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        For the readers who dream of dark wings, stolen vows, and dangerously beautiful monsters who’d burn the world to claim their mate.

        You know exactly what kind of story this is.

        And you want it anyway.

        This one’s for you.

        -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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        He needs her to claim the realm that should have always been his.

      

        

      
        Jules

        I always wanted to belong, but I never meant to belong to him.

        Bartending in a dive across the river from the city isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. One night, after a scuffle with rowdy customers, a stranger named Alaric steps in.

        He’s no ordinary man—dangerously beautiful and skilled in combat. After saving me, he asks a simple question.

        Are you alone in the world?

        I answer honestly, but it’s a mistake.

        Alaric kidnaps me to another realm, where I’m the only human and prey in a harsh, unforgiving world.

        He needs me as his mate to claim his destiny, and I’m powerless to resist. His charms are impossible to fight, and as long as I stay loyal, I’ll be safe.

        But how can I stay with someone whose hunger for power outweighs his need for me?

      

        

      
        Alaric

        Claiming the throne of Nightfall was always my destiny.

        But to do it, I need a mate.

        Willing or not.

        Jules is human, but the blood in her veins calls to mine like no other. She’s the key to my crown, the only one who can anchor my power and secure my claim. I didn’t expect to crave her the way I do.

        Her fire. Her stubbornness. Her softness that hides a strength I never saw coming.

        I brought her here to use her. To bind her to me with ancient rites and magic older than the realm itself.

        But now? Now I would burn kingdoms to keep her.

        The realm needs a ruler. But my heart has already chosen a queen.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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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          ALARIC

        

      

    

    
      The Eyrie—Nightfall

      The storm above us is cosmetic. I should know, I summoned it.

      A touch of drama never hurts when four would-be kings are gathered to bicker like old crows.

      Lightning flashes beyond the obsidian walls of the Eyrie, my personal stronghold at the edge of Nightfall’s skyward border.

      Below us, the realm churns with unrest.

      I can see it in the haze of magic seeping into the atmosphere from all sides of the Endless Forest.

      Nightfall is a place of mystery and magic. It is to be respected.

      I learned that at the hands of the old Prime, when I was barely old enough for my wings to carry me.

      Fuck, I miss that old man. And I vow to have my vengeance on those who killed him.

      The SoulTakers creep in closer with every passing day, and the seat of the Prime grows colder still.

      With the absence of a Prime, the realm is vulnerable. Our people suffer. And up here?

      We argue like boys in a schoolyard.

      “Why are we here? What makes Alaric, Lord of Air, think he can summon us to his little kingdom like we’re his servants?”

      Thorne, Lord of Fire, frowns as he spits his venomous words. His flame-colored eyes flash with his anger, but I know he is every bit as sorrowful as I am about the fall of our Prime.

      “You know, your bitter words don’t make you a leader, Thorne,” I say with a smirk, propping one boot on the ancient obsidian table. “They just make you more irritating than usual.”

      Thorne’s molten eyes narrow. Fire dances along the edge of his skin, licking at the air like a warning.

      “At least I don’t hide behind trickery and illusions.”

      “Please,” I scoff, spreading my hands. “Illusions are simply truths waiting for a good story.”

      Kael sighs from his side of the table, broad arms crossed over his sea-glinted armor. His horns catch the light when he shifts.

      “You two are children.”

      “And you’re a puddle with a crown fetish,” Dagan mutters from his corner, wings folded tight as stone slabs behind him. “We’re wasting time. The realm needs a Prime.”

      “Then go find a mate already and see if you can wear the crown,” I say lightly. “Unless you’re afraid the Fates won’t fall for your brooding routine.”

      His almost pure white eyes meet mine, full of violence and contempt, but also—amusingly—a spark of worry.

      Because we all know the same thing:

      To claim the crown, we must be mated.

      Not just joined.

      But truly mated, and with all the blessings of the Fates themselves.

      Only a pure matebond will awaken the crown, grant the Prime’s magic, and keep Nightfall from tearing itself apart.

      But who among us believes in true love?

      Not Thorne, with his scars and fiery contempt.

      Not Kael, with his ocean of regrets and submerged secrets.

      Not Dagan, the stone-hearted executioner with his angelic appearance and Demonic ruthlessness.

      And certainly not me.

