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About the Book


THE DAWN OF THE CURSED QUEEN


WHERE THERE ARE GODS, THERE ARE ALSO MONSTERS . . .


Ask her what she ripped from the very heavens.


And then ask her if she cares.


Betrayed and bloodied, The Hand has failed. After a desperate battle, Nismera, the Goddess of War, now rules the realms as the last remnants of Samkiel’s power spill across the sky.


Desperate to keep Samkiel safe after almost losing him, Dianna is willing to give up everything to protect him, even if that means sacrificing their relationship itself. But that’s not a risk Samkiel is willing to take, even as the stakes grow ever higher.


The one true king is poised to return, but when the dust settles, who will truly rule?
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Previously on—


No, I’m kidding. Logan showed me this show one time where they do funny recaps, and yeah . . . anyway.


You know those times when you’re relaxing after a long day? You put your feet up, thinking life can’t get any better? No? Yeah, well, me either. I thought I’d experienced the worst thing that could happen the day Rashearim fell. The world I knew crumbled, and my family was torn apart. I thought, it can’t get worse, right? Xavier would have slapped me if I’d said that aloud, but man, did I think it.


Samkiel, our king and loyal . . . You know what? I can’t even say loyal because that bastard left us for . . . I’m getting ahead of myself. Anyway. You think you know a guy, right? We’d partied together, fought side by side, and even fucked in the same room. Don’t make that face. It is necessary to blow off some steam after battle, and we had fought together in several fucking wars. When you get so desperate for a release that you no longer care your friend is across the tent, then we’ll talk.


Anyway, we’d spent hundreds of years with Samkiel before Rashearim fell. After that, he changed, but I’d be a liar if I said it hadn’t started long before. It had all begun with the change in Unir. Honestly, I should have paid closer attention. To everyone.


Samkiel deserted us after the destruction of Rashearim. He left us instructions on maintaining the rest of the worlds and then disappeared for centuries. Then the fucker shows back up with a super hot—and I mean quite literally will-burn-your-face-off—girlfriend.


Everything changed with Dianna, and I mean everything. She didn’t just scorch a path of destruction across the world to avenge her fallen sister, but she burned so damn bright she revealed secrets buried within our family and ourselves.


Xavier, Imogen, and I were stationed on the remains of Rashearim, completely unaware that Samkiel had not only come back but was working with our archnemesis, the Ig’Morruthen—see hot girlfriend above. Apparently, they were searching for a relic. But all of it went to shit, and Dianna lost the one person she loved. Then, she tried to kill us all in her devastation and grief. It was no joke. I quite literally held my own guts in my hands.


Samkiel, always the hero, was able to break through that crazy shell of hers. He even remade his home and hid her, keeping her safe from the council. Those shady bitches wanted her head. Sure, maybe I was sleeping with one of them as a distraction from what I was feeling for my best friend, but everyone has problems, right? Anyway, let me get back on topic.


Dianna, as fierce and loving as she is—don’t tell her I said that—was not the worst thing in the world, not by a lot. Apparently, her maker, Kabitch—sorry, my pen slipped—Kaden had a plan far grander than any of us suspected, and none of us knew it wasn’t him at the helm.


I thought I knew pain. The day Xavier told me he was dating someone made me want to claw my eyes out, but when I found out how horribly we had all been betrayed, it was devastating. Faced with the reality that Vincent, a man I considered my damn blood, had been working with Kaden, sent my world spinning again. He lied, manipulated, and turned my family into perfect, uncaring, unfeeling soldiers.


Once more, I thought that was the worst that could happen until Kaden dangled Xavier as bait to lure me in. I offered to come willingly, to give up not just my physical freedom but the freedom of my mind. I would join them as long as we could stay together, but Kaden had other plans. We were all dumb enough to believe we knew all the secrets the gods harbored. But none of us were prepared to face the all-powerful children Unir had hidden away. Locked away for ages, they were finally free and intent on blood and revenge.


Yeah, you heard me right. Papa Unir was not just getting hot and sweaty and making one kid. No, no, he had three. Three hell-bent children set on making Samkiel and all of us pay dearly for his crimes.


Although, technically, the jury is still out on how they were created. I don’t remember Unir sneaking around the palace with different partners like Samkiel. I knew of his amata Zaysn. She was cool and a complete badass who could make Unir cry with a look. I doubt she’d let any affairs fester, but I am getting off topic again. Why do people entrust me with these things?


I know, I know, you’re all really concerned about me. I get it. And, well, I guess you’ll have to wait and see what happens with me. But I can say that everything is different now. Completely different.


I assumed we would always come out on top. It was arrogant of me, yes. We fought for what was good and just in the world. Despite that, we all failed fucking miserably. Not only did we lose, but we lost our home again. I still have nightmares of watching the remains of Rashearim burn, of seeing Samkiel beaten and bound on the floor. Now, his power spills across the sky, the last remnants of him. Nismera reigns over the realms, and we are all trapped beneath her rule now. I thought we had experienced the worst, but I was wrong. So fucking wrong.


I know Dianna is still out there. I know she will want retribution for Samkiel’s death, and a part of me hopes she burns this whole fucking thing to the ground. If I must die a fiery death at her hands . . . I just hope I go with my Xavi.
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ONE


CAMILLA
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I beat at Vincent’s shoulder, fighting against his grip as he dragged me through that damned portal. It sealed behind us, the sound slicing through the air. Vincent released me with a shove, and I stumbled before finding my footing. I brushed my hair out of my face and shot him a glare before looking around. We hadn’t arrived in another darkened dungeon or cave but a city of light. I squinted, my eyes struggling to adjust to the sunlight piercing through the clouds.


People continued on their way, talking and laughing, utterly unfazed by the soldiers that had suddenly appeared. A city of tall buildings constructed of various pale stones was spread out before us. Overhangs, balconies, banisters, and roofs were littered with hanging florals, adding cheerful pops of color. Clean, bright cobblestone streets wove through the city, all seeming to lead to a large, open center. Small flying creatures with double sets of wings flew across the hazy pink sky, calling to each other. It looked peaceful and happy, an entire city living in harmony. For a moment, I could believe this was paradise. But then the thickly armored general appeared at my side, and I remembered this was not paradise, not in the least.


“Take her to the palace. Nismera will need us all there for the convergence.”


My head snapped toward Vincent and the tall, winged, feathercovered general near him. The general sneered at me before taking flight, and the rest of us walked forward, following Vincent.


The walk, or more so drag, felt as if it took forever. I tried to remember every alleyway, dip in the road, and building because I planned to find a way to get out. I would find a place to hide and leave this damned city as soon as I could. My throat bobbed as I wondered where I would go. I knew nothing of this realm or this world, and I had no friends or allies.


My feet skittered on the ground as the glistening cobblestones changed to a smooth, sleek surface. My head reeled as a large, breathtaking stronghold appeared before us. The palace gleamed nearly white in the sun, a pearl amongst bright gems. I had to tip my head all the way back to see the top. Spires, partly obscured by clouds, pierced the sky. Every winding line, curve, and window whispered wealth, but the whispers turned to screams of horror when you knew what those prestigious doors harbored.


Vincent’s grip tightened on me, interrupting my gawking. My head swiveled toward him, but he wasn’t glaring at me for once. He was looking at the palace as I was, and his jaw hardened with apprehension. Even covered in armor, I saw his muscles flinch. He glanced at me and realized he had revealed more of his thoughts than he intended. His eyes went blank again, and he shook his head before pushing me forward.


“Move.” Vincent’s voice was gruff and filled with anger, as if I were the one that made us stop. The generals towering over us may buy his act, but I saw the crack in the armor he hid behind so well.


Vincent was afraid.









TWO


VINCENT. ONE WEEK LATER
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I scooted across the long rumpled bed, picking up my pants and stepping into them as the water from the bathroom shut off.


Steam cooled and spread in tendrils, attempting to escape the beast it had just cleaned. My eyes roamed, looking for a distraction and catching on the intricate shell sitting on the carved dresser.


My head tilted. “You kept this?”


“Yes, it’s yours or what’s left of the first piece of armor I gave you. I told you I have missed you, pet,” Nismera purred from behind me, the floral scent of bommsberries coating her skin. It was another attempt to hide the lethal creature beneath. She may not have had horns, scales, or fangs, but a beast made of light was still a beast.


I watched from the corner of my eye as she ran her hand through the ends of her silver hair, separating the pieces that had curled around one another.


Pet. Always a pet. I wondered if that was truly how she saw me, but I knew the answer. Missed me was a loose term. Nismera never loved like others, never cared like others. She used what she had, and when she could no longer use it, she eradicated it.


I turned as she walked across her room, my eyes following her naked, lean-muscled form as she grabbed her garbs off the large, clawfoot chair. I watched without a hint of lust or longing, not craving her as I once had eons ago. What I’d done in this room with her had been out of survival, duty, and perhaps a belief that I deserved it. Maybe I did deserve her after the way I had betrayed my family. I swallowed the bile rising in my throat, refusing to reveal the disgust I felt for myself.


“What of me now?”


She spun, zipping up the side of her shirt. “You will assume your position as if you never left. The High Guard of the legion, Hectur, will be demoted. He was merely keeping your spot occupied while you dismantled Samkiel and The Hand, anyway.”


The Hand. The way she said it made it sound like a curse. Guilt ate at my gut, causing it to roll, and I swallowed my apprehension. “It will cause an uproar, I am sure.”


Nismera smiled as she jumped and wiggled, sliding into the sleek dark pants before buttoning them and sitting on the bed. She slipped on steel-heeled boots and met my eyes. “There will be none. Anyone who disagrees will be strung up like a new flag outside the stone walls that border this city. They will fly high as a warning to anyone who dares challenge me.”


I nodded, knowing she meant every word. The scent of decaying flesh lingered in the air. I had smelled it the second the portal closed.


She was on her feet and beside me in a flash. A single finger ran under my chin, turning my gaze back toward hers. She wore that famed three-skulled cape around her shoulders, the hollow eyes mocking me even here.


“Worry not, pet. You were Samkiel’s second for so long. Maybe you forgot your place is and will always be by me.”


I shook my head. “I never forgot.”


“Good.” Her finger curled beneath my chin, and even though it was but a small, simple digit, I could feel the power beneath her touch. I knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that with one flick, she had the strength to fling my head off my shoulders and toss it across the room as if it were nothing, as if I were nothing. I knew I was nothing to her.


“I also have your room prepared. You are in the east wing, top floor.”


I swallowed, trying to hide my satisfaction. The east wing was far from her large rooms here on the west. Excitement thrilled through me that I’d at least have my own place.


“You will accompany the witch to and from her station.”


My excitement died.


“Pardon me, my liege?” I asked, trying to mask the bitterness I felt.


Nismera clamped the large, circular pin that held her half-cloak to her shoulder, her legless beasts engraved into the metal. “Which part was hard for you to understand?”


“The witch.”


“Camilla is a magnificent power source, my only one since Santiago proved useless. I need her to repair an ancient artifact of mine, but I do not trust her. You, I trust. You will accompany her to and from unless I need you, then I will ask the other guards. Your room shall be across from hers. I need to make sure she follows my rules. Too much freedom given to any beast, and they assume they can roam freely.” Her smile was as cold and empty as any abyss.


“Yes, my liege.” I forced a smile to match, even though I loathed this plan of hers.


Her hand dropped as she smiled at me. “Now go mingle with the other generals below. I need you to be cordial with your legion. I have other things I need to address.”


I simply nodded, and she left the room.
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MY BOOTS ECHOED OFF THE CREAM AND GOLD STONE FLOORING, TINY specks dancing beneath my feet as I walked. It was a sign of royalty, something this whole city reeked of. Nismera was king of all twelve realms now and wanted to make sure everyone knew it. As I walked out of her chamber and toward the lower foyer, I was met with bowing and downcast eyes. The wardrobe assigned to me had too many tassels and chains, and I did not care for any of it. Nismera loved power displays. She always had. Power was all that mattered to her. Every piece of furniture and glass column was hand-crafted and placed how she liked it. All of it was as gaudy and wild as she was.


Laughter and hollering sped down the long, wide corridor, reminding me of the family I had condemned. I moved toward it, my chest clenching.


I pushed the large, thick, chiseled doors open, the music and laughter dying. All eyes shifted my way. The hall was almost as large as the main entranceway, with long wooden tables hugging the walls. There were chairs hidden in almost every corner and a staircase lined with jewel-encrusted tapestries.


