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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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            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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        Lords of Nightfall

        Book 4

        by C.D. Gorri

        Edited by BookNookNuts

        Copyright 2025 C.D. Gorri, NJ, USA

      

        

      
        To my readers—thank you for taking this journey into Nightfall with me, all the way to Saved, the final chapter of the Lords of Nightfall.

        This book is for the ones who crave worlds beyond our own… and who will always have a soft spot for a good shadow daddy. [image: black heart] But it’s also for every curvy girl from Earth who’s ever wondered if she gets to be the chosen one, the desired one, the powerful one—the one who gets her own hard-won, swoon-worthy HEA. Because representation matters. Every body deserves to see themselves loved, worshipped, and centered in romance. Especially darkish romantasy!

        And to the people who help make these worlds real: my proofreaders, beta readers, and ARC team—thank you for catching what I miss, cheering me on, and holding my hand through every deadline. To the incredible bookstagrammers-tokers-whatevers—just ALL you amazing bookish peeps who shout about the stories you love and share what you’re reading with the world—you make this possible. Truly. Thank you for believing in me, in these characters, and in Nightfall. [image: black heart]

        Until the next chapter,

        C.D. Gorri

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Saved

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        He’s the last wall between worlds. She’s the only one who can keep him from crumbling.

        Alina

        I’m a Jersey girl with an environmental geology degree, a beat-up Jeep, and a serious thing for solid ground. Sinkholes, cracked foundations, bad-tempered clients? Easy.

        Random earthquakes rattling New Jersey and dreams of a black-winged Demon with angel eyes? Not so much.

        Then he shows up. Dagan, Lord of Earth.

        He says the tremors are bleeding in from his world—Nightfall.

        He says I’m his viyella. His fated mate.

        The last key he needs to help his brothers stop the SoulTakers from destroying the source of all dreams.

        I didn’t plan on leaving my world.

        I definitely didn’t plan on falling for a broody, battle-scarred demon who treats me like I’m the only solid thing he’s ever had.

        But when every realm is on the brink…

        How do I walk away from the man who finally feels like home?

      

        

      
        Dagan

        I am Dagan, Lord of Earth.

        Warden of the Rooted Marches. Winged demon of stone and storm.

        The bones of Nightfall speak through me—every quake, every fracture, every wound.

        The SoulTakers want to bleed the realm dry and unmake every world.

        Together with Alaric, Kael, and Thorne we must stop them.

        But my brothers have found their viyellas. Their bonds blaze bright.

        And still, the Prime’s crown remains silent.

        I’m the last. And it’s taken me longer than the rest, but I’ve finally found her.

        Alina Fawcett. Stubborn. Brilliant. Grounded. Utterly unafraid of me.

        I told myself I needed only her strength for the final war.

        But when her hand slides into mine and the earth goes quiet, I know the truth.

        I don’t just want her power. I want her.

        If I’m going to save Nightfall—and every world it touches—I’ll risk the one thing I’ve always kept buried. My heart.
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      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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      The Fall of the Prime, Nightfall

      The ground screams when gods bleed.

      I hear it before I see it—the crack of bedrock beneath the battlefield, the shudder in the bones of Nightfall itself as if the realm draws breath to howl.

      The sky over the Rooted Marches is a bruise, streaked with green lightning and SoulTaker fire.

      Shadow armies swarm below, a hive of black armor and stolen light, their blades drinking the glow from the air.

      And in the middle of it all, he stands.

      The Prime.

      Lord Aurel of the Crystal Caves.

      My friend.

      My king.

      The only being who ever understood what it meant to have a realm wired into your veins.

      “Dagan!” His voice booms through the storm, steady even as the wind tries to rip it apart. “Hold the line!”

      I land beside him in a spray of broken stone, wings flaring wide.

      Obsidian feathers catch the stormlight, throwing dark rainbows over the churned earth.

      My claws sink into fractured rock and power answers me—a deep, resonant thrum that starts in the bedrock and floods my limbs.

