
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


To myself—

for refusing to quit when it would have been easier to walk away.

For showing up, even on the days when the doubt was louder than the words.

For bleeding, for breaking, for putting the shattered pieces into the pages anyway.

This book is proof that you are stronger than the voice that told you to stop.

That you are braver than the fear that tried to hollow you out.

You kept going.

You kept feeling.

You kept dreaming beneath the dying stars.

This one’s for you.

“The nitrogen in our DNA, the calcium in our teeth, the iron in our blood, the carbon in our apple pies were made in ancient stellar explosions. We are made of starstuff.”

— Carl Sagan
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Some stories were never meant to be told.

They live in the marrow, in the blood, in the quiet places you don’t let anyone see.

They are the ones you survive by forgetting.

The ones you dream about only when the stars are dying overhead.

To Dream Beneath Dying Stars is that story.

It is the story of what happens when loyalty is no longer enough.

When love is a wound you keep reopening because you don’t know how to let it heal.

When survival means choosing which parts of yourself you’re willing to lose—and which parts you’ll burn the world to protect.

This is not a love story.

It is a war story.

It is a story about family—the kind you are born into, and the kind you build from blood and broken promises.

It is about the gods who abandoned Hiraeth long ago, and the monsters who stayed behind to fill the silence.

In this book, there are no easy victories. No mercy disguised as miracles.

Only the brutal, aching beauty of choosing to dream anyway.

Even when the sky is falling.

Even when the light is gone.

If you have followed Kriia, Rexar, Remi, and the others this far—

If you have felt the sharp pull of their hunger, their grief, their desperate, stubborn hope—

Then you know.

Some stories were never meant to be clean.

Only true.

Welcome back to Hiraeth.

We have so much further to fall.
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There are stories you survive.

And there are stories you become.

To Dream Beneath Dying Stars is not about innocence. It is not about the hope you cling to when the night is young and the monsters are still far away.

It is about what happens after.

After the betrayals, after the blood, after the burning.

It is a story of broken vows and impossible choices. Of families torn apart not by hatred, but by the sharp, terrible love that demands sacrifice.

It is about the cost of loyalty when loyalty is a noose.

About the weight of dreams when you know—when you know—they will never save you.

This book is a reckoning.

If No Kingdom for a Fang was about the hunger that first draws two broken souls together, and A Hymn for the Hollow was about the ghosts they could not outrun—

If The Color of Regret was the raw confession of what was lost along the way—

Then To Dream Beneath Dying Stars is about what it means to stand at the edge of everything you’ve fought for, and realize the ground beneath you is already crumbling.

This is not a story of victory.

This is a story of survival.

Of choosing love even when it is ruin.

Of choosing yourself even when it costs you everything.

So if you are ready to bleed—

If you are ready to burn—

If you are ready to dream, even knowing the stars are falling—

Then come with me.

There’s nothing left to lose.

— Remington Wülf



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Acknowledgments

[image: ]




There are some stories that ask to be told.

And then there are the stories that demand it—

the ones that carve their way out of you, bloody and relentless, until there’s no choice but to bleed them onto the page.

To Dream Beneath Dying Stars was that kind of story.

It would not have been born without the people who stood beside me when I had nothing left but a handful of words and a stubborn, impossible hope.


To my husband:



You are the steady light that never flickers, no matter how dark it gets.

Thank you for believing in every broken dream, every half-finished sentence, every wild, reckless idea. Thank you for holding space for me to build this world, even when it felt too heavy to carry.

This story would not exist without you.


To Kezzi:



You are stitched into the soul of Hiraeth.

From late-night worldbuilding to wild character arcs that refused to stay still—you made this universe sharper, deeper, more real. Thank you for every spark of creativity, every moment of chaos, every reminder that we are allowed to tell the stories that are messy, brutal, and true.


To the readers—the ones who found their way to this story and stayed:



You are the breath between the lines.

You are the reason these characters get to live beyond the page.

Every time you whispered I see myself here,

every time you said I needed this,

every time you kept turning pages even when it hurt—

you gave this story a heartbeat stronger than I could have ever imagined.

And finally—


To anyone who has ever chosen to keep dreaming, even when the stars are dying overhead—



this book is for you.

You are proof that even in the ruins, something beautiful can still be built.

Keep going.

You are not alone.

––––––––
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— REMINGTON WÜLF
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Starlight’s Fragility
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They say even the stars can’t outrun the dark forever. That their light, for all its 

strength, is just a whisper against the Void. We cling to it, this fragile starlight, 

but how long before it flickers and dies?
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The air in The Moonfire Lounge simmered like liquid velvet, thick with anticipation and the slow burn of desire. Neon violet and crimson lights streaked across the darkness, washing over faces caught in shadows, lingering on parted lips and widened eyes. The bass thumped in rhythmic pulses, vibrating deep beneath Kriia’s skin, each beat syncing effortlessly with the hammering of her heart.

Tonight was different—special. The usual ache of survival, the sharp edges of caution, had faded to something distant. Tonight, she danced for him, only him, beneath a sky of smoke and pulsing lights. Tonight belonged to Rexar Fang.

As the crowd parted before her, Kriia’s heels clicked against the stage, a sound swallowed by cheers and breathless gasps. The spotlight crashed onto her, bathing her figure in liquid gold. Crimson hair cascaded down her shoulders, shimmering with every subtle sway of her body. Her dress clung to every curve, whispering promises of silk and sin. Violet eyes glittered with mischief, locked onto him instantly, capturing him completely.

Rexar sat at the center of the lounge, eyes blazing, smirk predatory and promising, his every breath shallow as she moved toward him. His gaze roamed her body with unabashed hunger, teeth grazing his lower lip, hands clenched to suppress the instinctive need to claim her right then and there.

