
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Sometimes, the only choice is the one impossible to make.

	 

	 

	Sabin loathes the desert, which makes living in Hell the opposite of fun. Luckily for him, he can avoid the sand and the heat as long as he stays in the palace, and with as much work as he does for Berith, he doesn’t plan to leave anytime soon.

	Until Berith orders him to.

	Zeno is a loner, and for good reason. He’s known as The Mercenary, and he’s Hell’s bogeyman. People are afraid of him, and he’s fine with that because it means they leave him alone.

	But when Zeno stumbles onto a convoy attacked by a group of demons, he stupidly decides to step in. He ends up saddled with a pretty palace boy, Sabin, and agrees to take him back to the palace—for a price, of course.

	Neither of them expects to fall for the other, but they soon realize it’s not impossible. What is impossible is for them to find a way to make things work between them. Sabin belongs in the palace, while Zeno belongs to the desert.

	How can they be together?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Sabin was doing his best to ignore the scene in front of him, but it wasn’t easy when Berith and Mel were all over each other. They weren’t doing anything inappropriate, but Sabin couldn’t avoid listening to them. Mel was in Berith’s lap, and they were cuddling, for fuck’s sake. Why were they cuddling in Sabin’s office?

	Mel sighed heavily. “I should go. Class will start soon.”

	“I don’t think the kids will care if you’re a little late,” Berith said.

	“They won’t, but I will.” 

	Sabin heard them shuffling around, and he risked looking up. He was relieved to see Mel had gotten up and was straightening his clothes. He caught Sabin’s gaze and smiled, and Sabin couldn’t help smiling back.

	He may never fully understand why Berith had fallen for the human, but Mel was a good person, much better than Sabin had expected. He deserved to be happy, and apparently, Berith made him happy.

	“Sorry about that,” Mel said. His cheeks were flushed, which was kind of endearing.

	“Not a problem. It wasn’t your fault, anyway.” When Mel had come in to tell Berith he was going to work, Berith had pulled him into his lap. Mel had tried to protest, no doubt on Sabin’s behalf, but when Berith wanted something, he got it. It was one of the perks of being a prince of Hell, Sabin supposed.

	“How am I supposed to resist this man?” Berith asked as he caught Mel’s hand and kissed its palm.

	Mel flushed deeper. “You’re a smooth talker, but I really need to go. Besides, you have work to do.”

	“I’ll see you for lunch?”

	“Of course.” 

	Mel leaned closer, and Sabin looked away as he and Berith kissed. It was odd to see Berith act like this with anyone, let alone a human. Berith wasn’t the worst prince of Hell, not even close, but he’d never been this soft. He was behaving this way only because Sabin and Mel were the only people around, but still. Sabin had never seen this side of his friend and boss until the human had appeared, and while he was glad Berith was happy, he still didn’t know what to think of all of this.

	The sound of his office door opening and closing made him look up. Mel was gone, and only Berith was left in his chair on the other side of Sabin’s desk. He’d linked his fingers together on his stomach, and he was staring at Sabin.

	Sabin schooled his expression. “Are you done cuddling Mel?”

	“Unfortunately. What were you thinking just now?”

	“That you’re annoying.”

	“Is that right? You do know that most princes of Hell would have your head for saying something like that, right?”

	“And I should care why? You’re not most princes of Hell. You won’t stick me in the dungeon just because of what I said.”

	Berith laughed. “You’re lucky I love you.”

	Sabin was, although he’d die rather than acknowledge that right now. Besides, Berith knew he was aware of it. “Are you finally ready to go to work?”

	Berith waved at Sabin to start talking. “I’m listening.”

	Sabin went over the latest numbers on how much the palace spent every day and how much it earned. He had detailed charts, but Berith never wanted to see them. He trusted his accountants, and they’d never betray him. They were very much aware of what would happen to them if they did. 

	Berith might be one of the nicest princes of Hell, but it didn’t mean he wasn’t a demon. Besides, Sabin kept an eye on them. He wasn’t nearly as trusting as Berith.

	“All of this is boring,” Berith lamented. “Can I go now?”

	“Depends. What are you planning on doing? Work, or spying on Mel while he’s working?”

	Berith’s expression told Sabin he’d nailed it. He had been planning to spy on Mel.

