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About the Book

[image: ]
WHERE THERE ARE GODS, THERE ARE ALSO MONSTERS . . .

When I burn this world to embers, and you paint me as the villain, remember, I really did try to be good . . . once.

Dianna is hellbent on revenge. As the last shred of her humanity is ripped from her, she decides to embrace her monstrous side and set the worlds alight.

Samkiel alone refuses to believe that she has become the monster that everyone else sees, and he’ll do anything in his power to save her from herself, even if it means losing her.

With every realm now at risk from Kaden’s army, and a myriad of new threats on the horizon, Samkiel can’t afford to let his guard down. And as Dianna’s thirst for blood only increases, he is running out of time to save them both . . .




[image: ]



The world once made sense. My sister got sick and Kaden saved her, giving her breath again when the world threatened to take it. He changed me, making me one of his own, gifting me with extraordinary powers that made even creatures of the night flinch. In return, I did what he said and cared for him in my own way. Sure, my work schedule wasn’t the best, and things sometimes got messy. “Kill this person, Dianna. Maim him, Dianna. Bring me that, Dianna.” He had a lot of demands, but it was easy. It made sense. Everything made sense until him.

A god king, they called him the World Ender. I didn’t mean to bring him back, but when I slayed one of his celestials in battle, he returned with a vengeance, and the world stopped. The last living god walked this plane once more, and the Otherworld shuddered.

Kaden sought an ancient relic and set us to finding it. I snuck into the mortal council to see if the World Ender had brought it with him. My need to keep Gabby safe had been the driving force in my life for centuries, but there was something about the World Ender. Like a moth drawn to a flame, I couldn’t stay away from him. That was my first mistake. My second was being captured. He and his minions imprisoned me, trying and failing to extract my secrets. During a failed rescue attempt, I made a choice based in fear, love, and a deep desire to keep Gabby safe that changed everything.

So came the hard part. Another trade for Gabby’s life, and a deal made with my enemy, the World Ender. His people would protect her while I helped him hunt for the artifact. For her, I would do it. I had no choice. They say that the enemy of my enemy is my friend, but the consequences of my betrayal would cut me deeply.

I stayed with Liam, worked with him. Days turned to months as we searched for the relic. Angry glares transformed into heated stares, arguments transformed into laughs, and that spark between us turned into searing flames. Our hate for each other faded, replaced by something far deadlier and far sweeter.

After staying weeks with allies and navigating the growing tension between us, we finally had a solid lead and set out to finish our mission. We found the Book of Azrael in a long forgotten tomb and fell into a trap. In a desperate act to save Samkiel and the world, I risked my life. Samkiel saved me instead of claiming the book.

With the book in enemy hands, we went to Plan B and traveled to the remains of his world. We visited a fate that revealed a prophecy of what was to come and how the end of the world was in sight.

Unbeknownst to us, traitors lived in our midst. Individuals I had trusted with both my life and Gabby’s belonged to Kaden. They took advantage of our absence, and for my betrayal, they took the one person I loved most and delivered her to Kaden.

We returned to Onuna immediately, searching for her to no avail, until a broadcast that reached around the world and through the realms. Kaden had a message for us, for me, and he wanted the world to hear it, too.

It was only a snap, a single crack, and the world that once made sense, made sense no more.

“This is how the world ends,” the fate had whispered, and I was going to show them just how right fate was.
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ONE

SAMKIEL
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It had been twenty thousand, one hundred and sixty minutes since she left, and I had counted every single one. My eyes skittered toward the large clock on the other side of the room. Sixty-one now.

“So, a giant, scaled-winged beast destroys half of Silver City and just disappears?” The anchorwoman shifted in her seat as she stared at me. Jill was her name, right? Or was it Jasmine?

Scorching-hot metal bit at my skin as I pushed a large sheet off of me. The ground rumbled as I dug myself out of the hole my body had made when I crashed to the street. My ears rang, and when I touched them, my fingers came away wet. The silver shine on them told me everything I needed to know. Blood. She had screamed so loud that it had burst my eardrums.

I threw my head back as another heart-shattering roar lit up the sky. It was pain and anger and utter heartbreak. It shook the nearby windows, and I wondered if it could be heard throughout the realms. One mighty clap of wings, then another, and she was airborne. Thunder cracked the sky in her wake, the speed of her ascent displacing the air. Lights and sirens bellowed on the street as flames tickled the buildings all around me.

I couldn’t stop thinking about our time together, every second, from the first to the last. Dianna’s words echoed as if we were back at that cursed mansion.

Her smile had awoken something in me, and for the first time in a millennium, I felt the ice I’d encased my heart in crack. She gazed at me through those thick lashes, her hazel eyes filled with warmth, as if I was worth something. She held a single small finger out, and I held my breath. What was wrong with me?

“Pinkie promise, I will never abandon you, Your Highness.”

More of those odd words of hers, but they meant something to me. Everyone I held dear had left me. I’d lost them and secluded myself, yet this creature. . . No, this woman promised me something I had begged for. Such simple words, such a simple act, had fractured something in me and shifted my world.

I stared at the empty night sky, watching her dark wings beat across the sky, her sleek form disappearing into the roiling clouds, away from me.

“You promised,” I whispered as the sirens continued to wail.

Noise flooded the newsroom, pulling me from the memory and slamming me back into the present. Hot lights blazed down on us. I did not remember the name of the woman sitting across from me, even though several people had reminded me.

Disappeared? That’s what they were saying. She had ripped a hole through that building and my chest as she fled.

I plastered a smile onto my face, one made of falsehoods and despair. I leaned forward. “Disappeared is a misnomer, to say the least. As you know, it is very easy for powerful creatures to hide.”

