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TO THE READER


“I was angry with my friend; 


I told my wrath, my wrath did end.


I was angry with my foe: 


I told it not, my wrath did grow.”


—A Poison Tree by William Blake
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Letter from the World Bringer


Death is not the end. To some, it may be a terrible notion. To most, it’s pure bliss, but bliss for me does not last long. Those who are lucky to know peace get to rest, but not I. My children fight below as the world turns on its head. Even from here, I felt the resurgence of an ancient medallion reformed, one I destroyed long ago. Nismera’s quest for power is never-ending as she attempts to seize things that are impossible to grasp. Kaden and Isaiah stumble closer to a truth I wish to keep buried, and all I can do is watch. 


I felt the rip in Death's kingdom, felt the fear seep into the afterlife, and I knew two things: my son Samkiel had died, and the woman who loved him more than even I threatened to tear worlds apart. I had to go because as horrible as that was, it was not the unleashing of her power I truly feared. With Death’s head turned, I was able to slip past his gates to the land of the living. My mission? Find the woman Samkiel worships and see if she can be the undoing of secrets I wish I had spoken before my demise. I must make her see, or I fear all hope shall be lost. 


—Unir
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PROLOGUE


The town had started to settle for the night as I left my home. I waved at a few shopkeepers as they closed up and sidestepped two drunkards, stumbling and laughing their way to wherever they were headed. The night was beautiful, the sky alive with stars, and I enjoyed the walk to work. I did better working nights, preferring fewer crowds. Plus, the lake came alive once the sun set, with or without the moon.


“You’re early,” my boss said, adjusting his straw hat. His white shirt strained around his lower midsection, the bulge of his belly enhanced by the worn dark pants he’d tucked into his knee-high boots.


The dock was abandoned, the lake empty, and the usual crowds were absent. All the boats were still tied to the pier, and from the looks of it, none of them had gone out. 


“Slow night for lovers?” I asked.


He shrugged. “It’s not that. The moonkrests are nowhere to be seen.” 


I frowned, and he nodded toward the lake, telling me to look for myself. The boards creaked as I crossed them. I stopped at the edge of the pier beside the barrels of sparklers and leaned against the railing. The trees were silent, and no bugs floated around the hanging branches that teased the surface. There were no signs of the moonkrests, even with the full moon casting bright beams of light deep into the inky depths. That was very odd. They were always active when the moon was out. 


I turned to ask him what he thought was happening, but I was alone on the dock. Nothing seemed amiss, the stars twinkling above and the breeze forming soft ripples at the lake’s edge. Weird. Where had he gone? He wouldn’t just leave, and he wasn’t quiet or fast. 


Screams and sounds of fighting pierced the peaceful night, and I spun toward town. I started back down the dock but froze when I heard the thick beat of wings above me. Something landed behind me, hitting the wood hard enough to jar me. When I turned around, I realized why every living thing around the lake had gone into hiding. 


The massive creature folded its four wings against its back, the transparent membranes flashing iridescent in the moonlight. Dark brown, plated armor wrapped his shoulders and molded to his body, stopping just above his backward-bent legs. His lower bony mandible split into pincers and flickered, creating an ominous chittering noise. The sound activated my primal brain, sending shivers of alarm through me. I didn’t know what this creature was, but every instinct I had screamed that I was in danger. 


I took a step back just as another thud sounded behind me, and the dock shuddered beneath my feet. I turned to run and slammed into the hard exoskeleton of a second creature. My ass hit the boards hard, and the creature reached for me with his four arms. Adrenaline surged through me, and I rolled toward the railing, scrambling to get back on my feet. I grabbed a paddle from a stack and swung. The creature blinked and chittered angrily as the wood splintered against his shoulder, but then he was atop me. 


MY CHEST HIT the ground, dust scattering as my breath exploded from my lungs. My wrists stung from where they’d bound my arms behind my back, and despite my struggles, there was no give in the bindings. I groaned as long nails dug into my twisted and tied limbs. He hoisted me up, and I gasped in horror at the carnage around me. I blinked, certain I had died, and arrived in Iassulyn.


Flames crackled off the remains of the tavern and surrounding buildings, the dark smoke acrid and clogging. Creatures ransacked the shops, breaking windows and chirruping in their strange language. Screams rent the air as men, women, and children were dragged from their houses. Some had managed to escape and were running into the woods, creatures following both on the ground and in the air. Those who were able to arm themselves and do what they could to fight were quickly overtaken and consumed. I swallowed hard and closed my eyes as the sound of bones crunching filled the air. 


It wasn’t just a nightmare. My mind could never imagine this horror. The Otherworld had opened up its horrible, rancid jaws, and a plague of demons had descended upon our town. My heart thudded in my chest as the scent of death clogged my nose. The monster dragging me further into town chittered with what sounded like excitement. My feet scrambled against the ground, and my muscles strained in the creature’s powerful grip. But no matter how hard I fought, I knew I couldn’t escape. The beast shook me violently until I stopped struggling, its talons digging into my shoulders. My chest heaved, my nostrils burned, and my eyes stung, terror consuming any hope I had. 


I heard heavy, thick footsteps approach, and dread trickled down my spine, turning my guts liquid. My eyes shuttered, and I started praying to any gods still left in this world, praying to Samkiel himself. I kept my eyes closed, not wanting to see what was coming. The sounds were bad enough. The creature shook me again and screeched in my face, his hot breath hitting me hard enough to blow my hair back. My eyes snapped open, and I wished I had followed my instincts and kept them closed. 


The beast loomed in front of me, his face inches from mine. His pincers clicked a few more times before withdrawing. He closed his bony mandibles and stood straight and at attention. It took a few moments for me to find the courage to look away, and when I did, there was a new nightmare to make my legs go weak. 


He was taller than any being had the right to be. From the deep black pits of his eyes, poreless pale skin, and sharply pointed crown atop his head, it was clear this was not a man standing before me. He wore a dark coat that split into two large flaps in the back, the odd fabric flaring around his feet. He stood inside a double circle, and I recognized the runes within the perimeter. It was a teleportation mark. It glowed weakly and flickered. The power he had infused it with to transport himself and summon the ghastly horrors he’d brought with him was fading. 


Fear was an overwhelming force that turned me almost numb. I found myself focusing on his chest because I couldn’t look at his face and stay upright. I squinted, watching as the material of his intricately embroidered clothing bunched and moved. Both his skin and clothes were ill-fitting, and I wondered if this wasn’t his true form. Power pulsed from him, and I forced myself to lift my eyes to meet his cold, otherworldly ones. My throat went dry as I finally put the pieces together. I knew who this was.


“I can smell the fear on you. Stronger than the piss that runs in your streets. Stronger than the blood decorating the ground. You know who I am?” he asked, his voice as deep and dark as the realm he’d ascended from. He crouched in front of me, his body moving in a nauseatingly alien way. Even in that position, he towered above me. 


“Y-yes,” I managed to get out. “I heard rumors about the new age, a rebellion amongst the princes, and a newly crowned ruler. You’re the King of the Otherworld. Umemri.” 


“Correct,” he said with a smile, and my stomach churned again. The twin lines that bracketed his mouth bisected his sharp features, ending where his ears should have been in this form. His mouth was way too wide, and I feared what I would see if he truly opened it. His hair looked stark black in the firelight, but when he turned to his general, I saw it wasn’t hair but jagged spikes vibrating with his every breath. He was a genuine horror brought to life. No one I knew had ever laid eyes on any of the princes of the Otherworld, much less its dark lord.


Unable to hold his gaze, my eyes flickered restlessly. Flames crackled throughout the ruined town, and a few feet away, two people lay face-first on the ground, bleeding out from their throats. Whatever answers he’d demanded, they had not given. Hope flared in me. Maybe if I answered his questions correctly, he would spare me. 


“W-what do you want?” I asked, forcing myself to look at him again. “Whatever it is, I can give it.”


“Can you now?” Umemri tilted his head, his black eyes boring into me as if he could pluck the answers from my mind. “I am looking for someone important to me. Her last bit of communication was from this town. Since then, there has been nothing but . . . silence.” 


The way he spoke the last part of that sentence made me wonder if something as horrid as he might have a heart.


I shook my head, blinking. “I haven’t . . . We haven’t seen anyone from the Otherworld here.” 


He flicked his hand open, the long, curved claws tipping his three long fingers clicking against each other. I flinched, even though he had made no move toward me. “Oh, but I think you have. Her scent lingers in this town, and I can smell her blood on these wretched streets.” 


Recollection hit me like a brick wall, and my heart started beating so hard it sounded like a drum to war. Umemri heard it, his cold, dark eyes dropping to my chest. 


“Where is my murrak?” 


Panic clenched my gut, and sweat formed on my brow. Oh gods. I couldn’t lie. I couldn’t hide the fact that she was . . . 


“Dead.” 


I blurted it out, fast and harsh. Some dark and devastating emotion flared to life on his face. The chaos around the town drew closer as if the others sensed his emotions and were preparing to rip me to shreds. Umemri laughed, his dark, thick voice vibrating my bones. His generals joined in his mirth, the sound growing more grating and animalistic. He reached out and grabbed me by the throat, his laughter abruptly morphing into a snarl as he lifted me off my feet. His face split and opened, the transition making bile rise in my throat. I saw the pincers waiting within, and I was certain he was going to eat me. 


“Impossible,” Umemri said, holding me as if I weighed nothing. “No one I have an allegiance with would touch her. Even if they tried, none could stop her if she was in her true form and on a rampage. I doubt a town full of Itians could even scratch her.” 


I struggled against his hold, my heart thudding in panic. He eased up just enough that I could choke out, “Samkiel.” I said his name as if it were a prayer, and it alone could grant me my life, and it did. 


Umemri’s eyes flared, and the creatures halted as if I’d spoken a curse. Everything went oddly silent. The only things I could hear were the crackle of the fire and the whisper of the wind. He suddenly released me, and I fell to the ground. I panted, blood dripping down my neck from the puncture wounds his talons had left. It felt like hours passed before Umemri finally blinked, and I saw realization rip through him. It was as if just the sound of his ancient enemy’s name was enough to prove to him that his murrak was dead. His shoulders bunched and fabric ripped as thick, spiny, dark appendages broke free, curling around him in agitation. 


“You’re lying,” he snapped, his lip curling and his tentacles snapping toward me in agitation.


I wasn’t, but I could tell he wished, above all else, I was. “No,” I said, my entire body shaking with uncontrollable tremors. “I’m not. He was here with a woman. They left after the murrak attacked and he killed it.” 


The sharp point of an appendage pierced my shoulder. I screamed, and Umemri smiled cruelly, seeming to savor the sound. 


“A woman?” Umemri enunciated with a painful twist.


“Yes!” I cried. “I never got her name, but she was an Ig’Morruthen. I don’t know why she was with him.”


The talon twisting in my flesh stopped before it ripped through my shoulder. Umemri’s head snapped toward his cursed army, and he barked an obvious command in a language I did not know. One of his creatures took flight before he brought his attention back to me. The look in his eyes only increased my fear. 


“It seems I do not need you any longer, then.” 


He raised one thick tentacle, the sharp point aimed at my head. Just as he brought it toward me, I yelled, “I can take you to her! Where we buried your murrak!”


He dropped me so fast that I fell forward. One of his guards caught me and lifted me to my feet, arms still bound. 


Umemri tilted his head, his eyes flashing with grief and rage. “Very well, lead the way.” 


I took a shuddering breath and started walking, knowing exactly where her large, twisted body was. A few of the other townspeople and I had buried her. I always knew doing good deeds would eventually fuck me up. His guards fell into step beside and behind us as I led them forward, past the tree line, until we reached the freshly churned dirt mound near the base of a thick, gnarled tree.


A soldier pushed me to my knees, my shoulder aching and seeping blood as he held me there. Umemri stepped forward as his guards formed a circle around the grave. He lifted a hand and squeezed it into a tight fist, the ground shifting and rolling in response. What powers did he possess? I thought only gods had telekinesis. I had heard rumors that some witches had powers to rival the gods, but I didn’t know of any, and he wasn’t a witch. 


The ground split, thousands of bugs and worms oozing from the grave on his command. With a nauseating pulse of their bodies, a head emerged from the dirt. I’d braced for the monstrous, crystallized one with pinchers and large, oval eyes. Only that was not what they delivered. Umemri kneeled and brushed his talons through hair the color of moonlight. The insects retreated, and the guards in the clearing bowed their heads in a sign of respect and shared grief.


