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​Chapter One
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A heavy rain pelted the muddy courtyard of St. Marc's.  The tall, stone structure jutted up from the landscape, its four sharp turrets surrounding a central sanctuary. At the center of the small village, it served as the town's meeting place, church, and prison.  

On that morning, it had become a place of execution.  At the center of the yard stood a tall, wooden scaffolding with kindling piled six feet high at its base. Gathered townspeople were present to witness the early morning execution. On the frigid, damp air, the scent of black oil and wood smoke mingled with the sounds of the crowd’s mounting excitement as they expected the dawn’s witch burning.

Two robed men appeared as the door to the goal creaked open.  One carried an enormous book in his arms; the other, a set of chains.  As they emerged, they pulled a tiny figure behind them. A woman, bruised and bleeding from a gash above her right eye, limped behind them.  Stumbling as she went, when she slowed, her handlers cruelly jerked the chain taught causing her to fall face-first into the mud.

Catching their first glimpse of her, the crowd roared.

"There she is!  The murderess still breathes!"  A woman shouted from the yard. 

"She's the devil's whore!"

"Burn her and feed her soul to Satan's dogs!"

Corinne LaFarge looked up from the mud.  Aching in every bit of her body, she struggled to stand.  Just as she was about to make her feet, someone from the crowd hurled a stone, hitting her square in the back, knocking her forward once again.  She landed hard on the ground with a heavy thud.

"Leave her be!" Father Remmy called out to the crowd.  "She will meet her judgment soon enough."

With that, he showed her the first bit of kindness she'd known for two days.  Bending toward her, he offered her his hand.

"Merci, Mon père, " she mumbled as she made her feet once again.  

Silently, Corinne thanked the fates that the bone-deep chill that had settled over her now helped to numb the pain.  After hours of beatings, her left arm broken, her feet cut and ground with salt, the ordeal had left her as drained and as malleable as a drunken pig being led to slaughter.

Well, she was being led, true enough. After all that she'd endured, she confessed to being Satan's bride the night before.  It made no difference that she was innocent of such a ridiculous charge.  After all that had befallen her, she would have confessed to bedding the Holy Father if they'd asked her.

Still, that hadn't been the worst of it.  

Corinne closed her eyes, trying to shut away the memory of the night that had begun her trials and cursed the rotten luck that had paired her with a man such as Thomas LaFarge.

"Raise your foot, Corinne," Father Emmy whispered beside her, trying to help her walk to the center of the courtyard.

She gave him a weak smile.  "At least I'll be warm, no?"

He shook his head.  "You should not jest at a time such as this."

"You are right, Mon père, but the time for tears has passed as well."

He nodded, his eyes cast downward.  He might not have admitted it, but the old priest knew her tormentors had committed an abomination. 

Snaking his arm around her waist, he half carried, half drug her forward.  The crowd grew angry, shouting more taunts and curses at them.

Corinne stiffened at his touch.

Father Remmy gave her a quick glance.  "I know what happened," he whispered as he prodded her forward.

"I suppose you do; I suppose everyone does." Again she glanced at the crowd.  "And yet, they have no pity."

"They blame you.  They say that you poisoned your husband's soul, making him give you to those men for your own evil pleasures."

Their last chicken had died, and there had been no coin to buy drinks.  Thomas had not worked a single day in the last year.  When he'd seen that there was no more wine, he packed up Corinne with their meager belongings and set out for the closest inn.  Once there, he traded her for wine.  Her night spent with four men had put coins in his purse and wine in his belly.  

When they'd returned to their camp the next morning, he'd ordered her to make him breakfast.  

Half out of her mind, no longer caring for her own fate, she'd seen the poisonous mushrooms growing under a rock.  Without thinking, she ground them up and mixed them into her husband's gruel.  Then, preparing her own meager breakfast, she sat beside him and watched him die a slow, agonizing death.

Corinne laughed at the priest's statement. "As if I'd have such powers.  He traded me for a drink, mon pere.  For a drink!”

"No matter what he did, my child.  He was your husband, and to murder him was wrong.  Now, he will have passage into heaven, and you will not."

Pah, Corinne thought. "What use have I for heaven?  How could I possibly ever be clean enough for heaven?"

"Shhh," he pulled her closer.  "Do not speak of such things."

"It is the truth."

They had reached the foot of the pyre. Already, they had soaked the wood around the base of the structure with oil. One guard had lit the tapers and stood at the ready to ignite the pile.  

Corinne looked at the faces of neighbors and friends gathered around her.  To her surprise, few wore expressions of sorrow at her fate. Some looked angry; others wore an expression of excited anticipation. 