A slight blush grazed her cheeks, and my stomach rolled. How easy mortals were to manipulate with a smile and kind words. They had no clue what was coming, the casualties I feared would happen soon.

“Yes, and speaking of which, what would you like the people to call you?” She shifted closer, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “Since you have officially returned?”

I did not think or pause. I knew the answer and had denied it for far too long.

“Samkiel.” I forced another broken smile. Could they not see? “Samkiel is fine.” Liam was a shield I hid behind, as if I could pretend to be anything other than the World Ender. Liam was my attempt at a new start, even if it was a broken one. And Liam had cost me everything. If I had been the king every text was written for, been the protector the old gods built monuments for, maybe I could have saved her, helped her more. So, no; Samkiel was who I was, who I would forever be, and Liam died with whatever part of Dianna’s heart fractured that night.

BACK AT THE GUILD IN BOEL, I SPLAYED MY HANDS ON THE TABLE.

Vincent sighed beside me and folded his arms. “They had questions they were supposed to stick to. I apologize.”

Vincent gave the thin man behind me a hard stare. He adjusted his glasses and flipped through the tablet he carried everywhere. “I swear they picked their own questions, my liege. I would never. . .” He paused. “I’ll fix it.”

I sighed and walked to the window before turning to face them. Gregory. That was his name. He was a member of the council, sent as an advisor to help ease the growing animosity among the mortals. Vincent approved of him. It seemed everyone approved of Gregory. They all saw I needed extra assistance, but Gregory could not help me with my problem.

“What is your job title once more?” I asked Gregory, cutting a glare at Vincent again, knowing he had more of a hand in this than the shivering celestial.

Greg’s throat bobbed. “Article 623 in the House of Dreadwell states that all ruling monarchs must have an advisor. With all due respect, my liege, your parents had one, and you need one, too. I should have been appointed to you the second you returned, but that did not happen. Since you have fully come back, the council feels it is past time that I assume my station. I am more than adept at dealing with the media. I have experience in political, legislative, and judicial matters as well. I am the qualified party.”

“Ah.” I nodded, the air in the room growing heavy. Vincent shifted and shuffled some papers on his desk. “As the qualified party, I can assume accidents like today will not happen again. Correct?”

Gregory looked at Vincent and then down, avoiding eye contact with me. “I will go handle this current situation.”

“Fantastic,” I said and turned to the window, looking out at the clear sky and the mortals below.

His footsteps receded, and I heard the door close a second later.

The power flickered, and I took a deep breath, steadying my nerves. Lights buzzed, and I took another breath, inhaling through my nose and slowly exhaling through my mouth.

“You have to expel some of that.” Vincent neared, slipping his hands into his pockets. “Another thunderstorm wouldn’t hurt,” he said, nodding toward the window.

I shook my head. “It’s been raining for days.”

“And it’s dried. Do it. You need it.”

My head lifted, and I felt the familiar tingle beneath my skin as I summoned the energy. I felt every atom. They bounced off each other, building the storm. A tendril of power whipped out of me, and I took another breath. The sun disappeared, thick clouds rolling across the sky. Thunder rocked the world, the clouds broke open, and rain poured down like someone had turned on a great faucet. I heard the curses of mortals down on the street as the wind howled.

“Feel better?”

“No.”

My reflection glared back at me from the rain-spattered window. The suits they draped me in were supposed to make the mortals see me as more approachable, but I knew it was actually to show them I was not falling apart. My face was clean-shaven and my hair trimmed short. They wanted me seen as whole and not the broken king they knew so little about.

Fake a smile. Look presentable, as if your entire world is not in shambles.

Pretend. Pretend. Pretend.

That’s what Vincent said, what he preached. He wanted the mortals to feel secure and not as if the world was on the verge of yet another catastrophe.

Lightning streaked across the sky, and the door opened. My eyes searched the reflection in the window. I longed to see her burst through the door, carrying a plate of food for me, a smile blooming across her cheeks, as she had done at the Vanderkais’ mansion.

“See, it’s grumpy, just like you.”

I spun as the image of her faded, and Logan rushed in, carrying a smaller tablet than Greg’s.

“We found something.”

I pushed away from the window and was at Logan’s side in an instant.

Logan handed me the tablet, with a graph displayed on the screen. Blue, yellow, and red lines all showed an upward trend. I scanned the screen, noticing the small numbers along the bottom. Time was labeled over thirty minutes, yet it still made no sense.

“What am I looking at?” I sighed, rubbing my brow.

Vincent retreated behind his desk, watching Logan and me.

“The waves you see show electromagnetic interference, pretty much what TV or radio give off during a broadcast. They spiked right here when Kaden started talking, and stayed that way until he. . .” He stopped, and I knew a part of him hurt for Gabby’s death, even if he never spoke of it. “Anyway, it stopped shortly after.”

“And?”

Vincent cleared his throat. “Logan thinks it was broadcasting not just to us, but beyond Onuna.”

Logan sneered at Vincent. “I’m not wrong. It spiked, and to a degree that made it accessible to not only every TV and radio in this realm, but further.”

Vincent rolled his eyes. “Whatever you say. I think there is no possible way it could reach past this realm. They are closed, and even if it could be done, who would Kaden be reaching out to? Everyone is dead. You really think some cosmic entity survived this long and wants a special broadcast on Dianna?”

“Why am I just now hearing of this?” I asked with a frown, looking between the two.

Logan cleared his throat. “Vincent thought it was a pointless lead on yet another dead end, but once I saw the graph, I knew I was on the right track.”

Vincent cleared his throat. “We need to focus on making sure the mortals are comfortable, not chase our tails on hints and guesses. The spikes could be from the energy both of them expelled when she—”

“You do not answer to Vincent,” I snapped. I did not mean to talk to him like that, but I knew I had done so often over the last two weeks.

