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MIKAL NEVER HAD A HOME until he found a place at Berith’s palace. Now, he’s close to the prince and his family—and to Reyni, the prince’s personal healer whom Mikal has a crush on. He takes his job as leader of the prince’s guards seriously, but sometimes, he’s afraid he won’t be able to protect the people who matter the most.

Reyni has been head healer for a few years, and he’s content with his life, especially after he realizes that his crush on Mikal isn’t unrequited after all. The last thing he needs is a war, but unfortunately, that’s exactly what he’s getting.

Tensions are running high in more ways than Mikal and Reyni could have expected. Can they find their way to each other when their lives are in danger? And if they do, can they build a future together when they don’t know if they’ll both survive the war looming over them all?
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Chapter One
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Mikal didn’t usually run from food. He liked food. He liked sweets, salty meals, and snacks. Don’t get him started about snacks.

He still couldn’t think of anything better to do. He glanced around the dining room, knowing he didn’t belong, not in one of these chairs. Sure, he should be in the room, but he should be here to protect the people eating, not sitting by their side. What was he supposed to do? Ask his prince how he’d slept last night? Ask the consort what he had planned for the afternoon?

“You know, the bread isn’t going to eat you,” Mel gently teased.

Mikal swallowed and glanced down at his meal. He hadn’t eaten much, and anyone who knew him could tell it was odd. Hell, even the people who didn’t know him well could, like Mel.

Mikal hadn’t frequented the prince and his consort on a personal level until recently. Berith had always made a point of talking to his guards, but it wasn’t like he was best friends with them. Since Mikal had become Lon’s second in command, though, he’d been pulled closer to Berith and his family, and now here he was, having lunch with them as if it was completely normal.

“You don’t actually have to eat with us if it makes you that uncomfortable,” Mel continued, his smile turning into a frown.

The last thing Mikal wanted was to offend the consort. He didn’t think Berith would kill him if he did, but Mel was a nice person. He was sweet, and even though he was human, he didn’t seem to have problems with demons. Hell, he was in love with one.

Mikal’s smile was stiff, but it felt a bit more natural as he turned to the consort. “I’m fine.”

“Are you? Because you look like you’re about to bolt.”

“I’m just not used to eating my meals with you yet. It doesn’t feel like I should be.”

“Well, considering I trust you with my life, I don’t see where else you should be.”

“I’m only doing my job,” Mikal murmured as he grabbed the bread and his knife to cut a slice.

“A job many people want but few people would be good at,” Mel pointed out. “I sleep better at night knowing you’re watching over me and my family.”

Mikal hadn’t come here today expecting to hear that from the consort. He didn’t know what to make of it, so he focused on the bread. He cut one slice, then started on another.

The prince’s daughter, Cyarea, screeched. Mikal jumped and felt a flash of pain when the knife cut into his finger. He swore and dropped everything to check the cut, from which blood was already spilling.

“Are you all right?” Mel asked as he leaned over the table, reaching for Mikal’s hand.

The princess’s mother was gently scolding her for making everyone around the table jump. Mikal didn’t mind. She was a child, and she should be allowed to act like one, even though one day, she would become their queen.

“I’ll be fine. It’s just a scratch,” he reassured Mel and the others sitting around them. He grabbed his napkin and folded it around his finger. He wasn’t about to bleed all over the neat white tablecloth.

Lon’s expression told Mikal he wouldn’t like what was about to happen, so he wasn’t surprised when his friend and boss opened his mouth to suggest he go to the infirmary.

For some reason, Mel seemed delighted by the advice. “Yes, please go to the infirmary. I’d feel better if I knew someone looked at the cut.”

“There’s no need for me to go. It’s barely even bleeding.”

“Still. You’re protecting the prince’s family. I need to be sure that your physical capacity isn’t diminished,” Lon teased.

It was teasing because Lon knew perfectly well that Mikal could defend the prince and his family, even with a broken arm. It was what they were trained to do—sacrifice their lives for the prince and his family if necessary.

Mikal didn’t resent that. He wouldn’t have accepted the job if he did. He could never be the prince—too many headaches and attempts on their lives—but he wasn’t a fool. Demons needed to be guided. If they were left on their own, they’d kill each other, and the underworld would become an empty space with only memories left. They needed authority, which was where Berith came in.

“Just go to the infirmary,” Mel insisted.

Mikal had to resist the urge to roll his eyes at the consort. He knew what the man was doing. “I’m sure the healers have better things to do than to check small cuts.”

