
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Hell is no place for a human.

	 

	 

	Berith is a prince of Hell, just under Lucifer himself, which means he has enemies, and a lot of them. Usually, Berith solves that problem with torture and death, but that’s not always a possibility, like when he’s gifted a human by a demon who wants to see him torn off his throne. The only thing he can do is bond the human to him so he doesn’t die. But then what?

	Mel has no idea how he ended up in Hell or how he’ll go home. The only thing he knows is that Hell is no place for a human, even when that human is bonded to a prince of Hell like he is—or maybe especially so. He’s being used as a chess piece, and he doesn’t like it, but what can he do when his new owner doesn’t allow him to go home?

	Mel has to learn to live in Hell, while Berith has to understand how to deal with a terrified but stubborn human. As they spend time together, they both see that maybe things will work out, but they’re still in Hell, where everyone wants everyone dead. But maybe Mel can bring a little of his humanity to Hell, change how things work, and show demons they don’t have to torture their way through life.

	That is, if he survives long enough.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	It would be rude for Berith to get up and leave the throne room, yet, he was tempted to do just that. No one would say anything. Everyone liked their heads on their shoulders, and Berith was the one person here who could have it cut off with one word.

	But he stayed where he was. It was his job as a prince of Hell, and no matter how much he hated it, he wasn’t going to get out of it.

	Still, it wasn’t easy for him to sit on his throne and listen to the grievances of the demons around him. They all had something to complain about, or, usually, someone. They wanted Berith to kill their rivals, maybe torture them a bit, but that wasn’t what Berith was about. If they wanted someone to die, they’d have to get their own hands dirty. This was Hell, after all. They’d get them dirty anyway.

	At least Berith didn’t actually have to listen. His personal assistant was standing next to him, taking notes as the people parading in front of Berith spoke. Sabin was good at what he did, and Berith trusted him with his life. He’d let him know something important was being said. In the meantime, Berith allowed himself to daydream.

	This wasn’t what he’d imagined would happen when he’d become a prince of Hell. He’d been ambitious, but things had changed over the decades. They’d changed even more after he’d had a child, and he couldn’t wait for all of this to be over so he could go back to his daughter. When he thought about her recent kidnapping and rescue, his heart still raced in his chest, and he had to clutch at the arms of his throne so he wouldn’t throw himself out of it and go look for her. He’d almost lost her, but he had to remember that he hadn’t. She was safe somewhere in the palace, probably playing and driving her mother nuts. That was what Berith had to focus on, nothing else.

	But it had been too close. Someone had taken his daughter and wouldn’t have hesitated to use her against Berith. They’d almost succeeded, and he’d been lucky someone trustworthy had found her. Still, he’d hired more guards, and he’d assigned a personal bodyguard to Cyarea. He wouldn’t risk her disappearing again. He couldn’t, not when he’d die if anything happened to her.

	Sabin cleared his throat, jerking Berith out of his thoughts. Berith blinked and tried to look as if he’d been listening, but he wasn’t sure it was a success. Still, Sabin was there, leaning closer.

	“Your Highness, this man was telling you what’s happening at the border.”

	Berith straightened in his seat. “Can you repeat that?” he asked.

	The demon standing in front of the throne was a hybrid. There had to be some onah there, and maybe zaron, which was an odd mix. Almost all demons were hybrids, though. Berith was one of the few who wasn’t, so it was easy to identify him as an oni demon.

	“There have been attacks,” the demon in front of him said.

	Berith should have been paying better attention. “I heard you the first time. I want more details.”

	The demon quickly nodded. “I apologize. The demons attacking us are speedy, and they’re in and out of the village quickly. They kill anyone they can before disappearing again. They’re a mix of demons, but I think the one in charge is a surluh.”

	That wasn’t surprising. They were some of the strongest demons around, and they were always in the thick of things when something terrible happened. “I’ll send guards to help,” Berith declared.

	The demon looked relieved. “Thank you, Your Highness.”

	Berith grunted. He didn’t know what was happening exactly, but he would before the day was over. He flicked his fingers at Sabin, who nodded and quickly typed on the screen of his tablet. Things had been more complicated when they’d had to use messengers and ink and paper, but human technology worked in Hell, too. They’d had to make a few changes to use it, but now Sabin could send a message, and a group of guards would be out of the palace in about half an hour, headed to this demon’s village to protect it.

