop her from trying.

I smiled to myself as I thought about Jensen. Skye and I were supposed to meet him and the others to secretly continue working on one of our rituals. He’d texted me earlier in the day, claiming to have a surprise for me.

To say I had a crush on him was putting it mildly. Whenever I thought he was about to put the moves on me, though, he would suddenly back away, and I had a feeling that was because of my lack of status among the royal families.

Powerful magic was important to strengthen the lines and make one family better than the others. It was a constant competition between the royals. Not even the Magic Wars Events throughout the year were enough to keep them satisfied. Illegal duals between royal families constantly popped up on the Mage News social media feed.

“Earth to Ember? Did you hear anything I just said?” Skye asked, waving a hand in front of my face.

I slapped her hand away and grinned. “Just thinking about the meet-up tonight with Jensen and the rest of the group. He says he has a surprise for me.”

Skye wiggled her eyebrows suggestively at me. “I wonder what it could be.” She suddenly scowled. “If it’s anything like I’m thinking, please keep the details to yourself, considering he is my brother. My stomach can only handle so much before the projectile vomiting starts.”

“You know what it is, don’t you?” I demanded, as she avoided my gaze.

I leaned forward with my palms flat against the wooden surface of my desk. Little did she know I was seconds away from leaping over the desk and tackling her for answers. She’d never survive torture for information. The kidnappers could get all the information just by tickling her.

She shrugged, smirking. “You’ll just have to wait and see, won’t you?” Climbing to her feet, she smoothed out her pencil skirt, obviously having just come from work. Her family owned the Ashsorrow Pharmaceuticals Company. She didn’t play a big part in creating the drugs, but she was one partner with Jensen and her dad.

The human population would go insane if they knew how much magic was involved with their medications. Government regulation was constantly enforced on the family, as the only supernatural-run drug company. The President kept a tight hold on the Ashsorrow’s company after just learning about our existence.

My phone lit up from a text message, Jensen’s name popping up on the screen. I sighed, smiling despite his sister watching me only a couple of feet away.

“Is that my brother?” she asked before glancing at her phone as if to check the time.

I nodded, shoving it into my purse. “Yeah, he’s asking if we’re on our way yet. Apparently, he’s already there, waiting.”

She rolled her eyes. “He knows he should be there at ten, but the dumbass always shows up earlier, expecting us to already be there.” Her shoulders slumped. “Honestly, I’m exhausted. I got very little sleep last night, and now I’m paying for it.”

When I raised an eyebrow over her exhaustion, she scowled, zapping me with her magic. “Shut up. Sex with Calvin was totally worth it—especially after my dry spell.”

I shrugged before raising an eyebrow again. “Yeah, a week is definitely a long time for your lady parts. I can only imagine your suffering. I don’t know how you manage.”

She stuck her tongue out at me in response, a really mature move considering we were close to thirty.

Remembering our conversation about Jensen, I continued. “Anyway, you know how your brother is. If we’d just learn to assume we should arrive thirty minutes earlier than he tells us, we wouldn’t have to deal with his pestering.” I shut my laptop before snatching up my purse and slinging it over my shoulder. Another text vibrated my phone, and I showed it to her, a grin on my face.

“What an asshole. I’m not leaving my car here overnight. Plus, the portal always makes me sick to my stomach. Tell him unless he wants to see what I ate for lunch, he’ll have to wait ten minutes for us to show up.” Just as Skye finished speaking, a slowly growing blue light appeared in the middle of my office, right next to us. She glanced over at me, her eyes wide. “Oh, shit!”

We bolted for the door, but it was already too late. The light grew into a huge portal, then two large hands reached out to grab our arms. We screamed as we fell off balance, hitting the cool magic of the portal before it swept us away.

Groaning when I landed hard on the grassy ground, I opened my eyes to see where the high-pitched screaming was coming from. Skye was two feet away from me, her screaming turning into a silent threat to vomit on the ground next to her. She rolled to her side, closing her eyes briefly before focusing on something above me.

I continued to lie on the ground, moving my gaze across the dark sky, where thousands of stars dotted it. Jensen would pay for this—even if it was the last thing I did. He didn’t know what he was in for. This time, it would go beyond writing on his face while he slept.

A face appeared in my field of vision, and I yelped, rolling to my side so I could get up. Unfortunately, my tight skirt didn’t make it easy. The struggle was real.

Jensen was bent over, hands on his knees, as he laughed. He glanced up to take in my expression, which only seemed to fuel his laughter more. I crooked my finger while giving him my best come-hither smile. His laughter died as desire filled his gaze, and he took a step toward me.

Then, as if he realized my actual plan, he jerked to a stop and grinned. “Nice try, Ember.”

Skye climbed to her feet with very little grace, heels sinking into the grass. “Fucker! You know how much I hate using the portal!” She shoved him hard, causing him to stumble, then fell to the ground when he couldn’t regain his balance.