The music shifted—a slow, seductive rhythm that thrummed through her veins, coaxing her hips into motion. She swayed toward him, sinuous, deliberate. When she finally reached him, she paused just long enough for anticipation to coil tighter in his chest before boldly straddling his lap. The roar from the patrons was deafening, money raining down like paper blessings around them. His muscles trembled beneath her, heat radiating off him in waves that made her heart race.

Leaning forward, Kriia let her breath warm his ear, voice a teasing purr, dripping with delicious torment.

“Patience, birthday boy.”

The corner of Rexar’s mouth curled into something feral, raw hunger burning bright in those ember-ringed eyes. But he didn’t move—he wouldn’t. Not tonight. Not here, with every gaze locked onto them. Instead, he leaned back further, feigning ease, every muscle in his powerful body taut beneath the weight of barely restrained need.

The music throbbed around them, dark and irresistible, coaxing her into motion. Kriia rolled her hips slowly, sensually, teasingly, feeling every shuddering breath Rexar fought to control. Each sway brought her closer, the silk of her dress gliding against him, their skin separated by only the cruelest whisper of fabric. She tilted her head back, crimson hair cascading in waves, exposing the pale, elegant line of her throat.

His fingers twitched beside him, longing etched deep in every tight muscle. She felt his warmth intensify beneath her, heat pulsing in time with the heartbeat that pounded in his chest. Her lips curled into a knowing, sultry smile.

“Funny,” she breathed, dipping her head so her lips brushed the edge of his jaw. “All this time, and this is the first real dance I’ve ever given you.”

His laugh was rough, breathless. He forced himself still as she ground against him, slow and deliberate. “And I’m beginning to understand why you held out on me so long,” he managed, voice edged with gravel. “Any longer, and this might actually kill me.”

She chuckled, low and teasing, trailing a single fingertip along his collarbone. “Careful, Fang. Wouldn’t want you expiring on your birthday.”

His smirk widened, sharp and irresistible. “Believe me, babygirl—there are worse ways to go.”

She leaned in again, dangerously close, feeling his body tense with anticipation, every muscle coiled tight beneath her fingertips. Her voice dropped to a sultry whisper, soft as silk against his ear, teasing with memories of how they’d begun. “Sure you’re not in the mood to just...talk instead? I know how much you love a good conversation.”

Rexar laughed again, deeper now, his hands finally breaking their careful restraint, slipping to grip her waist, holding her firmly in place. His eyes flashed with possessive fire, matching the molten heat that now flared openly beneath his skin.

“You tease me any harder, Krii,” he murmured roughly, lips grazing her cheek, “and we’re going to give these poor bastards far more of a show than they paid for.”

Kriia grinned wickedly, hips moving just enough to make him groan. “Careful what you wish for, birthday boy,” she purred, violet eyes burning into his. “The night’s still young.”

The song shifted seamlessly, each new beat heavier, richer, as if the Moonfire Lounge itself was conspiring with her, daring Kriia to press Rexar’s limits even further. Around them, voices rose, hollers and applause thickening the air, but Kriia could only hear Rexar’s uneven breath, feel the rapid pulse beneath his heated skin.

Her fingertips trailed upward, teasing over his chest, pausing at the collar of his shirt as though contemplating buttons she had no intention of undoing—not yet, anyway. Her lips parted slowly, daring him to close the distance between them, the space between their mouths charged with a tension so fierce it was nearly tangible.

Rexar’s eyes darkened dangerously, smoke drifting lazily from his nose, curling gently around her throat in a caress she knew too well. He inhaled sharply, each exhale trembling, revealing just how desperately he was holding himself back. She moved languidly atop him, savoring every tight muscle beneath her, every involuntary shudder, every muted groan he failed to contain. 

“You’re testing my patience,” he growled softly, voice roughened by restraint. His hands tightened at her waist, fingertips digging gently into the silk that separated their skin. “And you damn well know it.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Kriia teased breathlessly, her gaze catching the feverish light that danced within his ember-ringed irises. “After all, you’re the one who taught me patience is overrated.”

A low chuckle rumbled deep within his chest, and suddenly, his fingers slid lower, skimming the curve of her hips in a possessive caress that sent electricity cascading along her spine. His breath hitched when she pressed closer, leaning in until their foreheads nearly touched, sharing heat, sharing breath.

“And you’re a fast learner, babygirl.” His words were molten honey, a promise wrapped in velvet. “But there’s only so much a man can endure in public.”

Around them, the cheering intensified, and Kriia was dimly aware of money fluttering down, landing softly around them like snowflakes in a dream. Yet in this moment, none of it mattered. Her world had narrowed down to Rexar, to the pulse of their matched breathing, to the desperate way his eyes begged her for more.

Finally, mercifully, the music slowed, fading into a sultry, lingering note. Her body still pressed against him, their gazes locked in an intense, unspoken challenge.

“You survived,” she whispered playfully, a mischievous glint in her violet eyes.

“Barely,” Rexar replied hoarsely. His thumb brushed tenderly over her cheekbone, his gaze searching hers for something deeper. “But the night’s just begun. Are you prepared for the consequences of your actions, Ms. Thomas?”

She laughed softly, the sound pure silk, and leaned forward until her lips grazed his in the barest tease of a kiss—one that promised everything but yielded nothing. “I’ll take my chances,” she breathed against his mouth.

His fingers tangled into her crimson hair, pulling her close until the warmth of his breath mingled intimately with hers. “Good. Because tonight, my dear, I intend to make you pay for every wicked second of this.”

