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CHAPTER ONE

	 

	Zaen'imuth

	When a great injustice has been done, someone must pay for it, no matter the cost. Every demon knows this to be true. I might have despised my father, but I cannot allow his murder to go unavenged. When the killer is a mortal, however, the injustice becomes even more profound, and therefore the redress must be of equal magnitude. I am the crown prince of the underworld, after all---or I should have been, if another demon hadn't stolen the throne from me.

	The human female who destroyed my father must die an excruciating death.

	Yet how can I avenge myself when I languish in a prison cell?

	The walls around me pulsate with ribbons of smoldering crimson. Walls of blood. To remind me of my fate. Eventually, Rahn'omith will torture and kill me, just as I need to torture and kill the mortal woman who slaughtered my father. The cycle of death and fury never ends.

	Perhaps it should. But the very idea is unthinkable for most demons.

	The crimson walls of my cell abruptly stop pulsating. The doorway telescopes open, and a warrior from Rahn'omith's clan marches inside to seize my arm and drag me away. He doesn't speak or even glance at me. As we walk into the cavernous throne room, I count at least a hundred individuals gathered here to watch the spectacle that we all know Rahn'omith will engage in to prove he is the king. Any demon who needs to prove his might and power to his underlings is no leader. And one who must imprison his rival is a weakling.

	My guard halts us at the base of the throne dais, no doubt to make the usurper king seem larger. He sits twelve steps above the rest of us. I remain shackled, as I have been for the duration of my imprisonment. The guard disappears into the crowd.

	I hold my head high, glaring at Rahn'omith.

	He sits there with his hands on the throne's arms, tapping his fingers. "Don't you wonder why I've summoned you?"

	The usurper king begins with a question, a sign of weakness. My father, despite his many faults, would never have behaved this way. He would be shouting at me, not asking what I think.

	I ignore the question and narrow my gaze on the usurper.

	Rahn'omith slams his fists down on his throne. "Answer me, Zaen'imuth!"

	I shrug one shoulder. "Your question doesn't interest me."

	He leaps off the throne, marching down the steps to stand before me. "I've summoned you here so that I may mete out your final punishment."

	Though I exhale a long sigh, I give him no other response.

	Rahn'omith slants toward me, and spittle sprays from his lips as he shouts at me. "I could have killed you immediately after your father's death. But I spared you. Bow down before me and express your eternal gratitude."

	"Never."

	"You wish to die, then?"

	I chuckle. "Full of questions, aren't you? Only a weak ruler asks anything of his subjects. A true king commands his people."

	"You are the last one who should call me weak. Your own father hacked the horns off your head. Might as well have castrated you."

	"But I can still fuck women, with or without horns." I smirk. "Just ask your wife. I pleasured her many times before you became king. After my imprisonment, she often sneaked into my cell to get her fix. The queen of the underworld can't get enough of me."

	Rahn'omith shakes his fists and roars.

	I go on smirking.

	"Your lies are the final nail in your coffin," the false king declares. "I hereby strip you of your military rank. No longer will you serve as general of the collective armies of the demon hordes."

	"What a crushing blow to my ego. Leading an army of depraved, slavering monsters was my lifelong dream. Most of them can't even speak, but I appreciate a challenge."

	My sarcasm seems to fly right past his head. "Then I will take great pleasure in removing you from your station." He saunters up the steps and surveys the crowd, then waves his arms in a melodramatic gesture. "I hereby pronounce that Zaen'imuth has been stripped of his rank and dishonorably discharged from the collective armies. I have other plans for him."

	I maintain my disinterested expression, only in part to annoy him. His use of the term dishonorably discharged sounds like a joke. Since when do demons have honor? He must have spent too much time in the mortal world and picked up the military phrase there.

	Rahn'omith throws his arms up. "Zaen'imuth shall be executed immediately!"

	Of course he wants to turn my execution into a spectacle, but I've had enough of this nonsense. After months in solitary confinement, I have finally discovered an opening that will let me escape---thanks to the false king's arrogance. He always assumes too much.