	Sabin shook his head. Sometimes he didn’t recognize his friend. It wasn’t a bad thing, because Berith was happy, more so than Sabin had ever seen him, but it could become a problem if other princes of Hell and demons realized what was happening. They might not attack Berith head-on, but they wouldn’t hesitate to try to take out Mel. Mel was human, and he wouldn’t be able to defend himself.

	Although he’d had to defend himself the last time a demon attacked him. He’d used a vase, and while it wouldn’t have been enough to kill the demon, it had bought Mel enough time for people to notice what was happening and run to protect him. 

	“What will you do once you’re on the road and you can’t spy on him all the time?” Sabin asked as he stacked his files together.

	“What are you talking about?”

	Sabin stared. “You can’t tell me you don’t remember. We’ve been talking about it for weeks.”

	“Tell me again, then.”

	“You have to get on the road soon to visit your vassals.” 

	It was an unfortunate but necessary job. Every few years, Berith visited the people who lived in his territories. He listened to what they had to say, made lists of things they needed, and ensured they got those things. It kept people happy, and it made sure they didn’t betray Berith or move on to another prince. The princes of Hell were some of the most powerful demons in Hell, and they were always trying to kill each other. Berith mostly managed to stay out of the way, but sometimes even he was targeted. Keeping his people happy meant he didn’t have to worry about them betraying him.

	Berith groaned. “It’s that time already?”

	“It is, and you’d know it if you listened to me when I talk.”

	“I can’t leave the palace.”

	“Well, too bad, because you’re going to have to. You know this is necessary.”

	“But I can’t leave Mel and my family on their own. It’s too dangerous, and it’s just as dangerous for them to come with me. No, I can’t leave.”

	“You’re going to have to.”

	“We’ll find a way around this.”

	“Will we? Well, I’m listening. What solution do you think you can find?”

	Berith scowled. The problem with that was that Sabin wasn’t afraid of him, and he scowled right back. They stared at each other until Berith sighed and his expression smoothed out.

	“I know it’s necessary, but I don’t think I can do it this year. It’s way too soon to leave Mel on his own.”

	“He wouldn’t be on his own. Cyarea and Aloise aren’t going anywhere, and there are plenty of guards at the palace.” 

	Unfortunately, Sabin would have to travel with Berith. He hated the desert, the dust, and the temperature, but just like Berith didn’t have a way out of this, he didn’t, either.

	He wasn’t the only one. Lon would be traveling with them, too, to make sure Berith was protected. It meant fewer guards would be at the palace, but they’d still be leaving a good number of them behind. Enough guards would be present for Berith not to have to worry, although Sabin understood why he did. Lately, too many demons had managed to sneak into the palace up to the private wing and attack either him or Mel. Lon had been working overtime to find out how they got in, but apart from one servant who let one of the demons in, they hadn’t found anything. There had to be more people behind it, working with Berith’s enemies, and maybe it would be a good thing for Berith to be away from the palace for a bit.

	Or maybe it wouldn’t be.

	There was no way to know what the demons trying to kill Berith would do. Would they come after him and try to kill him on the road, or would they target the people he left behind? Sabin didn’t have to ask to know this was what Berith was worried about. There was no way out of going, though. Berith had to get on the road and visit the people in his territory, and he had to do it soon.

	Berith shook his head. “I don’t care how many guards are at the palace. I’m not leaving my family.”

	Sabin could tell it would be useless to insist that he had to. Berith was stubborn on the best of days, and when his family was concerned, even more so. Sabin would just have to continue organizing the trip, and by the time he was done and ready to leave, Berith would be, too.

	Or at least, Sabin hoped so. He wasn’t in the mood to deal with a princely tantrum, and he doubted he would be when the time came for them to leave.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Zeno kept an eye on the group of demons walking ahead of him. He didn’t think they’d realized they were being followed, which was how he liked things. He had a reputation to maintain, after all.

	There were still too many people around for him to do what he needed to do. He’d been hired to get back something the demons had stolen, but he couldn’t take it from them while they were still in town. No, it was better for him to wait until they walked out into the desert, which they were about to do. The four demons were headed toward one of the doors in the walls surrounding the town that were closed during the night, and they stepped through without hesitating.

	They should know better. They didn’t know they were being followed, but still. Everyone was safer when they stayed in town.

	But this played to Zeno’s advantage.

