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Chapter One


 

A loud peal of thunder sounded outside
the palace, its arrival sparked by Darake’s dark mood. Demons
scattered as he approached, not wanting to get in his way and risk
losing either a limb or their lives. Usually one of his three
brothers could pull him back enough to partially level him out,
easing both the storm raging within him and the one which rolled
across their realm. This time they failed and wisely left him to
work through it. He came to a halt then slammed a fist against one
of the walls as a face from his past rose to torment him. “Isobel,”
he snarled. A female demon possessing unparalleled beauty which
masked a vicious and cold temperament. Anything she wanted, she
got. Usually. He had been her target, and his refusal to take her
as his mate set a chain of events in motion which ended with his
brothers and himself being cursed by her. Bound to their realm,
denied the right to go to the world of humans to seek their true
mates. Four demon princes brought to their knees by a vengeful
female.  The Consilium Daemoniorum had found her guilty of the
traitorous act, sentencing her to have her realm seized and her
powers bound. But the bitch fled before the latter could be set in
place. Rumors had reached him not long after her escape that she
had been killed. Something he refused to believe until her body was
set at his feet and he cleaved her head from her neck.

Since that night his view of women had
changed. They were vipers ready to strike at a moment’s notice.
Willing to use their wiles and beauty to sneak into a male’s
affections and heart, then use them for their own benefit. Never
again would he allow that to happen. His heart was protected by a
high wall, and no female would ever break through it to manipulate
it again.

As he reached the end of the corridor,
he turned right and immediately collided with a large, solid form.
About to rip into the road block, he stopped when he realized it
was one of his brothers.

“Why are you stalking the
corridors, Arane?”

“I don’t stalk, I
patrol.”

“There’s a fucking
difference?”

“Yes, and I gather from
your tone, and the fact the storm is still raging outside that your
mood hasn’t improved.”

“Why should it? Take a
good look around. We are bound to a realm where little changes.
Where demons scurry like the rats on the world of humans, doing
whatever they must to ensure their survival. No, my brother, my
mood has not improved.”

“Then grab a she demon,
have hard sex, then torture someone.”

“I am not like you or our
brothers. I don’t need to fuck a female every five
minutes.”

“You never used to feel
that way. Any female who caught your eye, ended up in your
bed.”

“That was the past. My
view of them has changed.”

“And we all know why.
Look, you need to find some release. It’s not natural for a demon
to abstain. Given the amount of time you’ve gone without sex, I
think you have shot past the blue balls stage and they are ready to
explode. Get laid, and it might shift all that tension you are
carrying of late, and give the realm some respite from the storm
you have caused.”

A low growl tumbled free from his
lips. “Arane, I assure you I will find a way to shift it. And my
balls are not blue, or any other color that you care to mention.
 Now, you never did tell me why you are patrolling the
corridors. Isn’t that the duty of the guard demons?”

“Usually. But even the
fiercest of them has no desire to get within twenty feet of you
while you’re in your current mood.”

“Seems you need to recruit
some with balls then.”

“They have them and they
want to keep them. Anyway, given your frame of mind I doubt
anything could get through that bloody storm outside, so I’m
heading off to scratch an itch.”

Knowing what sort of itch he was
talking about, Darake smiled. “Will it take one or two she demons
to do that this time?”

“Two,” he
grinned.

While his brother headed off in one
direction, Darake retraced his steps and returned to the throne
room. The moment he stepped through the imposing entrance, the
large dark wood doors swung closed. Without breaking his stride, he
continued over to the black stone dais and up the three steps to
his seat of power and sat down. As he crossed an ankle over one
knee, he shifted his attention towards a large prism which hung
suspended in the air a short distance from where he sat. He and his
brothers may not be able to physically leave their realm to have
fun with humans, but that didn’t mean there was nothing they could
do. Each of them held the ability to stand on the edge of a
dreamscape and influence them. He would of course prefer it if he
could interact directly with his targets, but over the centuries he
had found creative ways to work within the constraints placed on
him.