A long table held a feast. Battered and dirty generals sat in various spots. Some watched me with food hanging out of their mouths, others with cups held to their lips, forgetting to swallow. They stared at me with two sets of eyes, others with four or more. Some had tentacles where arms and legs should be, and others with wings, large and thick, jutting from their backs. I didn’t see any of Grimlock’s reptilian horde, but I assumed they wanted answers on why their general went with Nismera and Isaiah and did not return.


A throat cleared as a burly troll, cloaked in furs and leathers, stood and raised a glass the size of my head. “Welcome, our High Guard of the legion, Vincent.”


My lip curled at the loud, boisterous display, my ears ringing as everyone cheered. The troll who shouted moved from the back of the room, making his way to me before clasping a hand on my shoulder and shoving the massive drink into my hands.


“Come, sit with us.”


“Who are you?” I asked, brushing his hand off.


“My name is Tedar, Commander of the Eighth Legion.”


Maybe it wasn’t just generals in here.


He led me toward a large seating area in a dim corner of the room. I went because I had nowhere else to go. The chair he plopped into fit him, but its match almost swallowed me whole. The liquid in my glass sloshed to the side, spilling some on my hand. I leaned forward and placed it on the center of the table before wiping my hand on my pants and leaning back. Laughter and chatter filled the room once more as Tedar leaned toward me.


“You’re a legend now, you know that? Every whisper among realms speaks of what you did, and now you are High Guard?” He whistled between thick teeth. “You’re above every commander and general now. They’ll hate it.”


“You don’t.”


“Gods, no. There are only six High Guards now, including her brothers, so less responsibility for me. You and your legion will always go first into battle now.”


My brows lifted. “Battle? I don’t think so. I think we will just follow orders.”


“Say what you want, but the sky bleeds silver now. The World Ender is dead, and The Hand of Rashearim now walks around blindly, listening to every demand like a whipped hound. There are, and will always be, those who jump at the bit when the largest power player exits the field, and guess who just did?”


I swallowed, trepidation burning in my throat. He was so callous, so joyful for what I did, and I felt grimier than sludge upon a boot. I reminded myself that I had no choice. He did not know my will was Nismera’s will. I shook my head as Tedar rambled on.


“. . . I have to say it’s such a relief. No one ever thought he’d die. That’s gotta feel amazing for you. You did it. You helped.”


My stomach rolled. I had avoided looking toward the sky since then, especially at night when his power seemed to mock me, begging for answers. My chest tightened, and the air suddenly became far too tight.


“I serve my king now, as she wishes. Nothing in the world has the power to rival Nismera now,” I repeated.


Tedar leaned forward, drawing attention to a large, chipped tusk as he smirked. “Not from what I heard.”


My brow ticked up, and I scanned the room, noting a few generals glaring our way, speaking in low tones amongst themselves. “And what did you hear?”


Tedar leaned closer as if to whisper. “Listen, everyone talks, and after they cleaned up the massacre in the East, everyone knows now.”


My face scrunched in confusion. I had heard nothing of this. “The East? What happened in the East?”


“The World Ender had a lover and not just a fling like in his past. They say she is a beast made of flame and hate, and she followed you lot back. His beast. The female Ig’Morruthen.”


Dianna. He meant Dianna.


I nodded and sat up a bit straighter as he rambled on, the sounds of this room fading into the background.


That power radiated from the doorway, the same as his father, and I didn’t need to turn to know Samkiel was leaning against the doorway of the foyer. I rubbed my wrist, shaking my head.


“Let it go.”


“Is that any way to speak to your future king?”


I heard the concern in his voice.


“Future. You still have to surpass your father.”


Heavy boots echoed as he entered, his battle armor encompassing him entirely, that damn sigil cape flowing behind him. It’s the same one his father wore every damn council meeting.


“Why do you let her—”


I cut him off, spinning to face him. “I don’t let her do anything.”


His eyes widened a fraction, and he watched me carefully as he said, “You can join Logan and me. My father wishes for me to have my own kingsguard even though that will not be the name you claim.”


A snide snort left my lips as the large curtains blew near the opened expanse of a window.


“I decline, future king.”


“Why will you not let me help you?”


I glanced toward the door as if I could see her watching me, waiting.


“Vincent.”


His voice snapped me out of the trance I had fallen into.


“Why do you always wish to help so many?” I asked. “What’s in it for you? You are destined to rule this realm and everyone in between. You don’t have to pretend to be benevolent. They will lick the dirt from your boots, regardless.”


Samkiel shrugged, lifting a single shoulder, his hair curling around the shoulder of his armor. “I just want a better realm, a better world. This one is kind of shit, and I am over egotistical gods.”


“Respectfully, I feel like yours is a mirror.”


His lips quirked. “Mine is bearable.”


I believed him. I believed he wanted something more, something better, even if the world he saw was only a fantastical dream spun by oracles.


“Even if I participated and won, she would never let me leave. Her claws are too deep, my prince.”


His eyes shifted, the silver glow similar to Unir’s and Nismera’s. “You let me worry about her. Just come, try, and meet the others. There is no harm in that.”


Harm. He didn’t get it. No one did, but against all reason, I nodded. He said nothing else before he left, and I stared at that empty expanse of a doorway. He said try, and try, I would.


The memory faded as the roaring and whooping came back, glasses slamming against each other and tables. The generals from across the cosmos, all vicious and vile, cheering and celebrating his death. All of them know her next move will be to liberate the realms. She had taken and converted the most cruel and deadly for her reign, and now, nothing would stop her. Nothing ever could, so what choice did I ever have?


Samkiel was a light. He promised peace and change, and I had helped snuff it out. A part of me hoped I burned in Iassulyn for eternity for it. Another part of me knew Dianna would hunt me, hunt us all like she did for her sister. I would be lying if I said I wouldn’t welcome it.









THREE


KADEN
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“We will never tell you anything,” he said, spitting at Nismera’s feet.


Her lip turned up as she shook it off her pointed, armored boot. “That’s fine.” Her smile was cold as she lifted a hand. Power erupted from her palm and scattered across the sky. Lightning, pure and blinding, ripped back as she created and controlled the sparks of energy, shooting them toward the floor. Runes lit with her silver power, and the floor beneath our feet spun. I jolted to the side. Beside me, Isaiah did not even falter, as if this was a normal occurrence to him. The floor opened in a massive spiraling vortex, saltwater reaching toward the ceiling with a hollow roar. The rows of chained armored men glared toward it as the room stopped shaking. Nismera walked behind them, one by one, and fear coated the air.


“I know you won’t talk, and I don’t need that from you. The Eye is, and has always been, about the same dribble. Why else would they send their little pawns? I know they hide from me, too.”


“The Eye does not hide,” an older, graying soldier spat from the end of the line. “We wait for the perfect opportunity—”


Nismera barked an ugly laugh. “An opportunity. Oh, Sir Molten. I’ve been dying to have my hands on you. You’ve been nothing but a pain in my side.”


“Your day is coming.” He straightened his back. No fear rolled from him – at least, none I could smell.


“When exactly? You lot have been trying to overthrow me for how long now? I’m a bit bored, honestly.” She leaned toward the soldier nearest to her, and he shook. “But I have a hungry beastie, and what better treat to feed it than traitors? I think fear quenches its appetite the most.”


Nismera shoved the soldier into the vortex, the man’s scream cut short by a loud crunch. Chaos erupted as the others saw what had befallen their companion, and most tried to shuffle to the side to escape. One by one, Nismera’s gold and black army kicked the remaining rebels in, and one by one, their screams were the last thing we heard before they disappeared below. The last soldier, older by far with a gray beard tied at the end, didn’t even so much as blink as she came to him.


“And will you beg, Sir Molten?” She dug her nails into his armored shoulders as the material cracked against it. He did not so much as falter.


His chin held high, the age lines creasing across his face as he sneered and glared at her in his last act of defiance. “I hope their prison remains locked for eons.”


Nismera’s hand whipped out faster than light, severing his head from his body. Blood coated her front and splattered her face. She blinked rapidly, chasing away the overwhelming anger that filled her expression.


Their prison? The question rattled around in my thoughts but died as the severed head rolled toward me over the stone floor. I lifted my boot, stopping its path. Unseeing eyes stared back at me, hair clipped close to the scalp with shaved markings on the side—markings of rebels.


“Four hundred and seventy-two rebels. Four hundred and seventy-two heads.” Nismera cleaned her hand. The room stayed deathly quiet as she stepped forward.


“Take Sir Molten’s head to Severn.” She nodded toward the large male armored guard to my left. “I want to send a message to any rebels who think now is the time to attack. We have far too much to do.”


Isaiah made a noise in his throat and shuffled. Armored boots echoed in the carved stone room as the guards did as she commanded and left. Nismera kicked his remaining corpse to the beast in the water below before sealing the floor.


Isaiah whistled low. “You seem uptight, Mera. It’s been weeks. Shouldn’t you be the least bit happy? Big brother’s home and all the realms now belong to you.”


A warm smile spread across her face as she glanced behind us, making sure every guard had left as if she didn’t want them to see she did have emotions. She glared at me, her temper barely leashed. “I am happy, but The Eye seems to think now, above all else, is the time to attack.”


“Attack is overstating it,” I said, nodding toward the closed floor behind her. “An attack would imply they have a chance.”


She merely shrugged before stalking past us both, heading for the main entrance of her ostentatious, shimmering white fortress. Onuna changed my perspective on architecture. I had forgotten how massive most palaces were, and Mera loved the finer things above all. Drapes embroidered with the twisted, legless, mighty ryphors along the hem hung from the top of every entrance. The long tassels of her war banners danced across the pristine floor.


We turned and followed after Nismera. Isaiah wrapped his arm around my shoulder, squeezing once. “You’ve been so quiet since your return, brother. I thought you’d be far happier to see me.”


I swallowed the growing lump in my throat. I was happy to see him. Happy to be off of blasted Onuna, but another aching pit ate at my gut. One thing I could not, or had not, forgotten.


“You’re a monster,” she said, sneering at me and pulling at the restraints.


“I halted plans for you, searched for that damned book, hoping there was another way that I could keep you.” My hand slid across her jaw as she pulled away from me in disgust. “I love you.”


We strode down the gold and cream halls, the reflection of the ceiling splayed across the dark shiny floors, the stone unscuffed even with the guards shuffling about. Nismera climbed the massive stairwell, prattling on, but my mind wasn’t present and hadn’t been for weeks. I was thinking of her and how to bring her back, but I had a plan this time. Samkiel was dead. No one would be left in any of these realms for her, no one but me.


Guards pushed open the large doors, and the chattering inside the room died, the massive stone war room quieting. The Order surrounded the rectangular raised table, maps and scrolls scattered over the top, with small totem-shaped beings in between. Nismera’s guards followed inside, taking their place in the four corners as she headed toward the back of the room. The war drapes were yanked open with one flick of her hand.


Sunlight flooded the room, giving the impression of warmth and peace, when I knew damned well the goddess that controlled this realm could wipe us all away with a flick of her brow if she so deemed necessary. Unir and Samkiel were nothing but dust, and neither Isaiah nor I could match her power. No living being could.


“Good dawn.” Nismera tipped her head as a guard pulled out her seat for her. With a toss of her sash on her shoulder, she sat. Once she was seated, Isaiah and I took ours, one on her left, the other on her right, and the room soon followed.


“Good dawn,” the others repeated as she clapped her hands on the table.


“These are barely a fraction of the relics and scrolls we took from the remains of Rashearim,” Jiraiya said.


Jiraiya was the councilman who, like the others, tricked Samkiel into thinking they worked for him, but Nismera had ruled The Order since The Gods War. She had put her people in place, securing their seats one by one without being caught until only her sept held power. She was a master strategist who had taught me well.


Jiraiya shifted the records toward her, and she glanced them over. Sweat built at his brow, and I could smell fear on every being around the table. Smart of them.


“Why does he keep glancing at the blonde one?” Isaiah asked, nodding toward Jiraiya.


My eyes followed, and I watched. He did glance toward Imogen even as he spoke to Nismera.


I shrugged. “I believe they fucked when she had her mind.”


Isaiah made a noise of disgust.


Imogen was the only member of The Hand left here. Nismera had the others shipped off and sold to the highest bidder for battles or gods-knew-what. Imogen stood stiffly near one of the orc generals, staring straight ahead. Nivene was his name. Isaiah had said he was one of Nismera’s new favorites, but I couldn’t care less. Even with half the table between us, his scent confirmed he was just another brute who had worked and slain his way to the top.