And in the heat of his promise, Kriia smiled—a slow, dangerous smile filled with anticipation, desire, and the unspoken understanding that, between them, passion always came with a price.

The lingering heat from their captivating display still pulsed gently between them as Rexar guided her offstage, his arm wrapped possessively around Kriia’s waist. Patrons parted around them like waves around stone, offering cheers and nods of approval, but none of it registered—her world was already narrowed, distilled down to the warmth of Rexar’s palm against the small of her back, the smoky timber of his voice whispering playful threats and tender promises into her ear.

“You know,” he murmured, lips brushing her temple as they moved through the vibrant crowd, “after tonight, Chandra might ban you from dancing again.”

Kriia laughed softly, her fingers gripping gently at the sleeve of his shirt. “You think she’d risk losing her best performer?”

His smirk deepened, the crimson-tinged curl of his hair falling carelessly into his eyes. “I think you underestimate how deeply you rattled me up there. Management doesn’t take kindly to dancers who nearly give their regulars heart attacks.”

“Who, me?” she teased, eyes bright with mischief. “Plus, you act as if you aren’t only a regular because of me.”

He chuckled warmly, maneuvering them to a secluded corner booth at the edge of the lounge—away from prying eyes, away from the throbbing bass and neon lights that defined their nightly existence. He slid into the booth first, pulling Kriia effortlessly into his embrace, her back pressed softly against his chest.

Kriia relaxed into him, her heart matching his steady rhythm as she traced gentle, absent circles over the firm lines of his arm. The chaos of the lounge faded around them, replaced by quiet intimacy, by the slow rise and fall of their matched breaths.

“I think we might’ve broken the lounge tonight,” Rexar murmured, the soft laugh beneath his words filled with satisfaction.

She tilted her head back, meeting the crimson-edged heat of his gaze. “Worth it to see you finally lose your composure, Fang.”

A gentle laugh rumbled through his chest, vibrating softly against her. His fingers tangled tenderly in her crimson hair, brushing through the strands with a careful reverence. “Well, babygirl, you’re the only one capable of doing that.”

Kriia’s expression softened, and in the quiet intimacy of the booth, her defenses slipped away. How had a year and a half passed already? How had she gone from surviving night by night, guarded and solitary, to trusting him enough to move into that sprawling, shadow-rich Fang Estate? Every adjustment, every challenge had been worth it because of him—because of the way Rexar’s easy warmth balanced out the strict, sometimes suffocating Fang traditions.

“Who knew I’d end up here?” she mused softly, eyes tracing the outlines of the bustling lounge. She smiled, a hint of surprise in her voice as she turned her face to his again. “Living this life with you—in your family’s mansion, no less.”

Rexar’s gaze was impossibly tender as he cupped her cheek, thumb brushing affectionately over the delicate line of her jaw. “You belong here, Kriia.” His voice was low, earnest, the depth of his affection clear. “With me.”

She leaned into the warmth of his palm, eyes shimmering softly, the quiet fierceness of his love wrapping around her heart. Her voice lowered to a whisper, honest and vulnerable, a secret spoken only between them.

“There’s no place I’d rather be.”

His fingers brushed her hair back again, eyes warm with understanding, with gentle pride at her vulnerability. The tension had long faded; now there was only this moment—quietly playful, intensely affectionate—promising a thousand more like it.

“You know,” he teased gently, voice dropping to a mischievous murmur, “I’m pretty sure I could get used to you actually dancing for me, if you’re ever inclined again.”

Kriia chuckled softly, eyes twinkling as she tilted her face up toward him. “Careful what you wish for. You saw what happened tonight.”

Rexar’s lips curled into a slow, languid smile as he leaned in, forehead gently pressing against hers. “I survived, didn’t I?”

“Barely,” she reminded him with a teasing whisper, fingers brushing gently against his chest. “Besides, are you sure you wouldn’t rather just sit here and...talk instead?”

He laughed again, the sound full of quiet joy and promises that stretched beyond tonight, beyond tomorrow, into a future neither had ever dared to dream of before. “Only with you, baby doll,” he whispered, the teasing replaced by something deeper, warmer. “Always with you.”

Kriia smiled softly, closing her eyes as she leaned comfortably against him. For the first time in a long, tumultuous life, she finally felt safe—wrapped up in his warmth, beneath dying stars and neon lights, exactly where she belonged.

Nestled comfortably in the familiar warmth of Rexar’s embrace, Kriia’s eyes drifted across the lively lounge. Friends and acquaintances mingled in the hazy glow of neon lights, their laughter weaving harmoniously into the lounge’s pulse. But it was Remi who caught her attention, leaning casually against the bar, head tipped back as he laughed openly—truly laughed. It had been a long time since she’d seen him so at ease, so free from the shadows that often lingered behind his neon-green gaze.

“Remi seems to be doing a lot better lately,” she murmured thoughtfully, resting her head comfortably against Rexar’s shoulder. “After two relapses, I wasn’t sure if he’d ever truly bounce back.”

Rexar followed her line of sight, a soft pride illuminating his expression. His thumb moved gently over her shoulder, soothing in its absent rhythm. “He’s strong, love. He always finds his way back, even when it gets tough. Working steadily at the auto shop with his uncle has helped more than he’ll admit.”

Kriia hummed softly in agreement, her eyes lingering on her best friend’s relaxed smile. A small, tender ache touched her chest. “I just wonder why he hasn’t found someone steady yet. He hooks up plenty, but...” Her voice trailed off, curiosity gentle and careful.

A low, understanding chuckle rumbled through Rexar’s chest. He squeezed her shoulder reassuringly. “Maybe he’s waiting for someone special. Or maybe he’s just afraid of letting someone in again. Either way, he’s got time. Not everyone gets as lucky as we did.”