	Berith got to his feet. He looked at the long line of demons still wanting to be heard, but he wasn’t in the mood anymore. “Tell everyone else to come back tomorrow,” he declared.

	The demons outside the throne room muttered and pleaded, but Berith had enough. If something was truly important, his guards would tell him about it. He needed to know if other villages were being attacked. But unless someone knew something about that, he was taking the rest of the evening off.

	Or at least, that was his goal. Sabin was on him as soon as the doors of his office closed behind them.

	“We should go over your appointments for tomorrow,” he said.

	Berith flopped into his chair behind his desk and groaned. “Do we have to?”

	Sabin arched a brow but didn’t say anything. He stared at Berith until Berith nodded and gestured at him to continue. “Fine. I’m listening.”

	Sabin grinned and sat on the other side of the desk. “I’ll make sure to check on this last demon and his village, by the way.”

	“I know you will. It’s why you’re my personal assistant.”

	“And here I thought it was because you love me.”

	Berith laughed. “I wouldn’t wish this on anyone I love.”

	But he did love Sabin. His life would be much harder if his friend weren’t in it, and he’d do everything he could to avoid losing him.

	“True. This would be anyone’s version of Hell if they knew what my job consists of,” Sabin said, turning his attention to the screen of his tablet and tapping on it a few times. “I already sent a team of guards to the village. They’ll be able to tell us more.”

	“I want to know everything they find as soon as they do. If another prince or someone else is trying to invade my territory, I’ll need to act fast.”

	Sabin tapped a few more times on the screen before looking up. “Who do you think it is?”

	“There’s no way to know, is there?”

	“Not for sure, and not until the guards talk to us, but it doesn’t mean you don’t have thoughts about it. Want to share?”

	There was a reason Sabin was asking, and Berith knew he’d find out soon enough. “It could be any of the other princes or some of the lower demons. They all want to make a name for themselves and possibly replace a prince.”

	“What about Rosier? Could it be him?”

	Berith almost groaned. “You really had to say his name?”

	“I did, since it’s a possibility he’s behind this.”

	There was. Rosier was part of the second hierarchy of Hell, just below the first, of which Berith was part. It wasn’t surprising that he was trying to find his way to the top, but he was smart, and he knew he couldn’t do it openly. If Berith couldn’t protect his people, they’d welcome another prince, and Berith wouldn’t be able do anything about it. No, if something was going to change, it had to change before things got that bad.

	“You think it’s Rosier?” he asked Sabin.

	“I think it’s possible. He has an appointment with you tomorrow.”

	“He’s testing me.”

	“That’s a strong possibility, yes. What do you want me to do?”

	There wasn’t much they could do, not beyond what they’d already done. “Send more guards to the border between my territory and his. I want to know if anything happens.”

	“What about our spies?”

	Everyone who was anyone in Hell had spies in other demons’ palaces. It was how things worked, but his spies hadn’t had anything to say about Rosier, as far as Berith knew. “Try to reach out to the ones in Rosier’s palace, but be careful. Rosier is smart, and I’m sure he’s waiting for us to do something wrong so he can step in and show everyone how he would be a better prince of Hell than I am.”

	Sabin snorted. “Everyone knows that’s not true.”

	Everyone did, but that didn’t matter in Hell. The only things that did were power, cruelty, and how much a demon pushed to get what he wanted. In Rosier’s case, Berith knew he wouldn’t stop for anything, not even killing and torturing, or maybe especially for that. They were demons, after all, and they lived in Hell. “I don’t like this,” he murmured.

	“I doubt anyone does, but you can’t avoid meeting him tomorrow.”

	Hopefully, the meeting would tell Berith more about what Rosier wanted and was planning. They needed to know everything before things went too far, and there was no way for him and his people to fix them.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Mel bopped his head to the rhythm of the music. He could feel the counter vibrate under his fingertips, and he tapped them on the hard surface as he took a sip of his beer. He turned around, looking out at the club behind himself.

	It was full of demons.