I glanced at my best friend, both of us snorting before we fell into a fit of laughter.

Jensen tilted his head back to look at us with a huge smile on his handsome face. “Help me up. I need to meet Dad in thirty minutes. You know how he is about punctuality.” He held up his hands for someone to pull him up.

Skye crossed her arms, the international symbol of ‘go fuck yourself’. I rolled my eyes, hurrying over to help him. When my skin touched his, a shock traveled up my arms, creating a delicious shiver throughout my body.

His eyes widened at me like he’d just felt the same thing. “That was interesting,” he murmured, eyebrows raising.

Heat spread through my cheeks, awkwardness making me want to look away, only I couldn’t since it almost seemed like our feelings were mutual.

Jensen was one of the mage royal families’ most eligible bachelors. He’d also been on a few magazine covers as one of the world’s most desirable men to date. It irritated me that he was getting so much attention, especially since I’d always wanted him to myself. But how could anyone resist his gorgeous blond hair, ocean-blue eyes, and well-muscled body?

He hadn’t always been so perfect, though. As a teen, he looked awkward with his skinny, long arms and too-big feet. Even then I’d wanted him because aside from always showing me kindness despite my lack of magic, he could always make me laugh.

“Okay, ready?” he asked me. “I’ll count to three and you pull me up.”

I frowned, already unsteady in my heels. What if they broke in the grass? They were not cheap. Plus, they were my favorite pair!

Recapturing my attention, he started counting, and I braced myself, preparing to throw my weight back. When he got to three, instead of waiting for me to yank him up, he pulled me forward and I landed right on top of him. The breath left our lungs in a rush.

Skye groaned, rolling her eyes before looking down at us. “I’ll be by the fire pit. Hopefully, Lathan, Merlin, and Trina are already there.” She started walking toward the woods, where there was a small path that led to our secret place.

“Wait for me!” I shrieked, struggling to get to my feet, but my tight skirt made it impossible to move without having to roll off Jensen.

“Two minutes! That’s all we’re going to wait. If you aren’t inside the bubble by then, you lose out!” She shouted back at us without looking over her shoulder. Her slight form disappeared into the leaves, the sound of her pushing through the branches fading the farther away she got.

I continued to struggle, preparing to roll off to the side into the grass. Jensen grabbed me around my upper arms to stop me from moving. He groaned, closing his eyes briefly. I raised my eyebrows in concern, opening my mouth to question whether I’d injured him during our fall.

That was when I felt it beneath me. A gasp left my lips as his eyelids flew open to meet my gaze. His hard length pressed against my stomach, letting me know that the mini-Jensen was excited about this encounter.

“Uh, I should…umm… I’m just going to roll off into the grass,” I squeaked, moving again.

This was not good. How was I supposed to come out of this without being embarrassed? I moved again, trying to get the momentum needed to roll off, but he held me still once more.

“If you keep doing that, I have no choice but to roll you over, hike up your tight-ass skirt, and sink my cock into your slick heat,” he growled, eyes flashing with desire.

My lips parted as my stomach flipped in response to his words. I froze, unable to move even though my brain was screaming at me to say something back.

Never in all the years we’ve known each other had he spoken to me like that. I’d always thought there was something between us, but in my heart, I knew I’d never be good enough for the Ashsorrows.

Slowly, he lifted his head, lips coming closer to mine. His tongue slid across my bottom lip, then he lowered his head to peer into my eyes, gauging my reaction. My tongue snaked out, touching my lip. He groaned again, pressing his hips into me as his hands gripped my ass.

Crashing through the woods startled us both, our bodies stiffening. I rolled off him, grunting when I hit the ground just as Merlin appeared at the path opening.

“What the hell, guys? Jensen, we have that meeting with your dad in twenty minutes. If he bitches to my dad because we’re late, you’ll be without sex for a while because of the sudden magical onset of gonorrhea.”

Sitting up, I brushed my hands together to get the dirt off them. Jensen’s gaze was on me, but I didn’t dare to look back at him. I’d often fantasized about a few of the royal family members, but if they ever wanted something from me, it wouldn’t be long term. It would be a fling, and that was something I didn’t want. For now, I’d just keep breaking the rules about stranger danger and visit the clubs.

Merlin strolled over to us, his hands shoved in his jean pockets. His real name was Jack, but we called him Merlin because of his natural ability with magic from the age of two.

Most didn’t have access to their magic until around eight years old. That’s when they forced us to attend magic school to develop our magic, use it effectively, and learn the laws for mages.

It only took him a few long strides before he reached us. His gray eyes went from me to Jensen, then back to me. I didn’t miss how his gaze traveled up my tan legs, across my body, to my exposed cleavage. Yeah, I was a bit disheveled. Why are these two looking at me as if they’re just now seeing me?