Imogen stared off into space, her dull blue eyes not moving even when the council members raised their voices. She wore the same dragonbane armor as all of Nismera’s higher-ranking soldiers did. Her hands were clasped behind her back, her posture straight, and her long twisted braid draped over her shoulder.


I didn’t need to see Imogen’s fingers to know they were bare. Nismera had those silver rings melted down the second she had a chance. She hated the color and what it reminded us all of. Instead, she now bore two forsaken swords strapped to her back. I was surprised she had let her keep even that, but I knew my words had imprisoned her brain. She was no longer capable of independent thought or free will.


Nismera stood and moved around the table to lean over a scroll, the general at her side explaining what they had learned and brought back from Onuna.


“He’s so puny.” Isaiah sighed next to me. “It couldn’t have been pleasurable.”


I glanced at Isaiah. He studied Jiraiya with a predator’s intent before glancing at Imogen again.


“Why do you care?”


“Call it curiosity.” He shrugged.


I rolled my shoulders and leaned forward, clasping my hands on the tabletop. “Your curiosity will enrage Veruka.”


“Ah, so Mera told you about that.” Isaiah merely shrugged. “She’s just fun. Plus, the things she does when you pull her tail are very satisfying.”


My gaze bored daggers into him. “She’s one of the High Guards. I told you not to shit where you eat.”


“Says the one who turned and fucked Samkiel’s mate.”


My nostrils flared, which only garnered a grin from him. If I could punch him without pissing off Nismera, I would.


Elianna stood and glanced down the table at us before clearing her throat and opening the worn journal she had carried for ages. All eyes turned toward her, everyone listening intently.


“Speaking of blonde ones, where is your celestial?” Isaiah asked, not giving a shit what Elianna had to say.


“Cameron is in the low levels still.” I folded my arms as I leaned back, at least attempting to pay attention.


“The pit fights?” Isaiah asked.


I nodded. “He needs to work out his new powers, and he’s not fucking them out so that leaves fighting and feeding.”


Isaiah scoffed. “Thrash.”


We called it thrash because, at some stages, all you did was thrash from side to side as your body overheated. Those able to be turned to Ig’Morruthens experienced it. Dianna had. The first few weeks, I had her chained as I had Cameron when he arrived. The first blood rage was always the strongest as their bodies carved out their insides, making room for the new ones. Power surged through them, replacing what they once were. If they survived and didn’t turn into a beast, they were as we were. But the thrash could take weeks to resolve, sometimes months. The blood lust makes them damn near animalistic. They could level a village if left unattended. Uncontrollable urges were so strong they could rip their victims to ribbons. I had seen Dianna leave nothing but shards of tissue in her wake when she first changed, another reason among many for her bloodthirsty name.


“Nismera will want you to make more, you know?”


I glanced toward Isaiah. “It’s not that easy.”


“Good luck telling her that.”


“Cameron is the only other one I made like her in a thousand years. I’ve tried. I just end up with beasts.”


Isaiah nodded and opened his mouth to respond but was cut off before he could say anything.


“Something you two wish to share?” Nismera asked.


We turned toward her and shook our heads. Isaiah extended a hand and gestured, urging her to go on.


“Good,” Nismera said. “Then, if you two don’t mind, please pay attention.”


Her smile was anything but sweet or kind. It never was. Sometimes, I wondered exactly what Unir made her from. I always assumed a cold, dying star. That’s what she felt like, even with every soft word or mild joke. She was empty. The only emotion she displayed that was not manufactured for effect was rage, and it swirled ceaselessly behind her eyes.


Nismera folded her arms, turning back to Elianna. “Why has the incentive increased?”


Elianna pushed a map near Nismera and leaned over the table, pointing to a region past the stars. “It would appear, Your Highness, The Eye seems more determined since the slaughter in the East.”


All eyes turned toward me.


I held a hand up. “I haven’t been to the East.”


“No,” Nismera said calmly, the word dripping with hatred. “I have reports of an assault on some legion officials making their rounds in the far eastern tip of Tarr. I sent soldiers to see what they could find, and they did not return. But you know who was spotted? Eyewitnesses said a large, dark, scaled Ig’Morruthen flew across the sky before landing. She then proceeded to dismember my loyal soldiers and spread their remains across the field in a warning.”


I swallowed the lump in my throat, along with the hint of amusement and the tiny flame of pride at just what she could still accomplish.


Nismera clasped her hands, cocking her head toward Elianna. “What was spelled for me once more?”


Elianna looked as if she wished to be anywhere but here as she folded her hands. “Umm, come get me,” Elianna cleared her throat, looking around the room, “bitch.”


She looked at Nismera, afraid she was about to be reduced to ashes as if she called her that herself. No one spoke in the room, and all eyes were on me. However, I did catch Isaiah’s look of utter shock. No one spoke to Nismera that way or ever had and lived long.


“If that is true,” I said. “I can handle her.”


“Handle.” Nismera smiled, tapping her fingers against the table. No one moved or even breathed. “Samkiel’s mate still lives. Even if he does not, she will wage war in his name.” She paused, the line in her jaw clenching. “Do you know what happens to the psyche of an amata when the other is slain? No, you don’t, because you don’t have one.”


My fists clenched on my thighs, my foot tapping. It was a jab and a dirty one to throw at me. Yet I knew how Mera spoke in her chamber meetings. I knew she had to show she did not pick favorites, even if it was her own blood. To them and everyone else, I was merely a High Guard who disobeyed orders.


“One can go insane with grief to the point of not existing, or they can rage and burn worlds, and it seems she has chosen the latter.” Nismera prattled on. “This is why I wanted her dead the second he was, or better yet, dead long before. Do you see the problem, Kaden? Your wishes to keep her will likely result in an uprising.”


No other general or commander turned toward me, but I felt the room shift. The discomfort was apparent in the sound of shuffling feet and the clench of scaled hands. Those with tentacles wrapped them around their bodies protectively.


“You told me to mold her, make her over, and I did. Now, it is an issue. You wanted a killer. I created one.”


“They are calling her winged death. You know how names spread. They build, fuel, and feed into imaginations. I do not want The Eye thinking they have any leeway over me or my kingdom.”


“I have a plan for that.” My voice echoed into the silence, and every eye was on me.


“Care to enlighten the rest of us?” It was a member of The Order that made the challenge. I recognized him, but his name, like most of these people, I didn’t fucking care to remember.


“No.” I smiled widely at him, making sure the tips of my fangs showed. “That is information meant for only the highest ranking to hear. You and The Order do not make the cut, to say the least.”


The room filled with tension.


Nismera sighed and shook her head. “Our main concern is capturing Harwork Bay at the moment. The remaining threats will be dealt with by the higher-ranking officials, as my brother has so politely said.”


No one questioned Nismera. They never did because to do so was to risk their lives. The room turned back toward her and continued talks of siege and war.
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AS SOON AS EVERY COMMANDER, GENERAL, AND THE LAST MEMBER OF The Order filed out, Nismera turned to us. Her guards remained outside. She removed her cloak with one hand and hung it over her chair before striding toward an alcove. She returned, carrying two bottles and a few glasses, falling into a seat with a huff.


“I wish you would not argue against me in meetings, Kaden. They are not used to my voice being spoken over, and you’re not a flunky that I would need or would ever wish to correct.”


She poured the sparkling yellow liquid into her glass before sliding the other bottle and glasses toward Isaiah and me. Isaiah caught them and popped the top off the bottle with a single hand. The sweet, coppery smell of blood filled the air, and I dared not ask where she got this. Isaiah poured himself a glass before sliding it to me.


“My apologies, king.” The last word I enunciated with a smirk. “Why do you insist on that title?”


“Because it was one all aspired to have. Why change it now?” Nismera shrugged. “Besides, I love watching the lords curl their lips when they hear it. Since I have a pussy, they prefer queen, but we all know in our world the title of king holds more power.”


“That it does.” I snorted.


Nismera smiled behind her glass. “Also, you don’t have to call me that here. There are no soldiers or guards or fucking council members asking for help. I am not our father. I will not demand respect or for you to use my title every hour of the godsdamn day. Besides, I have missed you.”


Isaiah cleared his throat, and Nismera rolled her eyes.


“We,” she enunciated, “have missed you.”


“I technically missed you more,” Isaiah added, cutting a glance toward Nismera. “She’s been quite busy, and I’ve asked every day since that damn portal sealed when you were coming back. I even have the place marked where it closed because it was the last place I saw you.”


Something inside my chest flickered. It was as if a small light was switched on in a dark, dusty room. It was so strange to hear that someone missed me. Especially after how long I’d been gone and remembering those I surrounded myself with. The last form of affection I’d received had been years and years ago with Dianna. Emotions now felt weird, to say the least. They made me uncomfortable because they never felt real. All acts of caring or kindness could be yanked away, evaporating like mist on the wind. I was locked in Yejedin for so long that perhaps the part of me that believed in such things had died and rotted there.


“You sentimental fool.” I sneered at him, and Nismera laughed.


But I did picture it. Isaiah had grown a reputation of blood and gore long before the realms had ever closed, and Nismera had told me he had only gotten worse after I left. He used that damn power of his whenever he could, bending blood by pure will, honing it to perfection. Nismera told me how he didn’t even have to touch anyone anymore to make their blood boil or, worse, rupture. He was a beast in every form of the word, just as I, another reason we had been locked away so godsdamn long.


She said they called him Blood Scorn, and he liked it. Personally, I thought he liked it because it proved we were stronger now. We were no longer those scrawny teens with unkempt powers who so easily believed all of Unir’s lies. How innocent we were so long ago, yet it seemed like a flash of memory. We had grown up in the silver palaces, amongst the beauty and florals, but Yejedin, with its smoke and flame, shaped us.


So I didn’t blame him for latching on to that name or me. I had protected him then and promised to protect him always, so I laughed at the image that coursed through my brain of the large, muscled High Guard of Death covered in blood and armor waiting at the edge of a portal that never opened again. Sentimental fool, indeed.


“Call me whatever you wish. I’m just glad you’re back, and now you can have all the blood and pussy you want.”


I choked on my drink as Nismera sighed, placing her armored boots on the table. “Speaking of that, tell me your plan, Kaden. Why would I need another Ig’Morruthen when you so kindly brought me the blonde one?”


I glared at Isaiah, wiping the edge of my mouth before turning back toward Nismera. “Dianna’s power is unmatched. She would be a great asset.”


“To me,” she swirled her drink in the glass, “or you?”


I did not try to hide my feelings. It seemed that had only made everything in my life so much worse, so I only nodded. “I spoke to you daily. You knew my feelings, and they have not changed.”


“Ah yes, but hers definitely have. Now, I have rebels crawling around, believing they can’t be touched. Hope that she’s given them.”


I tapped my finger against my glass. Isaiah said nothing, watching us both. “Another reason she can be here, a prime example to take that hope away. Show that you can tame the most untamable. It would give you even more power. Who would ever even think of questioning you then?”


The corner of Nismera’s lip twisted. “And how do you expect her to stay here under our rule? We slaughtered her sister. We slaughtered her mate. Do you not think it’s time to give up on this useless dream?”


“I have a blade,” I said, and Isaiah sat up straighter. “It has runes engraved on the sides. Think the words of Ezalan, but more. I could erase all her memories and replace them. She would want only to serve you, I swear it. Dianna is a weapon I crafted, and a damn good one. She slaughtered Tobias and Alistair with ease. We need her.”


I need her, but I did not say that aloud.


Nismera glared at me. “I wanted her away from her mate. You failed that, and yet you think you can accomplish this?”


My skin crawled, unbridled power arcing beneath it in defense of her words. But this was Nismera. The only one who gave a shit about us, so I willed it down. I had not realized how the darkness in the room crept forward until I calmed down, and it receded.


I took a calming breath before saying, “Unir trapped them in the same realm, not me. I kept them apart for a thousand years.”


His name was ice in my veins, and the room grew heavy. Nismera simply went on, “And now his death has sent her on a course that will only get in the way of our liberation.”


“I did everything you said to make them hate each other. Everything. I ripped the false sister from her exactly as you wished. This is as much of your problem as it is mine.”


“Except I do not love her.”


That made my pulse quicken, and I knew they heard it. Nismera’s eyes narrowed into slits, but I could not lie to her or myself. Not anymore. I glanced at my glass, the red liquid darker than the blood on Onuna. “I cannot help the way I feel.”