Logan scowled at Vincent as I leaned forward and took the device. Ignoring their stare-down, I studied the screen. “If, by chance, Logan is not wrong, who would he speak to? More importantly, why would they be interested in Dianna and her sister?”

Logan shrugged. “I don’t know, but I do know there was an energy spike high enough that it not only affected every bit of technology, but hit satellites as well. We may not be able to reach realms, but—”

“But nothing. It’s impossible,” Vincent said, cutting Logan off.

Their bickering faded into the background as I stared at the chart. Logan was not wrong about the spike, but it was the line that followed that made the noises, lights, and world fade away. It dropped immediately after Gabby died, a flat, steady line that dragged across the screen. Her echoing scream roared back into my head.

“Thank you, Logan,” I finally said, stopping them mid-argument. Still looking at the tablet, I turned and left.

“We still have one interview left!” Vincent called, but he did not follow.

“Cancel it.”

“I can’t,” I heard Vincent whisper.

“Well, you do it, then,” Logan replied to him.

Their voices faded away as I headed toward the main conference room. I took the elevator up several floors, my eyes scanning, memorizing that graph as a million and one possibilities ran through my head. If Logan was correct, who cared enough to want to witness such a thing?

I pushed open the mahogany double doors, the lights in the conference room already on. The dark leather chair spun toward me and stopped, facing me. Manicured nails tapped on the desktop, and she smiled at me.

“Is this new?”

Dianna.




TWO

SAMKIEL
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“Dianna.” Her name left my lips in a whisper, and I damn near crushed the tablet. She stood and walked around the desk. I took a large step toward her and engulfed her in my arms. Her body pressed flush against mine, and I nearly wept. Her warmth seeped through my clothes, the part of me that belonged to her screaming awake. I had missed her so damned much. She was here, whole and well. I could touch her, feel her. I lowered my lips to brush against hers, needing that connection, but she turned her head away. Then I realized I did not feel her arms around me. Her hands gripped my arms, and she pushed me back, forcing me to let her go.

“This is expensive. Do you mind?”

My heart lurched as she stepped back, adjusting the open suit jacket that clung to her. She ran her hands over her top as if brushing away the feel of me.

“I have been looking for you. Where have you been? It’s been weeks. Two, to be exact.”

She half turned, brushing a stray hair from her face. “You counted?”

“I count every second you’re gone.”

A soft chuckle left her lips, her brows ticking up as she trailed her fingers over the desk, rearranging some of the pens. “Coming on a bit strong, aren’t you?”

My heart stilled as another part of me suddenly went on high alert. “What’s wrong with you?”

“Nothing, actually.” She paused, as if thinking. “Oh, you mean since my whole freak-out?” She waved the pen in the air before tapping it against her palm. “I’ll admit, that was a bit dramatic. Sorry about your building, but you fixed it, so that’s good.”

I shook my head. “I don’t care about the building. You left after—”

“Oh, that.” She shrugged. “Yeah, well, I have a lot to do and needed to clear my head, you know?”

“Dianna.” Her name left my lips in an anguished plea. I had felt her pain, remembered it, and now she sought to bury it.

“Oh, don’t make that face. I’m fine.” She winked at me, extending her small finger and waving it in the air. “Pinkie promise.”

“Have I done something to wrong you?” I asked, my chest tightening. She was acting so dismissively.

“Wrong me?” She stifled a laugh. “Gods, I forget how ancient you are sometimes. What does that even mean?”

“I’m just trying to understand where you are coming from.”

She twirled the pen between her fingers. “Which parts?”

“Us.”

She snorted. “Us? There is no us.” She waved her hand, her palm facing me. “The mark is gone. We don’t work together anymore. Remember?”

“Is that all I was to you? Work?”

“Listen, it was fun. We messed around, but it doesn’t have to be a thing. You know, I thought, given your history, you would understand?”

“My history?”

“You’ve had flings before. Remember? I’ve seen them.” She tapped a finger against her temple, smiling slightly.

Blood thrummed in my ears, my heart pounding tenfold. This was wrong. She was . . . lying. This wasn’t her. I knew it. I knew what we had, what we had both felt. The ache in my heart turned to blistering resolve. I had trained warriors to lock their emotions down and shut them off to prepare for battles that could cost them their very lives. That was what Dianna was doing: trying desperately to shove me away to prepare for war. Her war.

I folded my arms over my chest. “Why are you doing this?”

“Because I know you. I know you’ll worry and get in the way, but I’m really fine. I just have to kill a few people.” She paused, her playful grin widening. “Or a few hundred.”

I took a step toward her, closing the space between us. “You know I will not let that happen.”

Dianna kept fiddling with the pen. “I know.” She took a step closer to me, her hands caressing my chest. I flinched as she nipped my chin, her lips curving in a smile. “That’s why I am here to warn you.”

The corner of my lips ticked up in a half grin. “Warn me? Dianna, are we back to threatening each other after everything?”

“It’s not a threat so much as a promise. So, you stay out of my way, I stay out of yours, and everyone goes home happy.”

“A promise? You can’t hurt me. You know this.”

That was a lie. Her words had done nothing but rip me to shreds, one after the other. I felt gutted by the way she looked at me, as if not an ounce of her cared. That was pain.

She spun away from me, dragging the pen across the edge of the long desk. “I like the cleanup you all are doing, by the way.” She flashed another smile over her shoulder. This time, I noticed it didn’t reach her eyes. It was a faded shadow of her true smile, and I ached to see it again. “Do you ever tire of looking so pretty in front of all those cameras? I mean, I like the new hair. So dashing.”

“Dianna.”

“Also, going back to Samkiel, huh? Giving up on the whole Liam thing? Makes sense, I guess. Eventually, we get tired of pretending to be something we aren’t. I mean, I did.” She flipped through a few pages on the desk.