She smiled warmly at that, tilting her face upward until her lips brushed softly against his jaw. “Very lucky indeed,” she whispered, her voice infused with quiet gratitude.

For a long, comfortable moment, they watched Remi across the room, seeing him laugh again—freely, openly—like he hadn’t in months. His deep, raspy voice rose above the noise, drawing easy laughter from others nearby. His shoulders were looser, his usually guarded eyes softer. For Kriia, it was a relief—like a long-held breath finally released.

“You know,” Rexar murmured, drawing her from her reverie with gentle humor, “at this rate, we might actually start to think the Moonfire Lounge is therapeutic.”

Kriia snorted softly, shaking her head against his shoulder. “Careful. If word gets out, Chandra might start charging us for emotional healing sessions.”

“Ah, yes.” Rexar laughed softly, brushing his lips affectionately against the crown of her head. “Therapy, but make it neon-lit and expensive.”

Kriia chuckled quietly, fingers tightening around his hand, warmth spreading steadily through her chest. It was moments like this, wrapped in his affection, laughter weaving gently between them, that reminded her how far they’d truly come. Together.

“Who’d have guessed?” she mused quietly, tracing soft, lazy circles against his palm. “You, me—even Remi—somehow finding our way out of the darkness.”

His voice softened as he replied, full of reflective warmth. “Turns out love, stubbornness, and a dash of sarcasm go a long way.”

She laughed again, softer this time, leaning further into him. “Let’s hope it stays that way.”

“It will,” he mused gently, confidence unwavering. “We’ve earned it, babygirl. And so has Remi.”

Across the room, Remi glanced toward them as if sensing their quiet attention. He smirked playfully, lifting his glass in silent salute. Kriia smiled warmly back, squeezing Rexar’s hand as she returned the gesture.

“Yeah,” she murmured softly, voice filled with quiet gratitude, settling deeper into Rexar’s embrace. “We all have.”

The lounge quieted around them, fading to a gentle hum of voices and soft, distant music. The late hour had coaxed many of the patrons into the moonlit streets, leaving behind a more intimate glow, an almost dreamy stillness that wrapped warmly around their secluded corner.

Rexar shifted slightly, guiding Kriia’s chin upward with a gentle fingertip. His thumb brushed affectionately against her cheek, crimson-edged eyes soft with an easy tenderness that he reserved solely for her.

“You know,” he drawled quietly, a playful grin tugging at the corners of his lips, “now that my birthday’s officially over, it’s your turn next, babygirl.”

Kriia laughed softly, warmth dancing through her chest as she leaned closer, savoring the quiet closeness between them. “Don’t remind me. Twenty-five already. I feel ancient.”

His laugh was gentle, rumbling against her ear as he pressed a soft kiss into her hair. “If you’re ancient, baby doll, then I’m practically dust. Twenty-eight, remember? I can feel myself falling apart as we speak.”

She rolled her eyes playfully, fingers dancing lazily over his chest. “You’re impossible, Fang. We both know you’re nowhere near falling apart.”

Rexar smiled warmly, his eyes turning quietly thoughtful. “Twenty-five,” he repeated softly, almost to himself. “How should we celebrate? Another dance, perhaps?” His voice dipped lower, teasing. “Or maybe just talking?”

Kriia tilted her head back, laughter bubbling up as she playfully swatted his chest. “Don’t get your hopes up. You got lucky tonight.”

He chuckled gently, catching her hand and pressing a soft kiss against her knuckles. “No, Kriia,” he murmured sincerely, gaze deepening as it met hers. “I got lucky a year and a half ago when you decided to give me a shot. Everything else since then is just a bonus.”

Her heart squeezed softly, eyes shimmering with quiet emotion. For a moment, she didn’t speak, just rested her head against his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart—a rhythm that had somehow become a comforting anchor in her life.

“I love you, Rexar Fang,” she whispered finally, the words delicate but fierce.

He held her tighter, leaning down until his lips brushed tenderly against her temple. “I love you more than anything, babygirl.”

For a long, comfortable silence, they simply existed—content, wrapped up in the warmth of each other. They had fought hard to build this peace, this trust, this safety. And though life was rarely kind, in these quiet moments, Kriia knew with absolute certainty that together, they could withstand whatever storms waited ahead.

And in a little over a month, when she turned twenty-five, she knew exactly where she wanted to be: right here, in Rexar’s arms, beneath dying stars and neon lights, in the life they’d carefully, painstakingly built together.

But tonight was theirs, and she intended to cherish every moment of it, quietly grateful for the path they’d chosen, and the future that lay ahead—unknown, yet endlessly promising.

Tomorrow could wait.

A familiar voice cut through the velvet buzz of the lounge, sharp and flat against the backdrop of synth and laughter.

“Happy birthday, Fang.”

Kriia turned her head just as Remi slid into view, beer in hand, posture loose but gaze sharp—like he was already done with the whole night and hadn’t even sat down yet. He didn’t wait for an invitation. He leaned his hip against the booth’s edge, his green eyes flicking between Kriia and Rexar with practiced disinterest that didn’t quite mask the storm always simmering behind them.

Rexar’s brows lifted in mild surprise. “Remi,” he offered a casual nod. “Thanks. Surprised to see you here without a dancer on your arm. Not usually your scene unless there’s some incentive.”

“It’s not,” Remi replied without hesitation, taking a slow swig of his beer. “But I needed a reason to not drink alone.”

Kriia snorted under her breath, already giving him a warning look. “Please don’t get belligerently drunk this time. You know some of the girls are still talking about the last time you tried to ‘unwind.’”