“You know, I have skinned traitors and hung their flesh on poles to wave in the wind for less. Shall I do that to you, brother? I think our deal of you keeping her as a pet has ended after the display on the remains of Rashearim, don’t you? I am down a general and now a handful of soldiers. There must be repercussions.” A sly, slick smile formed on her face.


“Are you to make an example of me, then?”


She tapped her sharpened nails against the table. “No, but your beasts will be slaughtered in the great hall. I’ll hold an impromptu meeting, and while that occurs, you’ll sit in the dungeons for a moon’s turn.”


My gaze locked on hers. No hint of a smile or joke flowed from her lips, and her shoulders locked as if she meant every word.


“Don’t look at me like that. You must be made an example of, my brother or not. My soldier, my legion, will think I show mercy if I don’t exact even the smallest punishment for your betrayal. You understand, yes?”


My throat tightened, but I wouldn’t show her my fear. I learned eons ago how to mask it, hiding all my emotions. Above all, I couldn’t let Isaiah know. But to be locked beneath the palace, I didn’t know how far it was, how deep . . . how dark.


“Of course,” I said, hoping my voice did not crack or shake.


Nismera tipped her drink back once more before placing it on the table, the clink ringing through my head as my anxiety grew.


“It’s merely a week in the holding cell. You’ve succumbed to darkness far longer than that.”


It felt as if all the air had been sucked from the room, and my heart thudded. I had, and I hated every part of it. Most assumed I loved it as it was part of me, but it was the one thing I was truly afraid of. I had grown up with so much light, Unir and Zaysn the epitome of it. Then he shoved us into Yejedin, and the light went out, where only darkness, the scratch of nails along stone, and flames, hot smoldering flames, existed. How ironic was I? The boy who was so afraid of monsters in the dark that I became the very thing I feared.


“Of course,” I said again with a cold smile before raising my own glass to my lips. The blood did nothing to settle my stomach. A week. I could do a week . . . unless she forgot about me and left me there to rot like he had.


“I told her a week was enough.” Isaiah’s voice cut through my thoughts. “She assumed the others would push for a harsher sentence, like a month, but it seemed far too cruel for someone who killed the World Ender.”


Right. Isaiah wouldn’t forget. I had my brother. He was here. I blew out a breath, squaring my shoulders. “I said okay.” The words came out as cold and miserable as I felt.


“Don’t be upset,” Nismera said. “Isaiah was right, and I did miss you, and I need you for what’s coming. I want you to have somewhat of a normal existence now that you’re back with us, and if this allows it, so be it.”


Isaiah relaxed at her answer, and I caught his smile.


“Thanks.” It was small, but all I could manage to say. Maybe I had been away from them both too long, but even the beast beneath my skin refused to settle.


“Do you have it?” Nismera nodded as she poured another glass. “The blade?”


I forced the Ig’Morruthen beneath my skin to calm as I raised my hand. With a flick of power, the blade formed from the darkness, appearing on my palm. I held it at the hilt, the lightning flashing through the table, reflecting in the sharp steel curve.


“I made Azrael make it before his untimely demise. I had planned to use it after we killed Samkiel, but Dianna broke free, leaving with Samkiel’s body,” I said.


Nismera’s lips tightened. “I had soldiers return for Azrael. All that was left of the area was crumbled stone and singed walls. Even his book was gone. I assume she finished him off in her rage when she broke free.”


I nodded. I had assumed the same, given the order I forced upon him.


Nismera sighed, unimpressed with the outcome, but leaned forward to study the blade. “And this would work? Make her ours, as you say?”


“Yes.”


Her eyes cut to mine. “And that’s all you want with your return? Her? Not more power?”


“You say that as if you doubt me.”


Nismera didn’t even blink. “Call it old trauma, but yes. The Eye has grown restless, and no matter how many I kill or burn, no matter how many places I siege, they continue to grow. Betrayal has become the norm.”


“You have nothing to worry about from me. You know that. The throne is yours, Mera. I have no use for it. I never have. Grant me just this.”


Her silence was deafening as she watched me, and I knew she was weighing her options. I just hoped they leaned in my favor. The corner of her lips finally tipped up. “The mate of our fallen brother and another weapon in this ghastly rebellion. I suppose it would help. The rebels would lose what little hope they have if we claim someone who has so publicly fought back. Fine. Fetch your toy, then. You explain to the two remaining Kings of Yejedin why you brought their fallen executioner here.”


Isaiah chuckled and kicked his feet up. “Speaking of which? Where are those two?”


Nismera shrugged her shoulders, her eyes still on the blade. “Busy. I have them taking care of something.” And that was that. We continued to talk, but not of war or plans of siege, just a recollection of our time apart. Laughter filled the battle room until Nismera yawned and excused herself.


Isaiah whistled low through his teeth as he leaned back, his boots resting on the table. “I have to say I’ve never seen you this enamored with another.”


I said nothing as I reached into my pocket and took out the bloodstained coin. I flipped it between my fingers. A thousand years I had with Dianna, and that damned part of me that still hoped and cared wished I had more. I thought I would have forever.


“It wasn’t supposed to be like this,” I whispered to Isaiah. “They weren’t supposed to find one another.”


“How did they? Mera never really said. She just threw a table through a stone wall and squished a few guards to death when you told her. I didn’t press any further after that.”


My lips pressed into a thin line, and I met his eyes. “Truthfully, fate, probably. The plan was for Samkiel to come back after the weapon was made. Dianna would help me kill him before she ever felt the bond and knew what he was to her, but I was wrong. Maybe she was seeking that connection on some level. She killed Zekiel, which brought Samkiel back. They hated each other, and by the time I realized they had teamed up and were looking for that book, it was too late. They have been inseparable since.”


Isaiah glanced at the coin in my hand before meeting my eyes. “What’s it like? To love?”


I swallowed and clenched the coin in my hand. Isaiah always asked me for guidance as if I were the oldest and he was the youngest. We were all we had. We spent eons trapped in Yejedin, locked away by the one person who was supposed to love us no matter what. Love to us was deadly, powerful, and, above all, something we would rip to pieces to keep.


“Being around Dianna was the first time I truly felt anything besides anger or hate or bloodlust. For us?” My eyes held his. “Love is a terrible, cruel thing.”


Isaiah finished his glass in one long gulp before placing it on the table. “Very well then. How exactly will we find her?”


“I have an idea.”









FOUR


CAMERON. ONE WEEK LATER
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A fist made of sharpened bone hit the side of my head so hard I face-planted on the floor. I felt the blood leak from my gash before my skin tingled, and it healed.


Cheers rang out, a thousand voices screaming as the ghastly beast stomped around me. He tossed his massive arms in the air, all four pumping wildly, encouraging the crowd. The bands strapped around his biceps carried small bone fragments of his last victims.


“Puny celestial scum,” he snarled as he turned toward me.


I spat at his feet and pushed myself up, every muscle aching. The floor shook as he walked toward me. The screaming of the crowd grew tenfold, row after twisting row of armored beasts and beings from every walk of life. Some seemed to be on a break, puffing smoke from the cigars that hung from their mouths. Others slammed tankards of shimmering liquid against each other, toasting as they watched the fights. A few beings skulked around the edges, trying to blend in. Regardless of who they were, they were all here for the blood sport.


“Your precious World Ender’s remains float amongst the stars now.”


He kicked the side of my head hard enough that my vision blurred. Flashes of Rashearim burned behind my vision. Images of all of us sitting around laughing, Samkiel’s face the brightest.


“You all thought you could best us!” he roared.


Another kick had me spinning through the air, my back hitting the rusted, mangled fence surrounding the arena. I crashed to the floor, my ribs cracked, and my back screaming. I suppressed the healing of my wounds a little longer just to feel the pain.


“War songs were made for you and your ilk. Now look at you. Pathetic.”


His foot slammed into my back hard enough to crack the ground beneath me. Even that pain didn’t slow the memories of that damned council room. I again saw the symbols etched into the floor, and chains strong enough to hold the god I knew wouldn’t last much longer, and it was all because of me. One glance and I hated myself, hated as I turned away and followed after Xavier, the entire time knowing the consequences.


“No more protector for you.” Another kick to the face, the crowd growing hungry for more bloodshed.


He was right. There was no one, not anymore, not for me or them. This was Iassulyn.


I tried to push myself up again.


“I think when I am done with you, I will find the rest of your precious Hand brethren and finish them too.”


I coughed a laugh as he knelt and grabbed me by my hair, ripping my head back.


“Maybe I will start with the dark-haired one. What was his name? Xavier?”


I was on my feet in the next second. Gasps overtook cheers as I rammed the jagged talons that replaced my nails through his chin. Pure hate oozed from his eyes, followed by blistering pain. I hoisted him up, my hand driving a fraction deeper, spearing through the fleshy tissue of his tongue. He glared at me and gripped my wrist with two hands while the others flailed, trying to fight me off.


“I think you talk too much.” Fangs replaced my teeth, and I brought him closer. “Let me help you with that.”


His pulse quickened, and his heartbeat was erratic. Blinding hunger ripped through me. My fangs sank into the rough flesh of his neck, blood thick and heavy filling my throat as I fed. My nose and ribs snapped back into place, the lacerations, scrapes, and bumps tingling. I gorged, gulping greedily, the viscous liquid dripping down my chin as every wound disappeared. His heartbeat slowed, and his body jerked before the last beat fluttered to a stop, the resulting silence destroying another part of me. I leaned back and took a deep breath before tossing him to the ground. He landed with a thud, and I eyed him with disgust, swiping my hand across my face.


The silence lingered for a few stunned moments before the crowd burst into screams even louder than before. Cheers turned to whoops as a voice cracked through the room, but I didn’t stay to hear the announcement.


I stalked to the gate, and the guards stepped aside, not even trying to stop me. I grabbed my discarded shirt and tossed it over my head, not slowing down as I headed for the exit. The crowd bickered, yelled, and exchanged money as I ducked around them.


I felt him more than heard him. Spinning, I avoided his outstretched hand. A single curved horn protruded from his head, Nismera’s damned gold and black armor covering his body. A commander from some fucking legion. He had been eyeing the entire fight, watching his favorite soldier pummel me.


“You owe me a fucking soldier,” he snarled at me.


I snorted. “I don’t owe you shit.”


The crowd grew louder as two new opponents stripped out of their armor and stepped into the ring, the sound of fists against flesh punctuating the noise. Commander Hornhead, or whatever his name was, took another step forward, blocking my view.


“You give me a soldier, or I take you.”


His hand whipped out, attempting to grab me by the throat but stopping a fraction away. A massive hand concealed in dark armor wrapped around the commander’s wrist. The room shifted, the darkness growing and filling every corner. The crowd’s cheers and murmurs turned to whispers before going silent, and I knew why.


“What do you plan on taking?” Kaden’s voice was soft. Maybe it was my newly enhanced hearing that made it seem foreboding. “Tell me again.”


The slits of the commander’s eyes dilated as he realized who held him. Kaden towered over him by a foot and a half, his shadow of a brother looming on his left. Both men were massive and powerful, demanding the attention of anyone in their shared space. The room felt heavier now, thicker, as if the air had fled in fear.


I didn’t know why I hadn’t seen just how much they resembled Samkiel until now. They were all one and the same, containing too much power in a single form. One glance, a single motion, and even the strongest would tuck tail and run. The only difference was Kaden and Isaiah didn’t carry that flicker of light Samkiel had. They did not smile or ease others as he had. There was no happiness in them, no real joy. They were monsters that stripped away the last living ember of hope this realm or the next had, and I had been an instrument in that.


I hated myself.


Chaos erupted as every single being in here grabbed their armor or belongings and headed out of the arena. I didn’t know if it was because Kaden and Isaiah had shown up or the fact that Nismera was never too far away. Either way, no one wished to stay.


“My apologies, High Guard. I was simply seeking reimbursement.”


“Reimbursement?” Kaden laughed and looked at his brother. Isaiah’s smile was a thing of nightmares.


Kaden’s hand tightened on the commander’s wrist until he gritted his teeth and fell to his knees. Kaden didn’t let go until the commander screamed. The commander cradled his wrist with his free hand.


“I think you’ve been fully reimbursed, yes?”


The commander nodded, jumped to his feet, and fled. Kaden didn’t even spare him a glance as the fleeing commander pushed past the dwindling crowd.