	He’d known it would be, of course. He wouldn’t be in a demon club if he didn’t want to see demons. A lot of people would think him nuts for even thinking about being here, but he didn’t care. He was human, yet, he felt more like he belonged here than he did anywhere else. The only exception to that was his classroom, but it wasn’t like he could go there until Monday. For now, this would have to do.

	He made sure not to look anyone in the eye as demons moved around him. He could go to the dance floor, but he was fine where he was. He had a drink, the music even made his bones vibrate, and he only had to close his eyes to be able to leave the week behind.

	“Long week?” someone asked behind him.

	He twisted and smiled at the bartender. “You could say that.”

	Caelan was gorgeous. He was a demon, but he was one of the good ones. His mermaid tail swished behind him before he twisted it around his waist and pushed long purple hair behind his pointed ears.

	When Mel had first come here, he’d been intimidated. Anyone would be, even though the club was open both to demons and humans. No one had ever tried to hurt him here, though, and eventually, he’d relaxed. He didn’t visit as often as he had a few years ago, but he still felt like he belonged, even though he clearly didn’t.

	Caelan leaned over the bar. “Want to talk about it?”

	“You’re busy.”

	“I’m always busy, but that doesn’t mean I can’t listen.”

	Mel found himself smiling. “I’m sure you have better things to do than to listen to a human moan about his week.”

	“Not at the moment. Come on, tell me.”

	If anyone had asked, Mel would have told them he and Caelan were somewhat friends. They never saw each other away from the club, but when Mel was here, they always talked. Caelan was comfortable with Mel, and Mel was comfortable with him. That was enough for Mel to launch into an explanation of what had happened to him during the week, including the mother who’d asked to see him twice this week because she believed her son should have a higher grade in art class. No matter how many times Mel had pointed out that her son was only six and that really, it didn’t matter what grade Mel gave him, she’d insisted.

	He and Caelan talked for a bit in between the demon getting drinks ready and taking money from the customers around them. Mel knew the exact moment Caelan’s boyfriend arrived, though. The demon’s gaze moved beyond Mel, and his smile stretched. His expression shifted, and Mel twisted and grinned when he saw the detective making his way through the crowd.

	This was another reason he enjoyed this club so much. Most of the customers were demons, but there were also humans, and some of them were in relationships with demons. Caelan and Jordan had been together for a bit now, but when they saw each other, it was almost as if they’d just fallen in love. Mel had to look away when Jordan leaned over the counter to kiss his boyfriend, not because he was embarrassed or angry that one of them was a demon and the other human, but because he was jealous.

	“Hey,” Jordan said, taking the stool next to Mel’s.

	Mel liked the detective as much as he liked Caelan. “Hey. You worked today?”

	“You know it. But it’s finally over.”

	“The week is finally over.”

	Jordan raised the beer his boyfriend placed in front of him on the counter, and Mel mirrored his gesture with his own half-empty glass. They grinned at each other, then Jordan took a sip of his beer.

	Mel and Jordan chatted for a bit, but Mel knew it was almost time for him to go home. As much as he enjoyed being here, it was better not to be around when the club closed. That was when some of the harsher demons came around, and they weren’t demons Mel wanted anything to do with. He didn’t mind demons roaming the human world like many people did, but in some cases, he wished they’d never left Hell.

	He got to his feet and turned toward Jordan. “I’m going to head out.”

	Jordan blinked at him. “Want me to walk you to your car?”

	“Don’t worry about it. It’s not far.”

	“Still. It would be safer.”

	Mel grinned. “That’s the detective in you talking.”

	“It’s the man with some sense talking. I know you don’t have the same prejudices most humans have against demons, but even you can’t deny demons are dangerous. It’s late, and the area isn’t safe.”

	“I’ll be fine,” Mel insisted. “It’s not the first time I’ve been here alone, and it won’t be the last. Besides, I’m sure you have better things to do than to walk me to my car.”

	“It’ll only take a moment.”

	Right then, Caelan walked to them. “I’m done for the night,” he declared.

	Mel took the opportunity of having Jordan distracted to grab his jacket from his stool. “See? You do have better things to do, and I can walk a few feet to my car. Don’t worry about me.”

	Jordan didn’t look convinced, but he also looked like he wanted to spend time with his boyfriend, and Mel didn’t blame him. If he had a boyfriend like Caelan, he’d want to spend time with him, too. Not only was Caelan gorgeous physically, but he was also one of the nicest people Mel knew.