Remi smirked, unbothered. “That’s because they liked it.”

He didn’t smile often—but when he did, it was razor sharp and fleeting, like a blade catching the light before slipping back into shadow. He took another sip, turning just enough to eye the stage, where a dancer in silver lace caught his attention mid-spin. His eyes lingered—calculating, appreciative. And then he turned back to them, expression unreadable.

“It’s been quiet,” he remarked with a shrug. “Meeko’s been spending more time with Uncle Ivan. House feels empty. Thought I’d come out and remind myself why I hate people.”

“You’re doing a great job,” Rexar deadpanned, draping an arm more firmly around Kriia’s waist.

Remi arched a brow, but didn’t rise to the bait. “Relax. I’m not here to start anything.”

“Good,”  Kriia goaded with a smirk, adjusting herself slightly on Rexar’s lap. “Because if you embarrass me again, I’m making him kick your ass.”

Rexar laughed, warm and sudden, like it caught him off guard. “I’m not getting dragged into this.”

Remi took another slow sip, then tilted the bottle toward Kriia, dry amusement curling at the edge of his voice. “You’re just jealous I pull more tips when I dance drunk than you do sober.”

She scoffed, swatting at his leg. “That’s because you take your shirt off and flirt with everything that breathes.”

Remi grinned, wolfish now. “And yet, it works.”

Rexar shook his head, smoke curling lazily from his nose in soft, maple-sweet streams. “You’re somethin’ else, man.”

“I try.”

But something shifted behind the sharp smirk, the half-lidded glare he used like armor. Just for a second—when Kriia wasn’t looking—Remi’s gaze flicked toward Rexar. Measured. Wary. Not hostile anymore. Just... watching.

“I’ll grab another drink,” he muttered, pushing off the booth with the heel of his boot. “You two look disgustingly domestic. It’s making my beer taste like commitment.”

Kriia rolled her eyes as he disappeared toward the bar. “He really knows how to ruin a moment.”

Rexar’s arm tightened around her, lips brushing her temple. “Nah. That was him saying he’s glad we’re good.”

Kriia stilled for a second, then nodded slowly, letting the thought settle in.

Maybe it was. Maybe that was his version of soft.

She watched him pause by the bar, lean in to whisper something to the dancer in silver, his smirk low and lethal. She rolled her eyes again, but a smile tugged at the corner of her mouth.

Remi would never be easy.

But he showed up.

And for her, that still meant something.
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The Moonfire Lounge breathed differently tonight. Beneath its namesake glow—violet neon slicing through dark air—the crowd hummed with restless hunger. Every beat thrummed heavy and low, pulsing deep beneath Kriia’s ribs. Every inhale tasted of sweat, shadow, and things she’d rather forget.

She pressed one hand against her bare thigh, sliding downward to swipe away the slick sheen clinging to her skin. Her ribs ached, feet sore from heels that felt more like punishment than fashion, patience worn thinner than the wisps of cigarette smoke drifting above her head. She hadn’t even made it to the dressing room yet.

The mirrored wall behind the bar caught her reflection, forcing her to pause and confront herself. Crimson hair stuck to damp temples, strands darkened to rust by sweat and heat. Violet eyes lined with smudged kohl stared back at her, weary and rimmed with exhaustion. Glitter traced her collarbone, pooling softly where her skin creased, losing its glamour beneath fatigue.

A low whistle sounded behind her, the noise slicing crudely into her quiet thoughts.

“Damn, looking a bit ghosted tonight, Red,” came a voice—young, cocky, and new. A freshly hired bouncer, barely old enough to handle his liquor, let alone her sharp edges.

She didn’t even turn to acknowledge him. Just rolled her shoulders, ignoring the ache, and reached for the glass of water set before her. She drained it in one go, letting the cool liquid chase away the taste of bitter lipstick and unspoken frustrations.

Behind the bar, Chandra’s voice crackled through the comm, sharp and clinical. “Kriia. Ten minutes until your next rotation.”

Ten minutes to remember who she was.

Ten minutes to become someone else.

She tapped her nails rhythmically on the bar top, lost in memories she couldn’t fully shake. A week had passed since Rexar’s birthday, but still she felt off-balance. She could still see that look in his eyes—hot, hungry, possessive—the way he’d kissed her, fierce yet reverent, like he might worship her or consume her whole. Even now, heat tingled beneath her skin at the memory. But beneath that heat, something deeper unsettled her. Something she couldn’t quite place.

The air shifted then—not from the music, not from the patrons’ roars, but from a ripple of unease at the lounge’s entrance. Heads subtly turned. Bodies shifted. The bouncer at the velvet rope moved his hand instinctively toward his side, fingers hovering near a weapon he hoped he wouldn’t have to draw.

Kriia’s eyes narrowed as she turned toward the disturbance.

And then she saw him.

Remi.

Wild, shoulder-length black hair framing a face marked by exhaustion. His familiar black hoodie carried city grit like an unwelcome visitor. But what caught her breath in her throat were his eyes—usually radiant, neon green, now dull and milky, like headlights muffled by fog. Blood crusted faintly beneath his nose—nothing new, not with Remi—but this time felt different. Worse.

He moved frantically, weaving through the patrons with reckless urgency, gripping shoulders, leaning too close, asking questions in a voice rough with desperation.

“You seen her?” he growled at one man. “Meeko. Red hair, glowing green eyes. Ring in her septum. Seen her?”

At another: “She was here. I know she was.”

To a third: “Don’t fucking lie to me.”

