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        For the ones who will without a doubt run straight into the fire for their loved ones. The world needs more brave, strong, powerful allies. Never stop fighting for your love.

        -C.D.
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        Kidnapped by Demon Princes.

        Thrust into a realm of shadows and seduction.

      

        

      
        These curvy human women were never meant to set foot in Nightfall, a land ruled by ruthless Demon Lords and bound by blood-oaths, ancient power, and a crumbling prophecy.

        But fate, or something far darker, has brought them here.

        Each woman is claimed as a fated mate, their bodies and magic the final hope to restore a dying world.

        The Princes demand loyalty, obedience, and passion. The women agree to play the role of devoted mates to stay alive. To buy time. To find a way home.

        But the rules of this realm are twisted.

        The longer they remain in Nightfall, the deeper the bond becomes.

        The more they pretend, the harder it is to remember they were pretending. And falling for a Demon? It’s the most dangerous risk of all.

        Because if their human hearts betray them, they risk losing more than their freedom. They’ll lose their very souls.

        One rule could save them, if only they can remember it:

        Nothing is as it seems in Nightfall.
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        She’s the fire he never wanted. And the only one who can keep him from burning it all down.

        Delia

        I’ve seen plenty of chaos.

        As an EMT, I know what it means to run into the fire when everyone else runs out.

        But nothing prepares me for him.

        Six feet plus of heat and menace standing in the middle of a house blaze, untouched by the flames.

        I think he’s a victim. He lets me treat him.

        Then he steals me away.

        Not just across the street or out of the city—across worlds.

        To a place of ash and shadow, where he says I’m his mate.

        Thorne, Lord of Fire.

        He doesn’t want sweet. Doesn’t want soft.

        He wants someone unbreakable.

        Someone who can handle the truth.

        And for some reason, I really want to be that woman.

        Thorne

        The Broken Plains will not survive without me.

        My power burns hot, but the crown of Nightfall is slipping further from reach every day.

        Only a true bond can restore what’s lost.

        So I hunt. Not for comfort. Not for love. For strength.

        And I find her.

        Delia.

        A mortal who throws herself into danger, who meets fire with fury, who doesn’t cower when I tell her what I am.

        She is not weak. She is not naïve.

        She is mine.

        Whether she knows it yet or not, she will stand beside me.

        Because Delia is the fix I never knew I needed.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Welcome to Nightfall

          

        

      

    

    
      In a hidden realm layered just beyond the human veil, chaos is brewing, and its tremors are already echoing through the worlds we know.

      Nightfall is one of many planes of existence in the vast, interwoven tapestry of the universe. It is a land of raw magic and unbreakable laws, a realm where dreams are not just fleeting whispers in the night, but living forces threaded into the minds of sentient beings to shape civilizations, inspire wonders, and birth empires.

      But for every dream, there is a nightmare.

      And in Nightfall, nightmares take form.

      Those who worship the dark are SoulTakers, and like everything else they have a purpose.

      But it is the Lords’ duty to ensure the realm is protected at all times.

      Balance is sacred.

      But where there is wonder, there must be wildness. Where beauty blooms, savagery follows.

      To hold it all together, a steady hand is needed.

      Unyielding, brutal, wise.

      That hand belongs to the Prime—the ruler of Nightfall.

      But the old Prime is dead.

      Struck down by a devastating ambush from the SoulTakers.

      These interdimensional parasites devour dreams, feed on desire, and leech the magic from every realm they touch.

      Nightfall is unraveling.

      Its magic is flickering.

      Its borders thinning.

      Its people, frightened and fractured.

      With the Prime gone, there is no order.

      No shield. No anchor.

      Only four Lords remain.

      Elemental, ancient, and Demon-born, each rules a dominion of Nightfall with terrifying strength.

      Lord Alaric, Air—a cunning shapeshifter with Dragon’s blood and illusions sharp enough to cut.

      Lord Kael, Water—ancient, cold, and deep as the oceans he commands.

      Lord Thorne, Fire—blazing with rage and passion, feared by all but bowed to by none.

      Lord Dagan, Earth—unshakable, dark-winged, bound to stone and storm.

      Bound by uneasy alliances and even older rivalries, these four must obey the one law that still holds power.

      To rise as Prime, each must claim a fated mate.

      But none of them believe in fate. None of them believe in love.