“I think he may have pissed his pants,” Isaiah quipped, watching him leave before turning back to me.


“Well, well, well.” Kaden glanced at me the way a predator gazes at a nervous fawn. “The little hunter is all grown up and winning pit fights.”


“And beating berserkers.” Isaiah whistled, grabbing the collar of his armor. “I’m impressed.”


“While this is lovely, I’d rather not talk to either of you. Ever.” I spun on my heel and made it two steps before my body froze. Every muscle tensed, leaving me completely immobile. I couldn’t talk or move. The only things that still worked were my lungs and eyes. What the fuck?


Kaden and Isaiah stepped in front of me. Isaiah’s eyes glowed red and swirled with power. He’d done this to me. Oh gods.


“Release him,” Kaden said.


Isaiah smiled as I half fell forward, trying to adjust to having power over my body again.


“What the fuck?” I snapped.


“It’s not important right now, little hunter.” Kaden smiled. “What is important is that I need something from you.”


“Oh yeah? Go fuck yourself.”


My knees bent, hitting the floor. I growled and glared at Isaiah. “How the fuck are you doing that? Mind control?”


“Nope.” Isaiah smiled.


Kaden knelt near me as I clenched my fists at my side, fighting Isaiah’s control. “You might actually like this request, though. I need you to find Dianna.”


My head reared back. “What?”


“That’s right. We both know you were Samkiel’s favorite tracker, and now your power is magnified. I bet you’d find her quicker than an entire legion.”


I thinned my lips, trying not to laugh as realization hit me, but it didn’t work. It started as a snort before I chuckled, then morphed into full-on laughter.


“You want me to be your little bitch? Fuck you. You turned me, left me to deal with the insatiable hunger, and above all, you let your bitch sister take Xavi.”


Isaiah growled and stepped closer.


Kaden raised his hand. “Stop your whining. You’ve been fed, and Xavi is not yours to keep. If you wished that, maybe you should have acted sooner.”


“Xavi?” Isaiah asked, glancing at Kaden.


Kaden waved his hand as if he meant nothing. “The dual blade wielder. Nismera shaved his head and sold him.”


My heart lurched, remembering how they had to drag me out of the room when I learned what she was going to do. How Kaden chained me up for a week because the Ig’Morruthen beneath my skin rebelled so hard I killed two guards. Nismera had me beaten as if that were a worse punishment. No, the worst punishment was that I didn’t even get to say goodbye. By the time I had healed and regained consciousness, Xavier was gone, and no one would tell me where.


“Oh.” Isaiah snorted. “I know four men that look just like him. We’ll get him a replacement.”


Kaden made a mocking face. “You can’t. The little hunter is in love.”


Isaiah’s smile dropped, then his head tilted as he looked at me.


“Actually, I changed my mind,” I said, still bound to the ground. “Both of you can go fuck yourselves.”


“I’m not asking.” Kaden’s hand whipped out, grabbing me by the back of my neck. “You’re helping me find Dianna, little hunter. It isn’t a debate or question.”


“So let me get this right. You killed her sister, gutted her mate to actual death, and now you want to find her – to what? Make her love you again?” It was my turn to grin. “And you make quips about who I love.”


Isaiah sighed. “I told you it was a stupid idea.”


“Shut up,” Kaden snapped at him, and Isaiah only rolled his eyes.


“You are actually fucking insane, Kaden.” I shook my head. “I didn’t believe it, but you really think that finding her will help you? You know she hates you just like everyone else?”


Isaiah glared at me, his eyes flaring with power. My back bent, and I gritted my teeth in pain, feeling my blood boil and my body shudder. Isaiah finally released his hold on me, and I fell forward, my palms pressed to the floor as I struggled to catch my breath. They both stood as I stayed half-crouched, panting.


“I’m not asking for your opinion.”


“What are you going to do? Call your sister on me? You know, the one who locked you up for a week. How was that, by the way? I have to admit, that was the first time I’d felt joy in weeks when I heard what happened to you and those monsters you made. I guess it explains why you’re such a prick. Your own sister doesn’t care about you.”


His fist shot out, the punch landing against the side of my face. I fell to the floor, blood dripping from my cheek.


I licked my split lip and struggled to my feet, small tingles reaching my toes as I regained every ounce of movement back from Isaiah’s hold. “No, I’m not helping you. We both know you’re asking for death. After what you’ve done, what I . . .” I paused, my jaw clenching as it ached, the muscle layer beneath healing. “We’re all fucking dead, and you’re a fool to think otherwise.”


I expected him to hit me again, maybe a kick while I was down, but his eyes only bore into mine. “Do you want to find Xavier or not?”


My eyes narrowed on him, and he smiled, knowing he had me practically by the balls. I’d prefer to be kicked.


“That’s right.” He added. “You find her, and I’ll tell you where he is. You say no, and I can make sure you never find the outpost where she shipped Xavier. I know you’ve been looking, asking too many questions.”


My teeth worried my lip before I sighed. “You won’t have to worry about finding Dianna, trust me.” I pushed myself up on my feet. “After what you did, what you all did.”


“What you helped us with as I recall,” Isaiah snapped, defending his hellish brother.


“I’ll do it,” I said. “But take it from me. You won’t like what I find. Samkiel’s death will have broken her. We all saw what Gabby’s death did to her. Dianna will find us and make everyone pay. She’s probably slaughtering her way through realms as we speak.”









FIVE


DIANNA. TWO WEEKS LATER
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Plates clattered to the floor, every bit of breakfast I had laid out for us ruined. The table beneath me creaked as I bucked my hips against his mouth, a desperate moan escaping my lips with each swipe of his tongue. My back arched, his tongue running from my center to my clit. He sucked my clit into his mouth, and my skin burned, every nerve sparking. He alternated between sucking and swirling his tongue in that demanding way that made my toes curl, and my eyes fuse to the back of my head.


“Fuck,” I gasped. “You’re supposed to be eating breakfast.”


Another swipe of his tongue had my body bucking with helpless pleasure.


“I am,” he practically purred against my swollen, wet flesh.


I rested my cheek against the table and lifted my knee, giving him more access from where he knelt behind me. His big hands gripped my thighs, spreading me even further, intent on devouring me completely. His tongue slid over my pussy again, and I saw stars. I bit my lip hard, trying my damnedest to be quiet, but it was pointless. I answered every groan he made against my flesh with a low moan of pleasure and need, pushing back against his face just to feel it again. His tongue speared my core and pushed deep. It felt so good, too good. This was bliss, and I was going to die.


Samkiel knew my body better than I did, and he used that knowledge to edge me again and again. It was senseless agony, but he liked to hear me beg, hear me whine as I called his name over and over again.


We hadn’t had sex in six weeks, not since we arrived. The healers had been working to mend the still-healing wound in his abdomen. They had given him the go-ahead yesterday, and as soon as his eyes opened this morning, he had stalked across the bedroom, past our balcony door, and straight to me. He hadn’t even looked at the breakfast I’d made for him before slanting his lips over mine. He’d ripped my sleep pants away and bent me over the breakfast table, cutlery and food be damned.


“Ah, Sami. Right there. Right there,” I whimpered, my fingers clenching at the edges of the table in a desperate attempt to ground myself before I fell off the table. “Please.”


My hips bucked as I pressed harder against his face, the scruff on his cheeks another illicit sensation I practically craved now. The breeze flowed across the outer balcony, swirling and caressing my skin, goosebumps rising everywhere it touched. My back bent, and I knew the needy god between my legs was doing more than just devouring me.


“Come on my tongue, akrai,” Samkiel demanded, his hands gripping my hips tightly, holding me still for his assault.


That was all it took. With one more flick of his tongue, my back bowed, and I came. Wood splintered beneath my hands as my orgasm ripped through me like wildfire, intense and burning.


My body was still rippling with aftershocks when Samkiel stood and pulled me to my feet. My legs wobbled as he turned me and gripped the back of my thighs, lifting me against his body. The cool air teased at my sweat-slicked back before curving around my nipples to pluck at them teasingly. Samkiel walked me to the balcony wall and sat me on the ledge, the cold of the stone doing nothing to alleviate the heat between my legs.


He placed his fingers against the flat of his tongue, wetting them before lowering his hand to grip my pussy. “This is what I need. You. Just you. I want to bury my cock in you balls deep. Then I want to fuck you until you can’t walk. I want you to feel me for days, akrai.”


Samkiel pressed close, and I felt encompassed in him as he slipped his fingers into me. Pulling out, he ran my slickness along his swollen, thick cock. My breath caught watching him stroke himself, knowing he was covered in me. I lifted my leg as he watched me with pure, unadulterated lust and rested my ankle against his collarbone. His eyes blazed molten silver as he looked me over with possessive need. The sound rumbling in his chest nearly sent me over the edge once more.


“You want that too. Wicked, wicked girl.”


“Only for you.” I ran my tongue along my lower lip.


He stepped closer, angling his hips to lock his cock at my entrance. I whimpered and pressed closer, needing him inside me.


Samkiel slapped my thigh, the sting only adding to the aching heat at my core. “Greedy girl.”


I nodded feverishly as I watched him. He spread me with the thick crown of his cock, but he barely pressed in a few inches before pulling back. “I’ve missed how good you feel,” he groaned, and I watched between us, my body trembling at the sight. “You missed it too?”


“Yes,” I whimpered at the teasing, bracing one hand on the balcony behind me and the other on his biceps.


He pushed in a little deeper, then pulled out. His lips brushed mine, and he whispered, “Five hundred.” I growled at his teasing when he thrust in and pulled back out again. I gripped his hair, barely able to grasp the short strands, and pulled him close. He kissed me deeply, my toes curling as our tongues danced. I panted against his lips when he broke the kiss and said, “And four hours is too long to keep us separate.”


I moaned as he sank into me again, my body welcoming him with a flood of heat. “You counted,” I gasped out.


His lips slanted across mine before he nipped at my lower lip. He gripped the back of my head and met my eyes as he slammed his full length into me and hissed, “Yes.”


I cried out and shuddered at the shock of his entry. The angle with my ankle resting on his shoulder and my other leg barely reaching the floor, the thickness of him, and how he filled me so quickly, it was all almost too much.


“Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck.”


It was all I could think or say as he moved inside me. Every thrust sent waves of heat through my core and into my entire being. It never felt like this before. My powers had dampened so much, but now it was pure, blinding bliss.


My nails raked across the railing right as he started slamming into me. He pounded into me relentlessly, my moans turning to screams. He was no longer worried about hurting me as he had been when we first were together, and this time, he wasn’t holding back. A small part of my brain whispered that we should be taking this slower. He had been so wounded, so hurt, and we hadn’t fucked for weeks. We had teased, and he had more than once slipped his hand between my thighs or used his mouth on me, but we hadn’t done anything like this. Not until now.


I clenched tightly around him, drawing a string of curses out of him. Pleasure shot through me, and I clung to his arm, feeling that building ache as I chased my release. He gripped my waist, pulling me into his thrusts in a brutal rhythm. I could do nothing but hold on, every stroke carving another wave of pleasure from me. His need and his blistering hunger consumed me.


I felt my heart struggle to match his heartbeat, used to the sensation now. The sound of his rushing blood drew my eyes to the veins across his arms and hands. I licked my lips, and my fangs extended. My mouth gaped, a moan escaping me as he nipped at my throat. I caught my reflection in the window, seeing exactly what I feared. My eyes were burning red, and my fangs fully extended as he thrust into me. I snapped my mouth closed, willing that part of me back under control. I rested my head on his chest, hiding from the realization of my beast.


It felt like when I first turned and was out of control. At that time, I was nearly incapacitated by the overwhelming hunger to fuck and feed and rip. I held on to him harder, focusing on the feel of him, the sounds he made, and how I’d never hurt him like that. Never. Never. Never.


His hand gripped my hair, pulling my head toward him. Samkiel leaned in to kiss me, and I turned, exposing my throat. He didn’t even notice, taking it as a sign of what I wanted him to do. He nipped and sucked on my neck as he continued to slam into me.


“Talk to me,” I gasped. “Tell me filthy, dirty things.”


I didn’t want him to feel my fangs. There was no way I could feed on him, not now while he was still healing. I felt that hunger subside as I focused on how deep his cock drove into me.


“Fuck.” He groaned. “I’m trying to concentrate on not coming too fast.” He groaned once more, pulling my head back to look at me as he slowed, one deep thrust, then another. “That will push me over the edge.”


