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        Once Queen of the Nile, now she’s the queen of their hearts—and bodies.

        

      

      Cleopatra paid her dues in Hell for her mistakes, but Satan thinks she’s too dangerous to keep around, so he’s kicked her out into the modern world for a second chance.

      Ambushed by her violent ex, Marc Antony, she is rescued by a dark knight, a vampire with whom she feels an instant connection. She’s just not sure she can trust him.

      But she wants to.

      For the first time, someone sees past her reputation to the woman. Michael seduces her. Loves her.

      It should spell happily ever after until Julius shows up.

      Face to face with the lover from her past, Cleo is torn. Who to choose? Or can she have them both?

      Can this former queen find love in the modern world, or will her past return to destroy her?
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      Nothing like knowing death stalked a girl to give her the incentive to flee. Forget the palanquin she usually rode upon with her greased harem of muscle-laden eunuchs—the only kind her jealous lover allowed.

      With her life in jeopardy, Cleopatra ran, the silken material of her robe tangling in her legs. Her sandaled feet slapped against the paving stones as she fled without a clear direction. In her desperation, recalling the layout of the lower passages in the palace proved almost impossible. She knew there was more than one route she could use for escape. The paranoia of previous leaders who had built this place made sure of it. Problem was, which were still in use? Some had gotten bricked over as the palace changed hands while new ones took their place.

      Even below ground, the screams of those injured and dying, along with the clash of swords, reached her as Octavian’s army invaded her refuge in Alexandria. Vengeful bastard.

      I can’t believe he still harbors a grudge because of the love his uncle Julius bore me. Rational or not, Octavian was determined to drag her empire down, and kill her while doing it.

      Out of breath, she stopped to orient herself. It seemed she wouldn’t enjoy a long respite. She heard the sound of numerous feet pounding as they raced to catch her. I need to hide.

      Self-preservation made her move, even though her muscles protested the vigorous exercise. Queens are supposed to saunter regally, not run for their lives from common soldiers.

      She slipped into a room whose door lay ajar and peered around for a place to hide. However, the room proved barren, adorned only with cobwebs and dust. Not that it mattered. It seemed her time was up.

      Feet scuffed against the floor behind her, and she whirled to face her pursuer—and most likely death. Cleopatra almost sighed in relief when she saw Marc Antony, a relief that was short-lived. The cruel tilt on his lips sent a chill down her spine. But that alone wasn’t what clued her in to her eminent demise. The fact he stalked toward her swinging his gleaming short sword spoke eloquently.

      Perhaps he’s simply playing one of his sick games. It would be just like him to try and frighten me even in the midst of calamity. Her lover, with his perverse nature, enjoyed the terror of others, even those he claimed to care for.

      “What are we going to do, Marc?” she asked, licking her dry lips. She found her gaze locked on to his swinging blade, its back and forth sway hypnotic.

      “We are doing nothing.” He halted right in front of her, the fabric of his toga brushing the silk of her robe.

      Trepidation almost shook her, but as queen of Egypt, she wouldn’t give in to her baser instincts. Live or die, almost a family motto, had governed all of her choices thus far in life. The weak, also known as the opposition and more sadly her siblings, had never grasped that simple life lesson. She had, with bloody consequences, a fact that now and then came back to haunt her.

      “Nothing? But Octavian draws near. Now is not the time to give up. There is still time to escape. I have a place, a hidden place where we will be safe.” In truth she would prefer to flee alone.  Marc had long ago lost his appeal, not that he’d offered much to begin with—or ever given her a choice in the matter. In her quest to survive, she’d given him her body and pretended love. In her heart, and despite his abandonment, no one would ever replace Julius. Not to mention, Marc’s brutal ways were shocking, even to one such as her. Cleo sported many a bruise, both now and in the past, that attested to Marc’s easily roused anger.

      “Flee like a coward? Never. I tire of running. And I have no interest in hiding.” He spat the words. “I am Marc Antony, decorated Roman general and husband to Octavia. You remember my wife, don’t you?”

      “You mean the one you divorced so you could marry me. I don’t think Octavian will forgive what you did to his sister.” Was it any wonder Octavian attacked? First, Cleopatra had dallied with his uncle Julius, and then, because of her, his sister was dishonored as Marc Antony took up where Julius left off.

      A maniacal grin curved Marc’s lips, which contrasted with the cold look in his eyes. “Octavian will not dare harm me, not when I shall offer him a prize he cannot refuse.”

      “Wh-what prize do you speak of?” Cleopatra couldn’t help the shiver of fear at the crazed gleam in his eyes, a look she’d seen countless times before. It never boded well and usually resulted in puddles of blood.