	I tap into my powers, and the shackles crumble away. "Everything that should have been mine will belong to me once again. Watch your back, usurper. I won't forget what you've done."

	Just as he flings himself through the air, aiming for me, I vanish.

	Since I have no time to target my landing point, I wind up spiraling through the aether, zapped by the magical energies that roil within the empty space. At last, I crash down onto bare, cold earth. My face is mashed into the dirt. Seconds elapse while I struggle to recover from the bone-crunching power of my arrival in whatever place this is. Not the demon world. I would recognize the odors of that domain. But I can smell something earthy and fresh.

	Definitely not the underworld.

	Fortunately, the usurper's wife had sneaked into my cell last night. Her lust for me had generated enough magics to give me the boost I needed to escape. That surge has faded now.

	I push myself up into a kneeling position, brushing off the dirt, and scan the vicinity. A pale moon hangs in the sky. A soft breeze rustles my hair. The scent of...things I've never smelled before surrounds me. In the distance, a creature howls. Is that a wolf? We don't have those in the underworld, but I know they do exist. I can't tell if it's a normal wolf or the supernatural kind. I've heard that mundane wolves do exist in the mortal world. Having rarely visited that domain, I know almost nothing about it. My father forbade me to go there unless he accompanied me.

	I rise to my feet and allow my demon senses to guide me. As I amble down the deserted dirt path, I begin to see large, rectangular objects up ahead. The closer I come to those shapes, the more details I discern. I believe those are buildings. I vaguely recall seeing them during one of those trips with my father, when I was much younger. Once, a demoness told me of a place called the Outlands. Only later did I learn that my father ruled over that supernatural realm, which lies somewhere between the underworld and the human world.

	My father never shared anything with me, not even tales of his battles.

	While I continue down the dirt path toward the buildings, I begin to perceive more details. Demon vision is much better than that of any human. Still, my eyes needed time to adjust to the darkness and the strange new environment. Now I see everything.

	I halt in the middle of the dirt path, turning in a circle to take in my surroundings. I believe this is a "street" or perhaps a "road." I've heard both terms. The settlement seems to be abandoned, based on the lack of lights inside the buildings. But I can sense the living beings who hide in these structures. They must be hoping I'll move on and leave them alone.

	A figure jogs out of one of the buildings. The doors feature two halves that swing open and shut. As the person approaches me, I can tell it's a woman, since she wears a strange sort of dress that reveals most of her cleavage.

	The female stops close to me, though not too close. "Hey, there, Mr. Demon. What can we do for ya tonight?"

	"Who are you?"

	"My name's Lucy. I own the saloon."

	I have never heard of the term saloon. "Is this the Outlands?"

	"Sure is, sugar. Don't see many dee---uh, folks like you 'round here."

	"I am a demon. There's no need to pretend otherwise."

	"May I, uh, ask your name? We're all real curious about you."

	"I am Zaen'imuth, son of Zor'imuth, and true crown prince of the underworld."

	Lucy's eyes almost bulge out of their sockets. "You're his kid? Wow, you must be the new king, then. We don't get much news way out here."

	I clench my teeth. "I am not the king. The usurper Rahn'omith has stolen the crown from me. I seek vengeance."

	"Yeah, 'course ya do. Not sure how the Outlands can help. We might be consigned to this place, but we ain't got magic powers."

	"I am aware of that fact. I require information, not magics."

	Lucy moves closer, and now I can see faint wrinkles around her eyes. "What do you need to know, hon?"

	"Where to find the mortal woman who destroyed my father."

	She winces and wrings her hands. "Whatcha want with her? She's nothing special. If you're needing a little power boost, I can help ya out with that. Your daddy liked to visit my establishment now and then to beef up his magics. I might be only a mortal, but I've got the juice you need."

	"Just tell me the name and location of the woman who murdered my father."

	"Well, uh...That might be a slight problem. See, the Outlands exists in the past. That girl ain't been born yet."