“Dianna.”

“Also, you won’t find them with research. They’re probably gathered in their estates, hiding like cowards.”

I reached out and grabbed her arm, turning her toward me. “Listen, I know you are hurting, regardless of what you say. Let me help you.”

“I just told you how.”

“That’s not. . .” My words trailed off, the rational part of my brain taking over. The shock of seeing her had eased, and I finally registered the heavy scent emanating from her. My stomach turned. “Why do you smell of mortal blood?”

Her smile was downright venomous.

One second, I was in front of her. The next, she had flipped me onto the desk, my back hitting hard enough that the wood groaned and cracked from the force of the impact.

Dianna gripped my throat and leaned over me. I tried to sit up, but she held me with surprising ease. Shock was an understatement. Even when Dianna and I had trained, she had never been stronger than me or able to pin me and hold me down. She had been feeding on mortals—a lot of them.

“Let’s get one thing straight. I know you. You’re nice and good and all those things we are not. You will want to help me, but there is no help. The only thing you can do for me is to stay out of my way. I came here to ask nicely. I will not ask again. You get in my way, and you will pay in blood just like them, just like him. So, how about you turn a blind eye like you did a thousand years ago, huh?”

“You know I do not respond well to threats.” My hand clasped her slender wrist, but I didn’t try to pull her grip from my throat. I could feign submission if I must. I would let her think she had the upper hand as long as it kept her talking.

“Fine. Just remember, you may be immortal, but your friends, family, and those who look up to you. . .” She clicked her tongue. “. . . aren’t. So, how many do you want to lose because you won’t let me do what I need to?”

The pieces clicked together in my head, and a dark picture formed.

“You mean to slaughter all those responsible for her death?”

That was her plan? I remembered the cry, the scream when her sister died. It had been the center of my nightmares for weeks. I could still feel the pain of my body flying through walls, windows, and metal from the force of it. This wasn’t her. This emotionless empty shell was not my Dianna.

“This isn’t you, Dianna. No matter what, you’d never speak to me this way, threaten me.”

She laughed and let go. “You really take this whole hero thing to heart, huh? Is this the part where you tell me you know the real me? Please, I’ll barf my entire lunch up.”

I rubbed at my throat, easing the slight ache, and pushed to my feet in one smooth motion. The desk beneath me groaned, the crack between us growing.

“I looked for her, for Gabby, and searched for you the second you left.”

Dianna paused, her false smile dropping, something festering behind her eyes. Whatever pseudo-persona she wore fractured at my words. I saw the flicker of life behind those crimson eyes.

“I couldn’t find her, but I tried. I assumed you had, but your face tells me otherwise.”

She said nothing and only stared at me. So, I reached out, clasping her hands in mine. Her gaze fell, looking at them, but she didn’t move, didn’t flinch from me as she had before.

“I know you’re in pain, Dianna. No matter what you say or throw at me, I know where this comes from. I’ve been there. You also know that. You are hurting and alone, and I. . . Just let me help you. Please. This isn’t you.”

Her eyes snapped up, our gazes clashing as she ripped her hands from mine. I knew what I’d said had hit a nerve that rattled her in some way.

“It is now.”

I shook my head. “No, I don’t believe you, and never will. You showed me who you were months ago. I remember every second of every day. You helped me and cared for me when you didn’t have to. You risked your life for everyone. I may wear armor to war, but this is your version. You’re locking everything away to protect yourself, suppressing it, but I know without a doubt that my Dianna is still in there.”

The door opened. “I managed to address your recent concern. . .” Gregory’s words died as he glanced at me and then at Dianna.

One second—that was all it took. Dianna reached behind me, swiped a small object off the desk, and tossed it through the air. It flew at lightning speed, and I heard the sound as it hit its mark. My heart clenched as a thud followed, and Gregory hit the floor face-first with the pen sticking out of the back of his skull. The blue light emerged from his body and hovered around him for a second before shooting through the ceiling.

“Believe me now?”

I said nothing. How could I? I’d barely processed the last few minutes, and now Dianna had slaughtered a celestial in front of me as if it meant nothing.

“There’s one dead body. You get in my way, and I have no problem adding another. I will have my vengeance. They knew the price of touching her, and if you get in my way, you will, too. Turn a blind eye, Samkiel. This isn’t about you.”

An alarm blared, the power flicked off, and a swirl of silver beams lit up the area by the door. Smoke filtered into the room, laced with a chemical to make Otherworldly creatures quake. It was a new defense mechanism Vincent had installed after her last rampage through the Guild, but it was already too late.

Dianna glanced toward the flickering lights, then back to me. “When I burn this world to embers, and you paint me as the villain, remember, I really did try to be good . . . once.”

Her form shifted, the dark mist engulfing her until I was alone in the room.

And the simple truth was, I was terrified on so many levels that I didn’t know where to start.




THREE

CAMILLA
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“Camilla. We must gather what we have and flee. The island is not safe anymore.”

I tapped my finger on my glass. The soft glow of the overhead light illuminated Quincy and the other members of the coven in the doorway. All were packed and ready to leave, their bags littering the floor around them. I felt her eyes on me, the satchel she had slung across her chest full of the small skulls she collected. “Nowhere is safe, Quincy. Not anymore.”

“The Hand has already secured every other location, but they don’t know about the hideout off the coast. I mean, where else do we go?”

A soft chuckle left my lips. “Iassulyn, probably.” Quincy approached the table, soft blonde curls framing her face. “Leave, take the rest of them. It won’t matter where you go. She won’t come for you.”

Quincy placed her hand on my arm, her grip light. “May the goddess watch over you.”

“All the old gods are dead, love,” I whispered. I forced a smile, and she nodded before turning away, the others picking up their bags and following her. I listened to the worried tone of their chatter, their footsteps fading as they moved toward the door.