A fat raindrop landed on her nose.  Glancing up at the sky, she saw the clouds had dispersed and the rain had slowed to a bleak spattering.  Even the weather seemed to agree it was time for her execution.

Father Remmy cleared his throat.  "I ask you this, Corinne LaFarge, do you renounce Satan once and for all so that you may enter heaven?  Do you devote yourself to the Holy Father from this moment forward and give yourself to be the bride of the Holy Christ?"

Without warning, the memory of her violent rape two nights before flashed through her mind.  In an instant she saw the fat grin her husband wore as he watched, swilling his wine without a care.  

Corinne choked on the thought of becoming anyone's bride, ever again.

"Not if he's such a beast as my husband was."

Later she would look back at that moment and realize her one statement, a jest born out of ignorance and an ill-fated sense of humor, had been her biggest mistake of all.

Before she could say more, rough hands grabbed at her and propelled her up the ladder to the platform where she would meet her fate.  Rough hands tied her with coarse hemp, and the crowd roared again, their voices rising into a wild cacophony of sounds.  Feeling faint, the last thing she saw was Father Remmy kneeling at the base of the pyre, eyes closed in prayer, asking God for forgiveness for her eternal soul.

She wanted to alert him, to urge him to move away to avoid being burned, but the thick, black smoke immediately filled her lungs, and she could no longer breathe.  She choked and coughed, vomiting as the smoke enveloped her.  

Corinne took her last breath, suddenly angry at the unfairness of her life.  Though she was only sixteen years old, she'd been married for four years, had worked from dawn until dusk each day thereafter, and now, because of her lack of a husband, she was going to die. 

Her death was no harder than her life had been.  Suffocated long before the flames touched her flesh, she went to her death.  As she drifted away, she heard two men arguing in the distance.

"Father!  You cannot write that in your book.  She refused salvation!  You heard her."

“She did not mean it, surely."

You will face banishment from the church if your recording is incorrect.  I will myself report it to the Bishop in Avignon!"

The two men paused.  "Very well." Father Remmy said at last.  Taking his quill and dipping it in ink, he wrote his last statement.

"Corinne LaFarge refused salvation on this day..."
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"Dammit all to a slimy floored Hell," Blalock screamed as the fiery lash bit into his flesh once again.  After spending hundreds of thousands of years swinging the lash at a myriad of sinners, human, angel, and demon alike, he'd never once considered what it felt like to be the subject of torture.  And why should he have cared?  He'd been the very best at his job, never bored with the tasks he'd been given.  By all rights he should be the one seated at the comfortable desk in the corner of his cell.

"Really, Blalock," Minerva yawned, "you carry on."

Minerva hadn't been a demon as long as Blalock, and it galled him greatly to be left completely to her not so tender mercy.  

"Trade places with me, and we'll see how long you can last without screaming."  Another lash bit off the Blalock's further statements, such as how she might have got her lofty profession by licking the devil's private parts.

The dark-skinned, crimson demon gave him a disgusted look.  "If you hadn't screwed up so badly, you'd be the one wielding the lash and I'd be back in my lovely pit torturing humans."

It was true.  He had messed up badly.  He'd done the one thing a demon from Hell must never do: feel sympathy for his subject.  Because of his error, a fallen angel had escaped the devil's grasp, earned its freedom, and denied Hell a pure and innocent soul.

One thing he knew for sure: if he ever got the chance to get out of this pit, he would do whatever it took to regain his position.  Come hell or high water. 

All he needed was a chance... 

A gong sounded and crushed the silence.  

"What's that?" his torturer asked, spinning about as the sound shook the surrounding room.

For the first time since his return to the bowels of Hell, Blalock smiled.

"It's a summons," he began.
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Chapter Two
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"There you are, my sweet!  Arrived at last, I see."

The first thing that Corinne noticed was the cool breeze that kissed her seared flesh.  Daring to take a breath, she inhaled a lungful of fresh spring air.  Opening her eyes, she saw not the confines of her burning pit, not the blood and char-stained walls of her cell, nor did she see the warty, crimson-skinned demon who’d swung the fiery lash for centuries without end. Instead, she was looking into the round, cherubic face of a middle-aged woman, cheeks reddened and brown eyes so wide that Corinne swore she was not a real person, but an evil etching.

No longer in Hell, Corinne was lying on a bed in a room that was decorated with paintings of yellow flowers and endless green vines.  It was a strange place, to be sure.  Thick, brightly colored cloths fluttering in the breeze covered the windows, and people had placed portraits of delicate women and soft-looking men all about her.  Tall wooden structures on each side of the room, and a shiny silver glass object that magically reflected the side of the room across from it.