“Good.” I licked at his kiss-swollen lips. “Fall over the edge with me.”


He growled low in his throat and gripped the base of my neck, his lips fusing over mine.


“Treacherous.”


Thrust


“Filthy.”


Thrust


“Woman.”


Sweat glistened across his skin as he fucked me harder. I loved watching his face contort with absolute ecstasy when I tightened around him.


“And you love every second of it.”


“Yes.” He groaned, nodding frantically. “Every second.”


His eyes bled silver as he gripped the back of my hair so tight I moaned.


“Tell me what makes you come harder. When I call you my Dianna . . .” He flicked his tongue over my pulse before pressing kisses along my jaw to my other ear, his cock slamming so deep my eyes crossed. I ran my tongue over my teeth, finding them smooth and flat. He pulled out almost to the tip before plunging deeply into me again. “Or akrai.”


My back arched, pushing against him, taking him deeper, needing more of his cock, needing him to be a part of me.


“All of it, but my favorite is when I do this, and you say . . .” I clenched around him, strangling his rigid cock.


“Fuuuck,” he groaned out, his eyes rolling back.


I smirked, nipping at his lower lip. “That.”


Samkiel’s head fell to the curve of my neck, his face contorting in an expression somewhere between pleasure and pain. His knees buckled for half a second as he groaned, and I watched the hardened lines of his abs shudder. His head dipped, my eyes closing tightly as his mouth latched on to my breast. He nipped and sucked at the turgid tip, his fingers tormenting my other nipple, pinching and squeezing. I cried out as he licked and sucked and bit.


Knowing how wild I made him was my favorite thing in the world. There was something so satisfying in seeing my Samkiel lose control and become absolutely unhinged, but there were consequences to driving him to this place. He gripped my hip with one hand, the other slipping between our bodies. His fingers found my clit and circled it once before pinching it, sending a frisson of pleasure mixed with pain through me.


Samkiel bent me back and readjusted his angle before driving into me. With every thrust, he hit that damned spot inside me, forcing a scream from my throat. My head fell back as my belly clenched.


This was payback, and dammit, I loved it. The inhabitants of Jade City probably hated us so much for this, but I couldn’t care less.


His thrusts turned feverish, and I knew he was close. “That’s my girl,” he groaned. “My pretty, pretty girl.”


My hands reached for his arms, desperately squeezing the muscles there, trying to hold on as my body burned with pleasure.


“Look at you, taking every fucking inch of me.”


My toes curled as I closed my eyes and threw my head back. I felt myself clench around him, another orgasm building.


“That’s it. Come for me again. I want to feel it,” Samkiel demanded. “Give me what I want.”


My back bowed as I did just that, drawing a string of curses from him in return. Those filthy fucking words from him sent me over the edge every time, and he knew it. Samkiel knew how easily he could control my pleasure, and a part of me loved that, too.


He buried himself to the hilt as my body combusted around his. My pussy clamped down tight on his cock, and his body jerked as he came inside me. He groaned, low and deep, his hand leaving my clit and gripping my hips, my sides, anything he could reach.


“Gods,” he groaned, lowering his head to the curve of my neck, his cock twitching inside me. “You are divine.”


A breathy laugh escaped me. “Depends on who you ask.”


Samkiel chuckled, lowering my leg and placing me on my feet. His hands ran up and down my thigh as if soothing a sore muscle. We stayed there for a moment, catching our breath and coming down from our high.


Sometimes, I didn’t know where I ended and he began, but I didn’t feel like wondering about it any longer. All I knew was the world faded away when we were together, and I would burn anyone and anything to ashes to keep it. If the afterlife was perfect, I wanted mine to be this with him forever and ever, but this was not paradise. It was reality, and reality, like a cold-hearted bitch, snuck her way between us. I felt the shift when it was no longer about us. The insidious whispers reared their ugly heads, reminding us of exactly what had happened, where we were, and what was ahead.


He leaned back, his hands sweeping across the sides of my head and fisting in my hair. He kissed me once, twice, three times. “Good morning.”


I smiled against his lips. “The best morning.”


He pulled me to him, his arms wrapping around me completely as if having me pressed against his body solved all his problems. Maybe it did help. Gods, I hoped it gave him at least a moment of peace. My hand pressed against his chest, feeling the solid, reassuring thump of his heart. His head rested atop mine, and I could feel the edge of his scar along my abdomen as he held me close. I swallowed, trying to steal a few more moments for us.


I traced the glowing lines on his skin. They pulsed gently, matching the beat of our hearts. I knew they showed up when he used extreme power, but knowing I drew them from him when he was lost and blinded by the pleasure I gave him had a cocky smile playing across my lips. I hoped he only glowed for me.


I didn’t know they had a name, but we had talked a lot over the last six weeks, and Samkiel had told me what the adyin were. They trailed all through his body, swirling thin lines, godly marks that manifested when his power was roused.


The light slowly dimmed, his skin returning to the smooth brown hue. Samkiel didn’t say anything or move as the weight of the world came crashing back down. He clung to me as if I were his only anchor. I knew what shadows lurked near him, what monsters nipped and clawed at him. He still struggled with them at night, new nightmares haunting him now. I hated it and vowed to burn the world in retaliation for what it took from him.


“You know,” I pulled back, looking up at him, “I was just thinking, who knew the terrifying World Ender required cuddles after mindblowing sex?”


His brows lifted, and I saw the shadows retreat to the furthest corners of his mind. “Mind-blowing, huh?”


I shrugged. “Okay, you got me. Mediocre. I just didn’t want to hurt your feelings.”


“Hmm.” He nodded, but I caught the slight grin. My laughter died on a squeal as he yanked me off my feet and tossed me over his shoulder before striding away from the mess of our breakfast.
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SAMKIEL LEANED AGAINST THE TUB WITH HIS EYES CLOSED AS I USED the bubbles to mold the longest part of his hair into a ridge along the top of his head.


“You could probably go to sleep here, huh?”


He smirked, his arms hanging off the sides of the tub, his body almost too enormous to fit. “Mm-hmm.”


My hand ran over one eyebrow, chasing away the small line of soap sliding toward his eye.


“Where did you even find bubbles? Their soap here usually turns into that murky cream color.”


“I asked Miska.”


My head reared back, my lip turning up. “Who is Miska?”


His grin widened, and his hand patted my butt. “Calm down. She’s one of the youngest healers here, and I’d say the nicest.”


My lips tugged to the side. Samkiel knew most of them by name since they were with him the majority of the day, trying to heal his side. I only remembered them by their hair. Some had short or long, some wore jewels in the strands, and that one with a ponytail whose eyes lingered far too long on Samkiel. I disliked her the most.


I sat up a fraction in the tub, the soap clinging to me. “Did she give you these because she’s nice or because she has a raging crush on you?”


Samkiel peeled one eye open, that damn smirk still curving his perfect lips. “Relax, akrai. On your home world, she would be no more than fourteen. She is merely a sweet kid.”


My jealousy instantly died, the Ig’Morruthen in me curling up and going back to sleep. “Now that you mention it, I haven’t seen any kids here.”


“There aren’t any. She’s the youngest, and from just what I’ve seen, she has no friends. So, yes, I asked for bubbles since you hate the other soap, and I was being nice.”


I smiled, leaning back into him, but before I could speak, he hissed and half sat up. I jerked forward, water splashing to the floor as panic outweighed any critical thinking in my head. The memory of that tunnel flashed through my mind when his face crumpled in pain and his skin turned gray, his light dying.


“What is it?” I scanned him wildly.


“Nothing.” He shook his head, failing to convince me with his fake smile. “You pressed . . . I’m just sore, that’s all.”


“Maybe having sex so soon wasn’t a great idea. Maybe we—”


“No!” He sat up straighter, and I snorted.


“A few more days or even a week isn’t going to kill either of us. Besides—”


“No.” He clasped his hand with mine. “It’s another way to spend time with you, and it’s the only time I don’t think. I just feel. If you don’t wish to, that’s fine, but don’t hold back from me because you think I cannot handle it.”


My hand swept across the side of his face, his hair still sticking up in different directions. “Okay.”


“Besides,” he lifted a shoulder, “I’ve fought battles that left me limp and damn near immobile and still had sex afterward. This is nothing.”


My hand dropped hard enough that the water splashed. “With who?”


His laugh echoed off the walls as he wiped a few stray bubbles from his face. “I was just trying to distract you.”


“Distract me?” My nose scrunched. “Oh, so funny. I’ll distract you.”


I leaned toward his laughing mouth, my lips hovering over his as a swirling mass of energy formed in the doorway.


“Roccurem,” Samkiel said, but it was not the playful tone I heard mere seconds ago. Now, he was agitated. “Knocking is a pleasantry I’d like you to adopt.”


I snickered as Samkiel shifted in the tub, trying to hide me behind his massive frame.


“My apologies, my liege. I did knock, however, to no avail. The queen requests you. Her subjects have been persistent in wanting to remove the remaining stitches this morning.”


The muscles along Samkiel’s back flexed at that, and I drew a face in the soap bubbles that slicked the heavy muscles.


“That was to happen at midday.”


“Yes, my liege. It is way past.”


My finger stilled. “Wait, what time is it?”


I pushed at Samkiel’s shoulder, trying to move around him. He whipped his head toward me, a low noise of disagreement rattling in his throat.


I rolled my eyes. “Would you stop? Roccurem has seen both of us naked and together, I might add, probably several times. You know fate and destinies and all.”


Samkiel waved a hand. “It does not matter. Roccurem can wait outside while we get dressed.”


I could have sworn a light smirk touched the fate’s face, but it was gone just as quickly. “As you wish,” Roccurem said, seeming to approve of Samkiel’s protectiveness toward me.


He disappeared, and I stepped out of the tub, Samkiel right behind me. I gave him one of the towels and wrapped one around my body. “So territorial,” I said with a smirk.


He flicked my nose before kissing it. “I don’t share the naked sight of you with fate or otherwise. Now let’s get dressed.”


“Yes, my liege,” I said, lowering my voice like Reggie’s.


“That’s not funny.”


“It’s kinda funny,” I quipped, following him out.









SIX


DIANNA
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Samkiel kissed me once more before leaving to meet the queen. My smile dropped from my face the second the door closed behind him.


“What?”


The air stirred as Reggie formed. “You made a mess in Tarr.” I fell from the sky amidst a rush of flames, my wings fanning the fire. Soldiers yelled and brandished their weapons. The townspeople, not hiding, watched from their windows, gaping at the brutality. My form shifted, the dark mist swirling around me before dissipating. I walked forward, yanking a sword from the gut of a fallen soldier as I stepped over him. I stopped in front of the lot of them and raised the bloody weapon. My fangs scraped across the metal as I licked the blood dripping from the blade. This would be a nice way to release some steam.


Eyes narrowed behind the gold and black plated armor, and they shuffled, stepping back as if they had anywhere left to run. These were Nismera’s, and they weren’t leaving. I raised the sword between us, pointing to the largest brute.


“Who wants to die first?”


No one moved, and as a group, they held their breath.


I sneered at them in disgust and stepped onto the body of the downed soldier, using his head as a step. I spun to face the watchful city. Spreading my arms wide, I yelled, “Let it be known that I do not fear your wretched king. Know and tell all, I will hunt every being who wears her colors or screams her name in praise. I will feast on you and your loved ones, making you watch as I do it. Nismera will be a footnote in history, and all who follow her will die screaming.”


A soldier charged forward, and I twisted my sword, piercing him through the middle.


“Like that.” I yanked the sword from his body and tossed him to the ground, not bothering to see who closed and locked their doors and windows first. It was time to send a message.


“I might have been a little dramatic.” A small smile lifted my lips as I turned toward him. “You said to cause a distraction in the East. I did. They think I’m there. They will never look toward the west of the realms.”


“A distraction, yes, not a taunt.” Reggie’s gaze didn’t falter. “You made a bloody mess. You burned and tore her soldiers to pieces. That’s an act of war for Nismera. Did you not think I’d see the colorful note you left her? She knows.”


I snickered. “Does she? What was that like?”


“Dianna,” Reggie said, exasperated.


“I thought I did a good job.”


“It is not a game,” Reggie said. “Her power is unparalleled. There is a reason she has so many allies that bend so freely to her. Powerful, terrible allies.”


“Like you once were?” My head tilted toward him.


Reggie did not falter. “And I betrayed her for you.”