The wind had stilled, the island the quietest it had been since I’d laid claim here. Cool glass touched my lips, the sweet, tangy flavor of the wine exploding in my mouth. I had been saving it for a special occasion that would never come. I savored the taste and stared into flames of emerald green as they danced beneath the mantel.

“What have you done?” I yanked Drake’s sleeve, making him turn toward me. Several Otherworld creatures filed out of the room, whispering amongst themselves. The corpses Tobias had used for Kaden’s little show dropped to the floor, no longer of service.

Drake glared at me, agony darkening the vampire prince’s golden eyes. “I did what Kaden commanded. What we had to do.”

“This was a mistake, and you know it. You know it! She was your friend.”

“And she was your ex-lover. You handed her over just as much as I,” he snapped, yanking his arm from my grasp. “I had no choice, Camilla. None of us do, because of Kaden, because of The Order. Listen, Ethan is my brother, my only family. No matter how I feel, I couldn’t let him lose his mate.”

His eyes softened behind the monstrous mask he wore. I knew some part of him regretted what he had done, but he was family-bound.

“She will come for us now. All of us. You heard the death cry and felt the world shake. Gabby was a leash that held a rabid beast, and now that tether is gone. There is no stopping her. I can feel it now. All of us can. Something shifted, something old and. . .” I didn’t have words to explain what I felt, but it sent terror skittering through me.

Drake only shrugged, as if words failed him, too. “Maybe death will be a mercy after everything we have done.”

Before I could respond, Ethan’s voice cut through the departing crowd, calling for his brother. His face held no remorse as he clung to the wife that had condemned us all.

“Go home, Camilla. Spend time with your coven, because she will come, and I don’t think Kaden or Samkiel can stop her now.”

An icy chill went through me as I watched him leave. I wrapped my arms tighter around myself and turned back to the room. I had one last thing I needed to do. Some would call it remorse or guilt, but either way, I refused to give Kaden another weapon.

I tilted my head back, folding one arm over the other, my hair spilling down my back. What had we done? Even if our relationship hadn’t ended on good terms, taking the only thing she loved from Dianna was unforgivable. Kaden and The Order were older and more powerful than all of us. They were unstoppable. My hands were just as dirty as Drake’s, as everyone’s on Kaden’s council. In her eyes, we were all responsible. And we were. Maybe Drake was right. Maybe death would be a mercy.

I swirled the shimmering red liquid in my glass. Thunder clapped above, but when I glanced out the window, I saw not a single cloud in the sky. I knew then it wasn’t thunder that had shattered the night. I didn’t jump or move when the screaming started, only glanced at my glass, watching as ripples formed in the blood-red liquid. My heart didn’t flutter or change its beat when I felt my home shake. I felt the song of magic along my skin as they tried to fight back, but there was no fighting—not against vengeance, not against ruin, not against death.

The double doors slammed open and crashed against the wall with enough force to crack the heavy wood. Cold air filled the room, and my exposed skin prickled, my dress a ridiculous attempt to protect me from the chill that ran through me. The candles along the walls and ceiling flared and died. A hush filled the mansion—no more screams or spells, not even the sound of a heartbeat in the house, other than mine. I took another sip of my wine, not lifting my gaze from the green flames in the fireplace. Even they appeared to cringe from what had just entered.

“You know. . .” Her heels clicked against the floor, slowly, deliberately. “I forgot all about Quincy.”

I squared my shoulders, knowing she had not spared even one of them. “She was a young witch.”

“Hmm, she was cute. Fragile, but cute. I remember seeing her curls on the screen. They were always so shiny and bouncy. I need a good moisturizer.”

I knew exactly what screen she meant and remembered how my stomach sank when Tobias had whirled that camera toward us. She’d memorized every face there, and now she wanted blood. I was wrong. No one in my coven was safe. I had damned them all.

“You redid the place since I was here last,” she said, her voice hollow and devoid of emotion. “It’s nice. Well, it was, at least.”

I turned and nearly dropped my wine glass. The green flames leaped higher, my magic flaring as if to protect me from what walked toward me. Her nails scraped the table, chipping away at the smooth stone. The dark, archaic power emanating from her made my body tremble. I remembered her being a fraction of what I felt in this room, but then, that was before, when Gabby was alive to drag her back from the brink. Now there was no Gabby, and that sharpened edge she’d always teetered on was a thing of the past. She had dived headfirst off it, slicing herself to pieces on the way down.

Dianna’s once hazel eyes now bled solid crimson, the Ig’Morruthen making its presence known, the beast no longer hiding. Her cheekbones were sharper. The pantsuit she wore clung to her deceptively lean and feminine muscles, showcasing the best of her curves. The hem of her coat waved in some unseen breeze behind her. She had been feeding. A lot.

“Yes, I had to get new furniture after you and Samkiel nearly destroyed the place.” I swallowed the last of my wine and placed the empty glass on the table before the tremble in my hands could make me drop it.

She paused, and I saw it then. The rage, anger, and hate disappeared for a mere second. My magic felt it, too. The harmful power she held around her as a shield fractured, as if his name was a lover’s song, coaxing a trembling beast. But my hope, along with that song, lasted only a second before she corrected herself. I didn’t think even she realized the visceral reaction she displayed at the mention of him.

“Oh, Dianna, you can’t hide your heart, even when you are fully gone. Kaden knew that, too. Why do you think he acted so rashly?” I was right. I had been right when I first saw them together. Kaden had seen it, and that was the true problem. Her reaction, while minuscule, was only further proof. “Where is Samkiel, by the way?”

Her eyes flared a shade darker, and she was in front of me. She grabbed me by my chin, lifting me and cutting off anything else I might have said. “You know, I haven’t had a taste for witch since. . .” Her smile was slight and devious as she scanned my face before her gaze dipped lower. “Well, you remember.”