A sound of despair left the King of the Underworld, but he cut it off as if he’d had no control over the making of it. He stood and turned toward me, his tentacles raised threateningly behind him. My eyes were drawn to the head he cradled against his chest as if it were the most precious thing in the world to him. She stared at me with wide, lifeless eyes glazed a milky white. Her features were feminine and delicate, with the same lines around her mouth that he had. I saw nothing of the monster we’d buried. 


I realized now why the town burned, why he’d slaughtered everyone. He was the same as any being who had abruptly lost someone they loved. The murrak hadn’t been just something to him. She was someone. From the level of his despair and anger, I suspected she was a lover, or worse, his mate. 


“This woman he was with. Tell me more about her,” Umemri demanded.


I didn’t think there was a way out of this for me, but I knew this was my only hope, so I didn’t hesitate. I told him about the boat ride and how they acted with each other. A tremor went through him, and his tentacles lashed the air when I told him how they’d fought for each other, describing how they killed the female he held so close. When I was finished, I swallowed the growing lump in my throat and waited. 


A bird of night landed in the trees just above Umemri, its glittering eyes boring into me. Watching. Waiting. It stretched its wings and cawed loudly, but neither Umemri nor his guards seemed to notice it at all. I blinked up at it. The damn thing seemed curious about our conversation. The peculiar thing, though, was that birds had fled this area hundreds of years ago. 


Leaves crunched, drawing my attention back to the King of the Otherworld. His guards watched me, their eyes reflecting the light from the crescent moon peeking through the trees. 


“Am I free?” I stumbled across my words. “I told you everything I know, and I won’t speak of anything that happened here today. Whatever you wish.” 


A ghost of a smile pulled at his mouth. “You cannot give me what I wish for now,” Umemri said. “But I shall grant your request. I’ll set you free.” 


The warmth of relief spread through my body. I knew some would call me a coward at how I gave up everything to save myself. Some would say that I was without honor, but I wanted to live. Pain exploded across my neck, and then I felt nothing. 


I watched from the forest floor as my body thudded inches away from me, my head missing. I blinked as the last of my life held fast. The ground shook and hissed, splitting as steam rose. Orange runes appeared, casting a bright glow around each being. The beasts sank one by one, the ground swallowing them whole as the king and his army returned to the Otherworld. My mouth gaped open, trying to form words I could no longer utter. I blinked once more as the bird made of midnight spread its wings far too wide. My vision faded as it landed, taking the shape of a man made of darkness.
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SAMKIEL


A book slammed down on the table in front of me, startling me awake. I sat up and blinked rapidly at my scowling father.


“I have already made my amends with those affected,” I grumbled and stretched before folding my arms across the council garbs I was still wearing. The buttons and tassels twisted over one another as I tapped my foot. He had forced me to sit at council meetings for days, and if I weren’t there, I was here, studying until sleep took me. I knew most frowned upon setting a god’s temple aflame, but it had truly been a mistake. Apparently, it was embarrassing for him, and as a result, it earned me a week’s worth of punishment. 


My father nodded but folded his arms and continued to glare at me. “Read. Aloud.” 


I frowned and sighed deeply, slumping further into my chair. With a roll of my eyes, I slid the thick red and gold-encrusted history book toward me. It was tabbed where I had left off yesterday, and I flipped it open. The illustration spanned two pages, depicting an army of a hundred strong, draped in silver armor, as they lined up for war. I sighed loudly again, making sure he knew just how much I hated this before I started reciting the text describing the battle.


“You are the gory, blood-soaked land,


I wonder how to make peace with these butchers.”


My head snapped up in surprise, and I stared at them in confusion. The text was not the ancient dissertation I had read the day before. Instead of tactics and weaponry, the words bled, seeping into the worn cream parchment. I watched as they disappeared, only to return, the letters dark and thick. 


“Read,” my father insisted. 


“But it’s not as before,” I said, and it wasn’t. I gaped, the image melting as if water had been poured over it. It disappeared, and more text formed. 


“Read,” he demanded again. 


I sat up in my chair and half-turned to face him. Unir stood just inside the balcony doors, framed by massive columns. Outside, the clouds grayed at the edges, bubbling in size and mass. Shadows blanketed the mountains of Rashearim, the darkness beneath them spreading wide like gaping beasts, attempting to swallow the ground below. 


“Read.” Unir’s voice had deepened and gained an edge I couldn’t define.


I shook my head but didn’t dare disobey. I knew he’d keep me in this study until my eyes bled for the devilment Cameron, Logan, and I had gotten into. So, with a shuddering breath, I clutched the edges of the book and tried to read. The words continued to change and twist together on the page before spitting out the verse it wished me to recite.


“You decimate the soul of the noble man. 


Moving through stars, laying curses upon the land.”


The words kept reforming over and over. I ran my fingers over the lines as if I could keep them still. I recognized this poem, having come across it in a book I’d found in the library. It was one nearly lost to time, originally transcribed by an ancient prophet. 


“Repeat it,” my father demanded, standing with his back straight. He was ever the general and less the doting caregiver he perceived himself to be. 


I swallowed. “It’s not the same.” 


“Keep looking.” His eyes held no amusement or anger. 


“The unheard voices, drowned in the cries of the dead.


Men begging, uttered curses and prayers,


Only answered by just and strong hands


Here is our scourge, our salvation, our hope.


Bathed in light with strength and might.


The anguished land sends tremors through all men,


Blood and destruction wear at every soul.


Weapons of horror now familiar.”


My chest heaved as the words all but slammed out of me. I heard his boots against the stone floor, his thick strides changing in both tempo and weight as he moved toward the door. 


“Compassion falls before thy destructive force.”


I shook my head as the words started to tremble. Fear shivered through me, and I glanced up. The royal, bright room had turned a sullen gray, but that wasn’t what made my heart ice over. Nismera stood where my father had been, Dianna clutched in her grasp. My chair toppled to the floor with the force with which I rose. I struggled to move toward them but found I couldn’t.


Nismera smiled, her lips resting against Dianna’s cheek. She clenched Dianna’s jaw, raising the golden death spear in her other hand to point it at her heart. My heart. Dianna’s eyes stayed on me, unmoving. There was a soft glow within their depths that I could not decipher. 


“You didn’t finish the words.” Nismera smiled cruelly at me, her eyes darting to the table and the book behind me. 


“I don’t need to,” I responded, my teeth gritting. “I know the poem of Jeremiah.” 


“Hmm, do you, Brother?” Nismera said softly, her lips brushing a gentle kiss against Dianna’s cheek as she lifted her head. If I could just move, I could reach Dianna. I could hold her to me, and we could flee, but I dared not fight Nismera with Dianna in her grasp. 


“Do you know the true meaning? Shall I finish them for you?” 


“Don’t,” I demanded. I didn’t know what would happen if Nismera said those words, but I knew it could be nothing good. She held someone more precious to me than a throne or a crown or the air I breathed. Dianna was more precious to me than any world or realm. I would sacrifice it all for her and not think twice about it. 


Her smile was so cold I swore the warm air frosted around her. “You may have returned, but you did so with a weakness, World Ender. All your enemies will know it now. They will know how to break you, and when you break, so will the world.” 


“Don’t,” I said. I wasn’t denying the words that made me hate myself, but the threat she posed to what she held. My eyes fell on Dianna before they raked to Nismera. “She’s all I have.”


Her eyes were filled with cruel satisfaction. “I know.” As the last word left her lips, she thrust the spear into Dianna’s chest.


Blinding yellow light exploded from Dianna, her head tilting back as her skin burned, flakes peeling off and rising into the air until only ash was left. Dianna’s remains. An empty wail tore from my throat, and the sky cracked open. Lightning flashed like a strobe light, the thunder so loud it sounded like a bomb exploding overhead, the sky echoing my pain.


It wasn’t the building storm that darkened the room nor lightning that sprung from my fingertips. Oblivion burst from my outstretched hand, ripping from me in waves of darkness that quickly encompassed the room. It engulfed the spot where Nismera had stood, but somehow, she’d moved fast enough to elude my grasp. Only her laugh, cruel and malicious, told me she was still in the room. I did not care. I did not care as I fell to my knees and crawled to those ashes, and I did not care when tears spilled from my eyes. My fingers pressed to what was left of my love, my akrai. Nismera’s laugh was victorious as she appeared and crouched before me. She gathered Dianna’s ashes in her gauntleted hand. Her smile was a cruel, ugly thing as she blew the remains of my mate toward me. 


Massive, twisting tornadoes screamed into existence outside the palace at her callous cruelty. The wind whipped hard enough to tear flesh from bone, the ceiling crumbling and falling around us. Nismera looked up, her silver hair whipping around her in waves. She smiled at the dark violence of the sky and began to speak. Somehow, I could still hear her, even over the crash of thunder.


“You, therefore, I, tool of gods, decimator of those who walk or slither. 


Made of light, made of wind. 


Swords so sharp our foes shall bend


For in a war between gods, no one wins.”


My body shook, but not from the raging storm and trembling palace. It was as if I were being pulled and shoved.


“. . . kiel.” 


My head snapped back, and I stared at the roiling purple and black clouds clogging the sky. Lightning struck the ground over and over, punishing and destructive. As the world I kneeled on died.


“. . . iel.”


A sharp pain ricocheted across my jaw, and I sat up, cupping my face. “Ow.” 


Dianna’s eyes were wide and touched with fear. She pulled back her clenched fist and slammed her hands over her ears. Her hair danced around her, whipping violently in the wind. Darkness coated our room, and I realized I had unleashed Oblivion here, not in my death dream. Tendrils of it curled like serpents around my arms, coiled and ready to face and destroy the threat. The ceiling groaned, and I saw the pieces I had already released gnawing at the edges of our room. 


“Samkiel!” Dianna called over the sound of the building storm. It had been her calling to me from the beginning, pulling me back from the edge. She gathered her hair, holding it back from her face as the force of Oblivion grew. “You have to make it stop, or it will consume this room, the castle, and then the town next.” 


My chest heaved. “I don’t know how!” I shouted back, and I didn’t. I had never been able to control my power when it manifested like this. 


Dianna winced as a piece of the outside wall ripped away, exposing us to the growing storm. A massive swirling funnel rotated in the nearest cloud. It descended, and I knew what devastation would follow once it touched down. She clamped her hands over her ears, the roar of the wind painful. “What caused it?” she shouted. 


Rather than trying to speak, I sent the details of the dream down our bond. Her eyes flashed, and I felt realization ripple between us. She had been there for the dreams I’d had back on Onuna and recognized that they were raising their ugly heads again. Only here, it was Nismera who took her from me, not Kaden.


I did not know what I expected, but her dropping her hands from her ears, gripping my face, and slanting her lips across mine was not it. 


“I am here.” Her voice whispered across my subconscious. “I’m with you now and forevermore.” 


The world stilled as if a massive hand had wiped away the storm. The wind ceased to howl, and my skin no longer prickled with dark ancient power. I may wield Oblivion, but it seemed Dianna controlled it. It responded readily when she was in danger, and it had since the first time she was taken from me. Now, it retreated, easing like a compliant beast beneath her touch. 


Our bedroom door slammed open, and both of us turned. Cameron stood in the doorway, his sleep pants hanging low on his hips and his hair a disheveled mess. 


“What the fuck?” he panted, his eyes roaming the room. He took in the missing ceiling and wall before falling to us. Since we had been in the center of the storm, I assumed we looked just as disheveled as he did. “I thought I heard a fucking hurricane, but it was just you two having sex?” 


“Don’t tell him.” My words danced to her. We had more than enough to worry about without this added.


“I won’t,” she replied. 


“Think of the children, Dianna,” Cameron scoffed before pointing to himself. “And the sexless.” 


A small snort left my lips. I hadn’t thought it possible for me to feel humor right now, but given what he saw when he entered and how Dianna was draped across me, of course, that would be what he thought.


Dianna jumped from the bed. “Go back to bed,” she demanded with a scowl, storming toward him. Fire danced over the tips of her fingers, distracting him from the destruction and ash all around us. 


“So violent.” He playfully rolled his eyes before waving to the room right as he left. “And clean up your mess.” 