“And I’m sure that Reyni would be unhappy if he found out that you didn’t visit him after you hurt yourself. He’s a healer. He’ll want to help.”

“I doubt he cares. He has many patients, most in worse shape.”

“And you’re his favorite. He’ll be happy to see you.” Mel gave Mikal his puppy eyes. “And I’ll be relieved to know for sure that nothing’s wrong. Do it for me?”

How was Mikal supposed to say no to that? Even if Mel hadn’t been the prince’s consort, there was no way Mikal could have resisted. The man was too sweet for his own good.

Which was one of the reasons he needed bodyguards.

“Fine,” Mikal finally agreed. “I’ll go as soon as lunch is over and I find someone to replace me.” He wasn’t leaving Mel vulnerable.

“You can go now,” Lon told him. “I’ll keep an eye on Berith and his family. You don’t have to worry about them being unprotected.”

Not if they were going to be protected by Lon. It was his job as the head of palace security, but more than that, he was one of Berith’s closest friends. He’d rather die than allow anything to happen to any of them.

Mikal huffed and got to his feet. “I can see you won’t leave me alone until I go. I’ll have to finish lunch later.”

He thought that maybe this would be enough to make Mel feel guilty and let him stay, but Mel just waved at him. “We’ll have the cooks put a plate to the side for you so you can eat once you’re done in the infirmary.”

The consort was evil, but Mikal wouldn’t have it any other way. He might not know what to make of the teasing or of being included in the family he should be protecting, but it felt good. He didn’t have family, but he did have friends.

Friends who seemed more than happy to meddle in Mikal’s private life.

* * * *
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FOR A MOMENT, WHEN Mikal walked into the infirmary, Reyni couldn’t speak. He was socially awkward on the best of days but never as awkward as he was when Mikal was around. How was he supposed to act normally when he couldn’t look away from Mikal’s hands as he wondered how they would feel around his waist?

There. That was why he was awkward with Mikal. His thoughts went straight down the gutter, even though he tried to stop it, and he got lost in his own head. There was also something about looking Mikal in the eyes when Reyni was wondering how he would feel spread out on top of him, which flustered him every time.

“Mikal,” Reyni said after clearing his throat. “To what do I owe the pleasure? Are you feeling ill?”

Reyni loved his job. He especially loved his job now that he was the prince’s official healer because it meant he had access to funds his mother had never seen in her life. She’d done her best with what she had, but being a healer was never easy, especially when one didn’t have the means to use whatever they could to help their patients. Now that Reyni was Berith’s personal healer, though, he made sure there were enough funds allocated to help anyone in need.

Which today seemed to include Mikal.

There was a napkin wrapped around his finger. Reyni reached for it. “Are you in pain? What happened?” he asked as he unwrapped the napkin and threw it into the closest trashcan. He tried to ignore how Mikal’s hand felt in his.

“Nothing bad, just the consort and Lon being dramatic. I cut myself during lunch.”

“Well, I’ll be the judge of how bad it is. Why don’t you sit down?” Reyni asked as he gestured at one of the beds.

Berith and his family had private rooms in the infirmary, but Reyni and the other healers took care of everyone else who lived at the palace. That was who the lines of beds in the infirmary were for.

“What have you been up to?” Mikal asked as he obeyed Reyni’s order.

Reyni started gathering supplies. He was used to dealing with cuts, burns, and other ailments that happened to the cooks and guards, so he didn’t have to think too hard about what he was doing. He moved on autopilot, focusing again only once he was standing in front of Mikal.

“Doing my job,” he offered, smiling at Mikal. “You know, the job you’re here for.”

“I’m here because Lon and Mel are meddlers,” Mikal muttered.

His words made Reyni’s heart flutter. “Are they? And what are they meddling in?”

“Nothing much. I guess they didn’t have anything better to do over lunch.”

The cut wasn’t bad. In fact, Mikal could have easily taken care of it himself. He was a guard, which meant he was used to cuts and bruises. Reyni didn’t take care of every little wound the guards got. If he did, he wouldn’t have a life outside the infirmary. Actually, he didn’t really have a life outside the infirmary. He loved his job, and he felt responsible for the people who needed him.

“There’s not much for me to do,” he told Mikal. “The cut is shallow and should heal without trouble unless you pick at it. You don’t need stitches or anything like that. You don’t even need a bandage.”

“I know,” Mikal said with a sigh. “I tried telling them, but you know how they are.”

Reyni did. He interacted with the prince and his family enough to know exactly what they were like.