“Just do it,” I bit out between clenched teeth, but she released me.

“Oh, don’t be so dramatic. It’s not you.”

I fell to the ground, catching myself on my hands. She stepped around me, pulling out a chair. Sitting, she placed her heels on the table, crossing her ankles. “I don’t know if it’s sheer cockiness or idiocy that would make you come back to the one place you knew I’d search for you.”

“What can I say? I had no interest in delaying the inevitable.” I pushed myself up, wiping my hands on the front of my dress.

She clicked her tongue, inspecting her nails. “I always knew you were the smartest witch. I never understood why he wanted Santiago so damn bad.”

“Santiago obeys orders better than I do.”

She sighed. “I guess we’ll see about that.”

I shifted on my feet, confused. Dianna’s words made it seem as if she wasn’t here to rip me to pieces.

“You’re not going to kill me?” I whispered in surprise. I hadn’t even considered the possibility.

She shrugged as if she weren’t the threat in the room right now, but I knew what she was capable of when she truly fed. It made her damn near untouchable. I remembered the first time she’d slipped. It was so long ago, but I had never forgotten. Only Gabby could bring her back—and she was gone.

“Kill you? Camilla, let’s be honest. If I wanted you dead, you would have been gone the second I got here. I’m here to talk.”

“Talk?” I swallowed hard. Somehow the prospect of that was even more terrifying.

She nodded. “Yes. Now sit.”

I refused to obey. Dianna was behind me in a second, grabbing me by the back of my neck and forcing me to the table. How had she moved so fast? She hadn’t even disturbed the air. Steely hands forced me down, and my ass hit the chair. She reappeared on the other side.

“There. That’s better.” She cocked her head, scanning me. “What’s wrong, Cam Cam?”

Cam Cam. My nickname. Only she used it, and I hadn’t heard it in ages.

“Where is all that witchy badassery? The snark and magic. Where’s the one who tricked me? The one who stood there while she died? Hmm?”

I swallowed. “I didn’t think he would do it. No one did.”

“Really?” She chuckled softly. “You know him as well as I. So, let’s not play the ‘I’m innocent’ game. You know what happens now. You all do.” She leaned back, plucking at a long gold chain necklace. “But it’s okay, because you have something I need.”

I shook my head. “I don’t know where he is. He left after it happened. He opened a portal when he heard. . . Tobias and him, they left.”

She leaned forward, and the room went dark. The doors behind her closed slowly, the creak from the hinges sending a chill down my spine. Her eyes glowed, lighting up the room. They were nearly as bright as her smile. How much had she consumed to have that much control?

“Oh, I don’t need you to find him just yet.”

“Then what do you need?” My question hung in the air, and I regretted it almost immediately. Her smile grew, her canines on full display. It seemed she wasn’t trying to hide the Ig’Morruthen anymore. I remembered when she would religiously check the mirror to ensure her reflection still portrayed the mortal shell. Now it seemed she had lost that part of her, too.

“More power.”

My eyes scanned her face, and I squared my shoulders. “If we are going to skip the formalities and not lie, as you put it, your power far outweighs mine. You have Kaden’s power running through every part of you, plus you’re feeding again. With all due respect, you’re wrong. You don’t need me.”

She clicked her tongue, wagging a finger at me. “That’s where you’re wrong. I’m not dealing with just Kaden. I’m dealing with Samkiel and his legion of celestials who all believe in peace, love, and fuzzy feelings. Any of whom would be more than happy to show up when I destroy everything.”

Now my heart thudded. “What do you mean?”

“I messed up.” She placed her head in her hands and shook it. “I assumed he was like Kaden, you know? He wouldn’t care what I did. There were times when Kaden wouldn’t talk to me for weeks. I was wrong about Samkiel, but I don’t understand why. We didn’t even have sex.”

I swallowed, saying something I hoped wouldn’t get my head chopped off. “You know people can care about you without having sex, right?”

Her eyes lifted, any hint of humor gone. She placed her hands flat on the table. I didn’t know what I’d said, but a flicker of emotion passed across her features. She quickly buried it. I would have missed it if I hadn’t been looking at her.

“All I’m saying is, he’ll try to stop you,” I said. “He will stop at nothing to get you, and not like Kaden. We’ve all seen the way Samkiel looks at you, how he is around you. Kaden had people watching the minute you left. Kaden wants to possess you, but with Samkiel, it’s more than that—and a part of you knows it.”

I waited for her to snap, correct me, or maybe lift a hand and set me on fire, but her response was completely unexpected.

A forced smile curled her lips. “That’s lovely. Anyway, with that being said, I need you to make me something.”

I blinked. This wasn’t Dianna. Whatever broke when her sister died had changed her on some deep level. She really didn’t care? I slid a tad bit of magic beneath the table. It hit a wall before ever reaching her and screamed. I hissed, yanking it back into me.

“Very well.” I tossed my hair over my shoulder, trying to maintain the facade of being unbothered, but it was slipping.

Dianna’s lips curved in a small smile, and she waved her hand at me. “Look at that. See, you’re already helpful.”

I lowered my gaze, eyeing my nails as I ran one thumb over the other. What choice did I have? Fight? Even if I did, I knew I couldn’t stop her. I knew what Kaden truly was, and I had no chance. I’d hoped she would kill me quickly when she arrived, so I wouldn’t have to speak the next part aloud. It would have been better for her to find out after she’d reduced me to ash, but if I kept it to myself now, it would be so much worse when she discovered what I’d done.

I took a deep breath and blurted out, “I have her body.”

The room stilled.

“I took it after it happened. They left as soon as they heard your cry. I think every Otherworld creature heard it. Even from miles away, we felt it. Power rippled through the world when you screamed, even if you didn’t realize it.”