Jensen climbed to his feet and brushed off his clothes. He turned to me, then winked before looking past Merlin to where Trina appeared to be waiting for us. His sudden interest in me disappeared as he took off jogging toward her. Ms. Perfect. Trina Crowstrike was Merlin’s sister, a goddess in the flesh with her gorgeous red hair, wide mouth, plump lips, and emerald eyes. Everyone predicted she would marry within a year after we graduated from magic school. Most of us were close to thirty, still considered young in mage years. We lived a long time, depending on the type of magic we used and whether we abused it.

I scowled as Jensen tugged her hair and they disappeared into the woods. Merlin’s large hand appeared in my vision, offering me help to my feet. I beamed up at him, clasping his hand.

I found it interesting how Trina and he were completely opposite with their coloring. Instead of the red hair, Merlin’s was a deep black with hints of blue, depending on how the light hit it. He was incredibly handsome, with dimples in his cheeks when he smiled, and very kissable lips. His body was all muscle, but his waist tapered more than Jensen’s. He also had broader shoulders, and tanner skin with far more tattoos decorating his body.

“Are you okay? What happened?” He asked me while examining my body like he was looking for injuries. “Did you guys fall?”

My eyes tracked his hand as he reached up to tuck some hair behind my ear.

The attention from Jensen and Merlin was making my stomach flutter with a mix of desire and nerves. I wasn’t used to the interest. Unless you counted the times I’d visited the supernatural clubs where other creatures couldn’t care less about my status among my people.

“Jensen pulled us through a portal without warning. It was a complete mess, and I fell right on top of him.” I rolled my eyes, then smiled at Merlin. “You know how it goes with the eldest Ashsorrow.”

He chuckled, pressing a hand to my lower back, directing me toward the woods. “That explains everything.” He glanced over to his right as if he noticed something. “What the fuck is that on the ground?”

Not even wanting to look at it, I grabbed his shirt and tugged him forward. “Skye threw up after we landed.”

“No wonder she’s pissed,” he mumbled, allowing me to drag him away from the vomit. But the wind swept through, bringing the scent straight to us. “Gods, that’s nasty.”

Laughing, we hurried toward the woods, but suddenly we were standing around the fire pit where the rest of my friends relaxed in lawn chairs. Skye grabbed my hand with her cold one and pulled me to an empty chair next to her.

I plopped down into the seat, inhaling a spicy, woodsy scent that I easily linked to Lathan Virac, my other friend who was next in line to lead his family.

“Hey gorgeous, you ready?” he asked me as he stood up to raise a bubble of protection around us to prevent anyone from hearing or seeing what we were doing.

Orange wisps of his magic left his hands, slowly rising. I watched, as usual, with fascination. I was jealous that my friends were extremely talented, and here I was. The weakest link.

Lathan’s magic shot from his hands, spreading like an airborne virus. Sparks like sparkler fireworks appeared, weaving through the orange magic as it rose like a wall, arching into a dome. Once all the edges met at the top center, it became a solid bubble that we could see out of, but no one could see in. To anyone on the outside, it looked like another part of the woods, as if we weren’t even there.

Grinning, he glanced at me, running a hand through his chestnut hair. He saw my answering smile, and literal flames appeared in his eyes.

Trina called his name, drawing his attention away from me. “Can we get this show on the road already?” she asked, crossing one slender leg over the other. Her fingers drummed on the chair’s armrests, a scowl on her face. “I think we should’ve rescheduled this since we aren’t going to do the next step in the ritual.”

I raised my eyebrows, wondering what the hell she was talking about. As usual, Trina was acting like her annoying self.

“Then why are we here?” I questioned, my voice carrying over the sounds of the popping wood in the fire pit.

Not that I didn’t enjoy the company of my friends, but the whole point of the secret meetings was so we could do the ritual. It was taking a year to complete, especially since we only met once a week. Anything more would have been suspicious. If anyone caught us, the punishment would be severe.

The Otherworldly Crimes Agency would become involved, and it might mean prison time. It was also forbidden, and only Death Mages dared perform it, as it involved blood.

Trina’s gaze landed on me over the flames from the fire roaring between us. “We’re here to discuss you.”

“I don’t understand. Why me?” I was used to Trina’s constant hostility toward me.

It had to do with her mother’s hatred for my real father.

There was a story, but I didn’t know any of the details and neither did Darius. Over the years, I’d learned to ignore it. In the end, Trina and I would have each other’s backs. It was part of our blood-sworn pact since our first year in magic school.

My gaze swung to Skye, but she raised her hands helplessly, as if she didn’t know what was going on. Merlin stood, drawing my gaze to him. He swept a hand toward the fire and the flames lowered so we could all see each other clearly. “Recently, I learned all four of the royal
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