      “I am the line,” I growl.

      He laughs once, short and harsh, eyes blazing with all the colors of Nightfall.

      “Then don’t break, Dagan! By the gods, do not break!”

      SoulTakers rush us.

      They are not men.

      Not really.

      They wear the shapes of Nightfall’s fallen—twisted shadows of Demons and Dreamwrights—but their eyes are hollow pits, lit only by hunger.

      They come for power, for the ore, for the dream forges, for the unmaking of everything that ever dared to hope.

      I plant my feet and call the earth.

      Stone spears rip from the ground, skewering the front ranks. Vines thicker than a man’s torso whip up from the cracked soil, thorns glistening with my blood and the realm’s magic.

      They lash around SoulTaker limbs, dragging them screaming back into the dirt.

      Beside me, the Prime is a storm given flesh.

      His power is all four elements at once—fire in his hands, water at his command, air shuddering with every breath, earth bending to his will without argument.

      When he moves, the battlefield moves with him.

      When he strikes, reality rings like a bell.

      Alaric, Kael, and Thorne work around us, fighting beside us.

      For a while, we hold.

      We always do.

      Until we don’t.

      I feel the moment it changes.

      The ground shakes under my boots—not the steady drumbeat of war, but something ragged. Wrong.

      A tear opens in the sky above the far ridge. Black, slick, gleaming, like a wound in the firmament itself.

      SoulTakers pour from it in numbers that make my stomach clench.

      And from the center of that rip steps a figure draped in shadow and bone, carrying no weapon but a staff and a smile that curdles the air.

      I do not know this figure.

      He looks sick with madness. Dark cloaks billow around him. His eyes are voids. His mouth twisted in a sneer.

      Now the magic that coils around him is not Nightfall’s—it is something twisted, cannibalized, devouring itself as it feeds.

      “Stop!” I snarl.

      He doesn’t look at me.

      He looks at the Prime.

      “It’s time, old man,” the stranger calls, his voice echoing in ways sound should not be able to. “Step down.”

      The Prime lifts his chin. “You first.”

      They clash.

      Not with swords, not with claws—but with power.

      The air splits around them. Storm, flame, ocean, stone—it all roars, all shatters, all bends under the strain of two titans tearing at the same fabric.

      I dive into the fray, wings snapping, claws slicing through SoulTaker ranks as I fight my way toward them.

      Every step feels heavier. Every breath tastes of iron and ash.

      The earth is afraid.

      I have never felt that before.

      “Prime!” I roar as a bolt of black lightning slams into his chest, driving him to one knee.

      He snarls and shoves back, and for a heartbeat he is everything he’s always been—unyielding, incandescent, inevitable.

      Then the cloaked man’s staff finds its mark.

      It drives through air and ward and armor.

      Buries itself in the Prime’s chest.

      The sound that leaves him is not a cry.

      It’s a crack.

      Like a mountain finally giving way.

      Time fractures.

      The SoulTakers surge, howling in triumph. The sky flares sickly green. I throw out my hands and seize the ground itself, forcing it upward in jagged walls to buy us seconds, only seconds—I reach him as he falls.

      Blood—bright, impossible, shimmering with starlight—streaks his armor. His hand clamps around my wrist, fingers digging into stone-hard flesh.

      “Dagan,” he rasps.

      “Do not speak,” I snarl, already pouring earth-power into him, trying to knit bone, to seal the wound, to anchor his soul in place. “You are not permitted to die. I forbid it.”

      He smiles.

      “Bossy as ever.”

      His power flares, wild and uncontrolled, lashing out in all directions. I feel it burning through my arms, searing lines of force into my bones.

      For a moment, everything in Nightfall sees through him—the very core of our planet is glowing like a heartbeat below, the Tidal Lands surging, the Broken Plains blazing, the Rooted Marches shuddering under the weight of what’s coming.

      “I should have chosen sooner,” he murmurs. “Should have named a successor to be Prime.”