It had been during one of his visits
to the realm of dreams that he’d discovered a young woman who, for
some reason intrigued him enough to make him want to do some
digging. Being prevented from entering her dreamscape meant his
power was muted, but he managed to exercise enough to get both her
name and where she resided in the human world. Since then he’d
spent time watching how her dreams spun to uncover any weaknesses
or fears he could exploit. Her light he would turn to dark, her joy
would become sorrow. She was going to suffer, to pay in some small
way for what had been done to him. A dark, almost cruel smile
formed on his lips as he watched her walk through her world. “Enjoy
your day, Jessica Dove,” he sneered, “because I intend to make sure
your night is tormented, and sleep becomes something to
fear.”

~ ~ ~ * ~ ~ ~

Jessica hurried along the sidewalk,
dodging people as she headed to her job. For the past three years
her routine had been the same; get up, shower, dress, breakfast,
then leave the apartment to head to Quester’s Department Store,
where she was employed in the personnel department. She’d worked
hard to forge a new life in Brey City. No shadows from her past
lurked behind corners ready to leap out and pull the foundations
from under her. She was just another face in the crowd. So if
everything was as she wanted, why had a sense of foreboding wrapped
around her? Her ‘problem’ was locked safely away, so that couldn’t
be the reason for it. “Get a grip,” she told herself. What was
going on was probably due to nothing more than a lack of sleep.
Something she could easily resolve by going to bed earlier for a
couple of nights.

As she turned right into a side street
to take advantage of a short cut, she came to a halt as the air in
front of her seemed to shift, causing an image to appear. Eyes of
darkest blue stared directly at her from a face which looked hard,
as if it was carved from stone. Held within their gaze, it took her
a few moments to find the strength to reach out a hand towards the
image. An action which caused it to shimmer then vanish, leaving
her scared and shaken. “Please, not here, not now,” she whispered
as she stumbled backwards out of the side street, back to where
people milled around. Their presence forming a welcomed blanket of
security as she fought to regain her composure. When her place of
work came into view, she didn’t head straight in but instead
stopped at the café opposite to get a large cappuccino. Maybe
caffeine wasn’t a stellar idea, but she had to have
something.

She walked through the main entrance
and through the white foyer towards the elevator. By the time it
stopped on her floor and she stepped out, the incident had faded to
nothing more than a fuzzy memory. Maybe her screwed up sleeping
pattern had some part of her mind conjuring it from something she’d
read or watched. That settled it. No movies or books at night, at
least for a while.

As she entered the large open plan
office, she said good morning to some of her colleagues as she
passed them. Once she reached her desk, she put her coffee down
then set about hanging her purse and jacket up. With that done, she
was finally able to sit and take a sip of her black
gold.

“Everything okay?” A
familiar male voice asked.

Glancing over the rim of her cup, she
saw Adam looking at her, his expression one of concern.
“Everything’s fine,” she replied, inwardly cursing as her hand
chose that moment to shake.

“Given the way your cup is
shaking, I think you may not be telling me the whole
truth.”

The last time she’d told the
unvarnished truth to someone, her life imploded. And how could she
explain what had happened on her way in without sounding
certifiably insane? A swallow of her coffee taken to calm her
nerves, she gave him what she hoped would pass as a reassuring
smile. “I’m okay, really I am. Just not been getting a lot of sleep
lately.”

“I’d steer away from that
at night,” he replied, pointing to her cup. “Maybe try water for a
while.”

“I’m thinking maybe a
glass of warm milk with some nutmeg might work better.”

“I hope it works,” he
smiled.

It was only when he walked away that
she relaxed. Her body switching its self-defense mode off. Setting
her cup to one side, she pulled over the first batch of new
employee files and got to work entering them onto the
system.

~

By the time five thirty rolled around
she was more than ready to head home. She’d tried her hardest to
push the events of the morning away. but they’d refused to oblige,
which led to more than one mistake being made. Fortunately, she had
managed to catch them before the paperwork ended up on her boss’s
desk. If she couldn’t sort out her mind before going to bed, there
was going to be no way sleep would play ball and visit. Tugging her
jacket on, she grabbed her purse and left to take the elevator down
to the foyer.