	Jordan turned to his boyfriend, and Mel took the opportunity to disappear in the crowd. Jordan called him a few times, and he grinned. There would be no way for the detective to find him in this crowd. That was what Mel had been trying to do, and he was glad he had. Jordan had just left work, and he deserved some time with his man. Besides, it wasn’t a problem for Mel to walk to his car. He’d done it dozens of times, and tonight wasn’t any different.

	He was careful as he walked through the crowd. He didn’t want to jostle the demons too much, just in case they took it badly. There were antiviolence spells everywhere in the club, but not outside, and it would be easy for a demon to follow Mel and hurt him once they were outside.

	But nothing happened, and Mel stepped out of the club. The night was dark and chilly, and he took a deep breath, enjoying how cool the air felt on his skin. His cheeks were probably red from the heat and the alcohol he’d drunk, and it felt soothing to be out, even though he’d enjoyed himself tonight. This was good, too. He could still feel the music in his bones, and he’d carry that feeling to sleep.

	“Everything okay?” the bouncer asked.

	Mel waved at Yo’ash. “I’m fine. Good night.”

	Mel could feel Yo’ash’s gaze on his back as he walked away, but he didn’t turn around. He walked around the corner, headed to his car. He was distracted, which was the only reason he didn’t hear the demon who grabbed him. Something pulled on his arm, and he saw a brief flash of red skin and horns. He tried to pull away, but he already knew there was little he could do. He was only human, and against a demon, it didn’t mean much.

	Pain burst in the back of his head. His knees buckled, but he didn’t fall because someone caught him. He heard a growl, then someone said, “Careful. The boss doesn’t want the human to be damaged.”

	Something soft but stinky landed on Mel’s face, blocking his airways. He tried not to breathe, but after a moment, he couldn’t avoid it. Whatever was pressed to his face smelled chemical, and Mel realized he was being drugged when the world around him wobbled. He tried to keep his eyes open as long as he could, but his lids were heavy, and when he closed them, he wasn’t sure what would happen to him.

	Would he ever wake up?

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Rosier was below Berith in the Hell hierarchy, which meant he was supposed to show his respect when he came to visit. Somehow, Berith suspected Rosier would find a way to make it known he didn’t truly respect him even as he acted like he did.

	He hated the guy.

	Demons were demons, and they were used to harsh living, pain, and blood. There were those who tried to make things better for the demons in Hell and those who made things harder. Berith liked to think he was in the first group, but Rosier was in the second.

	He wasn’t a good person. He didn’t even try. He tortured, raped, threatened, and killed as if he’d been born into it, and Berith supposed he had. All demons had, but that didn’t mean they had to act like it. Nothing would ever change if they continued behaving like they thought they were supposed to.

	Berith had done his fair share of killing and torturing, but that was where he drew the line. He didn’t rape, and he didn’t touch children. Rosier had no personal rules against that, and Berith had been thinking about killing him for a while now. He already would have if it wouldn’t create problems in the hierarchy and for himself. He might not need a good reason to kill Rosier. But even though Rosier was below him on the hierarchy, he was still a powerful demon. Berith had to be careful with him, at least until Rosier gave him a reason to step in.

	So Rosier didn’t have any respect for Berith, and Berith didn’t have any respect for Rosier. How could the meeting go wrong?

	Berith almost laughed. Hopefully, the meeting would be over soon, and he could go back to his ordinary life.

	A quick knock on the door made him look up. It opened, and Sabin slipped in, quickly followed by Lon.

	Lon was one of Berith’s best friends and his personal guard, and Berith was glad to see him.

	“They’re here,” Sabin said.

	“Do you know what Rosier is planning?” Berith asked. He didn’t want to go into the meeting without knowing what was going on, even though it would be public, or maybe because of that. Rosier wouldn’t try to kill him in front of the entire court, but he could do something that would put Berith’s power and authority in question. Berith couldn’t allow that to happen. Rosier was aiming for his throne, but Berith wouldn’t allow Rosier to touch it, let alone sit in it.

	“No, but I’m sure he is planning something.”

	“Lon?” Berith asked.