      “You are the Prime,” I growl. “You will hold.”

      His gaze locks onto mine.

      “Aurel, do not die!”

      “You will keep Nightfall safe, yes? You and the four.”

      My jaw clenches. “We can’t do this without you.”

      “You must. Listen,” he whispers, and his grip tightens. “The crown was never meant to rest on one head without help. It is too much. Too tempting. Too easy to twist.”

      “You can’t go.”

      “It is done, old friend.”

      “Then, you must name one of us,” I snap. “Alaric. Kael. Thorne. Me. Any of us. But do not leave Nightfall without a Prime!”

      His eyes go distant then, beyond me, beyond the battlefield.

      “Not one,” he breathes. “Four.”

      I do not understand.

      I do not have the luxury.

      His power surges one last time—rushing into me, burning down my spine, branding itself into the bedrock of the Rooted Marches.

      I feel him leave, like a star going out, like a pillar torn from the heart of the world.

      “No,” I snarl, shaking him. “NO!”

      But the Prime is already gone.

      The crown—his crown—falls from his brow, shattering the earth where it lands before vanishing in a flare of wild magic.

      And Nightfall screams.

      The SoulTakers are driven back that day—Alaric’s fury in the skies, Kael’s wrath in the tides, Thorne’s inferno on the Plains, my rage in the earth—but it doesn’t matter.

      Because the balance is broken.

      The Prime is dead.

      And something inside me cracks with him.

      I bury my grief where I bury everything else.

      Deep.

      Stone-hard.

      Unyielding.

      I will not break.

      I will not trust like that again.

      Not ever.
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      Years Later, New Jersey, Earth Realm

      I’m in some shitty industrial park at the edge of a marsh, midnight has just tolled.

      The human realm smells wrong.

      Too much metal. Too much oil. Not enough stone.

      Concrete and rebar and asphalt stretch in every direction, pretending to be solid, pretending to be permanent.

      Underneath, the earth is riddled with fractures—tiny, jagged lines where Nightfall’s pain has started to bleed through.

      I walk unseen.

      A glamour borrowed from Alaric hides my wings and my eyes that glow when I’m careless.

      To these humans, I’m just another tall, broad-shouldered man in a dark coat, boots heavy on the cracked pavement.

      They don’t see the way the streetlights flicker when I pass. They don’t feel the way the ground settles under my step, relieved to be acknowledged.

      But I feel everything.

      Every tremor that doesn’t belong to this world.

      Every shiver that whispers of SoulTaker corruption trying to chew through the dimensional seams.

      Alaric, Kael, and Thorne told me to come here.

      “Look for a viyella in New Jersey,” they said, like it was that simple.

      Like you could just drop into a random patch of mortal rot and trip over a fate-chosen mate.

      I scoffed.

      I still scoff.

      Most days.

      Tonight, the air tastes different.

      I find myself at the edge of a fenced-off construction site, watching as the earth heaves in slow, pained jolts.

      Fresh cracks spider out from a central fault, a thin plume of steam rising where it opens to the cool night air.

      Nightfall’s wounds.

      Here.

      On this world.

      I crouch and press my palm to the broken asphalt. The ground shudders and answers me—tired, strained, trying so damn hard to hold.

      “Easy,” I murmur. “You’re not alone.”

      The earth calms under my touch.

      But the crack doesn’t seal.

      SoulTaker taint is stubborn like that. It festers.

      “You shouldn’t be there,” a voice says behind me.

      Female. Sharp. Annoyed.

      “That fault’s still active.”

      I go still.

      Slowly, I rise and turn.

      And there she is.

      Headlamp. Reflective vest. Work boots splattered with mud and god-knows-what from the marsh.

      A tablet tucked under one arm, a field notebook in the other.

      Dark hair pulled into a no-nonsense braid.

      Eyes like rich, fertile soil—deep brown, steady, assessing me like I’m the hazard here.

      Bronze skinned and curves for miles.

      She sees the crack first.

      Then my hand.

      Then my face.