As she stepped out and started walking
towards the exit, her pace slowed as through the large glass
windows she saw people dashing by outside with umbrellas up. “That
weather forecaster needs to lose their job,” she muttered, knowing
full well she was in for a drenching. She could wait to see if it
was a passing shower, but all that would probably do is delay the
inevitable. Best to just get out and hope it eased enough to
prevent her looking too much like a drowned rat.

The second she made it outside, the
game of ‘dodging the umbrellas’ began. She weaved around people,
occasionally ducking to avoid the oversized umbrellas a few chose
to wield like some form of modern-day weapon. All the while, rain
continued to pour down, soaking through the summer jacket she’d
chosen to wear. Her clothing started to stick to her like an
uncomfortable second skin, sending a shiver through her. The cold,
the people, and her urge to get home and take a shower all combined
to get her moving faster. She ran through puddles, sending water
splashing up her legs. She was already soaked, so another drenching
wasn’t going to change either her appearance or the chill wrapped
around her.

When her apartment building loomed
into view, she let out a low sigh of relief. Soon she and a hot
shower would become acquainted, and she couldn’t wait. She barreled
through the entrance doors, not stopping as she moved through the
lobby leaving a trail of water in her wake. “Sorry!” she called to
the guard at the desk as she ran into the elevator and hit the
button to take her up.

The second it opened on her floor, she
stepped out leaving a small puddle behind. As she squelched along
the corridor, she started rummaging through her purse for her keys
eventually locating them at the bottom hidden under some old
receipts, make up, and a half-opened packet of small candies. Her
door unlocked, she walked in then backheeled it closed before
tossing the keys into a dish on the hall table and dropping her
purse down next to it. Shoes slipped off, she grimaced as her wet
stocking feet encountered the wooden floor. Each step taken towards
the bedroom leaving a trail of footprints behind.

Once she’d peeled off her wet clothing
and tossed it into the hamper, she switched the shower on and
stepped under the jets. A low groan of relief broke free as the
lukewarm water hit her. It wasn’t long before it heated up enough
to chase the cold away and release the remaining tension she
carried. Head bowed forward, she braced her hands against the white
tiled wall relishing the warmth seeping into her. The cocoon it
formed making her want to stay in its hold for as long as possible.
It was only when the water started to veer towards lukewarm again
that she reluctantly turned it off and got out, grabbing a towel
from the rail which she wrapped around her body before starting to
pat herself dry.

Soon the damp towel joined the other
wet items in the hamper. Now wearing her favorite pink heart
covered pajamas and oversized pink slippers, she did a quick hot
chocolate run into the kitchen. With that and a small plate of
double chocolate chip cookies in her hands, she headed into the
main room and got settled on the couch to watch a movie. It wasn’t
long before the combination of the shower, the drink, and tiredness
hit her, causing her attention to whatever was on the t.v. to fade.
The empty cup set down next to the plate on the small side table,
she switched the set off before ambling towards the doorway,
pausing only to turn off the light. Once settled in bed, she prayed
her dreams would revert to the kind she usually had. “No more
strange ones,” she mumbled as the warmth from the thick quilt
wrapped around her.


Chapter Two


 

The sound of banging echoed down the
corridor as two scared demons hurried to repair one of the throne
room doors. It had taken the brunt of Darake’s latest outburst of
rage which had been sparked by the sensation Jessica had seen him
during the day. Something which had never happened before with
other females. Therefore, it was impossible and could not have
happened. So why then, by following that path of logic, had his
sense of unease failed to lift?

“Your highness?” a shaky
sounding voice asked.

“What?”

“The repairs are
completed.”

He glared at the entrance to confirm
what he’d heard. “Get out,” he growled.

The demons bolted from the room as he
finished, closing the now repaired door behind them. Now alone, he
walked over to the prism and stared at the female who had been the
reason for the destruction, willing her to sleep so he could begin
his torment of her. The moment she closed her eyes, he returned to
his throne, got settled, and closed his own to allow his essence to
leave his body and travel into the realm of dreams. With ease he
moved through it, and found her walking through her dreamscape. It
held a picturesque scene, one where nothing dark existed. At least
not yet. He watched her, secure in the knowledge the barrier
between them and his own power, cloaked him from her sight. He’d
let her enjoy a few moments of peace before unleashing his anger on
her.