	Time travel? I hadn't intended to hide this far back in time, and I have no idea why that happened. "Tell me the murderer's name. I will hunt her down by supernatural means."

	"Um...okay." Lucy wraps her arms around herself and bites her lip. "Her name is Kylie Drummond. I think she lives in Utah, near the butte that used to be holy to the Kevitash tribe until---Never mind."

	"Until what? Do not hold out on me. I have no patience for it."

	"It's just that your daddy... Well, he kinda wiped out the Kevitash. Every last one of 'em is dead and buried."

	I grasp her upper arms and drag her closer. "Tell me where to find this Kylie Drummond."

	Lucy shrugs, but her lips are trembling. "Sorry, I can't. Told you everything I know about her. Well, except for---"

	The wench tries to back away, but my hands restrain her.

	I give her a hard shake and snarl, "Tell me everything."

	"Kylie left with the sheriff. Ain't seen either of them since. We were all kinda gone for a while, until you showed up. Reckon we were stuck in limbo or something."

	"Who is the sheriff?"

	"Used to be Nathaniel Fortescue, back when he was a werewolf. No idea if he still is one."

	I release her arms. "Good girl. Now tell me where to find the wolf."

	"He'd be wherever Kylie is, I reckon. That's all I know, I swear."

	Somewhere in Utah live a werewolf and his mate. However long it takes, whatever means I must employ, I will hunt down Kylie Drummond and Nathaniel Fortescue. No one kills a demon king and gets away with it.

	"What you gonna do to those two?" Lucy asks. "Your daddy was a mean old cuss, and he didn't give that girl any other way out."

	"The demon king owns the Outlands. That means everyone within its confines is enslaved to the king. You are all his property." I grind my teeth so hard that I'm sure Lucy can hear it. "But the throne should be mine."

	The wench's face has become paler. "I'm sure you're right."

	"What I seek is elsewhere. I must go now."

	"But you'll be back, won't ya?"

	"If Rahn'omith should come to this place, tell him nothing. I was never here. Understand?"

	She nods.

	I spread my arms, tip my head back, and summon the power I need to accomplish my task, though doing so drains me more than it should. Take me to the wolf and his mate, I command the magics. Take me to Kylie Drummond and Nathaniel Fortescue. I close my eyes and allow the dark energies to seep into my skin. They delve deeper still, burrowing through flesh and sinew and bone until the spell has infiltrated every molecule. The power invigorates me. My cock stiffens, though I have no intention of bedding a female. I'm saving this power for the two beings who must be destroyed.

	When I open my eyes, I discover a portal is hovering five paces away from me. I push past Lucy and stride into the opening. The portal slams shut behind me.

	Darkness. Peppered with lights. Far away. That's all I see.

	The energy from the portal fed me even more power, and I break into a sprint of such speed that no mortal could even see me. I race onward, sniffing the air as I go, waiting to stumble onto the right scent. Strange noises assail me. They fade away so quickly that I don't even bother to wonder what they signify.

	Then it happens. I smell...them.

	My spell has done its job. It brought me to the wolf and his mate. But where am I? And where are they?

	My sense of smell isn't as acute as that of a werewolf, so I need to move slowly while I wend my way toward my destination. Can't risk following the wrong scent. Once I reach the complex of buildings that must be a city, I move even more slowly. I stop, sniff the air, stop, sniff, repeating that action countless times before the magics I ingested point me to the right location.

	Now I stand on a road that has been covered with a firm black substance. Yellow and white lines painted on the surface seem to delineate the sections of the road. Tall poles with bright lights attached to their tops illuminate the vicinity. How convenient. I won't need to test my night vision after all.

	The structure in front of me looks like...a house.

	As I sneak up to the structure and walk around its perimeter, I can see well enough in the dark to determine what's inside the house. In one room, a man and woman lie in bed together, sleeping. That would be Kylie Drummond and Nathaniel Fortescue. But in the other bedroom, I see a crib with a baby slumbering inside it. I open the window and climb inside without making a sound. Then I approach the crib, gazing down at the tiny girl. She has a smattering of dark hair.