Dianna closed the bedroom door, and I slipped from the bed, righting the walls and ceiling of the room. Once everything was back in place, I turned toward her. She leaned against the bedroom door, worry tightening her beautiful features and darkening her eyes. The destruction I’d created wasn’t the source of her concern. It was because we both knew Oblivion lived inside me, and I had just become a threat to everyone I loved.
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DIANNA


Three weeks later


To say that I was exhausted was an understatement. In the last few weeks, we had continued the renovations of the town near the castle. This world was so beautiful, and we’d decided to build the small city along the rolling mountains, keeping it in the shadow of the palace where we could watch over it. Waterfalls slid down the cliff faces, forming streams that meandered through the town. Samkiel worked tirelessly alongside the people who had already sought sanctuary, constructing houses, shops, roads, bridges, and even a small recreational area near the beach. I knew he was using it as a way to keep his mind off his new nightmares and Oblivion, but it also meant he was helping people, and doing so eased his soul. 


Only after he was sure the town was stable and they could continue on their own did we venture back out. First, we stopped at the places closest to us, the ones we had seen before. We offered refuge to those Nismera had abandoned and left to themselves. They came gladly once they saw Samkiel, and I knew that turned the tide of his mood. Finally, he felt that he was making progress, and as he settled, the nightmares eased, and so did the uncontrollable surges in his Oblivion power. 


The only dark spot was when we went back to the town with the moonkrests to find that the town was gone, as were the people. Only burned buildings and skeletons remained. Or so we thought. We were attacked as we wandered through the forest, checking for survivors. It was an ambush neither of us had expected, and my side still ached from the bite of the two-headed serpent beast we had slain. Sure, my skin had mended, but it seemed Otherworld creatures made me sore. On the plus side, we at least saved the moonkrests. 


I could feel Samkiel’s mind wandering the same as mine. The uptick in recent attacks had grown almost daily. It was as if something was sending them from the Otherworld to wreak havoc. I suspected that once Samkiel’s powers left the sky, and the realms knew of his return, it pissed off someone with more than a little power. It was another reason, among many, that we were headed toward our current destination. 


Water dripped from my wings as we coasted the wind currents. The portal Samkiel had opened had dropped us straight into an ocean several miles from where we had intended to be. 


“You worry too much,” I sent to Samkiel. “You’ll get grey hairs. It has been three weeks since you’ve had an episode, and we can deal with this stuff.” 


Episodes was one way to describe Oblivion’s outbursts. On the plus side, he hadn’t had to live through any more brutal nightmares, and I hadn’t been awakened by roaring storms and howling winds tearing apart our home. Now, we were dealing with more issues that I didn’t know how to help him with. The only thing I could think to do was continue to support him. 


Samkiel grumbled from atop my back. “Time is of the essence, and our most recent visits have not gone so well. I am expecting much of the same here.” 


He wasn’t wrong. Not only had we had to deal with the increase in attacks from the creatures of the Otherworld and the ghost of his father popping in from beyond the grave, but we still had to visit what remained of the twelve realms. It was essential to see where the twelve rulers, lords and ladies, stood in their allegiance to Nismera. If we were lucky, maybe seeing Samkiel alive could shift their loyalties. Only seven realms remained, and of those we had spoken to so far, none of the royals had any interest in joining us. 


Unir had shown up, and even if he wasn’t currently haunting me, it was a screaming omen to Samkiel. He was certain his father would never willingly leave the afterlife without his mother, and I had not seen Zasyn. Whatever had brought Unir here, whatever was his true goal, it had to be vital.


My wings parted clouds as we approached Shorerock. The realms here were not like Onuna at all. Some planets wouldn’t even register as such, no bigger than some moons, and this one was no different. An ocean spread as far as the eye could see, steely gray waves rolling one over the other. I wondered what lurked beneath the surface and deep below. 


The sheer cliff face came up fast, a towering wall of stone robed in a heavy fall of water. I turned upward, feeling Samkiel’s legs tighten against my scales as my wings beat hard, racing through mist and clouds. The vertical climb seemed to take forever, and then the massive, sprawling city was before us.


It hung off the very edge of the cliff, water flowing all around it to fall into the ocean below. Blue and white stone columns topped with gaudy silver domes thrust toward the sky. Here and there, gardens graced some of the flat roofs. A towering city wall encompassed many of the smaller buildings. I suspected it had been created to protect the city from the violent storms the ocean threw at them.


The only visible road was a covered path outside the wall. It seemed to float in a horizontal arc, suspended above the water. Lord Orble oversaw Shorerock. It was a clever name for the city, considering it was supported by one of the few pieces of land on the planet.


We hadn’t tried to hide, and it would be hard to miss the giant, horned Ig’Morruthen that circled above the city. I assumed they were expecting us by now, and as we descended, I knew I wasn’t wrong. Guards stood straight as an arrow, backs taut as they watched us warily. 


My thick, heavy wings separated the clouds as I settled down at the castle entrance. Blue and white flags snapped in the wind, a constant spray of sea salt misting the air. Shorerock was part of a large trade route, and one whiff told me what they traded. The smell of fish overwhelmed my sensitive senses, and a low growl left me as I sneezed. A small flame burst from my nostrils, singing the stone as I tried to clear my nose of the stench.


Samkiel hopped off my back, his silver armor catching the stray rays of sunshine. His father’s symbol was still etched into the pauldrons. I’d wondered if he’d change it after everything he had learned and all that had happened, but it seemed he had decided to keep them.


The guards wore sea blue armor, their weapons aimed at me. I considered changing forms, especially since I had to wrap my damn tail around me to avoid squishing anyone, but I was a bitch who loved dramatics. If we needed to use little intimidation tactics to get our way, I was okay with that, too. I tossed my head to the sky and roared, the sound piercing the air. I mantled, spreading my wings wide, casting the people below in darkness. When I finally rested back on my haunches and tucked my wings away, the guards closest to us were trembling ever so slightly.


Samkiel stopped and turned to look at me. If I could have shrugged in my beast form, I would have. He shook his head in amused exasperation before removing his helmet. I swore I heard the whole city suck in a breath. 


“I am here to speak with Lord Orble,” he said loud enough that all could hear. 


Soldiers shuffled as we waited for the drawbridge to lower, the rusted metal chains screaming in protest. Nismera was such a bitch. She had all this power and technology, yet she let those who followed her so loyally go without. But, then again, maybe she fortified them elsewhere. 


Two rows of soldiers, spears pointing upward with a shield on one arm, walked out first. A clap echoed off the stone walls, and they all stopped and pivoted to face one another. A tall, muscled man strode between them, his white and blue attire screaming wealth and power. The heavily embroidered cobalt blue tunic was adorned with silver chains that crossed his chest, and tufts of white fur sprouted from his shoulders. Silvery patches in the shape of fish covered his elbows, the scales catching and reflecting the light. There was a lot of flash to him, but it was his hair that caught my eye. It was white with sea foam blue tips that curled up, and all of it was swept to one side. Was this Orble? How could he have been one of Unir’s old acquaintances? This man looked to only be in his late twenties.


“Samkiel,” the man said. “You’re even more appealing in person. The marble statues and depictions I’ve seen did not do you justice.” 


If I could have rolled my eyes in my Ig’Morruthen form, I would have. Please, don’t stroke his ego.


“Settle down.” His voice whispered across my mind. 


I sent back a soft chuckle. 


“My apologies. I am looking for—”


The man held up his hand, cutting my husband off, and I took a step forward out of instinct, wishing to bite it off. The soldiers near him pointed their spears, the energy emanating from them buzzing, but I had little fear they could do anything to me in this form. I was almost as large as the damn castle. 


“I heard, and unfortunately, you have been gone a very long time.” His eyes cut to mine, then back. “Lord Orble had a terrible accident years ago. I am his son Iver. I am Lord of Shorerock now.” 




AFTER THE WARM welcome, Iver ever so kindly invited us in. After a quick wash, we’d changed into matching black outfits Samkiel made for us. Now, we sat around a large wooden table as Iver’s council and guests continued to stream into the room through the thick double doors. The table was designed to elevate the end Lord Iver had claimed, putting him far above everyone else seated.


My eyes damn near stung with how bright the inside of the castle was. If I thought the outside of his castle was an eyesore, it was nothing compared to the interior. It was an array of the same bright whites and blues, varying in different patterns and shapes. Horribly garish decorations stood alongside fine art and stunning statues, none of it appealing. 


Thick columns were embedded into the walls, supporting the domed ceiling soaring high overhead. On one side of the massive dining room hung a painting of a large oceanic battle, with ships clashing and an enormous serpent beast below. The large horned fish that hung on the wall behind Iver glared at us with dead eyes.


“This place will haunt my dreams,” I told him across our bond. “Do you think he has enough fish memorabilia? I get it. He rules a sea-born city.” 


Samkiel’s humor fluttered across my mind, and I could feel his smile like the warmth of the early morning sun. “Trust me, I don’t wish to be here any more than you. I’d much prefer we were home in our bed with you sitting on my face and your thighs squeezing the sides of my head as my ton—”


I slammed my knee against his leg, stopping him from finishing that sentence and the illicit images filling his mind. Heat pooled low in my belly, fueled by his knowing, sexy chuckle that caressed our bond. Outwardly, he smirked at me with cocky arrogance, desire sparking in his eyes and turning them into molten silver. I knew that look. Perhaps he wasn’t in such a foul mood as I thought. 


Iver paid us no mind as the servants entered and placed steaming plates of food before each of us, starting with him. Iver smiled greedily and lifted his hand, allowing the others of his court to indulge. He and Samkiel soon began exchanging pleasantries. 


I was listening to their conversation, but I smiled softly at the woman who sat next to Iver. Her thick blonde hair was artfully twisted into two separate buns, and she wore a white and blue dress that gathered at her shoulders. She deftly took a fork from the small child on her lap. The little girl couldn’t be more than a year old. Undeterred, the baby squealed and reached for a spoon, her bright blue eyes filled with curiosity. The woman glanced at Iver and then offered me a small, quick smile in return, nervously tucking the little girl’s dark curls behind her ears. I got the feeling she was afraid of the consequences of being caught interacting with me. 


The woman didn’t reek of salt and fish scales. Instead, I caught the scent of a comforting floral fragrance surrounding her as if she were a flower plucked and plopped in this oceanside city. She had positioned the baby on her knee furthest from Iver and had subtly shifted her body to shield the child. She was obviously apprehensive, and I soon learned why. 


“If you cannot shut her up, then I request your presence to be elsewhere,” Iver snapped without looking up, fish scales clinging to his bottom lip.


The woman pressed the child closer to her, but it only caused the little girl to struggle and squeal louder. Iver raised his hand, and the guard standing to his right flinched. I saw it, and I felt Samkiel’s awareness sharpen. The guard’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly on the woman, not in anger but in defense. I wondered if, under his blue-tinged armor, his hair was as dark as the small girl’s curls Iver’s wife held so lovingly. The guard relaxed a fraction and quickly volunteered when Iver only waved an imperious hand, indicating he wanted his wife and child escorted out. No one else paid any mind to the interaction. 


“Your face.” Samkiel’s voice flooded my mind. 


I didn’t need a mirror to know that my expression was twisted into a snarl of disgust at how he spoke to her. 


Iver seemed to have a gift for being oblivious because he let out a throaty chuckle and said, “I guess I am lucky to even have that brat. The last two she could not keep.” He stabbed the steaming vegetables on his plate, food spraying from his lips as he said, “I wished for a son, you know?” He shrugged. “I can always try again.” 


He spoke of her as if she were just some broodmare. I already hated this man, if he could even be called a man. 


I refused to look at Iver, instead watching his wife’s retreating form. Tears welled in her eyes, but the child seemed to ease at the nearness of the guard, even reaching for him. As they left the room, I wondered how long it would be before Iver lost his life to the man sworn to protect him.


“If I ever give you children and you speak to me or them that way, I’ll cut your cock off, fry it, and feed it to you.” 


Samkiel coughed around his hand at my very vulgar threat. 


“Is everything all right?” Lord Iver asked, turning fully to us as his wife and young child left.


“Yes,” Samkiel said, his leg brushing mine. 


“I’d kiss the ground you walk on if you gave me such a gift.” 


“You already do. Do something else.” 


Laughter drifted across our bond, his foot playfully nudging me under the table. 


“Can I burn him?” I said. “Just a little. Maybe he’d be nicer.” 


“No,” he said. “You promised no maiming.” 


It was my turn to grumble. “I am regretting that decision.” 


Silverware clanked as people continued to feast, but Samkiel did not touch his food. We had decided that after the Jade City queen poisoned him, he would only eat what was prepared for him at home by me. 


“I noticed when we flew in that your city has grown substantially,” Samkiel said. 


“Ah, yes, the consort you rode in on,” Iver said around a mouth of steaming fish meat. “Do you usually ride your consorts into battle?” he asked, snickering at his own joke. A woman on his right gazed at him coquettishly from behind her wine glass, giggling along with him. Others at the table joined in. It was obviously forced, but it was becoming alarmingly apparent that his so-called advisors were more interested in pleasing the lord of the house than advising. 