He did. He had when he helped me get to Samkiel and then in the tunnels.


“I know. That’s why you’re still breathing,” I said and moved to the balcony, stepping over the scattered food and broken plates.


“Did you see anything from their memories? A location, perhaps?”


My body froze. “No.”


“No?” he asked.


I hadn’t told him that my blooddreams seemed to stop after I woke up on the slab in those tunnels. I assumed it was due to being drained, but I was still unsure.


“My head is just scattered,” I lied. “Maybe I just can’t see anything right now? Maybe I overate, and all the noise just canceled out. I don’t know.”


Reggie glanced at me in disbelief, but I knew he wouldn’t push it. One thing I could rely on with fate is that he already knew it and was testing me, waiting for me to figure it out since, technically, he was not supposed to intervene. I wouldn’t tell him how thoroughly he had already failed at that. His eyes flicked toward the room.


“He needs to know.”


“Which part?” I smiled innocently.


“All of it,” Reggie said. “But most importantly, his demise.”


Demise. That word rattled my bones. It made it seem so permanent, but it wasn’t. Samkiel was alive . . . very alive and whole if this morning was any indicator. Yet still, as if death’s cold embrace waited in the corner, I halted. No, we were fine. Everything was fine. Nothing waited in the shadows of my room. I was just experiencing another weird symptom of my grief. Sucking in a breath, I waved Reggie’s comment off and started to clean up the mess we’d made.


“You’re hiding him away from the world,” Reggie said.


I stopped with a broken dish in my hand. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“What of The Hand?”


The dish shattered in my grip, and I swallowed the growing lump in my throat. I slowly turned toward him. He stared back at me, not wilting beneath my glare.


“Am I wrong?”


“They’re dead anyway, in case you forgot.”


“Do you really feel that way?” Reggie asked with the slightest bit of censure in his tone. “This family you found and grew to love, you truly believe they are gone and will do nothing?”


No. I didn’t. I felt . . . I sucked in a breath, trying to calm not only my nerves but my anger.


“Don’t do that!” I snapped back.


“Do what?” he countered.


“Act as if you don’t know I killed Azrael because he couldn’t be saved.”


“Your father,” Reggie corrected as if he’d actually been that to me.


“Azrael.” I dragged the name out, letting it hang in the air. “Because he couldn’t break the hold. They are just as dead. He said it. You really think I want Samkiel to see the ones he loves the most that way, or worse, they try to kill him?”


Reggie clasped his hands in front of him. “And does Samkiel know this?”


I dropped the plate and advanced on him, stopping a hair away from him to hiss, “Don’t you dare tell him!”


“It will not be enough for him, and you know it. Regardless of why you wish to keep them separated, he will not rest until he finds them.”


“You don’t think I know that? But there is no way he’s even remotely strong enough or ready to go searching.”


“Then get him ready. Help him.” Reggie didn’t back down, and for a second, I was worried as to why. It sent a chill down my spine to see him this persistent.


“For what? Another disappointment?” I turned away from Reggie, blowing out a breath.


“Are we speaking about him or you?”


My fists clenched at my sides. I hated how right Reggie was at times. “Listen, he just needs a break and time to heal before he sets out on another heroic mission. He’s not ready. The wound hasn’t fully healed. He’s still sore and can’t move in certain ways without severe pain.”


Reggie only glanced at the mess on the balcony before meeting my eyes. “Or perhaps you are not ready.”


I said nothing for a moment, but I knew the truth, and so did he. I couldn’t imagine if the roles were reversed. If Gabby’s mind had been taken over, and she’d tried to kill me. I wouldn’t have been able to do it. I’d much rather turn the blade on myself, and I feared he might have to face that, too. He loved them deeply. Maybe I was keeping him away from that pain. He had shielded me from such. How could I say I cared about him and not try to protect him, even if it made me seem heartless? I also knew the one harrowing truth that would make even Samkiel hate me if he knew of it.


“My father, as you like to put it, raised a weapon to me in those caves while under that spell,” I said, pausing to make sure I had Reggie’s attention. “A spell he created. He fought, but he wasn’t strong enough. Samkiel needs to be if we encounter them because if they raise a weapon to him, try to hurt him, Hand or not, I’ll kill them myself.”


Reggie nodded as if finally understanding why I hesitated, but when I really looked at his expression, I wondered if maybe he’d just wanted me to say it out loud.


“You are amata. I’d expect no less.”


I nodded and returned to the mess on the floor, determined to clean it up. Despite my words and bravado, my entire life felt out of my control. I couldn’t even tell him of the fear that lived in me that I would still lose Samkiel. No matter what else might happen, I could fix this.


“Has he inquired more about that?” Reggie asked as I passed him, dumping bits of fruit and bread in the trash.


“Only every day, in some way or fashion,” I said, heading back to the balcony.


“And what do you tell him?”


A harsh laugh left me as I knelt. “Oh, I say, yeah, babe. So we had a mark. It only formed when you died, and I threatened the universe to get you back. It was there for a while, then disappeared, and fate and I have no idea what that means. Oh, by the way, did I mention you died?” I glared at Reggie as I stood up, making my way back inside to the trash.


“How did he take it?”


“Reggie.” I shook my head. “I’m lying, just like I am to him. I haven’t told him, and I don’t know how or what my price is for him being back.”


“You need to,” Reggie said again.


“I know,” I said, tossing the pieces of broken plates away. “Reggie, I will. I just don’t know how, and a part of me worries that if I say it out loud, he will disappear. You know, I watch him sleep just to make sure he’s breathing. I feel like I am going insane.”


Reggie watched me make another pass by him, continuing to clean up and carry things to the trash. He waited for me to stop and look at him before saying, “If Nismera learns he is still alive—”


“She won’t,” I interrupted and nodded toward the balcony. I needed air. Reggie followed behind me.


“Nismera will hunt you, and if she gets close to you, she gets close to him.”


My hands splayed across the ledge. “She won’t.”


Reggie sighed as he stood next to me. “How can you be so sure?”


The breeze shifted across the hairs along my hand, causing me to wrap one around my ear. “I’ve been doing this far longer than you have. I’m pretty sure I know how to be the villain.”


“Is that what you wish? Do you want to build a throne out of fear?”


“One, I’m not building a throne. I’m carving a path of blood and destruction to hide him from the world. Second, do you think they follow Nismera because they like her? They listen to her, including Kaden, because they fear her. If anyone made a throne from it, it’s her.”


Reggie ran a hand over his face. “Your methods are not ideal. I am just afraid that with one slight mishap, she will learn he is alive.”


My heart clenched because I knew her first order would be to kill him permanently, and no matter how tough I thought I was, I knew her power was greater than mine.


“I’m afraid, too,” I admitted. “Afraid if she does, I won’t be able to stop her. Samkiel gets worn out even with the smallest use of power right now. He thinks I don’t notice, but I notice everything about him. Nismera has a whole legion at her beck and call. Allies, his two hateful brothers, and I don’t know shit about these realms.”


“To admit fear is a sign of true strength. I hope you are aware of that. By saying it, you take that control back.”


I glanced at Reggie, knowing now that was what he’d wanted. He wanted me to say it out loud, to admit the truth. Maybe he was worried, as Samkiel was, that I’d regress and hide my feelings. But I was not the same woman they had met on Onuna, and I’d never be again.


“I do know one thing more than any,” I said, holding his gaze.


“What’s that?”


“No matter what, I will kill anyone and everything to make sure she doesn’t find him. Even if he hates me or I die in the process.”


His eyes bore into mine, but I meant every single word I said. I was finally comfortable in my own skin, happy with who I was, and no matter what, I wouldn’t let that change. For the first time in centuries, I knew who I was. Samkiel may have died in that tunnel, but the part of me that was conflicted about the darkness living within me died with Gabby. Anything good in me didn’t survive the loss of them.


The balcony grew silent. Wind whistled between us as the clouds rolled in, fog forming at our feet with how high we were above the planet.


“There is one other matter I need you to consider seriously.” Reggie focused on me, his expression as grim as I had ever seen it.


“What now?” I all but rolled my eyes.


“Resurrection is forbidden for a reason. It has not been performed for any reason. Even the strongest, most deadly necromancer can only revive tissue, not the soul. Who knows what it has done to you and him? What if it is not permanent? If he is not permanent?”


“Don’t,” I said, unable to keep the growl from my voice. I wouldn’t even allow myself to think about the possibility of that.


“I am not trying to upset you, but you need to consider all possible outcomes. Even for yourself.”


My head whipped to him. “Why are you being so headstrong about this? It’s been weeks. If something were going to happen, it would have by now. I mean, he seems—”


“My visions are sporadic. Some come in waves or fragments, but they are all broken.”


Dread clenched my gut, goosebumps flecking my skin. “What?”


Reggie shrugged a shoulder, and I realized he was slowly starting to seem more mortal than fate. “The whispers, the words from the universe, have never behaved this way before. I even have days where I see nothing but darkness, no matter how hard I manifest it. Whatever you did in that tunnel altered more than you think. The universe will always have its balance. There will always be consequences. I know mine, but what are yours?”


“Reggie.” I stood up straighter, reaching for his hand.


He pulled back. “I do not tell you this for pity, but you must be aware. If this has happened to me, what else has been altered? For you? For him?”


“I don’t care what happens to me,” I said, pulling my hand back, an easy, honest smile curving my lips because I meant it. “If you think I’ll ever regret it, you’re wrong.”


“I do not. I know your selflessness well, but I worry nonetheless.”


I clicked my tongue and smirked. “A fate with a heart. Who would have thought?”


The tension between us seemed to melt away then. Reggie cocked his head with a small smirk. It was such a mortal expression from one so ancient. “Perhaps I have just been in your presence for far too long.”


“If I’m your role model, you’re definitely fucked.” My chuckle made even fate’s lips twitch.


“You are far too hard on yourself.”


“Maybe, but now that you’ve mentioned it, could this be what is affecting Samkiel’s healing?” I asked. “I mean, it’s been weeks, and while it’s better, it’s still bad.”


“They think you two being unable to stay off of each other is slowing the healing process,” Reggie said, glancing at the half-cracked table behind us.


I snorted even as heat flushed my cheeks. “Kissing and sex are two very different things. We just had sex this morning for the first time in weeks. That is not the problem.”


“I am only telling you what they whisper,” Reggie said. “Everyone has heard the hidden moans after training or between his healing sessions. They are only concerned.”


The smile on my face was pure mischief. It was true that we hadn’t had sex until this morning, but that didn’t stop Samkiel from kissing and touching me since he awoke. For days, I’d been so damn worried when he hadn’t even opened his eyes. When he did, I needed that closeness.


A week after he woke, we had attempted to be together fully, only for him to nearly pass out from the pain. Since then, we hadn’t gone further than his hands pressing and squeezing, dipping between my legs. It was more than sex for us. That intimacy was another way we proved we were alive and still together. Of course, orgasms are always a plus.


My eyes narrowed. “Concerned? Yeah, okay, I’ve seen the way they look at him. I think their only concern is if they can have a turn.” I looked at Reggie and put my hands on my hips. “It was the one with the ponytail, wasn’t it? She’s always watching him. I wonder if anyone would notice if I pushed her off the balcony. Wait, can they fly?”


Reggie made a noise of disgust and covered his face. “Dianna.”


I went on but noticed he didn’t answer if they could. “Listen, besides my murderous tendencies, I think the magical death spear that was shoved into his gut and ripped the realms open is what has slowed his healing. You know, the one he died from? Not us fooling around.”


Reggie nodded. “Well, yes, but we cannot tell them that, I presume? Maybe their healing techniques would be different if they knew what he was stabbed with?”


“No.”


“I merely mean it may speed the healing process.”


“And the process of our enemies knowing he is alive. I don’t trust them enough to share that. Besides, if they are these miraculous healers, they should’ve been able to heal it without knowing. We stick to our original plan. If anyone asks, he is a soldier from The Eye, and I’m the defected Ig’Morruthen.”


Reggie sighs and rubs a hand over his face. “Very well.”


I exhaled, watching him carefully. “Is there something else?”


I knew Reggie, knew those wheels were turning in his brain.


“How’s your appetite?”


I glanced toward the food piled in the small trash. I had brought enough for us both, thinking he’d eat first, but also to maintain the illusion I would, too. Over the last few weeks, I had tried to eat, but I couldn’t help how bland it tasted or how my stomach churned with every bite. I would wait until he was gone and hold out as long as I could before it came back up.