      “I shall give him the biggest prize in all of Egypt—your head. He will forgive me much when I hand him his victory over the Whore Queen on a silver platter.”

      How she hated that term. Cleopatra wanted to scream at Marc and tell him it was because of him and Julius that people called her whore. Bedding her and boasting of it publicly while never mentioning her lack of choice in the matter. They’d ruined her name and reputation.

      At least she’d loved Julius. Marc she’d tolerated for, had she not, he would have killed her.

      For one liberating moment, she thought to tell Marc that when he grunted and heaved over her body she thought of another, one who fulfilled her sexual needs. However, given his current state of mind, that probably wasn’t a good idea.

      She’d waited too long to speak. “Nothing to say, whore? No last words or pleas for mercy?” Marc bared his teeth at her and raised his sword.

      Dread stroked its way down her spine and raised her flesh. “Wait,” she cried, her mind scrambling for a way to escape. “I thought you loved me.” He wanted her to beg? Fine. She wasn’t too proud, not with her life on the line.

      Her words stopped the sword’s killing descent. “Love?” He sneered. “I loved the power I wielded through you. I loved having a queen submissive to my whims and as a receptacle for my seed and cock. But now that your power is gone, there are prettier girls, younger girls. You will serve me better dead.”

      “But—” She scrambled for something, anything to delay the bite of his steel. “A boon. One last boon before I die.”

      “What is it you would ask for?” he asked impatiently.

      “A kiss. Please, Marc, kiss me one last time that I might go into the next life with at least the memory of warmth to carry me.” She almost gagged on the words. But she’d known Marc wouldn’t resist. He could never say no to a willing woman or recognize false praise. It was one of his greatest failings, other than his stupidity and brutality.

      A beefy arm snaked around her waist, and he drew her against his stocky frame. With a roughness she expected, he kissed her, his unshaven jaw scraping across her tender skin, his tongue pushing between her teeth.

      Cleopatra held her breath and pretended enjoyment. She snaked her arms around his torso and mimed pleasure in his sloppy embrace. As she moaned in fake pleasure, her hands smoothly pulled the dagger from the belt at his waist.

      No more would she suffer his touch or his threats.

      She stabbed him swiftly in the back even as she bit down on his tongue to break the kiss. With a bellow he staggered away from her, his hands frantically pawing at his back. But he couldn’t reach the knife that jutted out, a fatal strike.

      Blood dribbled down his chin from her bite as he sagged to his knees, his jaw slack and his eyes wide in disbelief. “Bitch. How dare you? I shall make you pay for your betrayal.”

      As she wiped the wetness from her lips, Cleopatra smiled at him coldly. “Good luck with that. You’re dying and will never hurt me or anyone else ever again. Enjoy your stay in Hell.”

      “Where I’ll be seeing you soon, whore.” As Marc spoke his last words, blood bubbled up and frothed from his mouth. He fell forward with a hard thump just as Octavian’s soldiers poured into the room. They surrounded her and gripped her arms tight.

      Struggling against these numbers was useless, so Cleopatra didn’t bother and held her head imperially high. Octavian had finally caught her, but if he thought to use her like so many men before him, he was sadly mistaken.

      I’m done with men who think they can rule me because of the sword between their legs. I’ll kill myself first.

      After almost a year of imprisonment, she did, using the poison of an asp bite smuggled in by her supporters, her final thought as she lost consciousness and entered a deadly sleep, I’ll take my chances in Hell.
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      Hundreds of years later. Modern day.

      

      A portal to Hades popped into existence in an alley formed by the grimy bricks covering a pair of towering buildings. From the swirling, brimstone-leaking hole, a figure flew out, an unusual yet evident expulsion. Despite the violent ejection, the person managed a tidy tumble and flip. With only a slight wobble, they landed lightly on their feet.

      Within seconds, the portal shrank until, with a slight pop, it winked out of existence. The hooded figure, who’d whirled quickly, but not quick enough to dive back through, cursed. “Fuck. I can’t believe that jerk actually kicked me out of Hell.” With good reason, but still, that didn’t make it less annoying. Encourage one teensy, tiny rebellion, and all those centuries of clawing back to the top were for naught. The plots hatched and stirred, gone. Poof.

      Slender fingers pulled back the concealing hood, and Cleo—who’d long ago shortened her name—shook her hair to free the sticking strands, a wild golden mane that contrasted nicely with her tanned skin. She’d ditched her ebony tresses a long time ago, loving this new age of perms and peroxide.

      With a shake of her fist at the ground below her feet, Cleo yelled, “I’ll be back, Lucifer. I earned my spot in Hell, and you know it.”