“Can I burn him now?” 


“I’m contemplating the fallout as we speak,” Samkiel said, glaring daggers at the man’s jest. 


A slow smile spread across my face. “How badly do we actually need allies?” I replied, but kept my physical mouth shut, my hands resting in my lap.


“My wife,” Samkiel said, throwing that last word at Iver like a dagger. It was a challenge to see if he would disrespect me once more and present Samkiel with an opportunity to show him what he’d lose if he did.


Finally, Iver seemed to remember who was sitting at his table. He swallowed hard and dropped his gaze, unable to meet Samkiel’s glare, much less hold it. The council members surrounding us murmured soft whispers of disbelief. 


“I don’t find quips or innuendos about my wife humorous, Iver, and if you make crude comments about her again, I will no longer concern myself with being your ally. I will have your head, and then I will have your city.” 


The silence grew, only broken by an audible gulp from an older gentleman to the fair right, but no one spoke. Samkiel had addressed Iver without using his title, and it seemed to have blown their minds. They kept their gazes fixated on their lord and away from us. Everyone watched as Iver slowly lowered his fork back to the half-eaten redfish on his plate. 


“My apologies to you, Your Highness,” Iver said, and I didn’t detect a hint of sarcasm.


“Don’t apologize to me,” Samkiel said, his lethally calm tone at odds with the powerful storm building outside. “Apologize to her.” 


The wind grew, pressing against the glass of the dining hall with enough force to make them creak. The atmosphere shaped itself, preparing for his command to split the skies. My mind reached for his, hoping to calm the growing storm, but I was not met with a maelstrom at all. I blinked and dug deeper. The silence and stillness I found were scarier than the chaos I had expected. Instead, I met Oblivion, hungry and waiting. It was pure darkness, coiling upon itself like a serpent, glaring through Samkiel’s eyes and waiting to strike in my defense. 


I blinked and reached for his hand under the table, his thumb worrying over the emptiness on his finger where Oblivion’s ring had been. He squeezed back, completely unaware of what I’d seen. At my touch, the temper he hid so well slowly dissipated. If he were lightning and death, I was the grounding rod. 


Iver bowed his head toward me. “I apologize. My comment was in poor taste.” I nodded, and his gaze flicked toward Samkiel once more. “I was unaware you had claimed one in such a manner. Please forgive me. This is so shocking to us all. You must understand, given your reputation,” Iver said, his previous sass restored to his tone. 


“My reputation,” Samkiel said. He said it as a statement, but the question was there. 


“If I may speak freely.” Iver folded his hands in front of him. “You are the Slayer of Beasts, Peacekeeper, Unir’s bright and dutiful son. You are a legend among the realms, and now you’ve returned from death with not only a wife that is not your betrothed Imogen but an Ig’Morruthen one at that. She is the same breed of being who destroyed Rashearim. But if this union offers a greater allegiance than the celestial beauty, I would understand. The power she possesses could make Nismera falter.” His eyes cut to mine. “With all due respect, of course.” 


I had forgotten our return would raise the question of his betrothal. I had honestly forgotten about it after interacting with Imogen and seeing her and Samkiel together. It was painfully obvious that there was no romantic love between them. The betrothal had been forced upon them, and Samkiel had more than proved his love for me. Thinking of Imogen filled me with sadness, not jealousy or anger. I desperately missed my friend. 


“To answer your first question, my union with Imogen was strictly political and orchestrated by my father in an attempt to temper my wild ways. My marriage to Dianna was not arranged. I married her because I love her. Whether she be Ig’Morruthen, god, celestial, or mortal, my love and devotion to her would not change. So, no, it is not for power. And might I remind you, my sister and her rebellion destroyed Rashearim,” Samkiel said. “She and other traitorous gods who wished for Unir’s throne, not my wife.” 


I knew it wasn’t the time or place, but my heart thrilled whenever Samkiel proudly claimed me. Even when the allies he wished to recruit to his side turned up their noses at the very sight of me, he never faltered. Warmth seeped into every cell of my very being. Treasures and gold and artifacts seemed so meaningless when being loved so wholly was far more valuable. 


“Speaking of your sister. As you’ve mentioned, she wears your crown, sits atop your throne, and works tirelessly to expand her kingdom.” Iver raised his glass, sipping loudly. “This has been so for a thousand years.”


“I’m aware.” Samkiel took a deep breath, steeling his nerves for what he knew was coming, and I had to give him credit. Over the last few weeks, we had either been in battle or visiting as many of the lords and ladies of the realms as we could. He hadn’t said anything, but exhaustion draped across his shoulders like a second coat. Some had drawn their weapons at our approach, turning us away as they waved Nismera’s damned banner. Others greeted us warily. They would listen, but in the end, they remained pledged to her. Iver was our last stop, and it was clear that all hope of an alliance was lost here.


“Yet, you visit not only my borders but those of the few remaining houses that still stand fortified and stored because of her? Correct?” 


“Yes,” Samkiel said with lethal calm. “My birthright was taken from me while I sat behind closed realms. Your ancestors all vowed oaths before my father, and as his successor, that means your loyalty lies with me.” 


Iver reached for his goblet of wine and took a long sip as he studied Samkiel. He placed the glass back down with a heavy sigh and folded his hands on the table in front of him. “With all due respect, we have fulfilled those. You were presumed dead for a thousand years. Nismera is from Unir’s line, just as you are. Her legitimacy is just, no matter your return, and we cannot break our allegiance to her.”


Samkiel was quiet for so long that I wondered what he was planning. Was he reassessing how to approach the remaining houses in these realms? But as I brushed against his mind, all I felt was disappointment. 


Anger raced across my skin like a scalding flame. The Ig’Morruthen in me raised her head toward the perceived threat, my willingness to protect him second nature to both sides of my being. The words were on my lips, but Samkiel’s fingers squeezed mine. 


“If we threaten violence, we are no better than her,” Samkiel said.


“He’s a fool. They all are.” 


“He’s loyal to her as they all have been. Fear does that. I would want them to follow us with such loyalty as well.” 


A low growl vibrated in my throat. “I’d rather he followed her into a grave. He’s a waste of air.” 


His soft chuckle flowed across our bond even as our faces remained stoic. 


“They are allowed their choices. This is why we have traveled to ask. Loyalty gained out of fear can be lost as easily as it is promised. I just have to figure out how to get them to trust me.” 


I huffed but said nothing because, as always, he was right. Samkiel forced a smile and rose, his hand still in mine as he pulled me up with him. The guards’ shields and spears clattered as they drew closer to their lord. Iver waved them off and stood, realizing we did not rise in threat. 


“I appreciate the honesty and hospitality,” Samkiel said with every bit of kindness I did not possess. Cold food, dirty silverware, and snide comments were not hospitality. 


Samkiel squeezed my hand again as he heard my every thought. “We shall take our leave now.” 


Iver bowed slightly, his lips quirking in an evil grin as if he knew something we did not. Samkiel only interlaced his fingers through mine and led me from the castle. As we left the waterbound city, I worried more about the woman behind those walls than the alliance with Lord Iver.
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DIANNA


We made it back right at sunset. Samkiel had been quiet, and although I knew he wasn’t mad at me, I still felt bad. I shifted fully back to my mortal form and grabbed his hand, raising it to my lips to pepper kisses against the back of it. He tossed me a half smile, but I could tell his mind was a million miles away. He wanted so badly to restore these realms to what they used to be, and it felt like every time we turned around, his hopes were doused like water on a flame. 


We made it through the front door with barely a peep. The enormous castle seemed empty, but rattling from the kitchen and the smell of roasted meat proved that at least one person was home. We rounded the corner, and I strode into the kitchen. Cameron was half-slouched at the large wooden table. I playfully shoved at Cameron’s shoulder and hopped up to sit beside his plate, swinging my feet. Samkiel stopped at the entry and leaned his shoulder against the doorway. 


“Hey, people eat here,” Cameron joked, gesturing toward my sitting form. 


“Oh, if you think this is bad, you should have been here when Samkiel first showed me this kitchen.” 


Cameron made a face and quickly lifted his plate.


“Dianna,” Samkiel said.


I shrugged and waved him off. “It’s been cleaned. I was only joking. Sort of.” 


“Well, now that I am scarred by that mental image that I am sure will haunt me for the rest of my days,” Cameron said, “how did it go?” 


Samkiel grumbled and rubbed his hand over his face. 


“Not well, I take it?” Cameron asked, taking a huge bite of his sandwich. 


“No,” Samkiel said. “Regardless of my wife’s chipper mood, not well indeed.” 


I stuck my tongue out at Samkiel. 


“Why are you so happy if it went terribly?” Cameron asked, around a mouthful of food. 


I shrugged. “I blame it on the whole not having a soul thing.” 


No one in the room thought that was the least bit funny. 


Rolling my eyes at their lack of humor, I tried to explain. “I don’t know. We’ve made a city here, a home. People feel safe enough to breathe here. Miska seems to be getting along and making friends, even dragging Reggie out with her. Plus, I have you guys, and I know we’ll find a way to save the rest of The Hand and bring them back. That’s what matters to me, everyone here and our family, not the cranky or rude royals. I’ll protect this home with my life. So, if they don’t want to be allies, well, they can burn, and anyone who threatens us can join them . . .” I shrugged, letting the sentence trail off. 


“That’s actually really sweet,” Cameron said around another mouthful, nodding toward Samkiel. “Minus the part where I just pictured a dozen realms on fire. But it was nice, nonetheless.” 


Samkiel shook his head and smiled softly at me before rubbing at his brow. I knew the headache had to be bad if he was showing outward signs of it. “Dianna will not be lighting anything on fire. She was actually on her best behavior, not a single flame in sight. Even when we were met with weapons or closed doors everywhere we visited. Lord Iver was the only one who spoke to us face to face, and a part of me wished he hadn’t.” 


“Iver?” Cameron asked. 


“Yes, he now rules Shorerock.” 


A small whistle left Cameron’s lips. “I assumed Lord Orble would have lived forever.” 


“As did I,” Samkiel said. “Apparently, this is his son.” 


Cameron frowned and sat back in his chair. 


“Vena was nice.” I shrugged. “Well, mostly.” 


Cameron’s brows went high. “Vena? I haven’t seen her dunes in ages,” Cameron said, taking another big bite of his sandwich.


I snorted softly and said, “I hope you’re speaking about her sand dunes.” 


Samkiel rolled his eyes. “You two.” 


Cameron grinned. “Hey, I am innocent this time, I swear. We only went with The Hand one time. The weather was amazing. You’d think it would be hotter with how close they are to their small sun, but I enjoyed it. What about you?” 


I had to admit I loved Highsand, at least what we saw from overhead. It had a rolling landscape of dunes and desert as far as the eye could see, dotted with pyramid structures that would put the ones we had in Eoria to shame. It would have been gorgeous if it weren’t for the screams of people fleeing to their homes as I flew overhead. The hundreds of guards who had rushed out and Vena screaming at us from the highest point of her gates were also detractors, but besides all that, it was marvelous. 


“From the short time we were there, yes. It reminded me of home, only their sand sculptures were far larger than ours. Gabby would have liked it if Vena wasn’t such a bitch.” 


Cameron laughed again. “The lords of this realm are not ready for you.” 


“At least she attempted some dialogue.” Samkiel scratched at his ear. “It was behind locked and guarded gates, but it was something. I just wish they understood that I am trying to avoid war. I want that at all costs.” 


“Everyone in this room knows Nismera will not give up that throne without a brutal and bloody fight,” I said.


“Fighting here will only end with thousands, if not more, dead. There are other ways to win wars. Meeting with houses and gathering loyalties are the first steps to claiming victory without ever lifting a blade. There are ways to subdue an enemy before war ever starts. War should be the very last option. It’s violent, bloody, and destructive, and innocence is its greatest casualty. They may see me as weak, but I won’t risk the innocent. Not for her.” 


“I know, and I am always on your side. I’m just saying you have a heart, baby, but the beings you’re dealing with do not. My concern is how far bitch goddess is willing to take it and what the cost will be.” 


He forced a smile. “Let’s hope it doesn’t go that far. Maybe speaking to them will ignite change or at least give them something to ponder. Maybe they just need a few days to think about my offer.” 


“Maybe,” was all I said. He seemed beaten down these last few weeks with every royal we visited, and I wouldn’t add to his disheartenment. 