I looked up. The small smirk she’d worn mere seconds ago had slipped from her face. Her jaw tightened, her expression reminding me so much of the World Ender. Did she not realize how deeply they were connected? Did she not feel it? And now she wanted my help to avoid him while she tore Onuna apart.

“I know in your culture, there are rites that must be performed, and I didn’t want Kaden to have . . . to have her body. I didn’t want Tobias to raise her and attempt to hurt you even more. Besides, it was a simple spell to preserve her.”

Darkness, thick and heavy, gathered in every corner, sucking the very air from the room. Dianna’s eyes bored into mine, and I knew she had been looking for her sister and had come up short.

I met her stare as she whispered one word. “Where?”

I stood from the table, her eyes never leaving mine as I raised my hand. A wall shifted behind us, a door appearing in the far corner. I headed toward it, and she stood to follow. We walked down the narrow hall, the silence between us oppressive. Emerald flames lit in the sconces on the walls as we passed. The hairs at the nape of my neck stayed up with her at my back. My body screamed danger, yet I kept going, one foot in front of the other.

The hall opened up into a large room. I twisted my wrist, and more magic hopped from one torch embedded in the wall to the next. Jars of bones and feathers rested on the shelves. A discarded, half-torn painting of my home covered the far back wall. Ancient art and relics I had collected littered the room.

I stopped at the entrance and moved to the side as she walked by. The flames on the walls bent away from her as she passed. There, in the center of a table made of stone, covered by a thin sheet, lay Gabby’s body.

Dianna ripped the cloth back—and the world stopped.

I expected a yell, a wall of flame, violence and rapture. My breathing quickened. I expected my head to hit the floor, separated from my shoulders by one of her blades. I expected her rage and vengeance, but what I got seemed so much worse.

Dianna stood over her sister’s body, her eyes never leaving her face. She raised a single hand and lovingly brushed Gabby’s hair from her colorless face. I saw Dianna’s nostrils flare and knew reality had slapped her hard. The spell I’d cast had helped, but I could not stop death, even with all my magic.

“In my culture, they say only a shell remains when you die,” Dianna said. “The soul leaves, taking every part that makes you who you are with it. You are welcomed to a great paradise of light and love. There’s no more pain or worry, just paradise.” She ran a hand over the other side of Gabby’s hair, as if trying to put it back in place. “She’s so cold.”

Dianna’s eyes never left her sister, not a breath or flicker of emotion marring her features. I clasped my hands together and pressed my knuckles against my lips, swallowing back tears at her pain. The room went deathly still, tendrils of darkness reaching from the shadows, drawn to her and her agony.

Dianna reached out again, brushing the hair away from Gabriella’s face. “I thought at first that maybe I was wrong. Maybe it was a terrible dream, and I could still find her, you know? How stupid is that? Even after I felt that mark sear my palm, I had hope, but seeing her like this?” She placed a kiss on her forehead before straightening. “I really have no one left now.”

“I—”

Roaring flames engulfed Gabriella’s body, and I gasped, forgetting my words of comfort. Dianna stood silhouetted against the angry glow, both hands extended, fire pouring from her palms. I stumbled back, shock washing over me as the sister she loved so much burned between us.

She stared into the crackling flames, their tips reaching, seeking more fuel. I feared my home would burn with us in it, yet as I watched, they never once licked the ceiling. She controlled them, the heat and the intensity.

“I buried my father. I buried my mother. Now, I will bury her.”

Dianna didn’t move. She just stood in front of the burning pyre. Phantom pains shivered over my sides, chest, and throat as I remembered the clawed beast that had attacked and nearly shredded me only a month ago. I tried to keep my spine straight, but every cell in my body screamed for me to strike out, defend myself, or run. She felt so much like Kaden now, every dark and sinister power she’d inherited from him etched into her skin.

“Fear isn’t a good smell on you, Camilla.”

I swallowed and tried to regain my composure. “You’re different. Everyone can feel it.”

Her eyes met mine through the flames, the stench from the burning body turning my stomach. “Good.”

“I’ll make what you want.” The words came out a tad quicker than I meant them to.

“I know you will.”

The crackling of the fire and the smell were too much, even for me, and I turned to leave.

Dianna called after me, “I’ll need an urn and one other thing from you before we begin.”

I turned toward her, my heart racing. “Begin what?”

She glanced at me, the flames illuminating her dark silhouette.

“Dismantling an empire.”
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I swiped at the loose strands of hair that danced across my cheek as the ocean breeze passed, heralding the night. Heels at the beach was a terrible idea, my feet sinking further into the sand. No birds or mortals murmured nearby. The only sound was the lapping of the waves. The sun, a fiery beast, cast the clouds in a pink-and-yellow glow as it set. I squinted behind the shades I wore, the sunlight already starting to give me a headache. Nightfall was on her way, the breeze growing a fraction cooler as I felt her call.

I closed my eyes, that voice whispering back to me as my grip tightened on the urn I carried.

“What do you think about going back to Sandsun Isles? They have a secluded, unmarked part of the beach I found while I was in hiding. They have cliffs we can dive off of, and it’s so beautiful. We haven’t been to a beach together like that in at least thirty years. I won’t even invite Rick. It will just be a nice, relaxing, fun sister trip. Let’s make it our first vacation. Please, please, please. . .”

My eyes snapped open as her voice faded, my fingers digging into the urn lid.