"Where am I?" she asked, panic and fear battling in her chest.

"You're at Tilton Manor, my dear."

Corinne returned her attention to the older woman.  "Til-ton man-or," she repeated slowly.  "I don't know where that is.  Is it far from Briar Castle?"

"I'm afraid I don't miss.  I've never heard of such a place.'"  The older woman sat back, clearly considering the situation.  Suddenly her face brightened.  "I think I understand now," she said with a laugh.

"Good," Corinne said, not sure if it really was or not.

"You're in London, in the year of our Lord eighteen hundred and fourteen."

"London?  I don't know of this place, either—" she stopped.  Could it be possible?  "Eighteen hundred and fourteen?  How did this happen? “

"Oh, I imagine you've been away quite a long time."  The woman pointed to Corinne’s left hand.  "See.  You have the mark of it on your hand."

Feeling a sense of foreboding, Corinne looked down.  The back of her hand was unmarked, but turning it over, she saw a swirling purple stain.  It was oval-shaped and had a single black dot I the center.  As she stared at it, she realized just what it was—a perfectly shaped eye, edged with tiny, delicate lashes.

Before she could ask what, it was, the damned thing blinked and then disappeared.

"Holy mother of God!"  Corinne sat up abruptly and crossed herself with her right hand.  "What is it?"

"Nothing that anything to do with God or his mother, I assure you," the woman laughed again.  "In fact, it won't do if Himself catches you doing that again."  She quickly made a half-hearted imitation of Corinne’s crossing herself.

"Himself?"

"Aye. You know.  Satan, lord of the underworld, master of Hell..."

Suddenly, the memory of Corinne's torment over the last four hundred years came flooding back to her.  A miasma of images tore through her psyche—visions of her previous life and death.  Without warning, flashes of her terrible crime and punishment, her eternal damnation besieged her.  Once again, she hung in a fiery pit of Hell for centuries and felt the fiery lash striking her tender skin, tearing her to bits again.

Without warning, a wailing scream exploded from her.  Her gut clenched, and she wrenched to her side, her body twisting in agony, and her stomach tossing out its contents in a mighty spewing. 

Fortunately, her companion was fast on her feet and had a ceramic basin poised below her, just in time so that not even a drop of her bile hit the floor.

When she'd finished being sick, she fell back onto the bed, exhausted, crying and sobbing uncontrollably.  Misery washed over her like waves across the ocean’s edge.  

"There, there, sweet child.  It'll be all right.  You'll see."

When she'd finished her tears and her hysteria calmed, Corinne looked up at her helper.  "You are so kind," she said, her voice raw from her screaming, "you must be an angel."

The woman shrieked and burst into laughter.  "Me?  An angel?"  She shook her head and covered her mouth with her hand.  "Oh, that's a good one.  Believe me, little one.  The very last thing I am is an angel."

"Then, who are you?"

Wiping her brow with her apron, the stranger took a deep breath.  "My name is Hattie McGhee, my dearie.  I'm your new maid."

"A maid?  Um, aren't you too old to be a maid?"  

Hattie gave her a careful look.  "I think there’s a slight misunderstanding here, miss.  What year was it when you died?"

"The year of our Lord fourteen hundred and forty-five."

"That’s a very long time ago.  I can see your guardian is going to have quite a job in front of him."

"My guardian? Who is that?"

The room suddenly darkened around them.  Hattie looked around nervously.  "Well, perhaps we'd best let him introduce himself."

"Oh."  

When the room brightened again, Hattie smiled.  "Are you feeling better?  We really need to get you up and presentable before your benefactor arrives."

"Of course."

In a flurry of movement, Hattie pulled out a crimson gown and laid it across the bed.  Turning to the table, she retrieved several items, some that Corinne recognized as a comb, ribbons, and square wax bars.  When she had them all tucked in her pocket, she picked up a crystal bottle and slipped it in last.

"There.  Off to the bath with ye."
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The fire seemed especially hot, the lash extremely long, and as it wound around Blalock's middle, he bit down on the string of curses he'd been forming over the last hundred lashes.  He knew that voicing his pain was useless.

It was amid these thoughts that a distant gong sounded, growing in strength until it rattled the air around them.

"Well," she snorted.  “Blalock, you received a summons,” she snorted.  I guess our master has some new plans for you.  I wouldn't want to be in your skin right now."

In the next few moments, Blalock was out of his cell and standing once again in front of the foul, necrotic pile of flesh and plasma that was his master.  There was nothing quite like Lucifer's domain. The unending screams of condemned souls permanently fused into the oily floor beneath them reminded him how horrible true condemnation really was.  He remembered his master threatening the angel that got away, telling him he’d spend eternity beneath Satan's heel.