“Well, I personally think the royals have always been a bunch of dickbags,” Cameron said, breaking the tension. “Except for you, of course.” 


Samkiel rolled his eyes as I snorted and nodded toward Cameron as he finished the rest of his sandwich and changed the subject. “Why do you look gross?” 


His face and clothes were covered in dirt, and I knew I would be cleaning as soon as he left the room. Cameron glanced down at his dirt-speckled shirt, the cream color more of a brown now. The same dust covered his slacks, and his boots were caked with mud. His hands were the only clean spots on him, probably because he washed them before making his sandwich. At least, I hoped he had. 


“I’ve been in the city with Thane and his buddies.” 


“Thane?” I asked.


“Yeah. Has a huge burn scar along his right side and short hair. You guys saved him and a bunch of others from Ovinor.” 


Ovinor was the small cliffside village we went to weeks ago. I’d almost forgotten about it. I guess it was understandable, given that we were dealing with the uptick of Otherworld creatures attacking any village or small town on their path or traveling across the realms in an attempt to secure alliances. 


“Oh,” I said. “Sorry, I didn’t get names, and that was weeks ago.” 


Cameron smiled, but I had started to notice it no longer reached his eyes. He was also keeping himself very busy as of late. He was either in town or helping Miska with her herbs and remedies. Every lead we had regarding Xavier was a dead end, and I felt the light slowly dying in Cameron, no matter how hard he tried to hide it. Orym would’ve been an enormous help had Isaiah not killed him and his sister.


“Why is he, or you, for that matter, working?” Samkiel asked. “I told you I’d finish a third of the city when I returned.” 


Cameron wiped at his mouth before holding up his hands in mock surrender. “Hey, I know. There are still a bunch of buildings that need roofing, and the townspeople are working themselves to the bone. Thane volunteered and is kind of running it with a small group, so I offered to help. I’d rather not run into the city and find townspeople impaled or squished.” 


Samkiel sighed from the doorway. “I told them to wait. The houses they have to live in are secure. Plus, we are still working on the ones for new arrivals.” 


“I know, but they seem stubborn, just like you two,” Cameron said, glancing at us one at a time. “Plus, they’re happy, and I believe they want to stay that way. I think they want you to see that they love and value their new homes. They don’t want to lose their safe haven. I think it is their way of trying to gain the favor of the gods. You know, like the old days.”


“Samkiel would never expect that of them.” I folded my arms. “He’s not that kind of leader, and he’s not that kind of god. Plus, he will not give rewards for heat exhaustion.” 


Samkiel grunted in agreement. 


Cameron nodded. “I know, but these people have been beaten down, taught to please rulers who see them only as stepping stones. I fear they assume that if they eat and enjoy themselves even for a second, they’ll be punished, and this will all be taken away.” 


A thought churned in my head as I chewed the inside of my lip. He glanced at me as I sent my idea to Samkiel through our bond. I’d ruminate on it further and ask Samkiel what he thought later.


Cameron got up and walked to the trash, disposing of the crumbs of his meal. 


“Where is everyone else? Miska? Reggie?” I asked.


“Well,” Cameron turned toward us after cleaning his plate. He placed his hands in his pockets and rocked on the balls of his feet. “No offense, but I figured your efforts would be a bust. Even beneath Unir, the royals were dicks long before Nismera ever came into power, and I doubt they will leave her after she’s pretty much given them all the power their tiny, greedy hearts could want. Plus, she’s a psychopath, and to follow her, they are not much better. So, anyway, I did you all a favor. Reggie is in the city with Miska and her new friends, planting gods knows what, and I’m about to head back to make sure no one accidentally kills themselves while sprucing up their new home. That means you guys have this whole place to yourselves for the next few hours. Just don’t pull a three-day fuck fest again. My poor eyes can’t take it, and I don’t think the castle would survive either.” 


I burst out laughing as he smirked at Samkiel. 


“Cameron,” Samkiel all but growled. 


“You’re too kind.” I snickered. 


Cameron smiled. “I tell everyone that, you know.” 


“More like a troublemaker,” Samkiel added. 


“Have fun. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” Cameron grinned and waved before leaving. 


“That’s a very short list,” I called after his retreating form. 


Hopping off the table, I walked over to Samkiel. He watched the door, the wear of the last few days etched into his face. “Are you going to tell me why you keep rubbing at your fingers?” 


His head snapped toward me, and his thumb stilled over the third finger on his right hand. It was where he had worn the Oblivion ring for eons. 


“It’s simply a nervous tic.” 


“I know your nervous tics, and that’s not one of them.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “So we lie to each other now?” 


He offered me a half-smile. “You worry too much.” 


My hand ran over his. Only a pale tan line remained on that finger, and there was no darkness or sign of the powerful ring that used to live there. 


“Is it Oblivion?” 


“It’s not important right now. Not with everything else happening,” he whispered, his gaze focused on our hands.


“You summoned it without your ring during a nightmare. You’ve never done that before. I think it’s something to think about.” 


That earned me a full smile. “Another time. Right now, maybe we can not make any jokes, small or not, about your soul,” he said, his eyes filled with reprimand. 


I wrapped my pinky around his, holding our hands between us. “Promise.” 


He smiled and said, “We still need to find out what we can about your missing soul. Reggie has no idea what it could mean, and I am unsure where to start looking.” 


“Okay.” I let go of his hand and leaned in close to him, wrapping my arms around his waist and grabbing his ass with both hands. I pressed my body flush with his and grinned up at him.


His fingers threaded through my hair, and he cradled my head with his big palms before leaning down to place a kiss on my lips. “You’re a menace.” 


I smiled slowly. “I know. So since the house is empty,” I said against his lips, “hot screaming shower sex that probably ends in a broken bed?” 


Samkiel’s eyes flicked to mine as if I had ripped him from some pressing thought, a lightness returning to the warrior king’s expression. Whatever demons had raised their ugly heads receded, chased out by the promise of play and connection. 


He sighed and rolled his eyes as if I’d asked him the most mundane, boring question before a slow, wicked smile danced across his face. “Well, if you insist.” 


“I’ll race you,” I said with a smirk. 


He frowned and peeled my arms from around him. “Dianna, do you truly think me immature enough to—” Samkiel took off running, not finishing his sentence. 


I gaped after him, and he was nearly at the stairs when I yelled, “You cheater!”


His laughter boomed, bouncing off the palace walls and echoing in my heart as I chased after him.
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NISMERA


Fire crackled, and flames clogged the air. The buildings bent from the heat, breaking and tumbling into themselves. Trees snapped, the water inside them boiling and steaming. Screams rent the air, and Death coasted in on currents of billowing smoke. Ah, there he was, the exact being I was looking for. 


Hooded, ghostly shadows moved across the battlefield, Death’s minions collecting the lifeless body parts I’d left in my wake. They twisted and lifted, escorting souls far past these realms to whatever resting place their souls demanded. More wraiths clawed and crawled from the shadows. They darkened the darkness as they floated across the massacred town, picking up and leaving. 


“How do you know he will even show?” Henri asked.


Arms folded, I turned slightly, trying to hide my annoyance. After Vincent had betrayed me, I’d reinstated Henri to his former position as my second. Black and gold armor added bulk to his already massive frame, but I could see his broad shoulders tense beneath my obvious displeasure. Although not terrible to look at, with a head of short, russet curls, striking gold eyes, and a jaw that could cut glass, he was a complete and utter idiot off the battlefield. His only redeeming talents were those relating to war. 


“An infrequency,” I said. “Think of it like a current. Too much in a system too quickly, and he shows to make sure it’s not overwhelmed. It just takes a few thousand all at once,” I explained, flicking the blood from the nails of my gauntlet. I grimaced at the gore clinging to my armor. “There are too many corpses, and his specters cannot carry them all. He’ll have to come himself.” 


It was the exact reason I’d chosen the town of Grivmohr. It housed more than fifteen thousand people . . . or it had. Now, it was nothing more than a smoking, bloody wasteland. After the flames ate the buildings and flesh, the fire would turn toward the land and lay it bare. 


Henri’s gaze searched the darkness, his armor sliding against itself in a soft susurration. “I can’t see them.” 


Of course, he couldn’t, even with his strength and power in battle. He, like everyone else, was beneath me. 


“How will you know he’s here?” 


I once more smothered my annoyance with him and said, “You will be able to feel him even if you can’t see him. There will be a cold wrench of air. He is made from the darkest parts of the universe. He is here but not here, there but not there.” 


Henri shivered. Even with his rank, he was still Itian, and that race was barely above mortals. Sure, they had greater strength and were more durable, but the only true difference was their slightly raised ear tips and elongated life. “I’ve heard stories from half-dead warriors who have seen a demon appear on blood-drenched battlefields. Not to fight but to take. They say some souls smiled in bliss as they left. Others screamed and tried to claw their eyes from their heads after one look at the beast.” Henri paused and turned to look at me, his eyes haunted. “Will you wish to go blind when you see him?” 


My smile was slow. “There are far worse things within and past our stars than Death.” 


His dirty, blood-smeared throat bobbed, but he said nothing.


I placed my hand on his breastplate. “Keep your eyes closed until I tell you otherwise.” 


Henri nodded and closed his eyes, his back straight and his hands clasped before himself. 


The stench of death grew as more succumbed to their wounds. The town of Grivmohr grew silent, the wind stilling and the smoke no longer curling in the air. Cold swept across the ground, frigid and bitter. Leaves and rocks froze, turning an icy blue. It was a sickening cold, brutal as the edge of time. When Henri’s breaths slowed and clouded before him, I knew who had arrived. The caress of cold smoke followed a flutter of wings.


“Took you long enough,” I said. “I would have thought you would have shown after the first few hundred.”


“Your value for life is despicable,” Death said. “They had dreams and hopes, and you steal them carelessly. Your very being disrupts order.” 


I turned slowly, plastering a smile on my face. A bird made of midnight perched high atop a burning, steepled roof. His eyes were opaque and as cold as the air around him. “But how else would I get your attention?” 


Firelight glinted across his darkened feathers. He spoke, yet his beak did not move. 


“Why summon me?” 


Fine. Straight to it, then. It was probably for the best. 


“Why did you break your most sacred law? You brought Samkiel back from the dead.” I clicked my teeth. “Now that’s despicable.” 


The raven tilted his head slightly. “Did I?” 


My brows furrowed. Death was many things, but not a liar. My jaw clenched as I stared at him. I thought back to that day, recalling how Ayla had rushed to Samkiel’s side, her dark hair flowing behind her. Then the fate had intervened and they had all disappeared. “Impossible.” I sneered. “Ayla? She has no power over death. None do but you. I am no fool.” 


“No, but your arrogance will be your downfall,” Death said.


“There is no downfall for me. You and I both know it. Nor is there any way that Ayla,” her name was like acid on my tongue, “rose someone from the dead. Unless . . . do I bother you so much that you’d break such an absolute rule?” My hands flexed at my sides, but I barked a laugh so rich the feathers on Death’s wings fluttered. “That’s what this is, isn’t it? You know you cannot have me, and you and that stupid fate are desperate.” My smile was as cold as the winds that followed him. “To have such powerful, ancient beings shuffling and cheating to turn against me honestly touches my heart.” 


“You have no heart.” 


Fire raged, and smoke danced between us, yet they never obscured his eyes. I summoned my blood-soaked spear from its ether and pointed it at him as I spoke. “You are a fool. Samkiel will fall once more, and the bitch he beds along with him. When I have conquered these realms and the next, I will find a way to end even you.” 


The roof he perched on flamed around him, broken beams crackling and snapping, but Death did not falter or even blink at my threat. 


“Hubris is such a common trait within your kind,” Death said, his opaque eyes glaring at me. “And you forget that Dianna was not the only powerful being that crossed this threshold when Samkiel fell. You will be overpowered, outnumbered, and you will lose.” 


My lip curled in pure, unbridled rage. I raised my spear, energy crackling at the tip as I shot it toward him. Death’s form burst into neverending darkness with a howl, my power having no effect whatsoever. A thick, dark mist swept every soul remaining in Grivmohr and vanished. In Death’s wake, crackling flames consumed the bloodsoaked town as if they were ravenous beasts. 


My anger grew. I knew who he spoke of and what that bitch took. I spun toward Henri, my hand slamming down on his pauldron, my nails digging into the metal with a crack. His eyes opened, and he came to attention. 