	He followed the demons in the desert. He didn’t step through the door like they had because he needed to be discrete and make sure no one noticed him. Following people in towns or in the desert was something he’d trained to do, but it still wasn’t easy. There were no places to hide out here, which meant one of the demons might see him. Luckily, they were too busy talking, pushing each other, and laughing. They were thieves, riding the high of another successful job.

	Zeno didn’t care what they did for a living. They lived in Hell, and they did what they had to in order to survive. But he’d been hired to get back one of the things they’d stolen, and he suspected they wouldn’t give it to him just because he asked.

	He continued following them until they were far enough from the town that no one would come running if they heard a fight. Then he made sure his hood concealed him, and cleared his throat.

	One of the demons jumped, twirled around, and unsheathed a knife from his waist. He held it out, ready to kill anyone who he thought might be attacking him. Zeno stood a bit away, having suspected something like that would happen.

	“Who the fuck are you?” the demon asked with a growl.

	“I was hired to get back one of the things you stole. Give it to me, and I’ll let you go without hurting you.”

	One of the other demons burst out laughing. “Are you serious? We’re four against one. We’re going to kick your ass, and that’s the only thing you’ll get.”

	Zeno had expected that, too, although he’d hoped it wouldn’t happen. But most demons were idiots. These weren’t any different, especially considering who they’d robbed. Nybbas worked for Lucifer himself. 

	Zeno sighed as the mouthy demon threw himself at him. He stepped aside, grabbed the demon’s neck, and pulled him back. The demon made a strangled sound, but Zeno wasn’t done. He used his hold on the demon’s neck to pull him closer, grabbed his head with both hands, and twisted.

	The demon’s body fell to the ground. A cloud of black dust rose around it, but Zeno was already focused on the others. They were staring at him with wide eyes, and he hoped that seeing their friend die would push them into doing the right thing.

	He should have known he wouldn’t be so lucky.

	The demon who’d taken out his knife screamed and threw himself at Zeno. The knife slashed Zeno’s forearm, but Zeno barely reacted beyond a hiss of pain. He grabbed the demon’s wrist, twisted the demon’s arm, and stabbed him with his own knife that he was still holding. Zeno knew precisely where to hit so that the wound would be deadly, so he wasn’t surprised when the demon fell to his knees, then face-first in the dust. He left the knife where it was, since he didn’t need it, and turned toward the last two demons.

	They were staring at him with wide eyes and gaping mouths. He waited, knowing it wasn’t over. Sure enough, one of the demons ran toward him. This one had a sword, which made Zeno snort. Did the demon think it would be easier to kill him with a sword? The sword was heavy, and if anything, it was harder for the demon to wield it. 

	Zeno effortlessly danced out of the way of the blade. He got behind the demon before the demon could realize what was happening, grabbed his head with both hands, and twisted.

	The demon fell to the ground.

	That left only one of them, and Zeno turned to face him. He snorted when he saw that the demon had started running away as if he thought it would save him. He should have known better. Zeno took out one of his knives, took aim, and threw it at the demon’s back. It sank between the demon’s shoulders, and the demon went down like a stone.

	Zeno sighed. He’d only wanted the thing he’d been paid to get back, dammit. He could have done without killing the demons if only they’d been smart enough to give him back what he wanted.

	But they hadn’t, and now he needed to search their bodies. He crouched next to the closest one and went through the demon’s pockets. He found gold and a few knickknacks he suspected the demon had stolen in town. He left all of it there. He didn’t need it, and he wasn’t a thief. Once he was done with the first demon, he moved on to the one who’d attacked him with a knife. There was nothing of importance in his pockets or the pockets of the first demon he’d killed.

	Zeno got to his feet, looked at the demon who’d run, and sighed. He disliked the desert, dammit, and he could have done without traipsing around it to get what he needed.

	But Zeno needed to get to him, since the last demon had the thing Zeno was looking for, as well as Zeno’s knife embedded in his back. 

	His footsteps raised small clouds of black dust that would have made him cough if his face hadn’t been protected. When he reached the demon, he crouched next to him, took his knife out of the demon’s back, and cleaned it on the demon’s shirt. The demon groaned, a sure sign he wasn’t dead, but Zeno didn’t stop to ask him how he was. He rolled the demon onto his back and searched his pockets until he found what he was looking for.