Was that to be Blalock's fate now that the angel had escaped?  

"Blalock, I see you've fared well during your years of punishment."

Denying the fear that had gathered in his belly, the demon bowed low.  "I know I failed you, my master.  I know I deserved your harsh treatment and more."

"Yes, you do," the devil hissed, "but unfortunately I don’t have the time or resources to truly take my measure of vengeance out of your faithless hide."

Blalock swallowed.  Since he'd long been a favorite of the king of Hell, he’d hoped that it had earned him a small measure of consideration.  But the devil was anything but considerate.  He'd be lucky if he came out of this with his hide intact.

"Yes, master." Blalock bowed low.  "How may I serve you?"

“Although you failed so miserably before, I’ve given you a second chance—a chance to earn back an infinitesimal amount of my favor, if you will.  Granted, it's far more than you deserve."

"As usual, you are correct, Master.”  Blalock drew a breath, bowing his head even lower.  The stench from the floor of the pit was nauseating, but it was far better than the fetid aroma that emanated from the devil.

"So, here is what I intend for you.  Go above ground again.  I have provided you a human female to tutor.  My plan is for her to entice a certain soul whose imminent change to holiness sticks in my gullet.  If she can convince him to sell his soul for her, then it will prove that I can still affect the lives of those puny humans.  Set her up as a courtesan, so that I may use her as bait to lure more innocents into my lair."

Blalock couldn't help looking up.  "Truly?  I mean, such a thing is..." he found he had no voice.  Too late, he realized the devil held out the warty form of a clenched fist before him.

"If you are about to deny me, I'd advise you against it."

"Never," Blalock croaked.

"Good.  Now, about my plans..."  
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Two hours later, Corinne sat on a bench in front of the looking glass, as Hattie called it, and a stranger sat staring back at her.  

"What have you done to me?" She asked, leaning forward, carefully examining every twist and curl of her hair.  Of course, if she sat in that position long, she couldn't take a deep breath; the torture device around her waist prohibited it.  The maid had called the tight leather wrapped around her feet ‘half-boots’.  She ran her hands down her gown and felt the tightly woven material of her shift, while her overdress was of a thin, flowing fabric.  The gown's collar sank so low as to almost totally expose her womanly attributes—both of them.

"This is most strange," she muttered, trying to pull the gown upward to cover her creamy skin above the bodice.

"I suppose it is to lace-trimmed, in this time, it is most attractive."

"If you say so," Corinne muttered.  

"I do indeed." Hattie said, standing beside her with her hands squarely on her hips.  You'll be drawing the young lads like flies to sweet apples."

"Why would I want to do that?"  

“You don't remember your contract?"

Corinne searched her mind.  "No, I don't."

“Och, don't worry yourself.  It'll come to you in time.  Now, let's go wait for his Lordship."

With Hattie's help, Corinne got to her feet.  After a moment, she regained her balance and gave a quick nod to the maid.

"Hattie, were you there?  In the pit, I mean?"

"Oh, yes, my dearest.  I was.  Not nearly as long as you, though.  Fifty years was enough for me, I tell you."

"Fifty years."  Corinne said as she hobbled across the room.  "One day in that place is terrible enough, if you ask me."

"You are too right.  What was your crime that got you sent below?"  Hattie asked.

"Oh," Corinne said, looking down in shame.  "I murdered my husband."

"Did you now?  Well, I'm sure you had a good reason."

With that, she took Corinne's arm and began walking her to the door.  Once they reached it, she opened it wide and led Corinne out into the garden and motioned her to sit on a bench.

"Here you go, miss.  His Lordship will be along any minute now.  Wait here."

"Thank you."  Corinne said.  "I appreciate all that you've done."

"Tsk, no thanks needed,” she said.  "'Tis far better than having yer flesh stripped from her bones every half hour for all eternity."

Corinne nodded.  "It is indeed."

The other woman walked away, and Corinne quickly grasped her sleeve.  

"Did you kill your husband, too?"

"Well, yes, but I didn't just kill the one..."

"How many did you kill?"

Hattie's face split into a wide grin.  “I was married six times and everyone I put into the ground." She proudly stated, her face tight with triumph."

"Six husbands?  Did they all beat you?”

"Och, no.  They were as sweet as new baby birdies, everyone."

“Then why did you kill them?"

"Because I loved them."  
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Corinne sat alone in the garden, the scent of flowers and fresh grass mingling in the surrounding air. The morning had faded, and the afternoon had warmed nicely.  It would have been a perfect day, had she not had the specter of an uncertain future weighing on her.