“Who’s there?”

Darake froze as her question hung in
the air. There was no way in all the demonic realms she could have
picked up on his presence. No being could unless he willed it. His
eyes blazed red as flames when she looked in his direction. What
had started out as a night to torment was fast changing into one of
torture. The question was, for who? His rising fury seeped into her
dreamscape. What were once healthy apple trees morphed into ones
which were gnarled and diseased. Roses wilted and died, their
petals turning black before touching the ground and disintegrating.
A blue sky filled with songbirds, turned black as night. The caw of
ravens sounding through the darkness, mixing with the howls of
wolves.

“Please, leave me
alone.”

It shouldn’t have affected him, but
the note of fear running through her words pierced the darkness
around him, threatening to quench his fury until the sound of
Isobel’s laughter sounded in his head. His gaze narrowed as he
stared at the young woman not far from him. She, like that
she-demon, was trouble and had to be removed. A wave of his hand
sent a bolt of lightning slashing through the dark. The rumble of
thunder which accompanied it increasing the noise of the wolves and
ravens. All merging together to issue a warning of the nightmares
to come her way.

He left the realm and returned to his
body, slamming his fists down on the throne’s armrests. He’d been
burned once by a woman, a lesson seared into his skin. Therefore,
he intended on dealing with this new danger before either he or his
brothers were snared by her web and harmed.

“What has you so irate?” a
familiar voice asked.

“None of your concern,” he
snapped, immediately regretting his tone. “Forgive me, Arane. The
night has not turned out in the way I anticipated.”

“How so? Has one of the
she demons pissed you off?”

“I swear by all that is
dark a human female saw me.”

“Where?”

“In the human realm. Then
when I stood on the edge of her dreamscape and changed it, she knew
someone was there. She is a threat, just like all her
kind.”

“You know,” Arane replied,
“not all women should be measured against the actions of
one.”

“Are you telling me to
leave her be? She could be working with the bitch who cursed us.
Are you willing to take that risk?”

“How could a human female
be working with her? Besides we don’t even know if she is still
alive.”

“Isobel possesses more
lives than a hell cat. And we both know her powers of persuasion
are strong. If a common demon cannot fight against them, what
chance does a mere human have?”

~*~

An exasperated sigh fought back, Arane
shook his head. His brother had a point, but he knew at that moment
there was no talking or reasoning with him. “Calm down and get some
rest. We will talk again when your mood has evened out.”

“I am calm!” was the reply
he got, seconds before a large candle holder situated to the right
side of the throne was thrown through the air.

“So, you just wanted to
throw that for exercise?”

A few grumbled curse words reached him
as Darake stepped off the dais and stormed into his private
chamber. The opening sealing itself to ensure his
privacy.

His attention shifted to the candle
holder, Arane restored it to its previous position with a wave of
his hand, setting the room back to rights. While his eldest brother
did whatever he had to, to calm down, he intended on seeking out
their other brothers to inform them of what had taken place. Maybe
they could shed some light on the strange situation.

He figured the best one to talk to
first would be the scholar of the family, so his first stop was
going to be the library. As luck would have it he spotted Jarius
talking to someone not far from the large room. “Jarius!” he
called, picking up his pace to reach him.

“Back from your battles so
soon?” Jarius smiled. “You usually like to savor the spoils of
victory.”

“The skirmish was small,
the rewards the same, so I returned to check the internal security
before enjoying myself with a couple of willing females.
Unfortunately, I’ve had to put that on hold due to Darake’s sour
mood.”

“Let’s walk and talk. I
promised to take these,” he said, indicating two books he held, “to
Kastore.”

As they started to walk, Arane
explaining what had happened with their brother.  When he
finished he was pulled to a halt. “What’s wrong?”

“Wait, a human female saw
him?”

“That’s what he said,” he
replied as the grip on his arm was released. “Care to share why
you’ve suddenly gotten a strange look on your face?”