      Instead, they plan to cheat the system, to trick the crown, the realm, even the Fates themselves. By finding the softest, most vulnerable hearts in the cosmos—humans—they’ll attempt to forge false bonds strong enough to awaken the Prime’s magic.

      It’s a dangerous gamble. But they are Lords of Nightfall. And they don’t lose.

      Yet as the SoulTakers draw closer, and the realm’s edges begin to fray, one truth becomes clearer than ever before.

      If they fail to unite, if the balance tips too far, if love is only a lie, then Nightfall will be destroyed.

      And with it, every world connected to it.

      Including ours.
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      Present Day, Jersey City, New Jersey

      Sirens are so damn loud when everything else is quiet.

      It’s the kind of night that should be still.

      Middle of the night, sky like bruised velvet.

      No stars—just the jaundiced glow of city lights smudging everything at the edges.

      The kind of night when even Jersey City is supposed to sleep.

      But instead, the city is screaming.

      And I can feel it—that pull—before I even open the door of the rig.

      My boots hit the ground. The pavement is slick, reflecting chaos.

      Red and blue lights flash like they're trying to keep time with my pulse.

      Everything smells like wet asphalt, rubber, and panic.

      I take a breath.

      Then another.

      Ground yourself, Delia.

      It doesn’t help.

      Because there’s fire.

      I can smell it before I see it—sharp, acrid, greedy.

      I can hear it, too, underneath the sirens. That low, insistent roar that sounds like the world is exhaling through clenched teeth.

      And worse than that?

      I like it.

      Not in a sicko, burn-it-all-down way.

      Just... there’s something about fire.

      Something wild.

      Untamed.

      Unforgiving.

      You don’t reason with it.

      You don’t negotiate with it.

      You either meet it head-on—or you don’t walk away.

      And that used to be the whole point.

      God, I miss it.

      I miss the weight of the gear on my shoulders.

      The heat on my skin.

      The rush—when it’s just you and the flame and every second counts.

      Back when I was still a firefighter, there was nothing else like it.

      No feeling more real than running toward what everyone else was running from.

      It burned me. And I still wanted more.

      Now, I’m an EMT.

      Still in the game.

      Still doing what I can to help—to serve, to save.

      But it’s different.

      Now I’m what comes after the burn.

      Now I patch what's left.

      The house fire we’ve been called to is a monster.

      Too hot.

      Too fast.

      Too far gone.

      It’s not a living room blaze or a kitchen flare-up.

      This one is hungry.

      It’s the kind of fire that eats through everything—wood, memory, lives.

      It climbs and curls and collapses roofs with zero hesitation.

      Police are already shouting arson.

      Which means someone fed this thing on purpose.

      And that makes me sick.

      But still... some traitorous part of me is vibrating beneath the surface.

      Not from fear.

      Not even from adrenaline.

      From recognition.

      Because fire is a test.

      Every single time.

      Of courage. Of instinct. Of heart.

      And I’ve never been able to turn away from that test.

      Not then.

      Not now.

      Maybe not ever.

      I glance at my partner for the night. Never had one who sticks longer than a few weeks, so no, I don’t bother learning much about him.

      I think his name is Diaz. Could be he goes by Steve.

      Anyway, he’s leaning against the rig, phone out, watching his goddamn Instagram reel highlights like this is background noise instead of a nightmare.

      He wants to get famous or something. Thinks he can do that by playing the hero.

      Whatever. Good for him.

      Right now, we have a job to do.

      “Get ready,” I snap, already stepping out of the ambulance.

      Three firetrucks. Half a dozen police cars. The house itself is one of those historic monsters downtown—you know the kind. Old as hell, expensive to touch, protected by town council red tape and a hundred years of bad decisions.

      Old wiring.

      Dusty carpets.

      Rotting beams.

      Musty curtains.

      It’s a historical death trap just waiting for a spark.

      And tonight, it got one.

      Flames chew through the upper floors, windows blown out, smoke pouring like a living thing into the sky.

      The smell hits hard—burning wood, melted plastic, electrical wire.

      It coats the back of my throat, triggering memories better left forgotten.

      My father collapsed, unconscious on the floor. Black smoke filling the apartment. My eyes burning. My mother trying to lift him up, screaming at me to run.

      I push them down, rubbing my fingers across the scar on my left wrist. A gruesome souvenir. Physical proof that I survived the fire that claimed both my mother and father.