She remembered her time in hell.  Every whip strike, every tormented cry.  But contract?  Why didn't she remember that? 

A loud rumble cut through the peaceful afternoon.  The ground began shaking, growing fiercer by the second.  A low hum surrounded her, and the skies darkened to a crimson shade.

Not knowing what to do, Corinne grasped the bench and held on for her new life.

Suddenly, a whooshing sound and a burst of air hit her, knocking her back. If she hadn’t been clutching her seat, it surely would have blown her right off it.  Daring to open her eyes she wildly searched to find the cause of the maelstrom.  That's when she saw it.  Or, rather, him.

The enormous body of a man fell straight from the sky into the meadow.  He landed with a loud thump, and dust and grass flew in all directions.  

Holding her breath, Corinne waited for something else to happen.  Surely the ruckus would draw someone’s attention.

Curiously enough, it did not.  Not knowing what else to do, Corinne carefully started walking toward the glade.  The grass was about mid-calf high, and as she stepped gingerly through it, she heard a moaning sound.

A few feet more, and she paused.  What if whoever it was didn't like her snooping about?  Looking down at her boots, she decided it would be best if she were fleet of foot and not tripping over herself should she have to run away.

Quickly pulling off one boot and then the other, she tossed them aside and inched closer to the fallen man.

When she finally arrived beside the stranger, she was amazed at what she saw.  The man was enormous, well-muscled, and incredibly handsome.

"Oh, dear," she gasped.  There he was, right in front of her, lying on his back, spread-eagled and as naked as a newborn babe.

Suddenly his eyes popped open, and he looked up at her. His crimson eyes stared at her for a few brief seconds and then settled into a warm mahogany color.  Narrowing his gaze, he looked as if he were about to speak; but remained silent.

"Are you hurt?"
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Blalock knew he was in trouble the very moment he'd landed.  He judged it to be about mid-afternoon, and most likely late summer, if the scent of daffodils and bluebells was any sign. Taking a deep breath and thinking he'd best get this over with, he opened his eyes. Instantly, he saw the most beautiful woman imaginable leaning over him.  She had blonde hair pulled back into a neat chignon, and her face was as pure and clear-eyed as a doe.  He could tell instantly that she was no ordinary woman.  

"Oh, damn," he muttered.

Blalock, himself a demon created from the slimy floor of Hell, cursed fate for at least the millionth time.  He had the simple task of tutoring a fallen angel in the art of seducing an innocent woman and convincing her to sell her soul to the devil.  It had seemed easy enough. Unfortunately, the dull-witted angel had fallen in love with the woman and then destroyed the contract to save her.  He escaped his punishment when the woman argued his case in front of the court of heavenly justices.

Blalock cursed.  The stranger took a quick step back, and he realized that he'd better put on a face of civility, or the silly little chit would run off crying for her mother.

"Wait," he said, sitting up.  "I didn't mean to startle you."
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The female said nothing; instead, glancing around nervously, obviously planning her quickest route of escape.

"Please," he said, softening his voice.  It wouldn't do for him to scare her off first thing.  

As he waited for her reply, he studied her carefully.  At first, he'd thought she was an innocent; the young woman he was to seduce and convince her to give herself to the devil for all eternity.

She lacked the golden hue of someone untouched by sin.  While she was a beauty, and timid in her manner, he instantly saw the tint of fire just behind her eyes.  This was no innocent soul, but hardly an evil one either.

No, this one was something different, he realized.  With her soft curves, ample breasts and fair face, she was a creature invented for one purpose only...to pleasure a man.

Suddenly, a vision of himself pulling the woman down, lifting her skirt and plunging his manhood deep within her moist, warm center filled his mind.  Immediately his breath caught in his chest, his hair raised on the back of his neck, and he grew an erection to rival that of any aroused male ever created.

"Are you hurt?" She asked again.  "Should I fetch someone?"

Blalock watched as her gaze slid downward to stare at his groin, and he suddenly realized he was completely naked.  Then he noticed several things at once.  First, he was not the red-skinned, warty demon he had been.  Instead, his frame now bore golden-tanned skin, stretched taut over firm muscle and bone.  Also, a smattering of hair had grown just below his pubic bone, and the evidence of his sudden burst of lusty affection pointed right up at him.

He glanced back up to see the woman's face turn deep crimson.  When their eyes met, she stepped back again, this time turning and setting off in a dead run.  It was all Blalock could do to gain his footing and head out after her.

"Stop," he yelled at her.

As if his words had control over her body, the female stopped froze at his command.  When she turned back at him, she instantly fell to her knees.