      Silence answered her, and she sighed. It figured that the one male in the whole world, or should she say known planes of existence, who wasn’t affected by her charms would be the Lord of Darkness himself. Not only that, but he kept blaming her for the riots her presence in Hades caused.

      Like it was her fault that the sight of her enflamed her followers and the lusts of males and demons alike? Alive, she’d boasted she was the living incarnation of the goddess Isis. In death, while she didn’t quite become a goddess in truth, no one could deny she wasn’t like the other damned souls in Hell. I don’t care what Lucifer says, I am more than just another soul. Of course, she’d not know that at first.

      The first two thousand years of her descent into Hell hadn’t exactly allowed her to enjoy that unexpected aspect, what with her punishment for her sins and all.

      In a surprising twist to both her and Satan himself, while she’d done many vile things, some of her most violent acts had fallen under the category of good deeds by necessity. In other words, she got a free pass on some of her beheadings and strict rulings because they were considered required by her as ruler of Egypt to keep her people safe.

      Who would have believed killing her brother before he could kill her would fall under the category of self-defense? Then, in a twist her adversaries in Hell still screamed about, some of the nastiest crimes attributed to her were disproven by Lucifer. The look of incredulity when it was realized she hadn’t killed her sister on hallowed temple ground had made her stick her tongue out at the vast audience who’d attended her trial. As for the kiss she’d blown the loudest protestors, fuel on the fire, but oh so much fun.

      She didn’t emerge completely unscathed during her trial, after all, she had done some vicious things during her reign on earth. After spending a few hundred years receiving the lashes she’d earned—she’d learned not to scream with pain after the first decade—she served the rest of her time with grace, scrubbing the many latrines of Hell. Males were such pigs, she expected them to miss the seat. But the women? The things she found in their bathrooms boggled the mind and clogged the toilet.

      Satan assigned her the debasing position as a way of teaching her humility. Or as he explained, “Bitch, down here, you’re not a queen. You’re a nobody. And it’s time you learned you’re not a special fucking snowflake.”

      Oh yes she was. She knew better, and so did those around her. Her supporters rallied around her and offered to do her chores for her as she watched and supervised. Even funnier, Satan couldn’t punish her for shirking her duties, not when he discovered she didn’t compel them to take over her punishment. They volunteered and even begged.

      Eventually, her years of repayment to humanity for her sins came to an end and she found herself free, of a sort. While once human, in death she’d also become something more than the simple souls in Hell. Not a demon, not quite a goddess. She knew her state of existence baffled Lucifer, especially since, like a damned soul, she was bound to the confines of the nine circles of Hell. She lacked the magic to create a portal out, although she did finagle trips to the surface by calling in favors with her demon friends. Fun times where chaos and adventure often tagged along.

      But, those trips broad side never lasted beyond a few weeks. Lucifer’s hunters always found her and brought her back. Something about upsetting the balance, blah, blah, blah. She tended to tune him out when he got in to one of his lecture modes.

      Besides, she didn’t mind her new home in Hell. She’d rebuilt her palace out of the molten rock, while enjoying the view of thousands of shirtless men sweating and laboring. She wielded power, not as much as the Lord himself, but damn close. Which irritated him to no end. Especially when she threw a party at the same time as him and hers had more attendees.

      Things were going well, too well. As had always been the case in her life—and now death—things happened around her. And that was when the problems began.

      Her supporters, who were also fanatics—just check her Twitter following #lovequeencleo— petitioned for her to reign at Satan’s side as his queen, even though Satan himself was opposed. Actually, so was she for that matter. While Lucifer had a certain male charisma, and a decent bod, he was also a womanizing dick.

      Fuck that. She wasn’t about to allow herself to get shackled to a controlling, cheating jerk. She’d endured that enough while she lived.

      However, the movement to have her reign over the legions in Hell and the damned snowballed, so Lucifer did the only thing he could. He kicked her out. Declared her sentence fulfilled, took away her Hell membership, and gave her a one-way ticket to the surface—“And don’t come back.”

      Being a contrary type of woman, Cleo didn’t see it as a gift, but rather a challenge. You just wait, Luc, baby. I’ll find a portal back and when I do, if you thought I caused chaos before, then you’re in for a surprise.

      Reminiscing would have to wait, though, because the soft thud of footsteps approached. Friend or foe, it didn’t matter. She reached for her tungsten daggers, only they weren’t in their sheaths.

      “Fuck and double fuck.” She’d tossed the boomeranging knives when Satan’s guard came to fetch her. They’d lacked the time to return to her hands before her ignoble bum rush out of Hell.