      It reminds me that yes, I was there.

      Also, and maybe more importantly, that I’m here now. Alive.

      “Is everyone out?” a cop shouts to a firefighter hauling hose.

      The firefighter shakes his head, visor smeared with soot.

      “Still looking for one. A child. Six years old.”

      My heart squeezes so hard it almost hurts to breathe.

      That’s it. I’m done waiting.

      I trained as a firefighter before I became an EMT. Did the drills. Learned the heat patterns. The signs of collapse.

      Then a busted knee ended that path, shoved me into a different uniform. But the instincts never left.

      And I’m not standing around when a kid might still be inside.

      I cut away from the main cluster of responders, circling toward the back of the house. Everyone’s focused on the front—windows, ladders, shouting.

      If the kid was there, they’d have found them by now.

      Instinct pulls me toward the shadows.

      The back of the house is worse.

      Smoke seeps from every seam, curling low. The air tastes like ash and electricity.

      I spot it almost immediately—an old basement door, the kind you pull up from the outside, warped and half-hidden by overgrown brush.

      “Hello?” I call, already reaching for it.

      The door creaks open, revealing a narrow stairwell descending into darkness.

      Smoke rolls down from above, thick and choking. I pull my jacket tighter and start down.

      “Hello?” My voice echoes.

      No answer.

      I cough, eyes burning. This is stupid. Dangerous. I know better.

      I turn and stop dead.

      Someone is standing at the bottom of the stairs.

      No.

      Not someone.

      Something.

      He’s tall. Six and a half feet at least.

      Broad.

      Standing in the middle of the blaze like it doesn’t touch him.

      Flames lick the walls behind him, but they bend away from his skin, curling like they’re afraid.

      His eyes lift to mine.

      They’re glowing.

      Amber. Bright. Alive. Like fire given shape.

      I’m struck dumb.

      This isn’t possible.

      No one should be here.

      No one should look like that.

      “Hello?” My voice shakes despite my best effort. “You—sir, you need to get out of here!”

      He tilts his head, studying me like I’m the strange thing here.

      Heat rolls off him, not like a burn, but like standing too close to a furnace. Power hums in the air, making my skin prickle.

      I swallow hard. Professional. Focus.

      “Sir—are you hurt? Come with me,” I say, stepping closer despite every warning bell in my body. “Let’s get you out of here.”

      He doesn’t speak.

      But when I reach for his arm, he lets me take it.

      His skin is warm. Not burned. Not injured.

      Just really, really warm. Solid. Real.

      We climb the stairs together.

      Smoke thickens, alarms blaring somewhere above.

      When we emerge into the yard, chaos explodes back into view.

      “We got her!” someone shouts from the front.

      Relief floods me so hard my knees almost buckle.

      They found the child. She’s alive.

      Thank fuck.

      Good. Now I can focus on him.

      “Were you in there long?” I ask, guiding him toward the ambulance. “Did you breathe in much smoke?”

      “No.”

      His voice is deep. Rough.

      It slides straight under my skin and settles somewhere it has no business being.

      He’s really big. Tall, muscular. Intense.

      My stomach clenches.

      I’m painfully aware that we don’t match. Like at all.

      I’m short, chubby, and wearing an ill-fitting, scratchy, polyester uniform with my hair pulled back in a severe bun. Not one drop of makeup on my face.

      Shit. Did I wear deodorant this morning?

      I shove all those feelings, those reactions, down.

      I’m a professional.

      And that’s what I tell myself as I continue to check him over.

      “Let me listen to your lungs,” I say, already reaching for my stethoscope. “Smoke inhalation can be serious.”

      He lets me. Doesn’t flinch when I reach inside his black shirt and press the cold metal to his chest.

      His heartbeat is steady. Strong.

      Too steady for someone pulled from a fire.

      “What’s your name?” I ask, because I can’t not. The question slips out before I can stop it, raw and human and stupidly necessary.

      “I am Thorne.”

      The name lands heavy. Solid. Dangerous.

      Like a warning carved into stone.

      It’s too much.

      The fire.

      The heat rolling off him.

      The way he’s looking at me.

      I drop my gaze, suddenly hyper-aware of how close we are, of how fast my heart is pounding.

      His fingers close around my chin.

      Not rough—but unyielding.