	Her scent makes me feel...protective.

	No, I don't care about this child or her parents. That was a fleeting sensation. But I have found my way to exact vengeance. This will be even better than my original plan.

	Because it hinges on this tiny babe.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER TWO

	 

	Charlotte

	"Happy birthday to you. Happy birthday to you. Happy birthday, dear Charlotte, happy birthday to you." My parents finally stop singing and start clapping instead. Mum and Dad go overboard sometimes, especially on birthdays, but I've gotten used to it after twenty-three years on earth. Then Mum says, "Sweetie, it's time to blow out the candles. If you wait any longer, they'll be wax puddles on the cake."

	I take a deep breath and snuff out the candles.

	My parents clap and cheer. Older people can be so strange. Mum might only be forty-eight, and Dad is only fifty-one, but they're older than I am which makes them older people. Despite their sometimes-embarrassing behavior, I love them to bits. I'd been worried that an outdoor birthday do would end in calamity, thanks to the wind that had picked up earlier. But it died down just in time for my celebration. Not only have I turned twenty-three today, but I've also found a job as a schoolteacher.

	I glance around the lawn, pretending to be insulted. "Aren't there any presents?"

	"You want gifts?" Dad says. "Awfully demanding, aren't you?"

	"I seem to recall you and Mum saying I deserved to be pampered and given anything I wanted."

	Mum rolls her eyes. "When you were six years old. I could go grab your old rattle and wrap it up quick."

	"No thank you. But if you'd like to give me a fit, clever man for my birthday..."

	Dad shakes his head and smirks. "Kylie darling, how did we raise such a cheeky chit?"

	"No idea. It must've been your dormant werewolf genes that did it."

	"Of course. Blame the man who was cursed."

	Mum pokes him in the side. "It's been more than two decades since you were a wolf, so you can't trot out that excuse anymore."

	No other family on earth would have this sort of discussion. As far as I know, there aren't any werewolves in England or anywhere in the world. My father had been cursed by a Rom witch who was forced to do it by Dad's evil uncle. Only one other wolf existed, apparently, and she was a bloody awful woman. Cordelia Atherton deserved to die.

	Mum and Dad exchange secretive smiles. Then he races over to the bushes that flank the porch steps. He returns carrying two boxes and sits down beside Mum again. "Here are your gifts, pet. Your mother and I chose them, and we hope you'll appreciate what we've given you."

	"Of course I will." I take the boxes he offers me and set about ripping them to shreds. I lift the item out of the first box. "Oh, this is lovely. But you can't give this to me. It belongs to you and Mum."

	"That medallion saved our lives. It's a family heirloom now, and we want you to keep it. Please, love, accept this gift. It will make us very happy."

	"Thank you. This is an amazing gift."

	I lift the silver chain, letting the medallion dangle. It used to have a hemp cord. My parents must have upgraded it to silver just for me. They've told me the story about this piece of jewelry, but I never imagined they would give it to me considering how much it means to them. The bronze disk is the size of an American silver dollar. A breeze wafts over the lawn, causing the medallion to rotate slowly, back and forth, revealing both faces. One side features an image of a five-pointed star while the other bears the image of a howling wolf.

	A strange sensation shivers through me, raising the hairs at my nape.

	Mum reaches out to touch my hand. "Are you okay, Charlotte?"

	"What? Oh, yes, I'm right as rain. Just can't believe you two are giving me this medallion. Does it still have magic in it?"

	"No, the supernatural powers got drained from it a long time ago. Your father's last trip back to the past sapped it all. Now, it's just a cool old keepsake."

	I lay the medallion on my palm, closing my fingers around it. "Thank you so much for this. It's amazing."

	Dad nods toward the other box, which I had opened but not looked inside. "Go on, you've got one more present."

	I rifle through the tissue paper inside the container until I find a small satin box. When I flip up the lid, my jaw drops. "Diamond earrings? These must have cost a ruddy fortune."

	"Nothing is too good for you, pet."