"Please, sir, I didn't mean to offend you.” She said through clenched teeth. “I beg you, do not beat me."  

There were many things in her tone, he decided.  Fear, anger, and desperation, for certain.  He instantly knew she had suffered significant abuse.

When Blalock caught up with her, he knelt. As he reached out his hand to touch her face, the female winced as if he was about to strike her.

"Here, here," he said, gently taking her by the chin and lifting her face so that their eyes met.  "I will not beat you."

"You're not?" she asked, with a tone of disbelief.

"Why would I want to?"

Her eyes moved downward toward his erection and Blalock instantly realized what she was referring to.

“Truly?” She asked, clearly not convinced of his intentions.

"Oh, that.  Well, believe me, a beating isn't what that fellow has in mind, either."

“What else would you do?"

Blalock thought for a moment.  The girl wanted no part of his straining desire, and on a more cerebral level, neither did he.  In fact, being ripped from his position in Hell and thrust into yet another earthbound situation was far from what he ever wanted to endure again.

Give him a fiery pit, a moaning, suffering subject and an eternity of damnation and he was a happy boy, uh, demon.

"What I'd like to do," he said, slowly standing up and motioning her to do so as well, "is find some bloody clothes.  I can't go around the countryside scaring all the young maidens, now can I?"

She shook head.  "No, sir.  I suppose you can't."

"Do you know where I might find a fine suit and some well-oiled Hessians?"

"There is this woman in the townhouse.  She gave me this gown.”  She gathered up her skirt and spread it out wide.

"Excellent.  Then she seems exactly who we need.  After you..." he said, pointing toward the house.

Blalock watched the timid girl move forward.  She was as pleasant-looking from the back as she was from the front.  At the very instant that thought occurred to him, his body responded by increasing the growing discomfort in his groin.  

"How very odd," he muttered, glancing down at his new appendage.  "So this is why human males are so unwieldy.  With all this going on in their trousers, it's a wonder they ever crawled out of their caves."

Looking up, he saw the young miss glance over her shoulder at him.  He recognized the mixture of fear and curiosity in her face.  When her gaze slipped downward, her expression changed to one of dread.  Surely, she thought he'd likely grab her at any moment, bend her over and assault her without regard.

While he was a demon of many vices, raping young women was not one of them.  He thought, if she invited him...well, that would be another matter entirely.  

Blalock knew that fear did indeed have its place in the training of one's charges, and there wasn't any reason to let the chit think he was a pushover, either.

Clearing his throat, he nodded to the garden entrance and the short path that led to the house.  "It looks as if we have arrived."

"Yes, my lord.”  She paused, obviously nervous of what he might do next.

Blalock moved to stand in front of her and watch while she drew a quick breath.  Though she tried to hide it, she was trembling, though whether from fear or rage, he wasn’t sure.

“You may beat me, my lord.  Force me to do whatever you want.  Even send me back to the bowels of Hell from which I came, but I will not whore for you.”

“It’s going to be that way, is it?”

She gave him a curt nod.  

“Well, it isn’t me who’ll play you the whore, but another.  We are both in the same situation.  Please obey our master, or we shall burn.  Simple as that.”

She chewed her lip. “There’s no hope, then.”

The resignation in her voice nearly broke him.

“Someone once told me that there is always hope.”  He shook his head.  “Before we continue, there are a few ground rules we need to establish, you and I.  First, I am your teacher and guardian.  Anything you do that displeases our master will also place blame on me.  You need to know only one thing.  If I suffer even a bit from any misdeeds of yours, I will return the same to you—threefold.  Is that clear?"

She flinched but did not back down.

"Yes, my lord."

"Good.  Now.  Let us get to more pleasant business.  Your task here is simple.  You are to entice innocent human males and convince them to sell their soul to our master.  The means which the master has chosen," he continued to speak as he circled his student in a slow, deliberate stride, "is that of sexual and emotional seduction.  Perform your tasks well and the master will reward you.  Fail, and we both go back to the fiery pits—and it won't be pleasant for either one of us, I assure you."

The chit nodded again.  “I understand,” she said.

Once again standing in front of her, Blalock took hold of her chin, gently lifting her face so that their gazes met.  Though he felt her flinch when he touched her, he kept a firm hand. In the depths of her eyes, he saw the shadows of the centuries of suffering she'd gone through.  There were marks of a life of cruelty and hardship within the blue depths as well.

The newly human part of him that had the urge to soften his voice and reassure her that all would be well.  The demon part knew that such action would only lead to disaster.  Best to keep a firm hand and protect them both.