      Love is a myth.

      A pretty lie.

      But mating? That we can fake.

      “Humans,” I say, leaning forward, fingers steepled. “They’re the key.”

      “Humans?” Dagan says the word like it’s a curse.

      “What are you on about? A zareth cannot be faked,” Thorne scoffs.

      “Wait a moment. Alaric might be on to something,” Kael murmurs.

      All of his attention is on me.

      Of all the Lords, Kael and I get along the best. And judging by his smirk, he knows where I am going with this.

      “Think about it for a second,” I continue. “I don’t speak of forging a real soul bond. Not a zareth, Thorne. Merely the appearance of one.”

      Everyone is silent. So, I press on.

      “Humans have the softest hearts in any realm. Fragile. Loyal. Starved for affection. If we want to get past the crown’s magic, if we want it to think we’ve found our true mates, we’ll need to charm the Fates themselves.”

      Thorne scoffs. “You want us to seduce mortals?”

      “I want one of us to win,” I say, shrugging.

      “Oh, I see. And we should all believe that you, Lord Alaric, would be content with any one of us wearing the Prime’s crown?” Dagan turns his lips downward and growls.

      “You can hear lies as well as I⁠—”

      “Yes, but you are the Lord of Illusion. You lie better than most,” he interrupts.

      “Do you dare impugn my honor in my own home, Lord Dagan?” I growl, feeling my magic spike alongside my temper.

      “Brothers, please! We must remember ourselves. Without a Prime, our baser instincts vie for control. But we are better than that. Now, let’s hear Alaric out,” Kael says, standing and raising his arms in peace.

      “If we can get a human to fall in love with us⁠—”

      “Wait like share one woman?” Kael asks, eyebrows raised.

      This one. Always thinking with his cock.

      I roll my eyes at him, fighting my smirk when the others do the same.

      “No!” I snort. “Look, if each of us finds one human woman and gets them to fall for us, and I mean truly fall in love with us, then maybe the crown won’t know the difference. Maybe it won’t care if we don’t love in return. The Fates won’t test us. They’ll just believe.”

      Kael tilts his head. “And if we fail? If we bind ourselves to the wrong ones?”

      Dagan answers, voice like grinding granite. “Then we die when the SoulTakers breach the gates, and it won’t matter, anyway.”

      A heavy silence falls.

      I break it, smiling with my inner Dragon showing himself through my eyes, always ready to play with his prey.

      “Then we’d better hurry, brothers. It’s a race now. First one to bring home a human and get her to say I love you wins the crown and rules the realm.”

      “And what happens when your mortal figures out the game? What if she finds out the truth and leaves you? What then, Lord of Lies?” Thorne asks.

      I grin. “You just answered that question yourself. I am the Lord of Illusion, I lie better than anyone save maybe Satan himself. She won’t know the truth. Not ever.”

      The four of us rise, old magic shuddering through the stones beneath our feet.

      This is either the beginning of a new age or the end of it all—of Nightfall, of everything.

      “Only one of us can ascend,” Dagan begins.

      “True, but all of us must try,” I reply, placing my hand between us, palm down.

      “Then we agree. We will all try this mad plan of Alaric’s?” Kael asks with a wicked grin on his face.

      Kael slaps his hand on mine, the strength in it echoes in the room.

      His gesture is followed by Dagan, who claps his palm down on Kael’s.

      We all look to the last of us who has yet to agree.

      It’s Lord Thorne, of course. But he’s always been an ornery bastard.

      “Well, why the fuck not? Can’t let this cocky prick have all the fun,” Thorne mutters, tossing his hand on top of ours.

      None of us plan to fall.

      None of us believe in fate.

      But we’re going to try to cheat it anyway.

      “May the best Lord win!”
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            Alaric

          

        

      

    

    
      Earth Realm–The City Across the River

      The human world stinks of metal and misery.

      It’s like this messy, repulsive, delightful cacophony of smells, and sounds, and sights that could make even the hardest Demon shiver in fright—or glory. Depends, I suppose.

      I love it here.

      There’s something utterly intoxicating about the clutter of it all.

      Neon signs flickering like dying stars, horns blaring, adding to the noise polluting the air, bodies packed too tight into streets slick with desperation, weeping with agony.