      Lovely. Here she had a second chance at life, or unlife depending on how she looked at it, and it could all end in the next few minutes depending on whom she encountered.

      Looking down at her feet, she cursed again because she wasn’t even wearing stilettos. Nope, she’d gone for comfort with a pair of chunky heels. Well, it wouldn’t be the first time the odds were stacked against her, and she refused to remember how poorly those times had sometimes gone.

      Pivoting in the direction of the now-silent strangers, she smiled and tilted a hip. “Hello, boys. Looking for me?”

      From the darkness a familiar figure emerged, braced on either side by hulking demonic muscle. Ugly fucking bastards with mottled gray skin, thick horns, and razor-sharp claws, but they were better looking than the guy they supported. Marc Antony, her vile ex, had found her again, and this time he’d brought friends.

      “If it isn’t the Whore Queen,” he sneered. “I’ve been looking for you.”

      “And Lucifer’s looking for you. He’s not happy you escaped again.” She actually had no idea what Lucifer thought. She just liked seeing the color leach from Marc’s face. Not an improvement.

      Hades had not been kind to her former lover, and that was an understatement. Marc looked like shit. His punishment in Hell had left its mark, and from what she’d heard, it wasn’t even close to being done.

      Marc was such a bad, bad boy when he was alive. She didn’t blame him for escaping when he got a chance, but for some stupid reason, each and every time, the bastard came sniffing for her blood.

      “He and his legion won’t find me. I’m too smart for those idiots in Hell. But don’t worry about me. I’m so glad I found you. I’ve been waiting for this moment for a long time.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Geez, are you still bent about the whole I-killed-you-first thing? Get over it already.”

      “Whore, because of you I’ve spent centuries being tortured.”

      “Oh and my time in Hell was such a walk in the park? It was over two thousand years ago. Give it a rest already. You suffered, I suffered.  We all suffered.”

      “And yet here you are, free to do as you wish, while I am still being punished when everything was your fault. You bespelled me with your body and forced me to do your evil bidding.”

      A snort escaped her. “Oh please. Don’t tell me you believe your own lies now. You and I both know you did a lot of bad shit. Don’t try and blame me. I freely admit to the things I’ve done, like killing you for instance. You know what’s funny though? Your death counted as a good deed, liberating the world from evil and all that.” She just couldn’t resist taunting him.

      Marc’s face turned an interesting shade of purple, and spittle flew when he yelled, “Kill the Whore Queen!”

      Cleo shook her head and tsked him like a naughty child. Marc really needed to learn some new curse words. His insults were so old—like BC old.

      The muscled gray demons—a breed she’d not encountered before in her time in the pit— came at her from two sides, and while they carried no visible weapons, long claws projected from their stubby fingers. If experience with demons had taught her anything, the claws were fucking sharp and, depending on their demonic caste, poisonous. Fevered, puking, and possibly dying wasn’t exactly the way she wanted to celebrate her first day of freedom on earth.

      Instead of waiting for the demonic duo to reach her, she darted toward the one on the left. It braced itself and held out its arms, waiting to grab her. At the last moment, she dropped to the ground and slipped under the demon in a slide that would have made a baseball coach drool but caused havoc on her buttery soft leather pants. To think I had them broken in just right finally too.

      She popped to her feet behind the demon and landed two hard kicks on the back of its legs. Crack. The well-aimed shots made them buckle.

      Lacing her hands together, she swung them like a club at the back of the beast’s head, which threw it further off balance and into the path of the other demon charging her.

      Crash. Down they tumbled in a heap of scaly limbs. Awesome.

      But she shouldn’t celebrate so quickly.

      An almost inaudible whistle, a sound she well knew from her practice with blades, came from behind. She ducked just as Marc swung his sword in the space her head occupied. He almost decapitated me. Not cool. Having died once, she wasn’t sure what would happen the second time. Nor did she want to find out.

      With the odds against her and still weaponless, Cleo dashed toward the alley entrance. Hopefully she’d run into some human witnesses because, while Marc might lack a few important screws when it came to his mental health, even he wouldn’t dare break the prime rule—Don’t let the mortals see us doing supernatural shit and keep the demons out of sight.

      An unknown power, not of Heaven or Hell, took care of those who intentionally defied the unwritten law. A law she was now banking on.

      A third demon appeared from the shadows a few feet in from the exit of the alley and blocked her way.

      “Damn it.” This was not shaping up to be a good day.

      The nasty chuckle at her back could have only one source. How she’d love a chance to punch him in the mouth. If her tenure in Hell had taught her anything, it was how to defend herself, not just with armies and guards but also using her hands, feet, and a vast assortment
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