      He lifts my face until I’m looking at him again, forced to meet eyes that glow like banked coals.

      “And you,” he says, voice low, reverent in a way that makes my skin prickle, “are mine, Shula.”

      The words hit me like a live wire.

      They hum through my body, low and resonant, like something ancient waking up.

      Sparks skitter along my nerves.

      Heat blooms in my chest, not fear exactly—more like recognition. The kind that makes no sense and feels too real.

      “My name is Delia Esposito,” I say quickly, too quickly. “Just Delia.”

      A corner of his mouth curves. Not a smile.

      Something sharper. Dangerous.

      “Delia, yes,” he says, tasting it. “But I came here searching for someone, and the Fates brought me to you, Shula.”

      My pulse stutters. “W—what?”

      “You will come with me to the Broken Plains,” he growls, voice vibrating through my bones, “and together we will tame the land, unite the people, and drive the SoulTakers back into the dark where they belong.”

      I blink at him.

      Once. Twice.

      “Okaaay,” I say carefully, slipping straight into EMT mode because what else do you do when a man in a burning house starts talking about destiny and darkness?

      “Sir, have you taken anything tonight? Drugs? Alcohol?”

      “I am intoxicated by naught but your beauty.”

      I snort despite myself.

      “Yeah, right. Okay. You’ve had your fun, but maybe we should bring you to the ER. Get a tox screen. Just to be safe.”

      My mouth keeps moving, professional and automatic, but my heart is slamming against my ribs.

      Because here’s the thing—he doesn’t look high. He doesn’t look drunk.

      He looks sincere.

      Earnest, even.

      “Listen to me, Shula,” he says calmly, like the world is not burning down around us. “You are a woman of honor and bravery. You saw fire and ran toward it. I have been looking a long time for you.”

      My pulse stutters again. “W—what?”

      “And now,” he continues, voice steady and absolute, “you will come with me. To be my queen.”

      I laugh.

      I have to.

      Because if I don’t, I might scream.

      This is shock.

      Smoke inhalation. Adrenaline.

      My brain trying to protect itself.

      “Okay—look,” I say, pulling back a step and lifting my hands between us like that might slow whatever this is. “That’s enough. You’re in distress.”

      His eyes flicker—not with confusion, not with panic, but with something like impatience.

      “I assure you,” he says evenly, “I am not.”

      “But you can’t be serious.”

      My voice comes out breathier than I intend.

      Adrenaline is still buzzing through me, the house still burning behind us, sirens wailing like a bad soundtrack to a nightmare.

      “Why can’t I be?”

      “Y-you were standing in a fire. Smoke inhalation can cause delusions.

      “Yet I remain untouched by flames.”

      “How is this possible?” Fear, panic, and more so, curiosity fill me.

      “I have come from very far to find you. You see, my world is under attack,” he says bluntly, like he’s stating the weather, “and I need you, Delia Esposito, to save it.”

      He extends his hand.

      Just like that.

      No preamble. No softening. No bullshit.

      “Come,” he growls.

      My heart slams so hard it physically hurts.

      Of all the lines anyone could possibly say to me—pickup lines, pleas, threats, lies—that one lands like a hook straight through my ribs.

      “If someone is hurt,” I say automatically, nodding, training taking over even as my brain scrambles to keep up, “I can help. That’s what I do.”

      His gaze sharpens, something fierce and approving flickering there.

      “Many are hurt where I am from,” he says. “Entire cities. Entire bloodlines. I have no time to woo you, Delia. No desire to dress this in pretty words or half-truths.”

      “That’s… not reassuring,” I mutter.

      “I am not here to reassure you.”

      I swallow. “I don’t understand. What are you saying?”

      He steps closer, and the heat rolling off him is unreal—not like fire, not like pain, but like standing too close to something alive and powerful.

      Dangerous in a way that makes my skin hum.

      “I come from another world where many are right now suffering and in need,” he says. “Will you answer the call and aid me in the saving of my realm and my people?”

      Another world.

      Not a city.

      Not a country.

      A world.

      My stomach drops.

      “Oh God,” I whisper. “This can’t be happening.”

      “It is happening, Shula,” he says quietly, and the word does something strange to me—settles low in my chest, warm and electric. “And it must happen now. Come with me.”

      My pulse stutters.

      “W-why me?” I ask the question absurd even as it tears out of me. “You don’t even know me.”