      This realm is so noisy, so crowded—so alive. It almost drowns out the thrum of magic beneath my skin.

      Almost. But not quite.

      I perch on the roof of a dilapidated warehouse across from a dive bar with a half unlit neon sign that’s supposed to read On the Waterfront Bar & Bites.

      Charming.

      I’ve watched a hundred of these hole-in-the-wall establishments rot from the inside out.

      But tonight?

      Tonight, something different stirs in the air.

      I can feel it.

      See it stretch out in front of me the moment I pull the veil back with my magic.

      A single thread.

      Silver.

      Spun tight with longing.

      And it’s hers.

      That shimmering strand of fate winds through the ether like a tether, humming with emotion so sharp it could slice the skin if you touched it.

      I’ve been watching it for days now, trailing behind her like a ghost she doesn’t know she carries.

      She’s the one.

      My human.

      Pretty. Young.

      Curves for miles and eyes that carry more story than she’ll ever tell.

      But more than that, she’s sad.

      Not broken. Not weeping.

      No, her sadness is quieter than that.

      It clings to her like fog at twilight.

      Soft, lonely, and beautifully heavy.

      It makes her vulnerable.

      It makes her perfect.

      Because sadness is a door.

      And I know how to walk through it.

      For now, I simply watch.

      I drape my illusion over me like a well-cut coat.

      Horns, wings, tail all tucked neatly into the folds of the metaphysical space that is Nightfall.

      My true form steps into shadow, and the charming human exterior emerges, just tall enough to intimidate, just handsome enough to disarm.

      And I wait.

      My senses sharpen when the back door creaks open and she steps out into the alley, a heavy trash bag slung over one shoulder like she’s carrying the weight of the world.

      She works too hard.

      I’ve watched her all week, clocking in at the bar just before dusk, slinging drinks for entitled men and women who snap their fingers and stare too long.

      She keeps her head down. Smiles too tightly.

      Then walks home to that cramped little apartment with the chipped green door and the deadbolt she checks twice.

      She doesn’t know she’s been seen.

      That I’ve been following her scent through the city’s filth. My inner beast, the Dragon who lives inside of me rumbles as he watches.

      The creature has always been drawn to gold. And maybe that’s what she is.

      Valuable. Precious.

      Tonight, she’s grumbling under her breath, muttering about tips and trash and probably a few things I’d find entertaining if I wasn’t already enchanted by the sound of her voice.

      The door slams behind her, and she jumps a little.

      Scared of the dark, Sweet?

      No, that won’t do. Still, I can teach her which things need fearing, which to respect.

      One thing I can promise is that nothing will harm her while I’m around.

      A rumble starts to build inside my chest, and I know my beast is on board with that.

      She sighs and turns back, placing the lid on the dumpster.

      A curl tumbles loose from her bun.

      And her body—gods, her body—moves in those jeans like temptation made flesh.

      Soft. Strong. Sinful.

      I go very still.

      Not because I’m surprised. I’ve seen her before, every night this week.

      But because something changes.

      Some deep instinct stirs beneath my skin, low and primal.

      The kind of instinct that predates language.

      It doesn't think. It just claims.

      The back door swings open again behind her, the sound cutting through the alley like a warning bell.

      She stiffens.

      And I feel it.

      Her pulse kicks, breath catching in her throat.

      But this time, when her heart races, it’s for a damn good reason.

      She’s not alone anymore.

      Two men stumble into the narrow alley, loud and careless, reeking of spilled whiskey and rotten testosterone.

      I’ve seen them come in and out of the bar before, a couple of loudmouthed assholes with expensive shoes and cheap souls.

      I slip deeper into shadow, every sense locked on her.

      The silver thread between us hums so tight I can feel it in my bones.

      This is the moment.

      The moment.

      I can barely make out her words as they corner her against the rusted dumpster, their voices low, slurred, and full of intent I have no patience for.

      She raises a hand in warning.

      Maybe to defend herself. Maybe to keep calm.

      And then one of them reaches for her.

      His hand brushes her cheek.

      Casual. Presumptuous. Oily with entitlement.

      Like she’s his to grab, to frighten, to use.

      I see it in his eyes. The way his grin turns feral.

      He touches her again.

      And something inside me snaps.

      I don’t roar. I don’t growl. I don’t announce myself.

      But I move.