“I don’t want to say
anything until my suspicions are confirmed. Have you told Kastore
yet?”

“No, I was going to speak
with him after letting you know what happened.”

“For now, say nothing. Let
me do some checking first.”

“I’ll do as you ask. In
the meantime, let’s hope Darake’s mood doesn’t sink
further.”

He watched him run back towards the
library, the books he was taking to Kastore obviously forgotten. He
scratched at his chin, wondering what was going on in that head of
his. With nothing he could do until his brother found whatever he
was looking for, he headed off to enjoy himself and finally get his
itch scratched.

~ ~ ~ * ~ ~ ~

With her back braced against the
headboard, Jessica gripped the covers tightly, holding them up
under her chin. Her dream slash nightmare had succeeded in chasing
away any chance of sleep. The recollection of something or someone
lurking on the edge of her dream rose again to torment her. She
recalled fury pouring from the intruder which wrapped around her so
strongly it left fear in its wake. It pushed at the barriers she’d
set in place around her mind, shaking them hard. It had been fear
that had driven her from her home to Brey City. A place where for
five wonderful years she’d lived in peace. Something she refused
point blank to give up without a fight. No more would she run. This
was her home and she vowed to not be chased out of it. Letting go
of the covers, she tossed them to one side and got out of bed.
There were eight hours of work to get through before the weekend
started, and with luck by the time the next night rolled around her
nightmares would leave her be.

~

“You look…”

“I know,” she sighed,
setting down the cappuccino she’d bought on her way in.

“Another rough
night?”

“You could say that. 
Guess my mind was a little too over active in the dream
department.” she said, hanging her coat and purse up on the wall
hook.

“Oooh,” Anne said as she
snagged one of the candies from the bowl Jessica had by her
computer. “Care to share?”

“I swear you only come
over to raid my candy stash,” she chuckled before her mood turned
serious. “Not really, well not unless you are into
nightmares.”

“I have enough waking ones
working with some of the people here. The last thing I need is to
hear about nighttime ones, so I’ll pass.”

“Don’t blame you. I’m
hoping I don’t get a repeat performance.”

 “Sorry to interrupt,
but would you lovely ladies care to join Peter and myself for a
drink after work?”

She glanced in the direction the
invitation had come from, seeing Adam looking hopefully at them
both. An after-work drink didn’t sound a bad way to start the
weekend off, but going home seemed more appealing.

“What do you say, Jess?
Sounds like fun.”

A quick glance at her friend told her
she was eager to go, and she knew why. For the past two months,
Anne had been going on about Adam. So when any chance rose to be in
his company, she’d jump at it.

“Well?”

What would a couple of drinks hurt?
She could unwind, then make her excuses and leave.

“Count me in
then.”

“Great. We’ll all meet up
in the foyer when we’ve finished and hit the bar across the
street.”

She could hear Anne talking to Adam as
they walked away, but her thoughts drifted from the after-work
drink to whoever stood on the border of her dreams – and what they
wanted.


Chapter Three

  

He stalked around the main
chamber, occasionally banging his fist against the basalt walls as
he tried to avoid looking in the direction of the prism. But the
hold it had on him proved to be too strong and he paused, turning
to see what it showed. The female, Jessica, was talking to a male.
He didn’t know what they were discussing, and at that moment he
didn’t give a fuck. What burrowed under his skin and stoked his
temper was the stranger’s closeness. How dare anyone, especially a
man, get close to what was his. Are you
claiming her? Of course not. She was his
to destroy and he didn’t want anyone or anything to get in the way
of that, that’s all. And just how are you
going to do that with you and your brothers chained to
Araxath? “Be silent!” he yelled at his
mind. He was no fool, no idiot scheming without a plan. While he
may be locked to his realm, his servants were under no such
restrictions, so they would be his weapons. Striding towards the
doors which opened as he reached them, he headed down the corridor
towards the barracks. For his plan to work it was essential those
he chose were skilled in the arts of seduction and persuasion, and
within the palace there were two who possessed exactly what he
required.

Lower demons scattered the second he
entered the large stone quarters, those who didn’t
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