      He studies my face, my stance, the way my weight is already angled toward him like I’ve decided something my mind hasn’t caught up with yet.

      Then he steps forward.

      Close enough that I can see the flecks of molten gold in his eyes. Close enough that I can smell smoke and stone and something undeniably male beneath it all.

      “Because you will be good for Nightfall,” he murmurs and for one instance I swear I see a shadow or image flash over his too handsome face—like a skull.

      “O-okay,” I whisper.

      Then the world erupts.

      Flames roar around us, swallowing sound and light.

      Heat slams into me from every direction.

      I can’t see.

      Can’t hear. Can’t breathe.

      Panic claws up my throat, sharp and feral—then strong arms wrap around me.

      Huge. Solid. Unbreakable.

      His body cages mine completely, shielding me from the inferno that also seems to be coming from him—like wings.

      It’s as if the fire itself answers to him.

      I feel him everywhere.

      His heat.

      His strength.

      The steady, powerful beat at his core that feels too large, too sure, to belong to a normal man.

      Attraction—something I’ve not felt for a man in a very long time—pulses through me. I’m shocked. Maybe embarrassed.

      “Hold on to me,” he instructs, and my body obeys.

      I cling to his shoulders like the women in one of those historical romance novels, the ones on the covers, my grandmother used to have on her nightstand.

      Stupid, Delia. They didn’t come with belly rolls back then.

      There’s a rush of sound around us—something beating the air in heavy, rhythmic strokes.

      Wings. It has to be wings.

      The ones I thought I saw looked like they were made of flame, maybe, or just a trick of my imagination.

      But no, because he’s real.

      I still can’t see. My face is pressed against his chest, buried in the silky black fabric of his shirt.

      It’s soft. Absurdly so. And it smells good.

      Like cedar. Like pine.

      Like heat after rain.

      I should be screaming.

      I know I should be screaming. Or fighting.

      I should be doing something to get away.

      But I’m not.

      Why?

      The thought skitters across my mind, frantic and sharp.

      Normal people scream when they’re surrounded by fire and dragged into the unknown by a stranger.

      I should be calling for help. Demanding he put me down.

      Instead, my fingers curl into his shirt and hold on.

      Fear coils tight in my stomach, cold and sickening—and threaded through it, to my horror, is something else.

      A rush.

      A spark of excitement so sharp it makes my breath hitch.

      As if some reckless part of me has been waiting for this moment my whole life.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      The answer never comes, because in the next heartbeat—the world vanishes.

      The sirens.

      The burning house.

      The smoke clawing at my lungs.

      All gone.

      When sensation returns, it isn’t smoke I breathe—it’s raw heat.

      Wind rushing past my ears. Air that tastes like ash and stone and something wild, ancient, and alive.

      I gasp, clutching at him harder, my boots scraping against unfamiliar ground as if gravity itself has shifted beneath my feet.

      Terror and awe slam into me all at once, knocking the breath from my chest.

      And with bone-deep certainty, I understand the truth—this stranger didn’t rescue me.

      He didn’t pull me out of my mundane, predictable existence.

      He stole me away. And the worst part?

      Somewhere deep inside, a dangerous, inexcusable, broken part of me is already wondering what comes next.

      And that’s the last thought I have before the darkness takes me.
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      Earlier, The Tidal Lands, Nightfall

      The sea still reeks of blood and magic when we gather.

      Not mortal blood—no.

      This is older. Heavier.

      The residue of SoulTakers burned back into the dark, of wards strained thin, of Nightfall holding by a thread because it always does.

      We stand in the Tidal Lands, beneath a sky still bruised from the memory of our fallen Prime.

      Kael is at the head of the chamber, storm-eyed and unbowed, the sea listening even now to the cadence of his breath. Phoebe’s presence within him hums quietly through the stones beneath our feet, new and bright and undeniable.

      Alaric, too, is different now. Jules has changed him. Maybe even for the better.

      But honestly, any change for the Dragon Lord can only be better.

      “I asked you all here because, as you know, I have my viyella and my people to consider, and reconstruction takes every bit of attention I have,” Kael announces. “My mer-wardens have pushed the SoulTakers back for now. It is someone else’s turn to guard the crown.”

      My entire body tightens.

      I feel their attention shift to me like heat seeking kindling.