      The air around me distorts as my magic pulses, dragging the shadows tight around my frame.

      One second I’m watching. The next, I’m between her and them, a wall of rage dressed in the shape of a man.

      The silver thread pulls taut.

      Like it knows what’s about to happen.

      Like it wants this.

      The man who touched her recoils too late. I reach out and grab his wrist, squeezing just hard enough to feel the tendons pop.

      His knees give out. He gurgles something unintelligible. And his body cries out.

      “Let me make something perfectly clear,” I murmur, my voice like wind across a blade. “You’ve just made the last mistake of your life.”

      The man whose hand now hangs useless from his wrist doesn’t even get a scream out. Not really.

      I let go of his hand and give him a look—just a flicker of truth behind the illusion.

      Just enough for him to see me.

      To see the creature behind the eyes.

      And he pisses himself.

      “S-sorry,” his buddy says.

      “Wha-what are you?” he whimpers.

      His friend is smarter than him. He shakes his head and drags him away, stammering apologies I don’t care to hear.

      The two would-be attackers vanish into the night like rats scurrying from flame.

      And now it’s just me and her.

      She hasn’t moved.

      Her eyes are wide, mouth parted. Staring at me like she’s not sure if I saved her or stepped out of her darkest dream.

      I don’t speak yet. I just feel her.

      The way her human soul hums like a struck bell.

      The way the silver thread between us thrums with fate and fire and fear.

      She’s mine.

      And I think she knows it.

      And I know—don’t ask me how I know, I just do—that she’s going to answer me exactly the way I need.

      Her big eyes sparkle as she takes me in from head to foot. This part is an illusion, but she doesn’t know that.

      I want to let it drop. I want her to see the real me. But I hold the veil up for a while longer.

      “This isn’t how I thought this would feel,” I say aloud without meaning to.

      “How you thought what would feel?” she asks.

      I don’t answer. I can’t.

      I’m still trying to process what’s happening right now.

      Mine.

      I don’t understand what this is. But I make the decision to take it.

      To take her.

      Whether the Fates meant it or not, I’m going to make this tiny human believe.

      I’m going to make her fall for me.

      But what if you can’t?

      I push the negative thought away. And even though my heart doesn’t beat in the human sense, something inside me jolts.

      Violent. Unfamiliar.

      Recognizing.

      Fated?

      I don’t think so.

      I mean, is anything ever that simple?

      I step forward silently, cloaking myself in the illusions I’ve mastered since before her ancestors learned to light fire.

      She doesn’t see yet. But me? I see everything.

      The strain behind her eyes.

      The shadows clinging to her like forgotten ghosts.

      The heat in her blood.

      She’s human. Entirely.

      And exactly what I need.

      The rules are clear—the first to find his fated mate and complete the bond becomes Prime.

      But no one said the mate has to know any of that.

      Make her fall for you. Bind her to you. Pretend until the magic believes it.

      That’s the game.

      And I’m very good at games.

      I always win.

      “Where did you come from?” she asks.

      A crash of bottles from inside the bar startles her.

      When she flicks her gaze back to mine—something happens.

      Those wide, whiskey-colored eyes capture my attention like nothing else has in a millennium.

      Still, I don’t speak.

      Not yet.

      I let the air thicken between us like smoke.

      Then, softly, I ask, “Are you alone in the world?”

      I know the answer, but her verbal acquiescence is necessary to the magic.

      Her lips part.

      Confused. Curious. Slightly wary.

      “Yes,” she whispers.

      Perfect.

      The door swings open behind her, flooding the alley with light and the sharp scent of cheap beer and violence.

      More drunken men stumble out, one already shouting.

      Jules—yes, that’s her name, I know it now, like I know every piece of her—flinches.

      I’ve had enough interruptions. So, I step forward and let the illusion fall.

      Seven feet tall, eyes glowing silver-blue, magic wrapping around me like a cloak of wind and intent.

      “Go back inside,” I growl at the humans.

      They do. Without a word. Without understanding why.

      When I turn back to Jules, her breath catches, but she doesn’t run. She blinks once, twice, like she’s trying to wake from a dream.

      “You should come with me,” I say.

      She hesitates. “Why would I do that?”

      I smile.