“Ready my legions, summon the armada, and find me that godsdamn witch.”
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CAMILLA


Amber clouds billowed around the bow of the massive ship, the sleek lines spearing through them with ease. Two identical vessels sailed before us, carrying all the materials needed to build houses and make weapons. The two behind us carried food and clothing material. Of course, the one we stowed away on carried and reeked of what I could only describe as bottom-feeder sea life. 


I was unaware of the trade routes crisscrossed throughout the realms, but it made sense. Trade was as old as time itself, and I imagined Nismera encouraged it as it kept lines of communication open and created an excuse for visits. 


I glanced down the hull at the sparkling stardust spilling and flowing over floating asteroids. It reminded me of the currents in the oceans on Onuna, pushing and pulling whatever crossed them. Thick paned glass at the front of the ship displayed the brilliant colors of far-off nebulae, the spirals of galaxies, and the glow of distant stars sparking around the planets as we passed. It was beyond beautiful, and even with the danger we were in, I felt lucky that I was able to experience it in my life. 


It had taken us two days to find the right ship and sneak aboard. Vincent had knocked out a few workers to steal their clothes and badges. Casting a quick glamour over us, I made sure we looked the part. We were just three older men who maybe moved a bit quicker than we should at our apparent age. 


Of course, Vincent had yelled at me, claiming my hands had just healed and that overusing my magic would drain me and cause further harm. It was the first time in a long time I had anyone fuss over me, and I adored him for it. 


Shouts rang out as the captain pointed a clawed finger at the two crewmates below. They startled, nearly toppling the buckets of food they were sorting into baskets. I righted the cap on my head and went back to my workstation. A line of us sliced, chopped, and then dumped the parts of the creatures that could not be eaten or sold.


I stopped across from Vincent, and he glanced up at me quickly before returning to his task. A single strand of hair fell across his brow, the dark, rich strands no longer reaching his shoulders. We had fought over his decision to cut it. I argued that I could just cloak us once again, and he insisted it was just hair and a waste of my energy. 


He had used his knife to shear it off, and I couldn’t complain at the results. If I hadn’t already been attracted to him, that would have sealed it for me. The shorter cut brought out his defined cheekbones and revealed the sharp line of his jaw. He looked carved from stone, delicious, warm, touchable stone.


“You’re staring,” he said with a slam of his knife. He slid the carcass into the bin, and a crewmate passed him another creature down the line. 


“Sorry,” I said with a deep swallow.


Magic coated our lips, twisting our words. Another small spell I’d used so that anyone listening just heard us discussing this week’s catch. 


I was ashamed at how small my view of the world was. An entire ecosystem lived amongst the stars. Anaerobic creatures living off the matter that floated between the stars and not oxygen. I needed to watch myself in this form. I couldn’t act as if I had not lived amongst these creatures my whole life, especially if we were to keep up the ruse. Every now and then, Vincent would catch me admiring the beauty surrounding us, and he would look at me as I looked at them. As if I were the most enchanting thing in the cosmos.


My hands ripped at the scaly body of what looked like some type of fish, but it wasn’t a fish at all. It was something pulled from the stardust streams and seemed plentiful in this part of space. The men onboard called them blashels. I shoved the creature down the line and caught his eyes again, able to see the unease in their depths.


“I know you don’t want to find her, but I promise to make sure she doesn’t disembowel you.”


A soft snort left his lips. “I doubt that even your power could stop Dianna. Especially with Samkiel at her side.”


I passed the blashel down and accepted another. “You’d be surprised what I can do for someone I care about.”


Again, those light blue eyes caught mine, but they were filled with heat this time. Although we couldn’t do anything about it, the burning tension between us was damn near scalding. A squeal came from behind us, and we both half-turned to face the main reason we hadn’t had a chance to kiss again. 


Elianna was dressed in the same sun-faded greens and browns as the rest of the crew. Her hair was wrapped like everyone’s, but a few red strands fell into her face as she bent to clean up the bucket of soapy water she’d spilled. A tall, muscled orc yelled at her to move out of her way. The twin tusks protruding from the orc’s bottom lip were sharp enough to rip a man in half. 


Elianna wisely kept her mouth shut and lifted the bucket, struggling to hoist it onto her bent elbow. I snickered. She hadn’t worked a day in her life outside of council meetings, and right now, you could tell. Her eyes cut to mine, seething as she stomped to the main deck to help the others clean the blood and mess from the floor. I returned to work and grinned at Vincent. He shook his head, clearly enjoying this, too.


VINCENT PASSED THE bigger portion of bread to me, chewing the smaller part he had taken before giving a small piece to Elianna. He wiped his hands on a cloth and stood up, moving to the door to check the passageway. 


“Why does she get the bigger portion?”


I could feel the frustration rippling off of Vincent. “The magic she uses makes her burn more calories to keep us all alive,” he said matter-of-factly and shrugged. “Besides, I like her more than you. I don’t care if you starve.” 


I shook my head but didn’t say anything as I inhaled my portion. He was right. I was using so much magic I was starving, but I’d risk it to keep us safe from Nismera’s wrath. We constantly watched the skies for her, knowing she would come for her retribution. Every time the ship rocked, we feared she’d arrived in her hunt for us. Vincent wouldn’t sleep below with us. He was always on alert, fear eating at his gut. 


Elianna sneered at him. “I guess I shouldn’t expect anything else from Nismera’s favorite whore.”


My magic zipped out, turning the bread she held to dust before Vincent even opened his mouth to respond.


“Hey!” she exclaimed. “Why the fuck did you do that?”


“Your baseless, rude comment,” I said, returning to my meager meal. “You know, we could have left you to die back in her palace.”


Elianna’s nose scrunched as she folded her arms. I ignored her attempt at a pout.


“Stop acting like a spoiled brat when we are trying to help you, too,” I said.


“I don’t think it’s an act,” Vincent mumbled under his breath, still standing at the doorway and watching. He was always watching. 


“Can we please try to get along?” I turned to look at Vincent. “Please, for my sake? None of us wants to be here. Let’s just make do and get out of here, okay?”


They scowled at each other but didn’t say anything else. I sighed. It wasn’t a truce, but probably the best I could hope for.


“It’s still at least about two weeks before we dock in Goldpass,” Vincent said. 


Elianna sighed loudly as the ship rocked and the animals squealed. They were probably just as nauseous as we were. 


“It stinks down here,” she whined. 


“Well, it is a cargo ship, and we are down below with the cargo,” Vincent said, gesturing to the stables littered with hay, debris, and manure. There were three levels below deck, and we were on the second. The lowest level held the blashel, this one the livestock, and the produce was kept on the one above us. 


“Yeah, I can see that.” She sneered at Vincent and wrapped her hands tighter around herself as a large six-legged shaggy beast chewed loudly mere inches from her. 


Elianna and I moved to the empty stall in the corner we had been using as our sleeping area. It was dark, the only light coming from the enchanted stones attached to the cargo wall. The crates and boxes didn’t leave us much room, poking us in places we wouldn’t wish, but it was better than death. 


“So, Goldpass?” I asked as we got settled. “What’s that?”


“One of the largest trading towns in the realms,” Elianna answered. “It’s a place where you can find anything for a price.”


“And why do we want to go there?”


Vincent looked at me as if it were something he did not wish to share with Elianna here.


“Vincent, we have to learn to trust her,” I said, glancing at Elianna. “Trust each other.”


“Yeah,” Elianna added. “It’s not like I’m going back to Nismera. She’d kill me on sight for leaving and taking the journal. Plus . . .” She swallowed, her words dying.


“Plus, what?”


Her fingers worried the worn cuff of her jacket. “Plus, Kaden is dead. I don’t want to be there without him.”


If I had any bread left, I would have choked. “Kaden?”


She glared at me. “Yes. Don’t act so high and mighty. You were screwing him before you decided you liked Vincent.”


She threw those words at me with so much venomous force my head nearly hit the wall. It was what we wanted everyone to believe, but it simply wasn’t true. I could feel the tension radiate off Vincent. I had told him nothing had happened, but he was still pissed about catching Kaden kissing me. It didn’t matter to Vincent that it was fake, and Kaden had never touched me in any other way.


“I’m sorry. You’re mad at me?” I stifled a laugh. “Because of Kaden?” 


She pulled her legs up against her chest and wrapped her arms around them, curling into herself.


Vincent sighed, folding his arms and placing a single dirty boot on the door frame behind him. “Elianna has been in love with Kaden since Nismera freed him and Isaiah from Yejedin.” 


My eyes nearly bulged out of my head. “You were with them back then?” 


“All he sees is that stupid bitch Dianna,” Elianna snapped aggressively, pulling at her worn cloak sleeves and ignoring my question. “She’s not even that pretty.” 


I scoffed and adjusted, trying to get comfortable against the crate poking into my side. “What are you, five?”


Elianna’s frown deepened. “He was supposed to kill her, you know? She was supposed to die the second we found her. But Drake just had to drag her back with some sob story about her sister. That’s the only reason he did it.” 


Now, I was confused. “For Gabby?” 


“No, you idiot.” 


“Watch it,” Vincent damn near growled. 


Elianna rolled her eyes. “He saved her because Gabby reminded him of Isaiah. Kaden’s only weak spot is his brother. Nismera knew it, too. Killing Gabby wasn’t just a way to break Dianna and drive a permanent wedge between her and Kaden. It was a way to test Kaden, too. Nismera wanted to see if he would be just another willing puppet whose strings she could pull like everyone else. She always tests them. She is a paranoid psychopath who trusts no one, no matter what she says.”


My mind reeled. I hadn’t made any of those connections, but it made sense if Kaden saw himself in Dianna, both desperate to keep their siblings safe. But something she’d said didn’t make sense. “What do you mean, test them? Why would she do that? I thought she loved them?” 


It was Vincent’s turn to snort. “Nismera loves nothing and no one but herself. Herself and power. She will lie, manipulate, and use anyone and anything to have it and keep it.” 


Elianna didn’t object but said, “I’m the only one out of the entire Order that gave a shit about him, you know? Not like he saw it, though. He couldn’t see anything except her.” 


Vincent made a noise low in his throat as he pushed off the doorway. “Such bitterness, Elianna.” 


“Weren’t you?” Elianna asked, her eyes flicking to me.


I held my hands up before either of them drew a blade to slice the other into silence. “You never explained how you took over the council on the remains of Rashearim.” 


Elianna held her righteous nose a fraction higher. “My father was a part of The Order before it was dismantled. He trained and educated me, and I took over as he intended. So, yes, I worked with Nismera and alongside Kaden. I was even in Eoria when he found the bitch. When the realms closed, we needed a new council, so my men and I took over. The rest is history.” 


“Wow,” I said, folding my arms as I leaned back. “You really are a conniving, smart bitch.” 


She scoffed. “Takes one to know one, I suppose.” 


I shook my head. “I have never supported Nismera.” 


“But you betrayed Dianna just the same. You and Vincent and everyone else can hate me, but I did what I was born to do, what was best for my family, just like you two.” She glared at Vincent. “Except you betrayed yours, and now you’re leading us back to them, where we will probably be murdered.” 


Vincent scoffed, the edge of his tongue worrying his bottom lip. My eyes followed him as he turned toward me. “I’m going topside to make sure none of her legion has found or is following us. You two try to get some rest.” 


He met my gaze, his eyes sparking with familiar hunger. The need to say more, to do more, emanated from him. Instead, he turned and left us in the small, smelly room. 


Elianna huffed and wrapped the thick, woven blanket around herself. “Sleep? In this hellhole? No way.” 


“Sorry, it’s not a castle, princess,” I muttered and lay back. 


I could feel Elianna glaring as I watched the door Vincent had left through. 


“You know, when Nismera finds him, finds you, she is going to make you both suffer for what you did, what you took.” 


I turned to look at her, my eyes narrowing. “What? The medallion?” 


“No,” she said without a hint of malice. “Him. When she’s done with you both, death will be a kindness, and that is something I heard she was born without.” 


Elianna turned away from me, and after a few moments, her breathing evened out as sleep claimed her. I rolled over so I could watch the door again. I knew she hadn’t said that to scare me. She had simply stated the truth. Nismera was searching for us, and I knew in my bones that we would not evade her forever, but my greatest fear wasn’t of her. I feared for Vincent and his remorse over the acts Nismera had forced him to commit. I feared the guilt he harbored would one day get him killed.
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CAMILLA


The room was enormous, the ceilings soaring to such heights overhead that they nearly disappeared into the gloom. Marble statues of warriors, blades either drawn or kneeling with shields, filled the halls. Tapestries supported by large, spiraling columns wavered in the breeze coming in through the open balconies. I could see the wind in how the heavy fabric moved, but I did not feel it. I wondered where I was and stepped out onto the balcony. Mountains, half-hidden by rolling clouds, surrounded a silver city. I looked down at it, wondering at the blue lights racing across buildings and twisting through the streets. 