      Her brows knit.

      “You with the survey crew?” she asks. “Because if you’re not, you’re trespassing on an unstable substrate and about five minutes away from a twisted ankle and a lawsuit.”

      I just stare.

      The earth under my feet goes quiet.

      Shockingly, blessedly quiet.

      As if the realm itself is holding its breath.

      She huffs when I don’t answer fast enough, marching closer, boots crunching over broken pavement. She doesn’t flinch at the fault line.

      Doesn’t hesitate when it groans under her weight.

      Solid. Steady. Grounded.

      “Okay, Big Guy,” she says, waving a hand in front of my face. “Do you speak? Or are you just here to commune with the asphalt?”

      My lips twitch.

      “I speak,” I say, and my voice comes out lower than I intend.

      Rough with more than just disuse.

      Her eyes flick up to mine.

      Something sparks between us—sharp and bright and undeniable. It shoots down my spine, into the ground, and the cracked earth hums like it recognizes her.

      No, not like it recognizes her.

      Because it does.

      Holy. Fucking. Hell.

      Alaric’s words echo in my head.

      Try New Jersey.

      Those bastards.

      Of all the improbable places in all the worlds, they were right.

      Because as I stand there in the stink of human exhaust and marsh rot, looking at this stubborn, brilliant, utterly unafraid woman glaring up at me like I’m in her way—for the first time since the Prime fell, something in my stone heart moves.

      It cracks.

      And I think—Oh. There you are.
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      Job Site, New Jersey

      The ground shouldn’t move like this.

      Not here.

      Not in a reclaimed marsh-turned-luxury townhome development in northern New Jersey.

      Yet my seismometer disagrees.

      “Don’t do it,” I mutter at the unit as another spike jumps across the screen. “We just talked about this. No more drama.”

      The needle flicks again—hard—then settles like it’s pretending nothing happened.

      I stand in the middle of the half-graded lot, wind whipping hair into my lip gloss, and take a slow breath.

      The air smells like diesel, wet mud, and that weird chemical sweetness new asphalt always has. The ground beneath my steel-toe boots is a patchwork of compacted fill, exposed clay, and one very, very cranky fault line.

      “Last reading before I go home, shower, and pretend this day didn’t happen,” I tell myself.

      I glance back at my Jeep parked along the gravel access road—mud-spattered, dented, absolutely perfect—and then return my attention to the long, jagged crack running diagonally across the site.

      They’ve already had two pieces of equipment partially sink in the last week. A skid steer listing at a thirty-degree angle like a drunk sailor, a drill rig that somehow tipped despite being on “stable” ground.

      That’s why I’m here.

      Environmental geology, foundation assessments, sinkhole risk surveys.

      Translation: when the earth starts eating expensive toys, they call me.

      I crouch at the edge of the fissure and run my gloved hand along the broken asphalt and fill. The crack isn’t just surface-level.

      It’s deep.

      I can feel the emptiness beneath, a hollow place that doesn’t match the boring logs, doesn’t match the bedrock maps, doesn’t match anything.

      “Talk to me, sweetheart,” I murmur, staring into the dark cut in the earth. “What are you hiding?”

      A faint tremor shivers up through my palm.

      My instruments don’t lie—usually.

      And I’ve been getting small, weird spikes here for days.

      Micro-tremors with no traffic correlations, no blasting schedules, no nearby rail.

      Sometimes the readings jump when I’m standing still.

      Sometimes they jump when I’m dreaming.

      I close my eyes just for a second.

      Black feathers.

      Obsidian wings blocking out a sky I’ve never seen.

      Hands—huge, callused, inhumanly strong—catching me as the world cracks open.

      And eyes.

      Green-gold, inhuman, molten with something that should terrify me but doesn’t.

      I snap my eyes open, shoving the images away.

      I haven’t been sleeping. Not well, anyway.

      The nightmares have been getting worse.

      Shadows, storms, a voice like thunder saying my name. Alina.