The way they cared about each other was endearing, but what Reyni liked the most was the way they cared about everyone else, too. Mikal was close to them because he was their personal guard and was close to Lon, but still. It would’ve been easy to dismiss this kind of thing. It wasn’t like Mikal was in danger of bleeding out. Mel had still sent Mikal to Reyni. He’d wanted Mikal to see Reyni, even though it wasn’t necessary.

Fuck. He knew about Reyni’s massive crush on Mikal, didn’t he?

Reyni was sure he did, even though he’d never had a conversation about Mikal with the consort, even though Mel had tried. Clearly, he’d been so obvious that even the consort had noticed his feelings.

And now, he was meddling.

Mikal slid off the bed. “Thank you.”

Reyni hadn’t moved away, which meant their bodies were almost plastered against each other. He knew he should move and give Mikal space and allow him to leave, but he was stuck.

He wanted to be stuck. He wanted nothing more than for Mikal to drag him into his arms, maybe throw him on one of the beds, and have his way with him. He’d never thought of doing that in the infirmary before, which would have told him how deep his feelings for Mikal were if he hadn’t already known.

A door slammed in the distance, making both of them jump. Reyni took a step back, finally allowing Mikal to move. Luckily, it didn’t seem like Mikal had noticed anything weird. Maybe he was used to standing so close to his friends. Reyni wouldn’t consider himself Mikal’s friend, but they were acquaintances, and he felt that Mikal generally enjoyed the time they spent together.

“I’ll leave you to your work,” Mikal murmured.

“Thank you. And please, feel free to come around for anything.”

“Like if another bread knife attacks me?”

“Like that, yes.” Happiness bubbled in Reyni’s chest, but he pushed it down. Mikal was just being friendly. There was nothing odd about the way they were interacting with each other, and there certainly was nothing that would hint at Mikal being interested in Reyni. No, Reyni’s crush was unrequited.

And he was fine with that.

Well, mostly fine. As soon as the infirmary door was closed and Mikal was out of sight, Reyni grabbed his phone. He loved technology. He loved that humans had created it and that demons had stolen it. If it weren’t for the humans and their ingenuity, the underworld would still be what it had been decades ago. Now, they had phones and the internet and everything that came with that, and even though a majority of the demons who lived in the underworld still didn’t have access to it, Berith was working toward making it more widely available.

“I thought you were at work,” Reyni’s mother said as she answered.

“I am. You’ll never guess who came in.”

She sighed. “Oh, I don’t know. Mikal?”

“Very funny.”

“It was him, though, right?”

“Yeah, it was.”

“You know, there’s an easier way to see Mikal than having to wait for him to get hurt.”

“I don’t want to hear it.” He’d had to listen to his mother rant about the situation enough times. He didn’t need a reminder.

“Come on, tell me what happened,” his mother gently coaxed.

The infirmary was empty, so Reyni hopped on the same bed where Mikal had sat and proceeded to tell his mother what had happened, even though it hadn’t been much.

This was what they did. Reyni told his mother about the cute demon he had a crush on, and she teased him about not doing anything about it.

Rinse and repeat.
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Chapter Two
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“Your sister was recently seen.”

Everyone’s attention was on Dimri. Mikal wasn’t technically a part of the meeting, even though he had to know what was said in it to protect the palace and its inhabitants, but he was curious. What was Jessamyn up to?

Lucifer groaned. “Of course she was. What is she up to now?”

“Finding allies.”

For a moment, Mikal thought Lucifer would hit his forehead on the table. Before, he would’ve been surprised, but he knew the king of Hell much better now than he could ever have dreamed of. Lucifer had been visiting Berith’s palace more and more often since he’d built himself a new palace in the area, bringing with him his consort and chaos. Having him here always gave Mikal a headache, so he was glad he didn’t have to deal with him. That was Lon’s job.

And the job of Lucifer’s consort since he’d been a bodyguard his entire life.

Mikal couldn’t imagine anything worse than what had happened to Yakim. He’d been a bodyguard for Berith and his family, a normal person, before he’d fallen in love with Lucifer. Now, he was Lucifer’s consort, which meant he had bodyguards himself. He had to dress in expensive and uncomfortable clothes and had to deal with a bunch of idiots day in and day out.

To be fair, Mikal had to do the same. Lon never hesitated to give him more tasks, especially now that he was his second in command. At least Mikal didn’t have to wear weird clothes and a bunch of jewels he could see Yakim wanted to tear off his body.

“Who?” Berith asked.