      They all know what they think of Thorne, Demon Lord of the Broken Plains.

      They think I burn everything I touch. That I destroy more than my share.

      They are not wrong.

      But they also know when Nightfall bleeds, I am the one who stands in the fire and does not retreat.

      I would protect this realm until my last ember gutters out.

      Not because I love it gently—but because I understand what it costs to keep the forges burning.

      Because I know what happens if they fail.

      Ours is the realm of secrets and dreams. We fuel the multiverse, and its survival relies solely on us.

      Yes, it is true that I have said I would rather destroy Nightfall than kneel to the wrong ruler.

      I stand by that.

      It is not arrogance. It is not cruelty.

      It is a refusal to settle.

      The truth?

      There is none among us who is fit to be Prime.

      “Do we really still believe that any of us is worthy of filling his shoes?” I murmur.

      The question hangs in the air like ash that refuses to settle.

      Alaric moves first. His wings rustle softly, illusion sloughing from him like smoke peeling away from flame.

      “Perhaps not,” he says carefully. “Nonetheless, Thorne, the shoes cannot remain empty.”

      Dagan’s jaw sets.

      The stone beneath our feet answers him with a low, restless groan, the bones of the realm shifting in uneasy agreement.

      “We miss him too, brother,” Alaric adds, quieter now.

      Kael says nothing.

      He does not need to.

      His silence carries weight—like the sea before a storm.

      “Yes,” I say, voice rough. “We miss him. None more than I. He was my mentor, once.”

      Pain lances hot and sharp. I’m used to it. I don’t flinch. And a humorless laugh scrapes from my throat.

      “But do not mistake me, Alaric. I do not merely miss him. I am furious with him.”

      Dagan turns toward me, frowning. The earth trembles, a slow, angry roll beneath us.

      “He should never have fallen,” I continue. “He should never have left the crown silent. The balance broken. The Fates uncertain.”

      I gesture sharply, fire flickering at my fingertips as my anger bleeds into the air.

      “Everywhere I look, I see the rot the SoulTakers have sown. Doubt. Fear. The slow erosion of certainty.” My voice hardens. “My people whisper it in the Broken Plains. Yours whisper it in the tides and the skies. All of them say the same thing. What will become of us?”

      I look at each of them as they weigh my words.

      They think they understand the danger.

      They do not.

      “You worry about borders and villages,” I go on. “About fields and coasts and stone halls.” My gaze sharpens. “But my people live beneath the world. In the mines and the caverns. In the heat and dark. Miners, yes—but not for gold or steel.”

      I clench my fist, fire snapping to life between my fingers before I force it back down.

      “We know your importance to the realm, brother,” Alaric says gently.

      The gentle tone breaks something in me.

      “Not my importance!” I snap. “Theirs.”

      I take a step forward, heat rolling off me in waves.

      “It is my people who are being hunted first. Dragged from tunnels. Burned out of their homes. Taken in the night by SoulTaker raids that leave nothing but ash and silence behind.”

      My voice roughens, fury scraping it raw.

      “The Demons of the Broken Plains work beneath the surface of the world—do you understand that? Do you know what that means? Sometimes for months without seeing home, or hearth, or sky. They dig where no light reaches. They endure heat and dark and stone so the forges can burn.” I bare my teeth. “So dreams can be made.”

      The fire in my chest twists, turning heavy, painful.

      “They are not warriors. They are smiths. Keepers. Laborers. And they are dying so the multiverse can keep dreaming.”

      The chamber stills.

      Even the stones seem to hold their breath.

      “Every universe feeds from us,” I say. “Dreams. Nightmares. Hope. Despair. Light and darkness alike. Without night, there can be no day. Without shadow, no form. Without fire—no spark.”

      The Demon Lords of Nightfall know this.

      The SoulTakers know this, too.

      “A stolen dream is a tragedy. And the SoulTakers are greedy,” I snarl. “They do not want balance. They want everything. All the ore. All the magic and power. All the dreams and nightmares. They want them unwoven, stripped down, devoured.”

      I turn slowly, meeting each of my brothers’ eyes in turn.

      “If they succeed, The Ember Vein will close.”

      The words land heavy.

      “Darkness will not fall like a storm,” I continue grimly. “It will creep. Ignorance. Silence. A multiverse where there is no creative spark left to ignite love or invention or rebellion.”