      I always wake up sweaty and shaking, heart pounding like I’ve just sprinted up ten flights of stairs.

      The fact that my instruments are now acting like my dreams are contagious?

      Yeah. Love that for me.

      I straighten, dusting my gloved hands off on my cargo pants, and look over the site one more time. Rebar forests stab up from half-poured foundations. Plastic sheeting flaps in the wind. A forgotten coffee cup lies on its side near a stack of cinder blocks, its contents long frozen.

      Just one more walk-through. One more look at the crack.

      Then I can write the email that’s basically “hey, maybe don’t build a million-dollar cul-de-sac over an unstable void, just a thought” and go home.

      I take three steps toward the fissure.

      And stop.

      Because I’m not alone.

      Someone is there, at the very edge of the fault.

      He wasn’t there ten seconds ago. I would swear on my geology textbooks he wasn’t there.

      But now? He’s just there.

      Tall. Broad-shouldered. Dark coat whipping around his legs in the wind like he stepped off some dramatic movie poster.

      Pale blond hair, almost white, long on top but cut to the nape of his neck in the back. Pale brows to match. Skin like carved alabaster, sharp jaw, straight nose, mouth that looks like it forgot how to smile sometime around the Renaissance.

      He’s beautiful.

      In that severe, imposing, probably a supervillain kind of way.

      He’s staring down into the crack, one hand braced on his thigh, the other pressed flat to the broken asphalt like he’s listening. Really listening.

      Something in my chest tightens.

      He feels big. Important.

      Like those eyes from my dreams got up, stole a body, and walked onto my job site.

      “Nah,” I whisper. “Nope. Absolutely not.”

      Still, my boots crunch forward, gravel and broken tar underfoot. Professional mode slides in front of the panic like a shield.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” I call out. “That fault’s still active.”

      

      I ask a few more questions.

      He just stares.

      Large. Imposing. Gorgeous in that completely unattainable way.

      “Okay, Big Guy,” I murmur. “Do you speak? Or are you just here to commune with the asphalt?”

      He lifts his head.

      Our gazes lock.

      And my world narrows to green-gold eyes that I have absolutely seen before—if not in this world.

      The ground goes quiet.

      Like, quiet quiet.

      My brain stutters.

      “I speak,” he replies, and oh my God—that voice.

      It’s deep. Like really deep. And it resonates within me.

      A long moment passes.

      “Uh.” I blink. “Hi.”

      Wow. Incredible work, Alina. Truly poetic.

      He studies me with an intensity that should make me uncomfortable.

      It doesn’t.

      It makes me hyper-aware.

      Of my heartbeat.

      Of the sway in the loose fence behind me.

      Of how thin the barrier is between me and him and the crack yawning at his boots.

      “You feel it,” he says.

      His voice is amazing. Like gravel. Deep. Low. Has that rough edge like it was meant to be heard over storms.

      “Feel what?” I ask, because apparently my mouth has decided we’re doing this.

      “The wrongness beneath your feet.”

      I bristle a little.

      “I feel the unstable substrate that I’ve been hired to assess and the OSHA lawsuit waiting to happen if you don’t step back.”

      One corner of his mouth almost—almost—ticks up.

      “It is not your fault,” he says calmly. “This, at least, is not your doing.”

      Wow, thanks, random trench-coated stranger. Ten out of ten, loved that cryptic reassurance.

      I plant my hands on my hips.

      “Look, I don’t know who you are, but this is an active construction site. You can’t just wander in and start communing with the fault lines.”

      “I can.” He straightens to his full height.

      He is enormous.

      I’m five-seven in my boots and I have to tip my head back to meet his gaze.

      He has to be at least six-four, maybe more.

      His coat strains over thick shoulders, and his hands—when he lifts one—are broad and scarred.

      He points, not at me, but at the crack.

      “This is not your world’s doing,” he says. “These fractures run deeper. They connect to mine.”

      I stare at him.

      Then, at the crack.

      Then, back at him.