	Lon flopped into a chair on the other side of Berith’s desk. “No word yet, but Sabin is right. Something’s going to happen.”

	“And we can’t do anything because we don’t know what it is.”

	Lon opened his hands. “You know as much as I do. I’ve already told the servants to keep an eye open, and I’m sure they’ll be able to tell us something, but that might not happen before the meeting.”

	“You know I don’t like to go into this kind of meeting blind. I need to know what he’s planning.”

	“We’re doing everything we can,” Sabin promised.

	Berith believed them. They’d been with him before he climbed on the throne and became one of the princes of Hell. They were his best friends, and he wouldn’t have it any other way. He’d always have their backs, and they’d always have his, no matter what happened. Berith needed to maintain his authority, though. It was the only way to protect his friends, as well as his daughter and her mother.

	He wished he could go to the nursery and spend the rest of the day with his kid instead of having to talk to a dickhead.

	“Where did you put Rosier and his people?” he asked.

	“The guest suite furthest away from you. I thought it would be a good idea to put as much distance as possible between the two of you, considering the situation.”

	Berith couldn’t say he disagreed. Still, he knew Lon had recalled all the guards and that they were working. No one would have a day away from the palace until Rosier was gone. Berith didn’t particularly like having guards following him around, but it was necessary. It would be too easy for Rosier to attack and kill him, even in his own palace. Berith couldn’t allow that to happen, not if he wanted to keep the throne and his family safe.

	“How much time do I have before this mess starts?” he asked.

	“About an hour. Will that be enough?”

	Berith was tempted to reschedule the meeting. If anything, it would infuriate Rosier, and Berith quite liked that thought. But it would only delay the inevitable, and he might as well get rid of Rosier as soon as possible. He didn’t feel comfortable knowing the other demon was in the palace, sleeping just a few doors down from him and his family.

	“I’ll make do,” he told Sabin. “Do we know how many people he brought and who these people are?”

	Sabin sat in the other empty chair, and a servant appeared at the door, carrying a tray. Sabin had probably sent a message to have food brought, and Berith was grateful. He wouldn’t be eating much when he was with Rosier, just in case the demon had found a way to poison him. Berith didn’t have a taster. If someone tried to poison him, he didn’t see why someone else had to pay for it.

	It was always hard to keep everyone in the palace safe, including himself, but it was even harder when an enemy was sleeping under his roof. There was no way out of it. Rosier was here to stay, at least for a while. In only an hour, Berith would see him, and Rosier would have to bow to him. He had no doubt Rosier hated that idea and that he’d do something to let Berith know exactly how he felt. If he could, he’d also show the entire court that Berith wasn’t made to be on the throne, but he’d be underestimating Berith.

	He’d been on his throne right under Lucifer’s orders for hundreds of years. It would take more than a snotty little demon to get him out of it.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Mel was doing his best not to panic, but it wasn’t easy. His head was covered with something like a pillowcase, and it was rough on his skin. There was also something around his neck, tight and heavy, but no matter how many times he pulled on it, it didn’t budge.

	He didn’t know how long since he’d woken up, but when he had, he’d already been in this position. The fact that he couldn’t see anything made the entire situation even scarier, and it was already terrifying as it was.

	He’d been taken. By whom and why, he didn’t know, but that much was obvious. When he’d awakened, he’d been in a moving vehicle, but he hadn’t been able to tell what kind of vehicle it was. The floor under him was made of rough wood, and the vehicle tilted from side to side, but that was all he could tell.

	And he wasn’t wearing his clothes anymore. He didn’t think anyone had raped him, because his body felt like it had before. He wasn’t in pain beyond the pulsing in the back of his head. It felt like someone had hit him, and considering what he remembered, that made sense.

	Nothing else did.

	He wasn’t wearing his jeans and t-shirt with his jacket. When he touched his body, trying to understand what was going on, he felt fabric covering him. Well, covering him was a big word for what the things he was wearing did. As far as he could tell, he only had on lightweight loose pants, slit open on both sides. The slits went so high that Mel was afraid he’d flash someone if he moved too much. As for his chest, he was pretty sure the only garment he had on was a vest. The fabric of both felt too flimsy to hide much of anything. At the moment, though, he was glad for them, because it was hot as hell. It shouldn’t be this hot, not if he was still in the city.