"Let's see about some food and some clothing. Oh, and one more thing.  What is your name?"

"Corinne LaFarge, my lord."  She barely breathed.

"Corinne...," Blalock let the sound of her name slide across his tongue.  It was a good name, he thought.  The sound ran smoothly across his lips, bringing forth visions of soft sheets, long, tropical nights of silken lovemaking, and endless early mornings of sated desire.

"My lord!"  She said, swallowing a sharp breath.

Blalock blinked.  He found himself inches from her now, towering over her, her sweet lavender scent drifting up to him.  He felt the searing heat of her unmistakable flush of wanton sexuality.  Poor creature, he thought.  She wasn't even aware of the purely carnal sensations she carried, that her beauty and sexuality were like a siren song to any man within a mile of her.

Without hesitation, he moved forward, and she likewise retreated.  He took another step toward her, and she stepped back.  So they continued until the garden’s trellis was against her back and a riot of ivy nearly swallowed her. 

Blalock smiled.  He knew it was a dangerous game that he'd begun.  One that could very well end with him yet again under the punisher's lash.  But he knew too that the woman in front of him was a rare gem indeed.  There was no reason he couldn't at least have a little sampling of her charms, now was there?

“You don’t have to be afraid of me,” he told her.

She gave him a sharp look.  “I’m not afraid.”

“Prove it,” he challenged.  “Show me your trembling isn’t from fear.”

She sent him a panicked expression.  “You are a beast.”

He shrugged.  “I once was.  But now, I’m a man.”

“No difference, as I have seen.”

Blalock couldn’t hold back a chuckle.  “In that you are correct.  But then you didn’t know me as a beast, either.  So, how would you know the difference?”

The wary expression she sent him made it clear her thoughts were not kind.

“You are a man now.  What else is there to say?”

“Do you think I’m attractive?” he pressed.

She shrugged.  “More than most.  You appear to have all your teeth, and you’re not round and soft.”

He laughed at that.  “That’s a good beginning, I suppose.”

“Perhaps.”

He sighed.  One thing he needed her to do as the devil commanded was to actually ‘like’ men.  This was going to make their tasks much harder to accomplish.  

“Look.  I know that being with a man is most distasteful for you.  You’ve been treated terribly, and I cannot change what happened.  But, have you ever just enjoyed yourself with a man?”

“Enjoy a man?  Pah.  Men take what they want.”

“They do.  But a strong woman, such as I suspect you to be, can do as much.  There’s nothing that says you can’t have a little sport yourself, you know.”

Her expression changed to one of disbelief.  “It isn’t possible.”

“It is.  Believe me, I’ve been around for many centuries and women enjoy sex as much as men.”

“You lie.”  Her eyes widened and her face blushed a pleasing pink.

He laughed.  “I do not.  In fact, lying is one thing I find most difficult to do.”  He leaned closer.  “How would you like to find out?”

“I don’t know.”

It was clear she was overwhelmed, first by her sudden release from her punishment and second by what must have been his intense presence.

“Let me pleasure you, Corinne.  Let me show you the delights of making love that was denied to you in your life.”

“You make it sound so simple, my lord,” she said at last.

“It is simple.  Don’t take my word for it.  Close your eyes and let your body decide.  If at any time you wish to stop, tell me.  I don’t force women, or men, for that matter.  It’s your choice.”

That’s when he knew he’d convinced her.  She trembled, but it was not out of fear.  If he read his humans right, and he always had before, she desired him as well.

“A kiss,” she nodded.  “Nothing more unless I ask for it.”

Relief went through him.  This meant she was malleable.  That he could appeal to her on more than just an intellectual level.  

Without uttering a single word, as though he'd transformed into a great warrior falcon, Blalock swooped down, captured Corinne’s mouth with his own, and drank deeply of the sweet syrup of her kiss.

What surprised him was that he’d enjoyed her touch as much as anything he’d ever known.  

“More?” he asked, his voice suddenly raw with need.

Breathless, she nodded.

He pressed forward, his body pushing against hers, trapping her against the trellis.  She squirmed against him, her hands suddenly roaming up his arms, his shoulders, and then sliding around his neck, pulling him closer still.  

Her efforts only fueled his already burgeoning desire.  Impatient to caress every luscious inch of her, he cupped her breasts firmly, squeezing them and delighting in the deep moan that she emitted when he did so.  Then, he let his hands wander, first to her back, then downward to her buttocks, and after rolling each delightful mound in his hands, he squeezed them again, at the same time pulling her even tighter against him.  