      I shake my head once.

      “That is true annihilation. Not death—but nothingness.”

      Silence follows. Deep. Absolute.

      Then Dagan speaks, his voice slow and inevitable as tectonic shift.

      “We know this, brother. And we will find an answer. Now, it is your turn, Thorne,” he says. “Are you prepared to do your duty?”

      I look toward the chest where the fallen Prime’s crown waits.

      Toward the burden no one wants—but someone must carry.

      Fire answers in my blood.

      “Always,” I say.

      My gaze drifts to the chest at the center of the chamber.

      The crown rests inside it, quiet and waiting. Watching.

      Judging.

      I exhale.

      “Always, I will always answer the call when Nightfall needs me,” I repeat stronger.

      Each of them murmurs and nods. I can feel their belief in me swell, and it is better than nothing.

      Because the truth? I don’t know if I am the one the crown will choose.

      What I do know?

      The Broken Plains are dying.

      Ashfell—my keep, my legacy—sits in ruin.

      I have no time to mend it while I am holding the line against SoulTakers who claw at my borders night after night.

      The forges where dreams are born—where hopes are shaped and set loose into the multiverse—must continue to burn.

      They are my responsibility.

      And the SoulTakers led by the fiend Idris would see them extinguished.

      “I cannot allow the forges of my people to die out,” I say flatly.

      “You are not alone, brother,” Kael says, steady as the tide.

      I meet his gaze. “No. But you and Alaric have each gained your boon through your viyella.”

      Phoebe.

      Jules.

      The Fates have smiled on them both.

      And I could use some of that.

      Alaric opens his mouth. “Thorne—about my plan to trick the Fates. It’s not what you think⁠—”

      I cut him off with a raised hand.

      “No. It is exactly what I think.” My jaw tightens. “And it worked.”

      They don’t deny it.

      “So I will do the same,” I continue. “I will hide the crown. I will guard it until my turn is up. But first, I will go to Earth to find a human female of my own.”

      The words taste like iron and flame.

      “Thorne, finding a human isn’t what worked. Phoebe is my viyella, as Jules is to Alaric,” Kael says.

      “Do not lecture me. You are not the only ones capable of gaining a female’s favor,” I growl.

      Anger coils in my chest. Jealousy, perhaps, but I will not name it.

      Not here. Not now.

      Too much rides on this choice.

      Nightfall hangs in the balance.

      And if the Fates will not give me what I need—then I will take it.

      I turn from the crown, from my brothers, from the shattered remains of the old order.

      Earth awaits.

      And somewhere there, a woman strong enough to stand in my fire is about to learn what it means to be chosen.
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      Present Day, Ashfell, The Broken Plains

      My Shula does not wake.

      She lies sprawled across my bed as if the stone itself shaped her a place to rest—breath slow, steady, lashes dark against bronze skin.

      The journey from Earth to Nightfall taxes mortals.

      Even the strong ones.

      Especially the strong ones who fight against the pull.

      It irritates me that she sleeps while I remain wide awake.

      Impatience coils hot and tight beneath my ribs, a living thing. Lust follows close behind—unapologetic, uninvited, fueled by nothing more than the sight of her.

      The curve of her mouth.

      The spill of dark hair after I freed it from its binding.

      The swell of her breasts, the dip of her waist, the rise of her hips.

      The exact way her body sinks into my bed as if it already knows it belongs here.

      I tell myself this is necessity.

      Nothing more.

      I could not leave her in the uniform she wore—hard, utilitarian, ugly with its buckles and jangling metal.

      It was armor meant for order and rules and a world that pretends fire can be controlled.

      It felt wrong.

      Disrespectful.

      So I removed it. With care I would never admit to aloud.

      And magic, because it was faster.

      Now soft black sheets cover her, and firelight licks along the stone walls, painting her skin in gold and shadow.

      Flames dance across her curves, tracing her like a lover’s touch—and I find myself envious of them.

      I stand at the edge of the bed, power humming low and dangerous, and remind myself—again—that this is not about want.

      Stealing a human to win the crown of Nightfall is, by any reasonable measure, morally corrupt.

      But morality does not keep The Ember Vein from collapsing.

      I am Thorne.

      Lord of Fire.

      Demon Prince of the Broken Plains.

      Keeper of the Flame.

      The title is not ornamental. It is not ceremonial.