	Which meant he probably wasn’t. He didn’t want to think about where he might be. He had his suspicions, but they were terrifying, and really, it wouldn’t help him to think about that when there was nothing he could do.

	His feet and hands had been tied, but when the vehicle stopped, someone came to untie his ankles and force him to his feet. He stumbled out, and someone held him up and guided him.

	He didn’t know where he was, how long had passed, or what was about to happen. He didn’t know who had taken him or why. They hadn’t hurt him, but it didn’t mean they wouldn’t.

	He was pretty sure they would. Why else would someone take him?

	He had someone on both sides as he walked. He was pretty sure the people surrounding him were there both to guide him and make sure he didn’t try to escape, and while he was tempted to reach up and pull the pillowcase away from his head, he knew better than to try. He had no doubt that whoever had taken him wouldn’t hesitate to hurt him. So, instead of resisting, he allowed the two people holding his arms to guide him. They walked for a while, stepped inside a building, then took several turns. Mel could tell they were inside because it was much cooler, and the ground under his feet felt smoother.

	Then one of the people holding him pushed him. He stumbled forward, his hip hitting something hard. He yelped, pushing himself away from it—a table, probably—but someone grabbed him again.

	The pillowcase was pulled away from his face.

	Mel blinked, trying to see as much as he could as quickly as possible. He was in a wide room, and it was more luxurious than anywhere he’d ever been.

	It looked like a living room. There were several couches and chairs, most of them gathered around a short table. The walls were covered in bookshelves, while carpets lined the floors, which looked like marble or some kind of smooth stone. A golden chandelier hung from the ceiling, the candles on it unlit. The thing he’d hit was a long table against a wall, its surface covered by candles and trinkets. A couple of chairs stood under the windows, and when Mel looked out, his stomach dropped.

	He wasn’t in the human world anymore. Everywhere he looked, he saw red dust and sand, rocks, and a red sky. He’d only read descriptions of what Hell was like, but he was pretty sure that was where he was.

	He was in Hell.

	A movement caught his attention. A demon was standing by the window, but he turned to face Mel. He was much taller than Mel, probably close to seven feet. His shoulders were wide, and since he wasn’t wearing a shirt, Mel could see how muscled he was. He even had a six-pack, for fuck’s sake.

	But that wasn’t what mattered. What mattered were the bison-like horns that curled at the tip and the red eyes. What mattered was the way this demon looked Mel up and down.

	Mel did the same. He wanted to see what he was wearing, and he sucked in a breath when he did.

	He’d been right. The pants he was wearing couldn’t even be called pants. They were made of sheer green fabric, with a golden belt and golden ankle straps. The fabric was loose and open from Mel’s ankles to almost his hips. He wasn’t wearing his underwear anymore, not that he could feel, but at least the fabric was less transparent at his groin. Still, he’d have to be careful how he moved if he didn’t want everyone to see what was under them.

	The vest was made of the same sheer green fabric. It barely hid his chest, and his skin looked even paler than it usually did. He reached up, touching what had been put around his neck. He had the suspicion it was a collar, but he couldn’t be sure. It felt soft, but at the same time, strong enough that he wouldn’t be able to tear it off.

	“This is the best you could do?” the demon asked.

	“You said you wanted a male. That’s a male,” one of the demons who’d been dragging Mel around said.

	“I suppose it’s better than nothing.”

	The demon walked around Mel, staring at him. Mel resisted the urge to cover himself. He didn’t know what was happening or why he was here, but he wouldn’t show the demons how scared he was. They probably knew, but he didn’t care.

	“He’ll do. Have someone put makeup on him, though. He should look pretty, at least from a distance.”

	Shame bubbled in Mel’s stomach. He wanted to scream, to punch, to kick, but he stayed as still as he could as one of the demons who’d been guiding him grabbed his arm and pulled him toward a door he hadn’t noticed. He didn’t need any demon to tell him he wasn’t pretty. He already knew.

	The room he was guided into was a bathroom. The tub was sunk in and looked like a tiny pool. It was empty, but that wasn’t where he was headed. He was forced to take a seat on one of the stone benches lining the wall. There was a table next to it with a chair, and the demon who’d been pushing Mel around pawed through the things on the table. He took out a little pot, then what looked like a small paintbrush. He opened the pot, dipped the brush inside, and raised it to Mel’s eyes.