      “Right,” I say slowly. “So. You’re an out-of-state geologist? Because that’s not how tectonics work, buddy.”

      He’s not offended.

      If anything, he looks amused.

      Or maybe impressed.

      It’s hard to tell under all that intense.

      “You are Alina Fawcett,” he says.

      A cold rush skims down my spine.

      “How do you know my name?”

      “I have felt you—or rather the place where you are missed—for a lifetime,” he replies simply. “Dreaming beside fault lines that are not truly yours. Walking atop fractures that answer only to me. But also, you are wearing a nametag.”

      “What? Oh! Geez, you had me going,” I mutter, embarrassment burning my cheeks.

      “Finally, I have found you,” he whispers, inching closer. “I am Dagan.”

      He says it like a title, not a name. Then he continues.

      “Lord of Earth. Warden of the Rooted Marches. Winged Demon of stone and storm.”

      I take a slow step back.

      “Okay,” I say carefully. “So you’re one of those LARP guys, right? Wrong convention, dude. Newark Comic Con is that way.”

      He doesn’t move.

      Doesn’t blink.

      “I come from Nightfall,” he continues, like I didn’t say anything. “My world is bleeding into yours. The SoulTakers gnaw at the seams. The tremors you feel are echoes of a war you cannot see. Yet.”

      The wind gusts, rattling a loose sheet of Tyvek, flipping a plastic bucket on its side.

      My seismometer on the tripod beside me ticks—three sharp jumps—then goes still again.

      My heart is pounding now.

      Not from fear.

      From something else entirely. Recognition? Attraction?

      “Nightfall,” I repeat softly.

      The name tastes familiar.

      Like a word I’ve spoken in dreams.

      He takes a step toward me.

      The asphalt under his boot heels doesn’t crack.

      It settles.

      “Alina Fawcett,” he says again, and my name in his mouth feels like the earth saying yes under a foundation test. “I’ve searched high and low, but the Fates have led me here. You are my viyella. My fated mate. The bond-key my brothers say I must find if I am to stand beside them in the final war.”

      I blink.

      “Okay. Right. Sure. Of course.” My laugh comes out a little high, a little wild. “This is, I mean, wow. This is a lot. Do you, like, practice this speech in the mirror first or⁠—”

      “I do not joke,” he says.

      No, he definitely doesn’t.

      He steps closer.

      The air around us thickens, humming with something that makes my tattoos prickle under my skin.

      My boots buzz like there’s a live wire buried somewhere nearby, but I know there isn’t. I checked.

      “You have been feeling the tremors,” he says. “Seeing things that should not be possible. You’ve heard the storms of war from another world.”

      My throat goes dry.

      “Have you been spying on me? How do you know about my nightmares?”

      “They are not merely nightmares,” he says quietly. “They are bleed-through. Your soul reaching for mine across realms. Nightfall calls to you. You answer. You are already half-stepping between worlds. I am here to bring you the rest of the way.”

      I want to tell him he’s insane.

      I want to tell him this is impossible.

      That I’m just a woman with student loans and a cranky Jeep and an overdeveloped sense of responsibility.

      But the ground under my feet has gone very, very calm.

      And when I look into his eyes—those green-gold, impossible eyes—I feel steady.

      Aligned.

      Like when you finally find bedrock under twelve meters of garbage fill.

      He lifts a hand—not touching me, not yet—just holding it out, palm up.

      “Come with me,” he says. “Your world will not survive if mine falls. Nightfall feeds every realm with dreams. Hope. The SoulTakers want to unmake it. To strip all worlds down to barren stone. My brothers have found their viyellas. They stand stronger with their mates beside them. I have searched alone long enough.”

      “This is insane,” I whisper.

      “Yes,” he agrees. “But it is also true.”

      My heart is beating so hard I can hear it in my ears.

      I stare at his hand.

      At the fault line.

      At my seismometer, now utterly, eerily quiet.