	He raised it and took a good look at it. He had no idea what was in the delicately carved wooden box and hadn’t asked. It wasn’t his job to know what he was taking back, just to take it back. It was one of the reasons people hired him, and he’d made a point of being discreet.

	He got to his feet, pocketed both the knife and the box, and stepped away. A hand wrapped around his ankle, stopping him. He looked down at the demon, wondering what he wanted now. There was blood dripping from the demon’s lips, and his eyes were wide and already clouding over.

	“Save me,” the demon croaked. “Take me back to town.”

	Zeno shook off the demon’s hand. It would be too late for him even if Zeno managed to get him to town. It was too late for him now. He was dying, and nothing anyone could do would help him.

	Zeno walked away. He left the demons there for whatever found them and wanted to eat them. It was the circle of life, or something like that. He was just doing his job, and he was damn good at it. If the demons had just listened and given him what he wanted, they wouldn’t be bleeding out in the sand.

	Zeno looked up at the sun. He still had enough time today to go back to the small town, find Nybbas, and get his money. He’d use it to buy more food so he’d have plenty when he headed out to go back home. Maybe he’d get a room in a tavern somewhere, rest a day or two.

	He shook his head. No, he’d be better off once he was on the road headed home. He never did well around people.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“I already told you I’m not going,” Berith said.

	Sabin stared at him. “I heard you. You have to see it’s not possible. You’re the prince of this territory. People want to see you, talk to you, and complain to you. It’s tradition, and you can’t just decide not to go.”

	Berith waved Sabin’s words away. “Who cares about tradition?”

	“I realize you don’t, but most of the people in your territory do. They’ve been expecting you and have been prepping for your presence. They’ve been waiting to tell you all their problems and beg you to solve them. Do you really want them to go to one of the other princes? Because you know what will happen if they do.” It would be a sign that Berith was weak and couldn’t take care of his people, which would be a sign that one of the other princes of Hell could attack and try to take Berith’s territory.

	That wasn’t something any of them wanted.

	Berith crossed his arms over his chest. There was a stubborn tilt to his jaw, and Sabin knew he wouldn’t be able to convince him. He understood where Berith was coming from, but everyone had to do things they didn’t want to do, including him. Berith had to know that pouting and deciding to stay back wouldn’t help anyone, right? It certainly wouldn’t help Mel, because if Berith was seen as weak, the palace would be attacked, and that was where Mel lived.

	“No one would dare attack.”

	Sabin arched a brow. “Do I have to remind you that you and Mel were attacked recently?”

	“Not by other princes.”

	“You don’t know that.”

	“We’ll have to find another solution, because I’m not leaving the palace.” Berith grinned, and Sabin knew he wouldn’t like whatever would come out of his mouth next. “I could send someone I trust.”

	Sabin stopped to think. Actually, it wasn’t such a bad idea, and it was something that had been done before. Sometimes it just wasn’t possible for a prince to leave their palace. It could be anything, from their spouse about to give birth to Lucifer ordering them to stay back. It wasn’t unheard of for the princes to send someone they trusted on the road for them, and it was something Sabin could work with. He had pity for the poor person who’d be sent out there in Berith’s place.

	“Fine,” he said. “I suppose you can send someone. Who do you trust enough to do this for you, though?” Sabin could only think of a few people, and none of them would be happy about it.

	When Berith didn’t answer, Sabin looked at him. Berith was staring, and Sabin stared back until he realized what was happening.

	“No,” he said. “I’m not doing it.”

	“There’s no one I trust more than you.”

	“That’s a lie. There are plenty of people you trust more than me.”

	“Not really. There are people I trust as much as I trust you, but not more.”

	“You could send Aloise.”

	Berith shook his head. “It wouldn’t work. She’s not my consort.”

	“But people know she’s the mother of your heir. Surely, it means they’d accept her as your representative.”

	Berith leaned forward. “She’s not going anywhere. You are.”

	“I can’t leave the palace for weeks. I have work to do, and everything will crumble down if I’m not here to make sure people do what they’re supposed to do.”

	“That’s why you have assistants. Surely they can hold down the fort until you’re back? They would have if you’d left with me.”

	“You can’t order me to go out there in the desert and do this for you.”

	Berith seemed amused. “Can’t I?”