Kriia moved before conscious thought could stop her. Her heels clicked sharply across the polished floor, heart hammering hard against her ribs. She caught him by the arm as he paced, his muscles tight with anxiety beneath her grip.

“Remi.” Her voice was quiet, measured, betraying none of her racing heart.

His head snapped up, recognition and desperation mingling sharply on his face. “Kriia.”

“What are you doing here?” Her gaze flicked quickly around the lounge. Other dancers watched warily; even Chandra glanced up from her security tablet, eyes sharp with concern.

“Meeko,” Remi’s voice cracked. “She’s gone. I haven’t seen her in two days.”

“Two days?” Fear curled tight around Kriia’s chest.

“I thought she was just pissed off—hiding at Oksana’s. But she’s not. Her bed’s made. Phone’s off. Nothing.”

Kriia inhaled sharply. Suddenly, painfully, she understood—he wasn’t here because he thought Meeko would be found dancing among the shadows. He was here because he had nowhere else left to check.

“What do you need?” she asked softly, ready to help. Ready to fight, if necessary.

His gaze darted away, shaky and vulnerable. “Just... ask around. Tell me if anyone’s seen her. I gotta go.”

“You’re not leaving like this—”

“Don’t.” He pulled away, already retreating. “Just—I had to check. I had to.”

“Kriia!” Chandra’s voice cut through the moment from the side stage. “Three minutes!”

Kriia spun to glare at the interruption. When she turned back, Remi had already disappeared into the crowded shadows.

Gone.

Like smoke.

She stood there for a second too long, frozen in the flickering half-light, his words still echoing in her skull. I had to check. Not I thought she’d be here. Not I had a lead. Just I had to.

It felt like drowning in a memory that hadn’t happened yet.

“Kriia!” Chandra barked again, sharper this time. “You’re on!”

And just like that, the moment snapped. Her spine straightened. Her mask slid back on.

She stepped into the light.

Each movement was sharp, mechanical. A spin that cut air like a shuriken. A split that jarred her spine. An inverted hold that left the blood roaring in her skull while the crowd below screamed her name like it mattered.

They didn’t know.

Couldn’t.

To them, she was the fantasy. Untouchable. Electric.

To her, they were fog.

Faces turned up in rapture, mouths open like wolves at the altar, bills fluttering at the stage edge like fallen leaves in a storm.

But she didn’t see them.

All she saw was Remi.

The way his eyes had looked through her instead of at her. The way his voice had trembled—not with anger, but with fear. Something Remington Connors didn’t do. Not unless it was real. Not unless it was bad.

Her knees hit the stage too hard after a flip, jolting her teeth together. She didn’t wince. Didn’t flinch. Just dragged herself upright and kept going, chest heaving, vision blurred with sweat and something sharp in the corners of her eyes she refused to name.

On the final dismount, she twisted too fast—slipped.

Her heel caught. Her shoulder slammed against the glossy stage floor with a sickening thud that barely registered beneath the music’s crash.

The crowd howled.

They thought it was part of the act.

She lay there for a heartbeat longer than she should’ve, cheek pressed to the slick heat of the floor, one breath ragged, the other defiant. Then she rolled to her feet, fire in her veins, fury in her gut, and stalked offstage like she wanted the whole world to choke.

She didn’t wait for applause.

Didn’t wait for the lights to fade.

Didn’t wait for anyone.

Kriia tore through the dressing rooms, bare feet hitting the cold tile, adrenaline singing through her ribs like a struck chord. The walls felt too tight, the air too thin.

Back hallway—empty. The scent of cigarette smoke lingered, stale and bitter, but no Remi.

VIP corridor—nothing. Just the flickering neon buzz of a busted overhead light.

Bar—no sign. The usual late-night hum of low conversation and clinking glasses, but no green eyes watching from the dark.

Where the hell did you go?

A tremor worked its way up her spine, small but steady.

It wasn’t just that he’d left. It was how he left.

His eyes—still burned into the backs of her eyelids—had been wide and glassy, bloodshot in a way that wasn’t from a high. There had been a sheen of sweat above his brow, the kind that didn’t come from dancing or drinks. His voice had trembled. Not out of anger. Not even pain.

Fear.

She turned a corner too fast and nearly collided with a wall of warmth and muscle.

“Shit—babygirl.”

Rexar’s voice, low and grounding, caught her mid-stumble. His hands gripped her elbows, steadying her.

She blinked up at him, chest still heaving. His scent—smoke and maple and something sharper tonight—wrapped around her like a net.

“You okay?” he asked, brow furrowing. “You look like you just sprinted through a fire.”

She didn’t answer right away.

Because for a second, all she could see was his face—Rexar’s—from a week ago.

His birthday.

Gods, he’d looked good that night. Healthier than she’d seen him in months.

She remembered tracing the cut of his jaw with her fingers in the booth after her set, murmuring into his neck, “You’ve been taking care of yourself.”

He’d chuckled, holding her closer.

“Only because you’d skin me if I didn’t.”

He’d looked strong. Present. Grounded. The man she fell in love with wrapped in candlelight and neon haze. She and Remi had even joked about it—how Rexar actually looked like he slept, like the flames weren’t chewing at the edges of him anymore.

But tonight... It had been Remi that hadn’t looked like someone steady. He’d looked like someone unraveling.

“Remi was here,” she spoke finally, eyes searching Rexar’s. “Just—just before my set. But something was wrong. He looked... off.”

Rexar’s brows lifted slightly. “High?”

She shook her head. “No. Or maybe. But not like usual. He was scared, Rex. He said Meeko’s missing. And you know that’s not normal for them. She never just disappears on him.”

Rexar’s hands slid down her arms, grounding her. “You think something happened?”