	Mum leans forward, pointing at the earrings. "Those are one carat stones with rose gold. Every woman should have a pair of diamond earrings."

	I set down the medallion and put on the diamond studs. "How do I look?"

	My father grins. "Positively smashing."

	He used to be quite serious, but I think age has made him somewhat softer. When I was a little girl, he would play with me out on the lawn or in the drawing room. But he never grinned. We had fun together, though. Mum was always the one making silly choo-choo noises or blowing raspberries on my belly. I've been a bit spoiled as the only child of a wealthy earl and his countess.

	My father whistles loudly.

	And a trio of musicians rushes out of the solarium. They begin to play a waltz for us.

	Dad rises and offers me his hand. "May I have this dance, Lady Charlotte?"

	I can't help grinning, and I might be blushing a touch too. But I take my father's hand while he leads me around the lawn, teaching me how to waltz at the same time. After that, he dances with Mum. Their love for each other is visible and palpable, like a mystical force that binds them together. I've never seen another couple as devoted to each other as my parents.

	Yes, I'm slightly biased.

	Once my birthday festivities are over, I go into the drawing room to work out my lesson plans for tomorrow. Being a teacher at a community school isn't the most glamorous job for an earl's daughter, but my parents have never criticized my life choices. In fact, they've always encouraged me in whatever I chose to do. I am a good girl, always have been. That makes me rather boring, I imagine. Occasionally, I do wish I could break out of my mold and do something wild.

	Oh, Mum would panic if she heard that. She worries about me---because she loves me. But she made the mistake of telling me once that she'd been dreaming of doing something wild herself when she met Dad. Can't erase that information from my mind.

	Those thoughts spur me to shut my eyes and picture a tall, muscular man who whisks me away to an exotic place. The Caribbean, perhaps. Or possibly the South Pacific. I've never visited those places, but they've always intrigued me. As much as I love England, I would jump at the chance to travel abroad or even just in Europe. Honestly, Scotland would be wonderful too.

	Anywhere just to experience more of the world.

	By the time I've finished my lesson plans for tomorrow, it's still light enough out that I decide to go for a walk. I tell Mum and Dad about my plan, then head out to explore the Wilderhampton grounds, away from the house itself. All right, I might have neglected to tell my parents that I meant to go into the forest. A grown woman doesn't need permission. Just as I've reached the periphery of the trees, I change my mind. Might as well stick to the manicured grounds of Wilderhampton Manor. I have the medallion hanging around my neck, and I'm wearing my diamond earrings too. I love my birthday gifts, and I'd like to enjoy them for a bit longer before I put them in a safe place.

	I've just turned around, heading back to the house, when a strange noise draws my attention. I halt and turn to look. I can't see what made the noise. It almost seemed like...a growl.

	Please don't tell me we have a werewolf on the premises.

	A shadow shifts among the trees.

	I shield my eyes with my hand, peering into the gloomy forest. "Who's there?"

	Silence echoes back to me.

	"Who are you?" I call out. "What do you want?"

	My pulse accelerates. I clutch the medallion which feels oddly warm against my cool skin. Though I search the area again with my gaze, I can't see or hear anything. I imagined the noise, I suppose. But I still sense... I don't know. A presence. Nothing concrete.

	I clench the medallion more firmly and call out again. "Show yourself."

	No one answers. I wait another minute or two, but I don't hear anything else out there. So, I go back inside the house and get ready for bed. As I change into my satin chemise, I can't stop wondering about the incident out there in the forest. Had I imagined it? Maybe. But it had felt real. I try to forget about it, but even when I've settled in under the sheets, my mind keeps replaying those moments.

	I pull the covers up to my chin.

	Darkness falls over me. But the moon is full tonight. It has risen so high that the trees can't block it from my view. Yet a shadow does indeed blanket me. A shadow that moves. I spring upright, my heart racing. Bloody hell, what is wrong with me? I don't panic because a branch or something blocks the moonlight. But as I lean toward the window, I realize I've been wrong.