Murmurs came from the hall behind me, and I whipped toward the sound. Guards marched toward me, their feet hitting the stone floor in unison. I caught glimpses of them as the tapestries shifted. A sash crossed their armor, bearing an image of a three-headed beast, and I realized this was not Samkiel’s reign. This was Unir’s.


I stepped back into the hall as the guards pressed forward. I blinked and somehow stood directly in their path. My eyes slammed closed, and I flinched, expecting to be trampled, but they walked right through me. I felt each of them as a whisper of heat. Opening my eyes, I looked down at my form as they passed. It shimmered like wavering smoke before solidifying once more. 


“Look.” 


My head jerked up at the feminine whisper. In a darkened corner, a woman stood wrapped in cloaks. Her short, dark hair stopped at the base of her jaw. The thick bronze belt that wrapped her narrow waist was etched with symbols that matched the bands encircling her upper arms and wrists. She felt ancient and powerful, and my magic sang in her presence. When my eyes met hers, I knew why. 


Witch. 


The anger in her glowing green eyes had me swallowing whatever question I was about to ask. She pointed after the retreating guards and commanded, “See it.” 


I nodded, and she dissipated like smoke. My feet seemed to move of their own accord, following after the guards as they walked toward the end of the corridor. They split at the massive staircase, taking up flanking positions and coming to rest. It looked like they were guarding someone, and I wondered what was happening. I heard voices from upstairs and grabbed the edge of my long nightgown before taking the steps two at a time.


The voices grew louder as I neared massive twin doors decorated with intricate designs of gold and pearl. I rested my hand on the curved, smooth handle and leaned forward, hoping to hear more clearly through the thick wood. Instead, my body slipped through it and slapped against the floor. I stifled a gasp and looked up.


There was so much power in the room that my skin prickled with it. My magic went on high alert and surged forth, ready like a viper to strike out and protect me. When no one looked my way and continued talking, I pushed myself up. My eyes widened as I took in the massive room, but it was the beings sitting around the U-shaped table that roused my magic. I slowly walked toward them, stopping in the space formed by the tables. The power of the four men and women was like standing in the middle of a maelstrom. 


“. . . power beyond our gates,” Unir said. He sat at the head of the table, a woman with wavy brown hair at his side. From her posture and crown, I knew exactly who she was. If her nearness to Unir wasn’t enough, the slope of her cheekbones and soft eyes screamed of Samkiel. 


“Nothing you have to fear,” a strong voice replied. The man, or at least a being that wore the skin of one, tapped his fingers against the table. His dark hair was spiked around his head, and his eyes were so black there was no distinction between iris and pupil. When I looked into them, I felt like I was looking into the void of the abyss. His skin was not just pale by mortal terms but nearly transparent, and I could almost see the dark creature moving beneath it. His broad shoulders were draped in the same silver and white council garbs worn by all here, indicating this was some sort of council meeting made up of powerful ancients. 


“Yet.” 


My stomach dropped, and my blood ran cold at that voice. I looked across the table and met the eyes of Nismera. 


I wanted to ask how. When was this that she was here, but Kaden and Isaiah were not? But as I looked closer at her, the age she wore was clearer. Her body was slender and softer, her features hinting at a teenage youth. This Nismera was less mature than the woman who currently claimed the realms and everything in between. This had to be before Samkiel was even born, perhaps even his brothers. 


The dark man drew my attention as he shifted in his seat, resting his chin on his fist. His lips quirked, and his eyes held a seductive invitation as he stared at her. Nismera smiled at him, a glow touching her cheeks. With how the two of them looked at each other, I hoped I was wrong about her age. He was well past her senior, regardless of eternal, immortal beauty. 


The dark man pulled his gaze from Nismera and addressed Unir, who had not missed what had passed between the two. “The medallion allows us to travel to places that would surely invade the second your realm becomes a threat. With all due respect.”


Unir’s eyes narrowed, his gaze sliding between the dark man and Nismera. “Peace must, and will, always be the foremost important thing in these realms. War has plagued it long enough,” Unir finally said. 


The dark man smirked. “Thus, the treaty we so happily signed over the disintegrating corpses of my brethren.” 


“And mine,” Unir said, his tone hard.


Unir’s indomitable will was apparent in every word he spoke. There was no doubt that Samkiel and his brothers were this god’s sons. 


“I must ask you, god king,” the dark man started. “Is this treaty not a way to control me and the rest of my people?” 


“I would never suggest such,” Unir assured.


The dark man smiled but shot daggers at the gods across from him. I felt the chill as that glare passed through me. “You all buy into the high praise heaped upon you. Your arrogance makes you unable to see that not every powerful force is your enemy. You cloak yourselves in a proud sense of justice, portraying yourselves as protectors and saviors. What happens when one of you falls into betrayal? Who will sign peace treaties then? You can only hold your nose in the air for so long before one of you slips up, and that silver is finally tarnished.” 


Unir did not flinch. He only smiled back unblinkingly and said, “Our people survived eons before yours arrived and will continue to do so long after yours are gone. Your father brought war, Nydmjir, and now we have ended it. This meeting is just to ensure that the ones who fled do not return to our lands.” 


Nydmjir. That was his name. Recollection hit, and I gasped, my breath sucked in so harshly my lungs hurt. I remembered that name. On Onuna, Reggie and I researched the history of the Ig’Morruthens and the realms. He was the son of the fallen primordial, King Ormjir, who started the War of Wars. Ormjir created and controlled the Ig’Morruthens. The first beast he made became his general. 


“Regardless of our arrival and what has transpired, may the eternal peace bless their souls. Even with the gods you have now, all your combined power will not scare the Sovereigns.” Nydmjir counseled.


Sovereigns? My mind reeled. I hadn’t heard of them and didn’t understand everything they were discussing, but I knew one thing. That medallion she had me make was about more than just giving her more power. If she got her hands on it, could she leave this realm, too? Was that her true goal? What did I mend?


Mouths moved, only no words came out that I could hear. I reached into my pocket and plucked the medallion from it. My hand warmed beneath its weight, and I stared at it. The brilliant green swirl of my power in the center mixed with something ancient and primal, and it glared back. 


The medallion yawned open, and my hair slapped my face as the room spun. Darkness fell, and the room grew cold. I looked up and gasped as the fabric of reality tore and more dark-eyed beings spilled in. War broke out between the gods and what I now knew were the Primordials. Blood spilled, worlds shook, and Ig’Morruthens were born. Screaming and death coated the room, my skin, and my very soul. 


The tear made my skin crawl and my stomach turn. My body was yanked toward it as if the medallion wished to show me where it came from. Our realm was not just a stopping point for the Primordials. It was an escape, a refuge where they could hide from what sat behind this realm, what watched and waited. I saw skin of the softest blue, the harshest red, and pale tan. There were antlers and what looked like branches nestled as a crown on another. Four great beings in four great chairs ruled over four realms. 


Fear, heavy and thick, wove through my very being, the primitive part of my brain shuddering with the instinctual knowledge of a predatory threat. My lungs closed, and my breath was stolen with the force with which it hit me. Panic flared in my heart, the beat erratic and wild. She would doom us all for it if she got this. The power I felt coming through that tear was pure and undiluted energy. It was stronger than I’d ever felt, stronger than Samkiel or Dianna. 


I was yanked back to the present of my dream, my head snapping back with the force. The witch from the hall stood in front of me. 


“Do you see what you made?” she asked. Her eyes stared into me, not at me, but beyond. I could feel her in my mind, her voice like nails raking across my skin. I took a step back, but she followed. My hand clutched the medallion so hard I feared it would crack my palm wide open. “That is their way in, and they will bleed into this realm if you let them.” 


“I-I didn’t . . . I didn’t know.” But I had. Nismera had been adamant and willing to do almost anything to have it rebuilt. I had known that it would likely be a tool capable of catastrophic damage, yet I mended it. 


“You have to destroy it,” she insisted. “Destroy it, or it will destroy all.” 


“I don’t know how,” I said almost desperately. 


She grabbed my wrists painfully tight. The witch’s eyes burned brighter, and my skin heated beneath her touch. I looked down and saw her palms glowing. I tried to pull away, to jerk back, but she was too strong, too powerful. 


“You’re hurting me!” I cried out, yet she held on.


The witch tightened her hold as her touch began to burn. Power emanated from her, twisting her features. Her short hair floated around her head, and her feet left the floor. As she rose, her grip on my arm pulled me with her. More magic spilled into me, the medallion I held between us sizzling. I wanted to drop it, to let go before it melted into my palm, but I couldn’t move or even scream. All I saw, all I felt, was her. 


Wet hair whipped around sea foam eyes. Vincent gripped me, but I couldn’t look away from the destruction happening behind him. My magic flared bright and wide, the green tendrils reaching as they held us suspended in the air, just like my dream. Only I was awake, and the ship and everything around me was caught within my magic perimeter.


Vincent held my hands, floating with me as if he had grabbed me the second I started to levitate and refused to let go. Rocks and dust-speckled plasma spiraled upward around us. We floated above the ship, Vincent’s hold keeping me stable. The crew screamed, flailing all around us, colliding with items from the deck. 


A flaming disc slowly floated toward us. It vibrated with so much power you could almost see the tremors of the metal. The edges of the medallion were a deep orange, and I could see the moisture in the air around it, popping and steaming, but I still reached for it. The cooling mix of stone, metal, and magic landed in my palm, and I hissed from the heat still emanating from it. We floated back to the deck of the ship, everyone scrambling as they found their footing again. 


As the crew recovered, they formed a wide circle around Vincent and me. There was no coming back from this. It was too late. Our disguises had burned away, revealing our truth. We ignored the whispers and commotion, focusing on the medallion I held between us. Moisture ran from my eyes and nose as I sobbed, terrified by what I had seen.


Vincent shook me as I cried. “What happened?” Vincent asked, his voice edged with anger and fear. “Tell me what happened?” 


“I made a mistake.” I sobbed, truly understanding now what I had set in motion. “Vincent, I made a mistake.” 


Vincent wrapped me tightly in his arms, his hands running soothingly over my back. The medallion between us burned, and I knew the world would do the same.
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ISAIAH


Blood loss at this level could cause hallucinations. I knew that because I saw her every time I opened my eyes. Her form was lithe and covered in dark battle garbs. The hilts of twin swords were visible above her shoulders. Her blonde hair was braided and glinted like captured sunlight. She looked back at me, her eyes a deep ocean blue that seemed to see into my soul. The word beautiful wasn’t worthy of her. 


Imogen didn’t speak. She never had to me. She couldn’t, so I had no memory of her voice. I wished I could have heard it before I died. In my dreams, it was like silk across my torn flesh, music to deaf ears, a kiss from feather-soft lips. 


Pain. 


My veins stretched, searching for any blood left in my body, but the well had run dry. I’d die here in a tomb of my own making, desiccated, without my brother near and without a final goodbye to her. It was such a silly thing to dream of someone who didn’t know the depths to which they owned you. A silly thing indeed. 


MY SKIN STUNG, trying to wake me, alerting me to a presence. I came awake, snapping my eyes open. It wasn’t a phantom here to tease me with what I couldn’t have, but something worse. 


Samkiel. 


He leaned against the frame of the open cell door, wearing loose-fitting gray and black clothes. His arms were folded across his powerful chest, and his silver eyes blazed. He smelled of storm clouds, sex, and her. My fangs scraped against my chapped, dried lips as a failed hiss left me. I blamed Samkiel and Dianna for Kaden’s death. I blamed them all, and the second I was free, I’d spill enough blood to drown the world.


“You’re conscious,” Samkiel said. “It’s been a while since you have been. I am unsure how desiccation works on Ig’Morruthens. Perhaps you are not too far gone yet.” 


My blood had dried in puddles and feathery rivulets on the floor around me. On my knees like I was, the chains pulled my hands above my head. My arms were beyond numb, and my shoulders no longer screamed in agony unless I moved. Needles ran through my veins, every bit of me desperate for merely a drop of blood.


Samkiel stepped into my prison, and every cell in my body went on alert. My eyes widened, but not because of him. I was focused on the tiny glass he carried. The swirling red liquid had me on my feet, jaws snapping with the desire to empty it. Metal cuffs pulled against my worn and battered wrists, scraping against bone, but I did not care. My hunger was all-consuming. I craved that thick red liquid. 