She nodded, slowly. “I don’t know. But I know how he looked. And I know how she is. She wouldn’t leave without saying something unless...”

Unless something was wrong. Rexar’s jaw tightened, his eyes scanning her face with that quiet, calculated intensity he always reserved for when he was trying not to overreact. His hands remained steady on her arms, his voice a low murmur.

“Okay. Let’s not panic yet.”

Kriia opened her mouth, but he held up a hand gently. “You still have another hour until you’re off, right?”

She hesitated, then nodded.

“Alright,” he nodded once. “Try to text him. Call him. If he hasn’t replied by the time your shift ends, we’ll go looking. All night, if we have to. We’ll find him.”

His certainty was an anchor in the rising storm inside her.

She exhaled, slow and shaky, nodding again, already reaching for the phone tucked in the waistband of her outfit—

Pain shot like lightning through her shoulder.

“Shit—” she hissed, stumbling a half-step back as her fingers recoiled.

Rexar caught her again, eyes narrowing. “What the hell was that?”

“My shoulder,” she muttered through clenched teeth. “I fell. On stage. During the end of the set.”

Concern flickered across his features. He stepped back just enough to look, gently nudging the strap of her top to the side.

“Yeah, it’s already starting to swell,” he muttered. “You should get Chandra to pull you early.”

“I can’t think about that right now,” she muttered, jaw tight. “Not until I know he’s okay.”

Rexar sighed, then reached down and carefully pulled her phone from her waistband himself, mindful not to jostle her shoulder again.

“Fine,” he breathed, handing it to her gently. “But you’re getting that wrapped when we’re done here.”

Kriia offered him a look that landed somewhere between a wince and a grateful smile, then turned her focus to the glowing screen in her hands.

She called Remi. Once. No answer.

Again. Still nothing.

Her thumb hovered over the message field for a moment, her teeth gritted. Then she started typing—sharp, fast, more emotion than tact.


“You better have a damn good reason for leaving like that. If something’s wrong, you don’t just drop it on me mid-show and vanish. Call me. Now.”



She hit send. The screen went still. No typing bubble. No read receipt.

Healing wasn’t a straight line—it was a blood trail through a forest, and she was still finding her way back.

Rexar didn’t say anything. Just stayed close. Warm. Steady. Ready to tear the city apart beside her if it came to that.

And gods, if Remi didn’t answer soon—

She might actually let him.
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The city blurred past the windows, bathed in the dim orange of frostbitten streetlights. Snow fell in slow, heavy sheets, slush slapping wetly beneath the tires of the black Hummer as it growled down slick asphalt. The windshield wipers scraped rhythmically across glass—skrrt, skrrt, skrrt—the only sound in the weighted silence between them.

Rexar’s hands clenched the wheel tight enough for the leather to groan. His jaw ached from how long he’d been grinding his teeth, but he didn’t stop. Couldn’t. The cold bit into the cabin, sneaking in through the vents despite the heat cranked high.

Kriia sat curled against the door, forehead nearly pressed to the glass. She hadn’t spoken since they left the lounge. Her phone rested useless in her lap, the screen dark. Wrapped around her shoulder was the brace he’d helped her secure, the ice pack slowly melting against swollen skin.

She hadn’t even flinched when he touched her. That scared him more than anything.

“He’s done this before,” Rexar spoke finally, voice low and even, his eyes never leaving the road. “Remi disappears. But he always turns up.”

The moment the words left his mouth, he knew they were the wrong ones.

Kriia turned her head slowly, eyes sharp, lips pressed into a thin line of rage and disbelief. “Yeah? And one of these days, he won’t. But sure—keep pretending everything’s fine.”

The weight of her words hit harder than they should have. But he took it. Didn’t snap back. Didn’t flinch.

He just kept driving.

Because she wasn’t wrong.

Because everything in him screamed that something wasn’t fine at all.

They were quiet for long stretches, Kriia staring out at the blur of lights.

The Hummer rumbled beneath them like a living thing, carrying them through the city’s half-dead heart. Steam curled up from the gutters, mixing with the snowfall in hazy spirals, painting the world in grayscale blurs. Storefronts shuttered, neon signs flickered in half-hearted protest.

Kriia turned her face back to the window, one hand clenched in her lap. The other rested uselessly on the console, fingers slack and cold.

Without a word, Rexar reached across the gearshift and took it.

His palm swallowed hers easily. Warm, calloused fingers wrapped around hers with careful pressure, steady and quiet. She didn’t look at him. Didn’t move.

But she didn’t pull away.

That made it worse.

He could feel the tight tremble in her fingers. The way she was holding herself together with sheer force of will. He knew that feeling too well. He’d lived inside that pressure, wrapped it around himself like armor.

You don’t get to fall apart.

You have to be the calm one. The one who never shatters, even when the cracks spread deep and loud beneath the surface.

He’d felt it starting to slip again lately—ever since the Culling before Vee vanished. The fire hadn’t died like it normally did after a soul. It clung to his bones. Rattled beneath his ribs. Made his thoughts volatile and his skin itch with something feral.

But he’d forced it down. Again. Just like he’d done every other time over the past year and a half. Just like always.

Because she needed calm. Not fire.

So he didn’t speak. Didn’t offer comfort she hadn’t asked for. Just held her hand like he could absorb the weight of her fear through skin and bone alone.

Kriia’s breath hitched. Barely. But he felt it.

Her voice was so soft he almost missed it. “He said something was wrong. The last thing he told me... it didn’t feel like he was asking for help. It felt like goodbye.”

Rexar’s grip tightened around her hand.

Not too much.

Just enough to say I heard you.