	Sabin huffed. “All right, maybe you can order me to do it, but you’d never do something like that.”

	“Not in a normal circumstance, but this is anything but normal. You’re right when you say I have to make this trip, but I’m not leaving the palace. That means I need to send someone I trust above everyone else, and that someone is you. You’re not my personal assistant because you’re my friend, Sabin. I trust you enough that if something happened to me, I know you’d take care of the palace and my family and that everything would be all right. Besides, you were coming on this trip anyway.”

	“But I wasn’t going to be dealing with the other princes and vassals.” That had been Berith’s job, and now he wouldn’t be there to do it.

	There wasn’t much Sabin hated more than having to deal with people who wanted something from Berith, but two of those things were traveling and the desert. Unfortunately for him, he’d have to face all three, and while he’d been miserable thinking about it before, now he was pissed.

	He pointed his finger at Berith. “This isn’t part of my job.”

	But Berith had decided, and he wouldn’t listen to anything Sabin was saying. Sabin could tell from his expression. “You’ll do a great job,” Berith said as he got to his feet. “And I’ll give you plenty of guards to make sure you’re safe. You’ll be fine, and I’m sure that you’ll have done everything you set yourself to do when you come back.”

	“This is your job, Berith. You can’t dump it in my lap just because you want to stay with your consort.”

	“After what happened recently, I need to stay back to keep an eye on Mel. I’m sure you understand that.” 

	He stared until Sabin started feeling guilty. He didn’t want anything to happen to Mel. The human was sweet, and he wasn’t used to dealing with demons, even though he’d been living in the palace for months now. He’d always be vulnerable because he was human. Sabin understood that was why Berith wanted to stay, which annoyed him even more. If this had been a tantrum, he would have pushed and yelled at Berith until he agreed to do his job. As it was, he’d feel guilty if he did that.

	He glared. “I hate you.”

	Berith laughed. “You don’t. I trust you with my life, Sabin. I know you’ll do everything you have to do in order to make sure my territory is safe and that my vassals stay on my side.”

	“No pressure.”

	“There’s plenty of pressure, but you’ll do well. I wouldn’t have been able to focus anyway, knowing that Mel could be in trouble.”

	“You know I hate the desert.” Sabin hated everything that wasn’t the palace. He liked his comforts, and he didn’t want to go out there, trampling in the desert and dealing with people he hated.

	But he’d do it. He’d do pretty much anything for Berith, and Berith was very much aware of that. “I’ll have that tub you wanted in your bathroom installed while you’re gone,” he said.

	Sabin narrowed his eyes at him. “You think that’s going to make me forgive you?”

	“In time, hopefully.”

	“I hate you,” Sabin repeated.

	“But you also love me.”

	Berith was right about that, which was why Sabin stopped protesting. He’d already had a lot of work to do before, and now that he knew he’d be going on the road alone, he was panicking. He needed everything to be perfect and ready for when he left. He wouldn’t risk his life just to talk to Berith’s people.

	“If I’m killed, I’ll come back and haunt you,” he promised.

	“And I’ll be happy to see you if that’s the case.”

	Sabin was never going to win with Berith, was he? “Whatever. You need to leave. You just dumped a lot of work on my shoulders, and I need to see to it before leaving.” Plus, he had to make sure Berith would feel guilty about sending him on this trip on his own. 

	He’d have to make sure to whine about it every time he was close to Berith. Now that sounded fun.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Sabin looked around, trying to find a reason he couldn’t leave. Unfortunately for him, there was nothing, because he’d been the one to organize all of this.

	Everything was perfect. The cart where he’d be sitting was as comfortable as possible. The second cart carried enough food and water for him and the guards to be all right until they reached their first stop. A dozen guards would be traveling with him and keeping him safe.

	He was ready to go, and he hated it.

	“You’ll be fine,” Berith said from next to him.

	Sabin turned to glare at him. “You should hope so. You already know what I’ll do if something happens to me.”

	Berith rolled his eyes. “You’ll come back and haunt me. You do realize ghosts aren’t real, right?”

	“I’ll make them real so I can haunt you.”

	Berith patted Sabin’s back with his free hand. His other arm was wrapped around Mel’s shoulders, holding him close as everyone watched them saying goodbye to Sabin. Luckily, no one could hear what Sabin was saying except for people who already knew he always talked to Berith that way. Everyone else would have been shocked and angry, and while Sabin didn’t care, he didn’t want to leave Berith in trouble.