He stopped inches from me without an ounce of fear. “Be still,” he commanded. My pride had long since died, and I listened. I ached to unburden him of his arrogance. “I have questions, and you cannot answer as a worn husk.” 


I stayed perfectly still, not moving until he reached out, offering me the cup. My hand whipped out so fast that some of the blood splattered across it. I was so desperate for every precious drop that I licked my palm clean after I drained the cup. It wasn’t enough to even allow my power to raise its head, but my veins did stop burning for a second. 


Samkiel crouched just out of reach. He may not fear me, but he did not get closer than he needed to be. 


I sat back on my heels, wiping my mouth against my biceps. “Not mortal,” I said. 


He shrugged. “There are small pygmy mammals here. That’s all you get.” 


A soft huff left me. “Aren’t you afraid it will tarnish your precious image when people find out? How will they toss their panties at your feet when they know you slaughter small animals?” 


His smile didn’t reach his eyes. “I didn’t kill it. There was no need. I’m not like you or Kaden.” 


A low growl left my throat when Kaden’s name fell from his lips. He did not care. 


“I believe in balance. He may be a little sleepy, but he’ll eat and thrive. I do not kill unless I have to and never innocents.” 


I scoffed, leaning back on my haunches. “How noble of you.” 


“I have questions that need answers. If you cooperate, perhaps you’ll be fed later tonight. If you do not, I will drain what I just gave you from your throat,” he said calmly. “Understand?” 


My body ached in places I never knew I had, but the hunger was the worst. It formed a hollow pit of burning acid in my gut and sent that acid flowing through my veins. My skin had turned a deep, ashen gray, my body on the verge of desiccation. The Ig’Morruthen in me was consuming every last resource I had to remain awake and keep me alive. What he gave me was like a drop of rain in a rolling desert.


“You know,” I said, my body aching for the promise of more blood. “Your palace is haunted.” 


Samkiel stood up, his eyes widening and an expression I couldn’t define flickering across his face.


“I saw Veruka a few nights ago. Or perhaps that was just my twisted mind conjuring beings.” 


His shoulders slumped as if that was not the answer he wished to hear. 


“Maybe it was guilt,” I added.


Samkiel cocked his head ever so slightly. “Do monsters feel guilt?” 


“You tell me.” I tried to force a smile, but it was simply too much effort.


“How many known allies does Nismera have? Royals and Otherworldly?” 


“Why?” I asked, but then it hit me. “Did you try to visit them? Offer trades of allegiance?” 


He said nothing, but I saw the tick in his jaw. 


“You did, didn’t you?” A snort left my lips. “How did that go? Hope you didn’t bring your bitch with you.” 


His fist connected with my cheek, and my head whipped to the side. He took a step back, and I sneered, the split across my face burning. My body tried and failed to mend the wound, but the blood he gave me was insufficient to heal. I wish my powers worked on him, but the fucker was too strong. Oh, how I would like to see him explode into bloody goo, but if I had the ability to do so, I would have done it long ago.


“How many?” he insisted


I leaned forward and hissed, “All of them. She has all of them.” 


Samkiel’s shoulders sagged as if he’d known that already and just needed to hear it. He scrubbed his hand through his hair, his eyes lost. I watched him, wondering what went on in his thick fucking skull. Was he even capable of thoughts that didn’t include her? He took a deep breath and looked at me again.


“Where is her primary stronghold? I’ve hit a few war camps here and there but found nothing concrete.” 


“West,” I paused and smiled at him, “or east. Can’t recall.” 


“Can’t recall, or you’re lying to me?” he asked, his hand clenching at his side. 


My lips quirked, and I shrugged as best I could with my arms stretched above me.


Samkiel moved so fast that it was nearly impossible to track him. He was like a ghost, disappearing and then reappearing in another location. It was as if he were not quite of the physical world. It reminded me of Mera. When he had fought Kaden and me, he had moved across the battlefield in the same way. I hadn’t even seen him draw Oblivion. I hadn’t seen it cut through Kaden’s neck. Kaden just fell and burst into dark ash. I did not see the blade he called now, but I felt the ablaze dagger at my throat, his silver eyes blinding me in the gloomy cell. 


“What did you think you were going to do, pretty boy?” A broken smile crossed my face, and I unflinchingly met his eyes. “Show up in that obnoxious, glowing tin can and wave your cock around, expecting everyone would bow to you? You’re no better than the rest of us, and you’re bedding the one being they hate more than anything.” 


“I don’t see why,” Samkiel said, pressing the blade so tight against my skin that if I swallowed, it would cut me. “Nismera has you and had Kaden.” 


The sound of his name burned more than the blood loss. The grief I felt hadn’t lessened, and I doubted it ever would. I remained very still and didn’t say anything for fear of him cutting me. I couldn’t risk bleeding out what he’d given me. Samkiel noticed and moved the blade, but only enough to let me speak. 


“The difference is that Nismera is more powerful than you,” I finally said. “More bloodthirsty and cruel. You can’t even kill a stupid fucking animal. You don’t have the balls to be a conqueror. She does, and that’s what it will take to reclaim even half of all she’s taken. Sure, to the people, you’re a god king, great and powerful, sent to free them from her, but to the rulers who are loyal to her, you’re a failure. They won’t follow you, they don’t respect you, and if you use Oblivion to force them, which we both know you won’t, they will hate you.” 


A cold, harsh laugh exploded from me, the typically smug look on his face melting away. The truth hit harder than any blade. 


“You failed, Samkiel. That’s how they see you. Whatever heroic reputation you spent your youth establishing is long gone here. You’re not a hero. You’re nothing but a cautionary tale. When Mera is finished with you and your whore, there won’t even be scriptures left that speak of you. Your legacy will be forgotten. Just like Unir’s.” 


The blade pressed hard against my skin again. I wondered if he could take my head off if he just applied a bit more pressure. His lips thinned into a tight line, his anger nearly visible in the air around us. But that was what I wanted. I wanted to poke the beast and watch him become violent so he would lash out. Instead, his anger melted away, and another emotion took its place. But it was too foreign for me to identify. 


I waited for him to rake the blade across my throat, slitting me from ear to ear. He could just spill whatever I had left onto the dirty floor. Only he didn’t. With a swish, he returned the dagger to his ring and stood up. Samkiel tossed one last look at me and walked out, closing the cell door behind him.
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SAMKIEL


I paced, rubbing at my eyes and the bridge of my nose. I’d never felt more defeated, and we hadn’t even truly begun.


“Roccurem.” My voice resonated through the castle, through the walls, through the world. I hadn’t meant to yell like that. I stopped and looked up, listening. My mate’s sleeping heartbeat remained steady. I should have been resting beside Dianna, but no matter how exhausted or spent my body was, sleep eluded me. 


A sphere of speckled darkness shimmered into existence. It formed smaller than usual, quivering and seeming to struggle to maintain its cohesity as it coalesced into the fate’s form. My concern for Roccurem’s health was yet another thing constantly weighing on my mind.


“You summoned me, my liege?” 


My gaze raked over him, checking for any signs of distress. Nothing was apparent, but then I wasn’t sure what illness would look like in a fate. I didn’t comment on the flower bracelet wrapped around his wrist. I knew he had been in the city with Miska. When I’d seen her earlier, she’d been wearing several of them on both arms. It seemed she had finally made friends her age, but she would never exclude Reggie. A soft smile warmed my lips, and it was such a relief to feel something good after my encounter with Isaiah. If she could be happy and unburdened by the world, I would keep fighting to make it better for her and all the Miskas in all the realms. 


“Talks with your brother did not go well?” 


Startled, I looked up at him. That word was still so foreign to me. Unir had hidden so much, had so many secrets, but even as I’d held that blade to Isaiah’s throat, I could feel the connection between us. Gods, I could even see it. He had our father’s eyes, Kaden’s eyes.


“Isaiah is arrogant.” 


Reggie made a noise low in his throat. “Hmm, it is as they say. It’s almost as if you two are related.” 


“Watch it,” I said, scowling at him.


A spark of humor flashed across Roccurem’s face, gone as quickly as it came. He had changed after Dianna released him from the prison Unir created for him, and I wondered just how deep that change went. They had grown close, that closeness making me a jealous fool at first, but then I was envious of anyone or anything that claimed her attention. I sighed and ran a hand across my head before sitting behind the large desk, frowning at the accumulation of scrolls, worn books, and scattered pages littering the wooden surface. I had spent so many hours researching houses and their descendants. Now, it all mocked me and my failed attempts at order and peace. 


“You gave my father counsel before. One of the many reasons he locked you away, yes?” 


Reggie stared at me, blinking only once before answering. “Yes.” 


“I need that now.” 


He glanced at the ceiling before looking back at me. His face drew distant. “Your scent is so entwined with hers, yet here you pace while she sleeps. You’re upset.” 


“To put it lightly,” I sighed, “specters haunt the love of my life, one of them my dead father. My family is lost, brainwashed, and being used as weapons. The ones I have managed to rescue are locked up in my dungeon, still suffering. Every attempt I have made to communicate with the seven remaining realms has failed. No matter that I speak of peace and a life free of her tyranny, the lords and ladies either deny my request to meet, threaten outright aggression, or are horrifically rude. In all cases, they have made it abundantly clear they have no intention of switching sides. Isaiah, while annoying, may be correct. My return means nothing. So, yes, I am upset.”


Reggie nodded and sat in one of the two chairs before the desk. He relaxed, placing his hands on his crossed legs. 


“I’m supposed to be this beacon of hope, give people peace upon my arrival, yet . . . I’m an utter disappointment,” I said. “Maybe Isaiah is right. Maybe I am a failure.” 


Reggie shook his head and cast his eyes upward again. “If the woman sleeping above heard how you’re speaking of yourself, she would grind the creature in the dungeon to ash or some other nefarious act I can’t fathom to prove her love and your worth.” 


I smiled, tapping my knuckles on the armchair. He was right. Dianna’s protectiveness of me equaled what I felt for her. 


“You see it differently than it should be,” Reggie said, drawing my attention back to him. 


“How should I see it?” 


“They follow your sister out of fear and respect, not love as they did your father.” 


My knuckles tapped against my desk. “Yet I am treated with such hostility. It’s as if these realms aren’t coated in my family’s blood. In both their creation and protection, we bled for them.” 


“Another reason they are sworn so faithfully to her, but it’s not the only one,” Reggie said, staring at me. 


Resting my elbow on the arm of my chair, I sighed and rubbed my hand across my face. “I don’t know what I expected when the gates opened with my death, but it wasn’t this. I thought perhaps the realms would be in turmoil, or maybe that there would be nothing left at all.” 


“A lot has passed between the stars while you were locked away.”


“Which was not my fault,” I said. “I didn’t leave on purpose, nor did I know where I would end up when I destroyed Rashearim.” 


“I know.” 


“Maybe I should have tried harder to come back. That is my fault.” 


Reggie’s eyes softened. “You are a young king who has merely started.” 


I huffed a laugh. “Young? You’re about a few hundred years too late to describe me as young, Roccurem.” 


“Time is measured by mortals. Their lives are brief, and each day is precious. Time doesn’t have the same meaning for immortals. You have barely begun, my liege. Everything is happening as it was meant to. To dwell on the what ifs or what could have been will not affect what is now and what is to come.” 


My finger slid across my chin as I studied him. My father had locked him away because not only did his visions predict what was to come, but he used them to help those he was not supposed to. He was meant to watch and relay, not shape or change. Yet, here I was, asking him for help. It was impossible to force a fate to do anything. Reggie risked everything because he believed in something better. Or, perhaps, it is the dark-haired vixen who owns my very soul he breaks the rules for. 


“Have your visions gotten better?” 


Reggie blinked. “Still the same as before, my liege. Scattered words and images that are far too blurry to perceive.” 


“Perhaps in time they will get better, return fully even,” I said, dropping my hands in my lap.


“Perhaps,” Reggie agreed. 


I fidgeted with my wedding band as another thought crossed my mind. 


“Isaiah also believes that bringing Dianna with me was a mistake.” 


Reggie nodded. “It is an uncomfortable truth but one she knows as well.”


“You think Dianna being there shaped their minds against me?” My jaw set. “She is my wife and queen. She is more than that, even. Dianna is my mate, and I am not complete without her. The thought of not including her is a ridiculous notion.” 


“I understand, but they do not.” 


Anger swelled and churned in my gut. “Yet Nismera’s legion has members of the Otherworld scattered about? That is okay?” 


“They see it as unification,” Reggie said, waving a hand at me. “Even if it is not truly.” 
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