Dimri stood next to the door as if he was about to run out. Maybe he was. The spymaster had the tendency to disappear during meetings, and usually, no one even realized he was gone until they looked for him. It was impressive, and Mikal had spent hours trying to keep an eye on the guy just to see if he could catch him sneaking out.

He couldn’t.

“Ramiel.”

Lucifer groaned again. “I knew he had it in for me. Can we do anything about it? Maybe kill him preventively? No one would care, right?”

“You would,” Berith told him. “And while I can’t say I’m happy to have to deal with Ramiel, we can’t lower ourselves to his level. You have allies now, true allies who will help you.”

“I do, but I can’t imagine that you want to deal with Ramiel any more than I do.”

“I don’t, but I’ll do what has to be done. What are they up to?” he asked Dimri.

Mikal knew who Ramiel was, even though he’d never met the demon. He hoped he never would. Everything he’d heard about Ramiel indicated that he was a monster, even amongst demons. He was ruthless and bloodthirsty, never hesitated to kill anyone who he felt stood in his way, and that was only the tip of the iceberg. Mikal wasn’t surprised that he wanted the throne, and he prayed Ramiel would never get it. Hell was a bad enough place to live in, full of violence and blood. Having someone like Ramiel in charge would make it worse.

“I haven’t been there for their meetings, but I can imagine it has something to do with standing up to Lucifer. That’s what Jessamyn was aiming at before, and she hasn’t given up.”

Lucifer leaned back in his chair. “She’s never going to get the throne. I won’t let her.”

“It doesn’t mean she’s not going to try to take it,” Yakim murmured. He pulled on the collar of his shirt and grimaced. “Do I really have to wear these? I’m home.”

Lucifer patted Yakim’s hand. “You can do whatever you want. You’re my consort.”

“Yeah, but some of your servants scare me. They forced me into this thing even though I told them I was coming here.”

“They want you to make a good impression.”

Roque snorted from his spot by the window. “That’s not possible.”

Yakim turned to glare at him. “What are you saying?”

“You can’t make a good impression. You’re you.”

Yakim started to get up from his chair, but Berith knocked his knuckles on the wooden table, getting everyone’s attention.

“We need to focus. Ramiel is dangerous. We don’t know what exactly he’s planning, but I have no doubt it involves Jessamyn. He might support her taking the throne, or he might be aiming for it himself. Either way, Ramiel isn’t just going to stand back and wait. He has to be plotting something, and we need to find out what that something is. We need to be ready when he attacks because he will.”

“You think he’d be so stupid?” Lucifer asked.

“He’s had his eye on my territory for a long time. He even tried to offer an arranged marriage between him and my daughter when she was born.”

Lucifer grimaced. “That sounds horrible. Imagine being married to him.”

“I doubt she would’ve lasted more than a few weeks. He would’ve killed her.”

Lucifer’s expression was more serious now. “I know you’re worried. We all are, including me. The jokes and everything else are just a way to remind myself of what I’m fighting for.”

Berith’s shoulders slumped. “I know. I’m just convinced Ramiel and Jessamyn are up to something, and I hate not knowing what.”

“I’ll find out,” Dimri promised.

Berith gave him a grateful smile. “Please. But be careful. I don’t want to lose anyone to Jessamyn and Ramiel if we can avoid it.”

Mikal kept his attention on Dimri so he could catch the moment he snuck out. The others were still talking, but Dimri caught Mikal’s eye. He winked, and Mikal prepared himself to finally find out how he did it.

“Mikal, Lon, what do we need to make the palace as safe as possible?” Berith asked.

Mikal turned his attention to the prince for just one second. Lon answered the question so Mikal wouldn’t have to. By the time he turned back toward Dimri, though, he was gone.

Mikal swore under his breath. One day, he’d catch the spymaster. He wasn’t sure what he’d do when he did, but it was a question of principle by now.

And curiosity.

* * * *
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“SAVE ME!” MEL SAID as he walked into the infirmary.

Reyni would’ve rolled his eyes, but Mel was the prince’s consort. They might be somewhat friendly, but he didn’t want the consort to think he was making fun of him.

Even though he deserved to be made fun of, considering how he behaved.

“What can I help you with, Consort?”

Mel grimaced and hopped onto one of the beds. “First, you can call me Mel instead of consort. That’s my name.”

“It might be, but to show respect, I should call you by your title.”

“So I should I call you healer?”

Reyni bowed lightly. “You should call me whatever you want.”

Mel huffed. “You’re no fun. I don’t want to call you healer. I want to call you Reyni and for you to be my friend.”

The
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