	“You’ll be fine. Lon chose his best guards to go with you.”

	Sabin snorted. “That’s not true. His best guards are here at the palace with you, Mel, and the rest of your family.”

	“He chose his second-best guards, then.”

	Sabin took a deep breath and resisted the urge to hit Berith. “Whatever. Keep everyone out of trouble.”

	“I will.” Berith’s expression softened, and he stepped closer. “Thank you. I know how unhappy you are about doing this and that it’s a sacrifice for you. I’m grateful.”

	Sabin huffed. Why didn’t Berith let him cling to his anger? Why did he have to be so nice? “Whatever. I’m not doing it for you.”

	“No? Who are you doing it for, then?”

	“Mel. I like him better than you.”

	Berith laughed. “I’m sure you do. I’ll keep him safe.”

	“See that you do. I said yes to this stupid thing because I want him to be okay.”

	Berith was clearly amused, but Mel made a strangled sound and threw his arms around Sabin’s neck. Sabin wasn’t sure what to make of it or how to react. He hovered his hands over Mel’s back, not knowing whether or not he should hug him back, then awkwardly patted him. He looked at Berith, but the asshole was grinning and clearly not about to help Sabin.

	“Come home soon,” Mel said as he stepped away.

	Sabin was relieved the hug was over. “I will. I have no intention of dying just because Berith couldn’t get off his ass and do what he needs to do.”

	Anyone else would be in trouble, but not Sabin. Instead, his words made Berith smile, and he stepped closer. Sabin’s eyes went wide when he hugged him, too.

	“What are you doing?” he demanded to know.

	“Hugging you.”

	“Why?”

	“I don’t know. Mel did it.”

	Sabin pushed him away. “Don’t ever hug me again.” It wasn’t something they did, and it was weird. Sabin could take it from Mel, who was much more emotional and gentler, but from Berith, it was creepy.

	“It’s time to go,” Lon said. He’d been standing next to them the entire time, grinning like an idiot. The smile was gone now, though, and he looked worried.

	Sabin sighed. “I’ll be careful, and I’ll do whatever the guards tell me to do. I promise.”

	“See that you do. No one wants anything to happen to you.”

	“I’ll be fine. You picked your second-best guards, after all.”

	That made Lon laugh, but it only lasted for a few seconds. “They’ll keep you safe. They’re trained, and they know what will happen to them if they allow anyone to hurt you.”

	“Even if someone does hurt me, I’m sure it won’t be their fault.” Sabin understood how dangerous this trip was, even with Berith staying back. He wouldn’t blame the guards if something happened to him, not when he knew they’d do everything to make sure he was okay. If something happened and any of them managed to come back to the palace, he didn’t want them to be punished for something they hadn’t been able to stop.

	“Come on. I’ll help you into the cart,” Lon said, offering Sabin his hand.

	Sabin took it and climbed in. They’d decided not to take one that was too luxurious so they hopefully would go unnoticed. It would be safer without Berith, and they didn’t need it anyway. Sabin supposed he should feel lucky that he wouldn’t be forced to walk like the guards would. It made him feel guilty, but he also knew his limitations. If he had to walk, they’d have to stop way too often, and this trip would take ages.

	He sat down on the pillows and blankets he’d covered the cart with. He’d be protected from the sun and dust by the curtains that hung all around it, but the heat would be a problem. He supposed he’d have to deal with it.

	“Stay safe,” Lon said. “I trust these guards with my life.”

	“Then I suppose I do, too.”

	“Are you sure he should be doing this?” Sabin heard Mel ask.

	“It’s tradition,” Berith explained. “The prince or someone he trusts needs to visit the territory every few years.”

	Sabin glared at him. “It’s supposed to be the prince’s job,” he said loudly.

	Berith ignored him. “That way, anyone who can’t travel to the palace and has something they want us to know will be able to talk to him.”

	“All of this would be much easier if you relied more on technology,” Mel grumbled. “You have it, so why don’t you use it?”

	Sabin couldn’t say he disagreed, although he knew why they didn’t use it. They were lucky here at the palace, where they could buy whatever they needed, but most demons lived in small towns. They couldn’t afford anything like technology, which was why he was in this cart right now.