      It is a brand seared into my soul, forged in heat and pressure and duty.

      Everything I am—everything I carry—is bound to flame.

      Beneath Ashfell—beneath this very chamber carved from obsidian and bone—the crown lies buried deep in the hearth.

      Sealed in fire and stone.

      Only I can access it.

      Only I should.

      I hid it there, after the last meeting with my fellow Lords.

      Because the crown is not a trinket.

      It is not power—it is responsibility.

      And power handed to the unworthy is ruin.

      Without a Prime to wield it, Nightfall fractures.

      And without Nightfall?

      The Ember Vein goes dark.

      No dreams. No magic. No life.

      The Ember Vein is not metaphor—it is function.

      A river of molten ore that runs beneath the Broken Plains, pulsing with power too ancient to name.

      The forges drink from it.

      The blacksmiths, mages, and vision-weavers of Nightfall craft tools from its gifts—tools that fuel realities, spark creation, sculpt destiny across a hundred worlds.

      And still, they whisper about me.

      They think I don’t hear it, but I do.

      Two-face, they call me.

      The Masked Lord.

      The Burned Prince.

      The Death That Walks.

      And they’re not wrong.

      When fury rises, so does the thing inside me.

      My second form.

      My Demon made flesh and bone and fire.

      Bone mask snapping into place.

      Wings of living flame ripping free from my back, each span eight feet across and too bright for mortal eyes.

      The air around me ignites. The ground splits.

      In battle, I am a walking inferno. I do not know mercy.

      I have burned everything I ever tried to love.

      And that is the truth I carry closest to the bone.

      That is why I isolate myself. Why I do not bond like Kael and Alaric. Why I do not laugh with them, drink with them, hope like them.

      I trust them because I must.

      Because we are Lords, and without a Prime, Nightfall needs all four of us whole.

      But I will never belong the way they do—to each other, to their joy.

      If I had to choose one who understands the weight I bear, it would be Dagan.

      The Lord of Earth is no softer than I am—he is stone, grit, ancient bark and buried bone.

      The very foundation of this realm hums through him the way The Ember Vein hums through me.

      But we are not brothers in the way Kael and Alaric are.

      We are weapons.

      Guardians.

      We do not relax. We endure.

      And still, I crave the heat of connection.

      I hate that about myself.

      Because fire is misunderstood.

      Yes, it destroys.

      Yes, it consumes.

      But destruction is sometimes the only path to growth.

      Old forests must burn before new roots take hold.

      Fallow fields must be scorched before they can be reborn.

      Fire is not just rage—it is renewal.

      I am necessary.

      But necessary things are often hated.

      I’ve made peace with my solitude. I’ve learned how to rule from inside it.

      Until Alaric cheated the Fates.

      Until Kael found balance in the arms of his viyella.

      Until I saw that Jules did not break beneath illusion—she burned through it. And Phoebe? She accepted her place at her viyen’s side without question.

      And I—I have people dying in my tunnels.

      The Ember Vein must be mined.

      Only fire-bound Demons—my people—can withstand the heat to harvest it.

      They give their blood, their lives, their breath for the realm.

      And the SoulTakers know this.

      That’s why they come here.

      Why they burrow like rats and shatter our supports.

      They cannot mine The Ember Vein. So they steal from it.

      They sabotage. They slaughter.

      Every strike leaves another scar carved across my land.

      I will not let the forges go silent.

      I will not let the dreams of Nightfall die because I was too proud or too afraid to reach for something more.

      That is why she is here.

      Delia.

      Not because she is perfect.

      Not because she is docile or easy or simple.

      But because the moment I saw her, my fire settled.

      Because the world—my world—didn’t roar when she touched me.

      It sang.

      And I do not deserve that song.

      But I want it.

      Gods help me, I want her.

      Even if it means burning everything else down to keep her.

      Even if it means baring my flame and daring her to stay.

      I look at her now—filthy from travel, flushed from heat, stubborn in every line of her stance—and I feel that human part of me I try so hard to bury ache.

      For once—not as a Lord.

      Not as a weapon.

      But as a man.

      Wanting to be seen.

      To be chosen.

      To be loved.

      Maybe fire can’t ask for that.

      Maybe fire only takes.

      But she hasn’t run yet.

      And if she stays—I’ll burn for her.

      And make the whole realm watch.

      I look at her again.
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