	A manlike shape hovers there, dark and tall, its presence filling me with a sense of foreboding I've never experienced in my life.

	My pulse pounds in my ears, as loud as a drumbeat. I leap off the bed and tear the door open. "Dad! Mum! Come quickly, someone is in my room."

	A door bursts open down the hall. My parents are sprinting toward me.

	When I glance at the little balcony again, the dark shape is gone.

	Mum wraps an arm around me, pulling me close. "Nathaniel, go see what's in there."

	"Please don't bother," I say. "I think it's gone, Mum."

	The unease I'd felt a moment ago has indeed gone away. Yet I know someone or something had been there, hovering over me.

	My father rushes to the balcony, flinging the glass doors open. He swivels his head this way and that, then stands perfectly still as only a former werewolf could do. Finally, he sighs and shuts the doors. As he returns to me and Mum, he shakes his head. "I saw nothing. Whatever it was is gone, Charlotte."

	"You believe me that something was out there?"

	Mum rubs her hands up and down my arms. "We will always believe you, sweetie. Considering our pasts, we never discount anything, no matter how weird it is."

	"I'm so sorry I woke you both. Must've been a bad dream that seemed real."

	No, I don't believe that. But I have no proof anything was in my room, and worrying Mum and Dad won't do any good.

	And so, we all go back to bed. I fall asleep quickly but dream of a mysterious manlike shadow and that soft growling I'd heard in the forest. Oddly, those dreams don't disturb me. They make me feel sort of...aroused. But that's rubbish. I haven't had a good shag in months, and my subconscious gave me a steamy dream to alleviate the tension. If my parents knew I hadn't been a virgin since my first year at university, they might lock me up in Wilderhampton Manor and throw away the key. They're overprotective for a reason, but still.

	I want to experience the world and all its pleasures.

	The next morning, I rise and shine at seven o'clock precisely, feeling surprisingly good considering what happened last night. Mum and Dad say goodbye as I'm climbing into my car, headed to my school. I arrive ten minutes early, as usual, and get my classroom set up for the day. As much as I love teaching, it can be rather tedious. I try to come up with innovative ways to engage my students, yet I haven't done anything to engage myself---intellectually or otherwise. I've become stuck in a routine that leaves me less than satisfied.

	Is this what my life will always be? Cafeteria lunch. Bad dates. Boredom.

	There must be something else out there for me. Something exciting. A bloke who will thrill me and cherish me, a real man who knows how to treat a woman. I crave passion, the fiery sort that leaves a girl breathless.

	No, I have never told my parents how I feel. I don't want to worry them.

	At the end of the day, I walk out of my classroom feeling bloody good. My students always make me smile and laugh, and I do my best to give them the same thing. Yes, I do love my life.

	And yet...I can't shake the feeling that something else is out there for me, something exciting, an experience that will change everything.

	Most of the time, I don't drive directly home, and today is no different. Mum and Dad know I like to go shopping after work, even if all I do is window shop. So, I drive to Chelsea and the wonderful shopping district there. My mate Darcy, who works at the same school as I do, had wanted to come with me this afternoon, but she needed to take her daughter to the dentist. That leaves me alone to wander among the shops, gazing at things I will never buy. Yes, I can afford anything, thanks to my generous allowance from my parents, but I don't actually need a new dress that costs nine hundred pounds, do I? Of course not.

	I've just rounded a corner, and I'm wondering if I should stop in at the café I can see further up the street, when I notice movement out of the corner of my eye. Someone has walked up behind me. I freeze for a moment, overcome by a sensation of déjà vu, as if I know the person who hovers behind me.

	When I turn around, I realize the man is a complete stranger to me. So much for déjà vu. He towers over me, at least six inches taller than I am. My gaze wanders over the bloke's body, from his broad shoulders to his muscular biceps that strain his T-shirt, and straight down to the significant bulge in his trousers. Good heavens, I have never seen a trouser snake that large.

	"Are you having lunch at this establishment?" the man asks. "If you're alone, we could share a table. Then neither of us will be
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