      “Because,” I say, eager for reasons I’d rather not acknowledge, “I’m about to make all your dreams come true.”
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            Jules

          

        

      

    

    
      Hoboken, New Jersey–On The Waterfront Bar & Bites

      This is not the life I wanted.

      But it’s the one I’ve got.

      Another Friday night, another round of overpriced cocktails for Wall Street rejects with trust funds and zero personality.

      I slide two tumblers of whiskey down the bar, plastering on a smile I don’t feel as the guy who ordered them snaps his fingers at me like I’m a dog.

      I don’t flinch.

      Not anymore.

      That muscle’s been dead a long time.

      “Maybe smile more next time,” he says, his buddies laughing behind him like they’re all part of some mediocre sitcom.

      I’m already walking away, jaw tight, heart numb. If I don’t move, I might say something I can’t afford to. And I need this job.

      It pays just enough to cover my shitty rent and my never-ending student loans for a degree I don’t use.

      Art.

      What a joke.

      My name’s Jules, and I bartend in Hoboken for people who think suffering is when the bartender puts too much ice in their drink.

      I’ve got no family.

      No boyfriend.

      No best friend.

      Just a tiny studio apartment downwind of the old factories, and a sketchpad I don’t touch anymore because looking at it hurts too much.

      “Hey, Jules,” my manager barks from the kitchen pass, “busboy called out. I need you to take on trash duty tonight.”

      Of course he did.

      “Sure,” I mutter, already grabbing the bag.

      He wasn’t really asking. The or else was implied.

      I shoulder open the back door and step into the alley, the warm summer night wrapping around me like the sigh of something tired.

      The city buzzes just beyond the fence.

      I can hear it. Feel it.

      But it doesn’t touch me. Not really.

      I’m invisible here. And maybe I like it that way.

      The bag splits as I hoist it toward the bin, bottles clinking loud enough to drown out my curse.

      I yank the string tight and shove the mess down into the dumpster like it personally offended me.

      Then I freeze.

      There’s someone there.

      I can feel them watching me from the shadows.

      Just watching. But still. It creeps me the fuck out.

      My heart jumps into my throat.

      You’re being ridiculous, Jules.

      I ignore it and bend to pick up what I’ve dropped.

      The alley’s always been gross—hot, sticky, and stinking of rot and grease—but tonight it feels worse.

      Heavy. Like the shadows aren’t the only things watching me.

      I pause, the hairs on my neck standing up even though there’s no breeze.

      It’s the strangest feeling.

      Like I’m not alone.

      Like somewhere someone out there is just waiting for the moment to jump out and say, “hey there, I’ve been looking for you.”

      Of course, there is no someone out there just waiting to claim me. I mean, reality isn’t that kind or inventive.

      I glance over my shoulder, unable to shake the feeling like someone is there.

      Still nothing. Still no one.

      Just the dim security light buzzing overhead and the usual city noise drifting in from the next street.

      “Get a grip,” I mutter, making sure I have all the garbage off the floor and inside the dumpster before I head back inside.

      I’m not in any rush. The tips have been nil and the customers are cranky and rude.

      I hate this job. But what else can I do?

      I close my eyes willing that feeling of being watched to just go away.

      But it lingers.

      Like someone’s breath on the back of my neck.

      All night, I’ve had that crawling sensation.

      Eyes tracking my movements, studying me.

      Not in the way those barflies stare when they think I’m not looking.

      No, this feels different.

      Intense. Focused. Not leering. Searching.

      I rub my arms and start to head back inside when the door bangs open again.

      I freeze.

      No.

      Not them.

      The two jerks from table nine—Tony and Bobby or whatever their names were—are stumbling into the alley like they’ve been waiting for a chance.

      Loud. Laughing. Drunk in that smug, dangerous way some men get when they know nobody will stop them.

      They’d been handsy all night.

      One of them accidentally grazed my ass when I carried a drink to their table.

      The other told me I had a porn star pout and asked what I did after closing.

      My boss?

      Please.

      He told me to smile more and gave them free shots when they asked him when I was scheduled to work next, after I’d already told them no.

      “Hey, sweetheart,” one of them slurs, swaying closer. “Forgot to tip you.”

      “That’s okay. Better get back inside,” I snap, trying to keep my voice even. “Bar’s closing in twenty.”

      “Just being friendly.” His hand reaches out, touches my face.