	Mel jerked back, and the demon scowled. His—or at least, Mel was pretty sure it was a male—eyes looked like black holes, and, as far as Mel could see, he didn’t have ocular bulbs. It was just empty space, and it freaked him out.

	When the demon reached for him with the brush again, Mel stayed still. He closed his eyes, slightly relaxing when he realized the demon was putting makeup on him. Whatever was happening, it couldn’t be good, not considering the way Mel had been dressed up and the makeup.

	And Mel didn’t know if he’d make it out.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Berith tapped his fingertips on the arm of his throne and continued staring at the throne room doors. “They’re late,” he said through gritted teeth.

	“They’re in their suite,” Sabin murmured, leaning closer.

	“I don’t care where they are. They should be here.”

	“Do you want me to send someone?”

	Berith shook his head. Rosier knew what he was doing and that he was being disrespectful. He was doing it on purpose, and Berith wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of sending someone to fetch him and his people. He didn’t care if Rosier was late.

	“Let someone else in.”

	Sabin nodded and gestured at the guards.

	There were always plenty of people waiting outside the throne room to talk to Berith. Everyone had something to complain about, and it was his job to listen to them and try to help them. Since Rosier was nowhere to be seen, Berith would work for a bit. He could already imagine the look on Rosier’s face when he arrived and wasn’t allowed to enter the throne room right away, and it made him grin.

	The demon who’d been ushered in front of his throne looked around, trembling so hard that his knees bumped against each other. Berith hadn’t meant to scare the guy, so he gestured at him to come closer. “Tell me what your problem is.”

	He was talking to a third demon who’d been waiting outside when Sabin leaned closer again. “Rosier and his people are outside the throne room.”

	Berith nodded but kept his focus on the demon talking to him. Rosier had wanted to make him wait, and now, he’d turned the tables on him. Berith took his time, but eventually, the demon he’d been talking to left. Sabin gestured at the guards again, and this time, they opened both the throne room doors to let Rosier and his people in.

	A long line of demons entered the room. They were all holding gifts for Berith, and Berith wished he could throw them back at Rosier. This was why Rosier was here, though—to show his respect to Berith. He’d do it through words, behavior, but also gifts. As the demons stopped and formed two lines with enough space between them for Rosier to get to the throne, Berith could see gold, food, and items from the human realm.

	His two bodyguards were with him, but they didn’t frame Rosier as they should. Instead, they walked right behind him, dragging someone along.

	A human.

	Berith straightened in his chair. “What the fuck is going on?” he asked, keeping his voice soft so that only Sabin and Lon would hear him.

	“I just got a report from a servant,” Sabin answered in the same tone. “There’s a human traveling with Rosier.”

	“I can see that. I should have known about this sooner.”

	Sabin bowed his head. “I apologize.”

	It wasn’t his fault, and Berith waved him away. He kept his focus on Rosier, who was smirking.

	This was his plan. Berith had known he wouldn’t like whatever was going on, but it was even worse than what he’d expected.

	Rosier had kidnapped a human from the human realm. He’d forced a collar on the man, clothes that were better suited to a harem, and was offering him to Berith. Berith wouldn’t have a choice in accepting the gift, which meant he’d become the human’s jailer instead of Rosier.

	“Rosier,” Berith said once the demon was close enough.

	Rosier bowed, looking like the picture of respect. “Berith.”

	“What have you brought me?” Berith started to rise from his throne, but Sabin cleared his throat, telling him without using words that he needed to sit his ass back down. It wouldn’t be appropriate for him to go to the human.

	Rosier stepped aside, and his bodyguards pushed the human forward so hard that he stumbled and landed on his knees right in front of the stairs that led to Berith’s throne.

	The human looked up. His brown eyes were wide and ringed with black eyeliner. His hair was short, but someone had styled it and had woven jewelry in the brown strands. Every inch of the human’s pale skin glittered under the lights, covered in golden powder.

	Then there were the human’s clothes.