The Hummer kept rolling through the snow-slick city, headlights carving through the night like twin blades. He didn’t know where they were heading next—Remi’s other haunts, maybe. Old hangouts. Desperate reaches.

But it didn’t matter.

He’d search the whole damn city if he had to.

Because Kriia was scared.

And for once, Rexar Fang wasn’t sure he could promise her that everything would be okay.

* * *
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REMI’S APARTMENT COMPLEX looked worse under snow light.

Cheap brick walls lined with salt stains and graffiti half-scrubbed away, windows sagging in warped frames. The porch light over his unit flickered like a dying thought, sputtering yellow in uneven gasps. Cigarette butts littered the stoop, scattered like breadcrumbs to nowhere.

Rexar pulled the Hummer into the narrow lot beside the building, the tires crunching over a patch of black ice. The empty space where Remi’s massive lifted truck should’ve been yawned wide beside him.

It wasn’t there.

Before he knew it, Kriia was already out of the car. She stood on the curb, wrapped in her coat, eyes locked on the darkened window above. Wind caught her hair and pulled it sideways like smoke.

Rexar threw the gearshift into park, slid out, and walked up beside her in silence. The cold bit through his sleeves and turned the tips of his fingers numb.

He watched her shoulders stiffen.

“He always leaves one light on,” she whispered, so quiet the snow nearly swallowed it. “Even when he’s out.”

He stepped to the door, tried the handle—locked.

Pressing his forehead to the wood, he let his breath fog against it.

No movement. No sound.

Just the hollow beat of his pulse echoing through the thin, pressed-wood silence.

The muscle in his jaw twitched. “We’ll check around.”

Kriia didn’t argue. She turned, boots crunching on the salt-dusted concrete as they made their way toward the back entrance—down the alley past the trash bins, through the rusted gate that never fully closed.

She reached the tiny back step first. A concrete stoop. A decorative cow sat to the right of the door, ceramic chipped along its ears. She crouched, flipped it.

The spare key was right where she knew it would be.

Rexar held the door open, letting her pass through first.

The apartment was too still.

Too cold.

The air tasted flat, like dust and dishwater. No music playing. No heat rumbling. Just the slow drip of the kitchen sink, landing with perfect rhythm into a metal bowl someone had lazily left behind.

Kriia walked in like she didn’t trust the floor to hold her.

She paused in the kitchen.

Stopped.

He saw it before she spoke—the coffee mug, half-full and gone cold. A spoon beside it, and an open pack of cigarettes that hadn’t been touched. The charger was still plugged into the wall and left behind.

She turned to him.

“He never leaves without his charger,” she mumbled, voice barely there, already unraveling.

Rexar didn’t move.

Didn’t breathe.

Just stood still in the doorway, watching her as something twisted tight behind his ribs.

He didn’t know if it was the pressure, or the quiet, or the way her voice sounded like it was already mourning—but something burned white-hot inside him.

His hands curled into fists at his sides.

He took a breath. Shallow. Controlled.

Then nodded once, sharp and certain. “We’ll find him.”

Strength wasn’t holding her tighter—it was knowing when to just be there and let her fall apart.

And before she could see the way his throat clenched—how close it was to cracking—he turned away and headed for Remi’s bedroom.

Just to make sure he really wasn’t there.

But he wasn’t. Because of course he wasn’t. 

He didn’t even remember going back into the kitchen.

The silence clung to the walls like mildew.

Rexar watched her fingers hover over the cluttered counter top—coffee mug, charger, pack of half-smashed cigarettes. Her hands trembled. Just slightly. Just enough.

And gods, he wanted to go to her.

To pull her in. To press her against his chest and promise her the world hadn’t shifted underneath them again. That they weren’t about to lose something else.

But he didn’t.

He couldn’t.

He loved her more than oxygen—more than blood, more than flame, more than the truth. And this time, she needed something steadier than him unraveling.

He wasn’t made for softness. But gods, he’d learn how to be soft for her.

Last time, he’d let it show. The panic. The hurt. The fault lines running through his chest like old cracks in scorched earth.

Not again.

He was the shield now. He had to be.

Because if he broke first, who would hold her together?

She turned toward him, eyes too wide, voice too thin.

“He was scared, Rex.” Her throat bobbed. “He said something wasn’t right.”

The panic in her voice threaded through him like wire.

He wanted to say it—So am I.

Neither am I.

But instead, he lied.

“He’ll come back,” he mumbled softly. “They both will.”

It sounded too sure. Too calm.

But maybe if he said it with enough weight, it would hold.

He stepped forward then, slow and measured, until he was just close enough to see the reflection of fear in her eyes.

She nodded, but it was the kind of nod people gave right before the floor gave out.

He didn’t touch her. Just stood there, fists still clenched at his sides, jaw tight enough to ache.

Inside, the fire was rising.

I’m tired, he thought.

Tired of pretending it’s controlled. Tired of pretending the Cullings haven’t carved me open and filled me with soot. Tired of watching everything I love slip through smoke.

But he said none of that.

Because she didn’t need a storm.

She needed something solid.

A breath shuddered through her, breaking the moment. She turned away, pacing toward the hallway like movement might hold her together.

Rexar stood still in the wreckage of Remi’s absence.

Silent.

Burning.

* * *
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OUTSIDE, THE AIR BIT colder than before—brisk, sharp, settling in his lungs like the aftertaste of a scream swallowed too long.

They sat on the hood of his Hummer, the metal creaking softly beneath their weight. Across the street, a liquor store sign blinked a tired red, buzzing like a dying insect. The glow hit Kriia’s face in stutters, bleeding through her lashes as she stared down at her phone like it might start relinquishing answers.
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