“Everything is . . .” I wanted to lie like I so casually did with Samkiel, but I feared Reggie had already seen the truth. “Bland, except . . .”


“Blood.”


The word hung between us.


“It’s all I want, all I crave now. It’s never been like this before. Even on Onuna, after Gabby passed, I could control it. If I don’t feed, staying in the same room with anything living is hard. The last time I remember it being this bad was when I was first turned.”


“When was the last time you fed?”


“Tarr.”


“That was over a month ago.”


“Well, I ate half an army. I thought it would last longer.” I took a shuddering breath and looked at Reggie. He was my friend, the only one I had right now, and I knew I could trust him even with everything that had happened. I glanced down at my hands to see I was sliding my fingers over the spot where my mark should have been. “When Samkiel and I were . . . I would never hurt him, but maybe you’re right. Maybe something is wrong with me.”


Reggie was silent for a moment, and I didn’t dare to look up. “Do you feel you are regressing?”


I nodded. “I feel I denied who I was for too long, and now it refuses to go back. My powers came back with a vengeance, but Kaden bled me out in that tomb. Perhaps there is no more celestial part of me left.”


Reggie sighed. “Perhaps it is more than that. You spoke of your dreams once when we returned. Do you still have them?”


My heart thundered. “Yes.”


“And?”


“And nothing has changed. It’s still that man sitting on that throne made of bones. All I see before I wake up is him beckoning me to him and then nothing.”


“Do you remember what he looks like? Perhaps a ruler of the Otherworld senses your power? Maybe he wishes for an alliance.”


I shivered, running my hands over my arms. “I don’t know. All I remember is walking through the darkest part of the world. There’s no noise, not even a breeze. It looks like a monstrous graveyard. Bones stick up in every direction as if a hundred massive beasts had fallen from the sky and died right there. I always take the same path through the mouth of the largest beast. The walls are dark and jagged, and he’s there, sitting, watching me. I see orange eyes and hair made of spikes.”


“Spikes?”


“Horns? I don’t know. Even in my dreams, it’s too hard to tell.” I rubbed my arms, a chill running across my body. “He doesn’t move, just sits like he’s waiting for something.”


“Do you see any type of armor?”


My lips pursed as I tried to recall. “His shoulders, yes, I suppose some type of armor, but it’s blurry. I don’t know. All I know is it’s happened a few times, and I’m startled awake as though he’s in the room with us every time.”


“I assume you haven’t told Samkiel this either?”


My eyes narrowed. “That I’m dreaming of another man? No, I haven’t. It’s just another thing I’ll have to explain when I tell him I brought him back to life.”


Reggie was nothing but cool and complacent as he turned from me. He watched the billowing pink-tinged clouds. “You should tell him soon, my queen. Secrets have buried rulers faster than any blade.”


Uneasiness swept in before I could smother it. Reggie was right. I needed to tell him, tell him everything, actually. I just didn’t know where to begin.









SEVEN


SAMKIEL
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I exited the healers’ quarters, lowering my shirt. Soft giggles and whispers followed me out, but I ignored them as I turned down the hall. The scents of flowers and healing herbs filtered through the air. An assortment of lush plants and vines grew from the walls, columns, and ceilings, twisting and twining through the infrastructure of the palace.


I slid my hand across my scar, and a small hiss left me. It was still sore but better than before. At least with the last few stitches out, I felt I was progressing.


As I made my way to my next appointment, I took a deep breath and ran through the cover story Dianna and I had decided on. Lying was not my strong suit, but I knew what I had to do. I grabbed the curved door handle and twisted it without knocking. The door opened easily, and I stepped inside. Frilla looked up and giggled, her flower-patterned lace dress skittering across the floor as she rose. I noticed the rare green jewels that graced her fingers and wondered just how well they paid the Jade City healers that she could afford those. I offered her a soft smile, wincing as I curled one arm in front of me and bowed. I hoped my smile still seemed genuine when I rose, with no hint of the twinge of pain that still lingered.


“Please.” She chuckled slightly, waving her hand. “You do not have to bow, Cedaar. You are a guest here.”


Cedaar. The name Dianna and Roccurem suggested, along with this elaborate ruse. I smiled and stood upright as she waved me over.


The large carved-out windows allowed the clouds in. They spread inside and dusted the floor in a pink haze. Plant life spread over every portion of this luxurious room as it did this entire world. Large baskets, overflowing with brilliant flowers, hung every few feet. Several plush, elongated ottomans were placed about the room, each paired with a small table lined with bowls of fruits and pastries.


“You summoned me, my queen.”


It still felt peculiar to have that roll off my tongue. Dianna was my queen, the only one who would receive that title from me, the only one I’d bow to. Yet I had to play the part, so I forced myself to use the correct terms.


Frilla blushed, the lavender hue across her cheeks darkening. Her consorts glared at us, the two men and women sitting at the far end of the room, whispering as they finished their morning meal. I couldn’t help the small smirk that curved my lips, remembering my own breakfast.


Frilla stopped in front of me, clasping her hands in front of her. The intricate flower crown she wore rose high on her head, parts of it twisting like vines on trees with small flowers that seemed to open and close.


“Pennynickels,” I said, nodding toward it.


She giggled as she raised her hand to touch it. “Yes. Are you familiar? They are a lost jewel.”


I swallowed. “My mother had a garden when I was younger. She liked them and said they winked when they were happy and well taken care of.”


I didn’t mention how my father had surprised her with a whole bush of them one year with as many colors as he could find just to make her smile. How every early morning, she would take me on a walk to see them since they seemed to enjoy sunrises the most.


Frilla didn’t press the conversation, taking my words as flirtation as they were meant to be. Her cheeks heated as her lashes beat a fraction harder. “Come sit with me.”


Flashing a brief smile, I nodded and followed after her as she turned, the train of her dress flowing behind her. I glanced around the room. I knew there were no exits besides the main bay windows and the door, and the florals she had in here were all harmless, but I could still smell the tinge of something more potent. A male servant pulled a chair out for her, and a woman appeared, filling her cup with a liquid that filled the air with a sweet aroma.


I sat at the small table as another man brought me the same drink.


“Thank you once again for helping as you have and letting us stay.”


She smiled, interlacing her fingers as she leaned forward. “Of course. Any member of The Eye is a friend to us. Nismera and her legion have been a disease on these realms, you know.”


“Yes, very well.”


She took a sip of her wine, savoring it. Placing her cup down, she ran her finger over her lower lip, catching the drop that had threatened to fall onto the white lace of her dress. She held my gaze as she slipped her finger into her mouth and sucked. A bold and flirtatious move, and one I had to pretend to enjoy even though it did absolutely nothing for me.


Her consorts seemed to dislike it as well, shifting restlessly and avoiding meeting either of our gazes.


“Even with the request to meet alone, I sense the Ig’Morruthen through these walls. She does not stray too far from you, does she? Not that I blame her,” she all but purred.


A smile spread across my lips. I assumed she’d nap until I went back upstairs after this morning, but I shouldn’t be surprised. Since Rashearim, she hadn’t left my side. Even with the thick walls separating us here, I still felt Dianna as if she were next to me.


“No, she does not.” I nodded. “She’s protective.”


“I’ve noticed.” The queen raised her brow. “How serious are you two?”


She is my everything. The words floated across my mind, a truth that lived deeper than my flesh and bone, one buried in my very atoms.


“You know war.” I shrugged, forcing a smile. “It breeds closeness but not permanence.”


Her eyes flicked across me, and I tried not to show my disinterest.


“I must say, it is quite intimidating for us to be this close to one.” She giggled. “An Ig’Morruthen. We heard the stories of how the Primordials made them from a fraction of themselves to best the gods. They were granted the power to devastate cities, yet this one seems most content to just be in your presence.” She reached forward and grabbed a small piece of fruit from the tray. Popping it into her mouth, she chewed and swallowed before saying, “Tell me, just out of curiosity, what deathly gift does she possess? The most legendary could breathe lightning like the gods long dead.”


I buried my uneasiness at her question, instead reaching for my glass and taking a sip. “Flame, Your Majesty.”


“Fire? That’s . . . old.”


“Old?” I raised a brow.


She ignored my question, shooting a glance at the woman fluttering about near the fruits, something unspoken passing between them. Frilla turned back to me and asked, “And how did this partnership bloom? I’d never thought I’d see such a close connection between two warring sides. The Eye, no offense to you, always seemed to be above petty things. The rebellion is what matters, you see.”


Memories flooded my mind. A small smile flickered across my lips when I thought of the truth. I leaned forward, my hands wrapping across my elbows. “To be honest, we didn’t like each other at first, quite the opposite. I think it’s because we were too much alike. Stubborn. Hard-headed. Strong-willed. But we were forced to work together for a common goal. That closeness formed something stronger than dislike. We got to know each other and realized we had far more in common than not.”


I didn’t tell Frilla how being with Dianna made days feel like minutes, how time started to not exist the closer I had gotten to Dianna. After a while, against my better judgment, she was all I saw, all I thought about, and no matter how much I lied to myself in the beginning, she was all I craved. She lit a spark inside me, chasing away that harrowing darkness, and all it did was burn brighter the more I was with her. I never wanted it to go out, and I was afraid of what lengths I would go to keep it.


A sparkle lit her eyes before she cleared her throat. “Are you sure you two aren’t in love?”


“Mutually beneficial, I assure you.” I winked at her. “Maybe we can be as well.”


Someone dropped a tray in the far corner. The man was dipping to his knees and apologizing as he gathered the fruit onto a plate. Frilla’s cheeks heated once more as she cleared her throat and adjusted her posture, attempting to appear more appealing.


“I can tell you what we have discovered since you arrived. There is no more Samkiel. The fabled God King is dead, it seems. It happened while you were unconscious, so I apologize for breaking the news like this. I know The Eye had been hoping for his return.”


She shrugged as if my supposed death and the realms crumbling were no inconvenience to her and went on. “The Hand is dismantled and under Nismera’s rule. Hope, what fleeting ounce The Eye held on to, is gone.”


I swallowed as if she hadn’t just twisted a blade in my already wounded gut with her words. The images plagued me every godsdamn second. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw my body on that damn floor, bleeding out, as my family walked through those portals, their eyes vacant. They were the perfect soldiers my father had warned me of eons ago.


“My faction does not see that as the end.”


Her head tipped toward me as the words left my lips. “How so? Nismera is a goddess of war. The strongest in this realm or the next, now that Unir and his prodigal son are dead. She has the same Ig’Morruthen beasts as you, only now I hear she has three.”


That was another slap to my already bruised soul. Cameron.


“To assume all hope is lost would be a grave error, in my opinion. As long as you are alive and have a willingness to help, hope is never lost. It’s when you truly give up, when you quit, that it’s gone forever, and regardless of size or numbers, I refuse to give up hope.”


Frilla pushed back in her chair, steepling her elegant hands. “Maybe that is why The Eye is still present after all these years. You all give riveting speeches.”


A soft chuckle left my lips, and with that, the meeting was over.


I stepped out into the hall, the large doors closing behind me. The sweet smell of pivorgreen filled the air, sticking to the walls with its small stalks of white, rounded bulbs. This entire palace was covered in vines and ferns. The flowers along this corridor followed my movements as if watching me, and I had a sneaky suspicion they just might be.


A sharp whistle up ahead caught my attention. Dianna leaned against the wall, her arms folded across her chest, wearing one of the lean, black ensembles I had made for her days ago. She wanted something similar to what she’d worn on Onuna when we worked out, something easy to move in. She dazzled me no matter what she wore, but I had to admit the tight clothes that hugged her every dip and small curve were my favorites.


“What are you doing?” I asked, bracing one hand against the wall beside her head and leaning my body into hers. My free hand curved around her back, reaching one of my favorite curves. “I figured you’d be resting.”


She smiled up at me before ducking under my arm and taking a step away. “I had to take the trash out. You’re a messy eater.”


Even as she distanced herself from me, my body buzzed with electricity at her double entendre and the memory of this morning. She caught whatever expression crossed my face and rubbed a spot behind her ear. I turned, remembering the signals she’d taught me, and saw a few healers coming toward us. They slowed their pace as they passed us, and we waited until they were gone before Dianna spoke.


“How did your date with our girlfriend go?”


I shrugged. “Absolutely riveting.”


“Learn anything?”


My eyes darted toward a few of the flowers above her head. “I feel dirty.”


“River?”


“River.” I nodded.
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