Of course, she responded with another moan, and arched her back in a most gratifying way.  That was all the encouragement he needed. In a single motion he grasped her wrists, and pushing them upwards above her head, pinned her against the trellis.  Again, claiming her mouth with his kiss, he used his other hand to lift her skirt and plunge his hungry erection into her soft, moist, heated feminine center.  Like honey, warm and sweet, she opened for him, wrapping her legs around his waist most pleasingly. 

Ah yes, he thought, this was going to prove quite enjoyable after all.

#
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Corinne didn't know what was happening.  One moment she was standing in front of her new master, trembling like a rabbit caught in a snare, both hating him and loathing her own weak body.  The next she was in his arms, her body pressing against his, her traitorous legs opening for him like a common whore.

All at once he was around her, his kisses stealing her every breath, his caresses her every thought.  He was both fierce and unyielding like a wild animal, and yet he didn't hurt her as others had in her far-distant past.  His every move pleasuring her beyond belief.  It was as if his touch erased the hands of every man who had wronged her.

This stranger, who professed to be her new master, did not force her but allowed her consent.  She should have said no.  She should have pushed him away.

But the truth of it was, she’d yearned for a man’s touch—one of love and kindness.  A man who held her in his arms and in his heart.  What woman wouldn’t want that?

Still, a woman should not be so forgiving.

Just when she thought she had to deny him, to end their tryst, he lifted her high, pulling her arms above her head, and her traitorous new body opened and begged him to come inside.

Lifting her gown, he found her center and met her desire with his own.

Her body responded, and for the first time in all her memory, it was a most wondrous sensation.  Like lightning, the sensation paralyzed her, and she guided him inward.  Of their own accord, her legs wrapped around him and held tightly as he moved back and forth, back and forth, pushing, pushing, pushing...until she felt on the verge of shattering like glass striking against stone.

And when release came, it was as though she were balancing at the edge of a deep chasm with naught but a slight wind to topple her over.  When she fell, her body convulsed repeatedly; the waves of pleasure were so intense, she lost all sense of herself and knew only him.

When she woke up, she didn’t know how much time had passed.  With her head on his chest, she finally relaxed.

“Please,” she whimpered as he pulled away.

As though he were awakening from a great dream, her new master shook his head.  Blinking several times, she watched his eyes grow wide and a smile spread across his face.

"Don't you find it enjoyable, my touching you like this?" he said, dipping his head downward, suckling at the juncture of her neck and shoulder.  Then, sliding down farther still, with his tongue he teased at the neck of her bodice.  He gently pulled down the lace, nipped at the tender flesh so dangerously close to the swollen tips of her breasts. It was all she could do to keep from moaning.

"Yes," she squeaked, when slid his mouth down further, teasing her nipple with his teeth.  "But" she continued, breathless, "perhaps this isn't the place.  I mean, of course, you are a most enjoyable lover...My lord, we have barely met.”

The man laughed.  "You may have your way of it this time.  You are correct that this is premature...” he shifted his hips, pressing his hard member against her nether region and sending many riotous sensations throughout her body.  

“My lord," she breathed, feeling as if she were about to faint.

"Very well," he said, "I shall refrain for now.  I sense you will need careful attention in the art of lovemaking."

Corinne felt her face heat up.  “As you say, my lord.”

"Good," he said, stepping away from her.  "Let's get about finding my clothing and some food. I’m starving."

He turned away, and Corinne nearly melted to the ground.  What in the devil was wrong with her?  After all, men were the most loathsome beasts ever created, were they not? Until a few moments earlier, she would gladly have spent eternity having the flesh ripped from her bones one stripe at a time rather than give in to a man's attention. 

So why was she panting after his manhood like a bitch dog in heat?

"Corinne!" her new master shouted.  "Attend me!"

Untangling herself from the ivy, Corinne quickly pulled up her skirts and ran down the garden path to the house.  It wouldn't do for her to anger the beast, for certs.  

Rounding the path, she went through the open door and into the back corridor.  Reaching the end, she ran toward the sound of the bellowing male and stopped just short of running into him.

"What's this?" he yelled.  "Am I to oversee everything in this miserable place, including my wardrobe?”

"Och, no, my lord. Your new valet should arrive any moment now."  Although she stood with eyes downcast and hands folded in front of her, Hattie did from time to time sneak a glance upward.  When she had taken in a full measure of their new master, she sent a quick wink to Corinne.

Shocked at the woman's brazenness, Corinne covered her mouth with her hand. 

The man who’d just made tender love to her straightened his spine and suddenly sent her a stern expression. 

“Upstairs, miss.  I'll attend to you later."

"Yes, my lord," she said, hiking her skirts once again.  Without another word, she ran for the
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