	Berith wouldn’t call them clothes. The fabric revealed almost all there was to see of the human’s body, no matter how hard he tried to cover himself. It was obvious what kind of gift this was, and Berith had to resist the urge to get off the throne, wrap his hands around Rosier’s throat, and squeeze.

	The human’s hands went to the collar around his neck, and Berith realized that was where the spell was anchored. No human could live in Hell unless they were tied to a demon. When Berith looked at Rosier, he saw the bracelet around Rosier’s wrist. Rosier noticed him looking at it, and he unhooked it from his wrist.

	He stepped forward, offering it to Berith. “Gold and expensive food are all right gifts, but I wanted to give you more,” he said, simpering.

	He climbed the stairs that led to the throne. Lon tensed, but Berith raised a hand, telling him to stay where he was. Rosier held out his hand, offering Berith the bracelet. Berith looked at the human, and he could see how Hell was already affecting him now that the bracelet was off Rosier’s wrist.

	Rosier didn’t expect Berith to take the bracelet. They both knew that if he did, he’d forever be bonded to the human—there was no way Rosier had used a bond that would stay temporary—and that wasn’t something most demons wanted. But the alternative was to allow the human to die, and Berith wasn’t willing to do that, even if it meant he’d play right in Rosier’s hands.

	He snatched the bracelet and put it on. He wouldn’t let the human pay for what was happening. If it meant they’d be bonded, then so be it. They’d learn to deal with it.

	The bracelet was made of gold and molded in an intricate design, but it was thin and not too obvious, discreet in its luxury. It was something Berith would happily wear, which made the situation even worse.

	He made sure the bracelet was secure on his wrist, and, when he looked at the human, he could see the man breathed more easily. The spell on the bracelet and the collar tied them together and would keep him alive as long as Berith was.

	“Where did you find him?” he asked in a harsh voice.

	Rosier quickly climbed down the steps, then turned to face him again. “I had my people go especially to the human realm to find him for you. Only the best for you.”

	Now more than ever, Berith wanted to strangle Rosier, but he needed to take care of the human first. The man was terrified. He had folded in on himself, trying both to cover his body and to hide, but there was no hiding from this. The human’s life had changed, and Berith couldn’t do anything about it.

	What he could do was try to help him as much as possible. He flicked his fingers at Lon, who leaned closer.

	“Take him. Give him whatever suite you think is more appropriate for him, and make sure he has everything he needs.”

	“You know you have to examine him first,” Lon answered in a whisper.

	Berith almost groaned. It was going to scare the human even more, but Lon was right. There was no way out of it.

	He nodded, and Lon quickly clambered down the steps. He took the human’s arm and helped him to his feet in a gentler hold than Rosier’s bodyguards had used. The human trembled, but he came along, obviously knowing there was no way out of the situation for him. Lon stayed next to the human as they climbed the steps and came to stand in front of Berith, so close that Berith could have touched him if he wanted to.

	There was nothing he wanted less at the moment. The human was terrified, exposed, and he looked ready to run.

	Berith leaned closer. “What’s your name?” he asked.

	The human licked his plump pink lips. “Mel.”

	“Is that short for something?”

	The human blinked. “Melvin, but I don’t like it.”

	Berith nodded. “Mel, then. I’m sorry for what was done to you.”

	Mel’s entire body shook. “I just want to go home,” he begged.

	There was nothing Berith could do for him at the moment. He leaned back in his throne and nodded at Lon, who gently retook Mel’s arm and pulled him away. Mel looked confused, but he went with him, and they both disappeared behind the throne. Berith waited until he heard the sound of a door closing before turning his attention back to Rosier. “I have to say this is the first time anyone has gifted me a human.”

	Rosier grinned. “I’m glad. I wanted you to remember who had gifted it to you.”

	“I don’t think I’ll ever forget.” And he’d make sure Rosier paid for it.

	He hadn’t only taken a human away from his home, but he’d changed the man’s life. If Berith wanted to stay on his throne, he’d have to keep Mel. Taking Mel back to the human realm would expose Berith as being soft, which in turn would mean he shouldn’t be a prince of Hell.

	Rosier understood all of this, and as Berith watched him smirk, he knew that was exactly why he’d done it. He’d known Berith wouldn’t want this gift, but also that Berith wouldn’t be able to free the human—Mel. Rosier had wanted to torture Berith
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