      “You can’t just walk up to a woman at a job site and say, ‘Hi, I’m a Demon Lord thingy from another world and I’ve come to collect you,’” I tell him. “That’s not how this works. That’s not how anything works.”

      “I can,” he says. “I just did.”

      I snort despite myself.

      “Do you even hear yourself?”

      “Yes.” A glimmer of something like dry humor flickers in his gaze. “Your world has many rules. Most of them are inefficient.”

      “Oh my God,” I mutter. “You’re arrogant and weirdly literal. That’s great.”

      “I am also running out of time,” he says quietly.

      That hits something.

      The tired lines around his eyes. The way his shoulders carry weight that has nothing to do with muscle.

      The distant rumble I can feel more than hear—a resonance deep in the earth that doesn’t belong to New Jersey.

      “What happens if you fail?” I ask, because I’m an idiot who needs to know.

      His jaw clenches.

      “Nightfall fractures,” he says. “The ore mines dry. The dream forges go cold. Hope dims across every world touched by our magic. Including yours. Earth’s children will sleep without dreaming. Its artists will create without inspiration. People will live without wonder. The SoulTakers want the silence that comes after.”

      Silence.

      Every instinct I have rebels.

      “No dreams?” I echo. “No hope?”

      “Only bare survival on dead worlds,” he says. “I will not allow that. I cannot. But I am not enough alone. I have never been enough alone.”

      Something in his voice cracks on that last word.

      Lonely, my brain supplies.

      This massive, terrifying, too-beautiful man is lonely.

      “And you think I can what?” I ask softly. “Fix that? Just because I can read a seismograph and have weird dreams?”

      “The bond would give me what I lack,” he says. “Ground me where I split. Anchor me where I break. Your strength is not just in your hands, Alina. Not just in your degrees or your machines. It is in the way you stand when everything under you moves.”

      My throat tightens.

      He has no right to sound like he knows me.

      I open my mouth to tell him so.

      He exhales.

      And the world changes.

      At first, I think the floodlight on the nearest pole blew. The edges of him blur, crackling with faint light. The air shimmers, heat-haze on a summer road. The smell of wet concrete and diesel is suddenly overlayed with something else—rich soil after rain, lightning, stone dust.

      “What are you—” I begin.

      Then the glamour drops.

      His coat melts into nothing.

      His boots, his jeans, the whole carefully human package tears away like smoke.

      Wings erupt from his back in a rush of sound—a fourteen-foot span of obsidian feathers, each one edged in faint green light. His hair curls wild and wicked in an invisible wind, sweeping the pale locks back from his temples.

      His skin is still fair, but shot through with faint lines of glowing stone, like cracks in marble filled with molten gold.

      His eyes burn.

      Not metaphorically.

      They burn.

      Green-gold irises lit from within, stormlight and wildfire and something older than this world.

      He is massive.

      He is terrible.

      He is breathtaking.

      “Oh,” I say faintly.

      Power rolls off him in waves, bending the air, making the rebar vibrate, sending hair lifting along my arms and neck.

      I should run.

      I should scream.

      Instead, I sway.

      The earth rises up to catch me.

      No, not the earth.

      Him.

      He moves faster than thought, wings snapping wide to shield us from the wind as his arms scoop me up like I weigh nothing.

      One hand cups the back of my head, the other braces under my thighs, holding me snug against a chest that feels like warm stone.

      I blink up at him.

      My head swims.

      The world tilts.

      He looks down at me with those impossible eyes, and for a second, the battle lines of exhaustion and grief around his mouth soften.

      “Mine,” he rumbles, the word more vibration than sound.

      I want to argue.

      I want to say I belong to no one.

      But the fault line is quiet. The tremors are gone. My heartbeat syncs with some deeper pulse I can’t name.

      The darkness rushes up to meet me, soft and enveloping.

      I pass out with the feel of his arms around me, the scent of rain and stone in my lungs, and one last ridiculous thought.

      Of all the ways I thought my night could go—being claimed by a Demon Lord with wings?

      Yeah, that was definitely not on the list.
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