	“I’ll be fine,” he promised Mel.

	Mel came closer and squeezed one of Sabin’s hands. “I hope so. I don’t want to lose you.”

	“You won’t. I have to come back to kill Berith, don’t I?”

	Mel laughed. “I suppose you do. I’ll keep an eye on him until you’re back.”

	“Please do. I have no doubt he’ll try to create trouble, but he listens to you.”

	More than he listened to Sabin, that was for sure.

	Sabin wished he could stay here, but eventually, he had to leave. He looked at Lon and nodded, and Lon gave one of the guards the signal they’d been waiting for. The guard moved forward, and the others followed. One of them was guiding the nuckelavee, the horse demons the palace used to pull the carts. When he walked, they followed, and they were off.

	Sabin really hoped he’d see the palace again. If he was killed during this mission, he’d fucking kill Berith.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Zeno was better off on his own, but he couldn’t always avoid meeting people. He was on his way home, but the food he’d bought was almost gone, which meant he had to stop to get more. He supposed he could hunt something in the desert, but the demons that lived there were nasty, and he walked past towns anyway.

	So he’d stopped. He had pulled up his hood, made sure none of his face could be seen, and walked into the town. He was aware of his reputation, and people were afraid enough of him without seeing his face.

	Not that there was anything weird about his face. Like almost every other demon, his ancestors were a mix of different species. That meant his face and body were fairly unique, but that was the case for most demons. No, it wasn’t his face that had anything wrong.

	It was his reputation.

	He knew everyone would recognize him if they heard the name he was known by—The Mercenary. He’d become kind of the bogeyman, and while sometimes it made his work easier, other times it was a pain in the ass, like when he needed to buy things. Some people didn’t want to serve him, to give him food or anything else, even though he was paying for it. Other people couldn’t look away, which was almost as annoying. 

	Zeno hated being stared at.

	Which was what was happening at the moment. When he’d walked into the market, a few demons had noticed him. Once one had realized who he was, though, the word had started spreading. Now, everywhere he turned, people were staring. Usually they quickly looked away when they realized he’d noticed them, only to start again when he turned back.

	He stopped at a stall selling bread. The demon behind it swallowed heavily, and when they reached for the bread Zeno pointed at, their hand trembled.

	“Give me two of these,” Zeno said.

	“Right away,” the demon squeaked.

	Something hit Zeno’s leg. He jerked and looked down only to see a little girl losing her balance. He reached out and grabbed her arm, helping her stay on her feet.

	“Careful,” he grumbled.

	She gave him a toothy smile. “You’re tall,” she said.

	Zeno chuckled. “And you’re short.”

	Someone close by sucked in a breath, and Zeno turned to see a female demon rush toward them. She grabbed the little girl’s arm and pulled her away, her eyes wide with fear.

	The little girl’s mother.

	She acted as if she expected Zeno to kill the girl just for bumping into him. He realized he had a reputation, but he’d never hurt anyone who hadn’t deserved it. When demons tried hiring him to kill someone Zeno deemed innocent, he refused the job. It had never hurt his earnings, and he wasn’t about to change that. He wished people realized that, although he supposed it might hurt his reputation.

	“Here you go,” the demon behind the stall said. 

	They sounded shaky, and it got even worse when Zeno took the package in which they’d wrapped the bread from their hand. They jerked away as if they expected Zeno to hurt them, and it took a lot for him not to snarl that he wasn’t a monster.

	Instead of following that instinct, he pushed the package into his bag and took out his money. The demon stared at him, their eyes going wide when he took out a coin.

	“You don’t need to pay,” they said.

	Zeno grunted. “Why wouldn’t I?”

	“You’re The Mercenary.”

	Zeno leaned closer. “I am, but you don’t have anything to fear from me.” He dropped the coin on the stall. “And my money isn’t dangerous or cursed.” He wouldn’t be surprised if that was why the demon wouldn’t take it.

	He turned around. He wasn’t done with his shopping, and he wasn’t surprised when most of the demons he talked to behaved like the first one. He still managed to buy more food and stuff everything into his bag in the end.

	Zeno lived alone, and he stayed home unless he was on a job. He didn’t feel lonely, and he liked not having to think of anyone but himself. He didn’t need
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