      I frown and try to move away, but his friend is blocking the only exit.

      His fingers grow bold, pressing firmly into my skin.

      “Don’t be a bitch.”

      Panic claws up my spine.

      I try to yank free, but there’s nowhere to go—cornered between the dumpster, the brick wall, and the two of them.

      The sound of their derisive laughter makes me tremble with fear. I do not like this.

      This is bad. Dangerous.

      But then suddenly, he’s there.

      Not walking. Not running.

      One moment it’s just me and the assholes.

      The next, this mystery man steps from the shadows like he owns them.

      Tall. So tall. Broad shoulders, sharp jaw, something unearthly in the way he moves.

      Graceful, but coiled with danger and power.

      Like a predator on the edge of striking.

      His eyes lock on mine, and the whole alley seems to still.

      For a second, I forget the jerks who followed me out back with ill intentions.

      I forget my name.

      Hell, I forget how to breathe.

      He’s not just hot.

      He’s other.

      Like from another world. Seriously.

      And this is what I get for reading those sexy alien kidnapping books.

      I mean, he’s man, yes, but he’s also more.

      Like he was sculpted from shadow and smoke and made real just for this moment.

      I don't even register what he does to the guy who touched me.

      I just hear the pop of a wrist, the sharp gasp of pain, some exchanged words, and then they’re both gone.

      Fleeing without a backward glance.

      And now I’m standing there, alone with him.

      Only I don’t feel afraid.

      I should.

      I know that.

      But instead, my pulse is racing for another reason entirely.

      Because whatever he is? My body responds before my brain can catch up.

      And it wants him. Desperately.

      Just breathe, Jules.

      This strangely beautiful man saved me. But I don’t know whether to thank him or run.

      He’s just too much.

      Tall. Too tall.

      Broad.

      Too still. Frozen in his stance.

      A statue carved from smoke and silver.

      He steps forward, and the air shifts around him like it knows to get out of his way.

      Dangerous.

      But not in the way that makes me want to run.

      Not in a way that reminds me of the jerks inside, or the creeps who wait too long outside the bar pretending they’re looking for a rideshare.

      No, this is different.

      This is the kind of danger that pulls at something inside me.

      A quiet voice that doesn’t scream, run. Instead, it whispers, watch.

      Wait.

      Want.

      He’s not like the men I deal with every night.

      Hell, he’s not like anyone I’ve ever seen.

      There’s something too perfect about him.

      The way he moves. Like he’s not bound by the same rules of motion the rest of us are.

      Fluid.

      Controlled.

      Predatory.

      That stupid question floats through my head, unbidden. You know the one.

      Would you rather be alone in the woods at night with a man or a bear?

      And every woman knows the answer.

      Bear.

      But this man?

      Something about him tells me he could take on a bear and win.

      With nothing but his hands and a calm, clinical sort of precision.

      And the strangest part?

      I still don’t feel scared.

      Because while everything about him says predator, nothing about him says threat.

      Not to me.

      In fact, for the first time in what feels like years, I feel seen.

      Like I matter.

      Something prickles at the base of my skull. A whisper of realization.

      He’s not normal.

      Not even close.

      There’s a flicker of something in his eyes.

      An unnatural glow, a depth that looks less like reflection and more like a window into another world.

      A colder one. Older. More powerful.

      And then he speaks.

      His voice is deep and smooth. Rich like smoke and velvet, but with something steel-edged beneath it. Something sharp enough to slice through me clean.

      “Are you alone in the world, Jules Strano?”

      The question lands with terrifying precision.

      Like he already knows the answer.

      Like he’s not asking out of curiosity, but confirmation.

      I swallow hard. My throat is dry.

      My mouth wants to lie.

      But my soul answers for me, whispering yes.

      I blink, frown, shake my head like I misheard him.

      “I’m sorry. What?”

      “Are you alone?” he repeats.

      I should say no.

      I should lie.

      But I don’t.

      “Yes,” I whisper this time out loud before I can stop myself.

      The word hangs there.

      True. Heavy. And something in his expression changes.

      Like he’s been waiting for it.

      I take a step back. “Who the hell are you?”

      He smiles. It’s dark. Cocky. A wicked grin.

      “My name is Alaric, and I’m going to make every one of your dreams come true.”

      And then everything goes dark.
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