“Not the ideal vacation, but this is where you wanted to go. Better late than never,” I said, glancing at the black-and-gold urn in my hands. Camilla had found it, and I had scooped every bit of her ashes into it. The Ritual of Havlousin had to be done. It was what our father and mother had taught us. Our culture demanded it to ensure a final resting place beyond the stars, although now I didn’t know what I believed in. Paradise seemed like a joke, yet here I was, scattering her remains so every part could be reused. Our parents had taught us that the body was just a vessel. Only a shell remained when the soul, the most essential part, left. Maybe that was why I felt what I did. Was I just a shell now? My chest felt as if a thousand rocks were crushing it. There was no movement, no life, not anymore. I knew I should cry and scream, but nothing came.

“You needed me, and I wasn’t even there. I was so distracted with. . .” My throat closed as I pictured his face. Samkiel. Another emotion hit me, making my gut turn. I shoved it down, another lock forming in my head, on my heart. “I should have just left with you. We could have hidden, let them fight each other over that stupid book. I’m so sorry, Gabs.”

I paused, searching for words. My fingers brushed the lid, the relentless waves lapping at the shore, the steady beat filling the quiet.

“You know, I thought about it. Maybe it would have been better if we had died in Eoria. I should have just stayed with you there instead of begging whatever god that would listen to save you. Then, Drake wouldn’t have found us, and we wouldn’t have ended up before Kaden.”

My lip curled, remembering that very day. Mer-Ka was my birth name. Ain was Gabby’s, and Eoria was the home where we knew peace so long ago.

Shattered.

“Follow me this way.” He tipped his head toward the flap of cloth that acted as our door. He carried her in his arms like she weighed nothing. How strong was this strange man? I swallowed and nodded, following along. As long as he had Ain, I would do whatever he said and follow him anywhere.

I exited our home, my feet barely a whisper behind him. He didn’t check to see if I followed, moving silently and quickly, as if he were walking on air. We passed empty stone homes left and right. Half of our village had left the second the pieces of the sky fell. They knew something bad was coming, but my parents didn’t listen. They didn’t believe the danger existed. Now, watching Ain cough, I wished I would have pestered them more.

“W-where are you taking us?” I asked, my voice sounding every bit as scared as I felt.

He turned slightly, offering me a small smile over his shoulder. “I have a friend who may be able to help.”

I nodded again to avoid his eyes. They seemed to dance with molten fire, and the gold edges were unnatural. He was beyond gorgeous, with dark curls that framed his face. His skin was the same shade as Ain’s and mine. I had never seen another that looked like him. Maybe he was from another world, too. I had begged for a savior. Maybe he was mine. He did look like the pictures my mom had shown me of the winged angels she believed in. She’d told me stories about how strong and powerful they were, and this man certainly seemed to be. He carried my sister without effort. Not that either of us had much weight on our bodies at this point. We had run out of real food weeks ago and had been living off what rations I could find. I gave her the most, even when she fought me, but I had promised my mom and dad I would take care of her. She was my baby sister. I wouldn’t let her starve.

I watched the back of his dark curls as we walked, heading toward an abandoned part of the city. Unease shivered through me when he stopped before a broken and misshapen temple that was half collapsed. He started down a brown stone stairway, the statues on either side chipped and worn beyond recognition.

I swallowed the lump in my throat. “We can’t be here. These are closed off because they’re unstable. They’re not safe. We could get crushed.”

He turned, looking at me as if I were insane. “Wait here. I need to speak to them. I’ll return for you.”

I gasped. “Them? How many are here?”

“Just wait.” He smiled as if he could hear my thudding heartbeat and sought to calm my fears.

“You are not taking my sister gods know where without me.” I stepped closer, looking between him and the empty, dark hole in the ground. I would fight him if I had to, even knowing I wouldn’t win. His muscles were apparent through the thin garb he wore. The unusual fabric crisscrossed over his entire frame, faithfully clinging to his physique. He must have read my expression, because he smiled soothingly once more.

“Look, I appreciate you trying to help, but she. . .” I pointed toward my sister as she leaned on him and coughed once more. “. . . can’t be alone in there. I don’t know who you are, but she barely breathes as it is.”

“My name is Drake.” He smirked. “Now you know who I am. Please wait here.”

I started to protest, but his eyes shone a shade brighter. My mouth closed, and the anxiety left my body. Maybe it was a good idea. “Okay, I’ll wait here.”

He smiled once more, then turned, disappearing down the stone steps and out of my sight.

I paced despite my exhaustion, twisting my fingers as I waited.

And waited.

And waited.

I stopped and stared at the stone staircase and sighed. “Wait here,” he’d said. I had to wait here, but why? My heart thudded. He had my sister, and he was going to help her. I needed to wait, but why again? I moved my foot, tapping it on the sand, my body resisting the order he’d given me. I flexed my hands once, twice, my stomach lurching. I needed to get to Ain. He’d taken her, and I didn’t know him or who else was down there. What had I done? Wait here. No. I couldn’t wait for her. I moved, my feet scraping on the sand. I didn’t think about anything other than getting to Ain as I started down the steps.

I splayed my hands against the walls nearest to me, trailing my fingers along the dirty stone as I carefully started my descent. It was pitch black, and I couldn’t see anything. This was a bad idea. I knew it, but what choice did I have? The walls ended as my feet made it to solid ground. I outstretched my hands in front of me, trying to grasp on to anything.

“Drake?” I whispered, trying to get the beautiful stranger’s attention, but I heard nothing. “Drake?” I whispered once more.

I heard a rustling near me as if something slithered across the sand. I’d forgotten about the sand vipers that loved the dark, cool places. What was I thinking? Okay, okay, I could do this. I could do this. It was for my sister. I took a deep breath, making sure I avoided the area where I’d heard that little movement, and turned toward the opposite side. I kept my hands outstretched, not wanting to run into anything as I walked slowly but surely forward.

A solid wall finally met my fingertips, and I sighed in relief, tracing the uneven texture of the wall and the symbols carved into the stone. I kept walking, keeping my hands on the wall. Gods, I wished I could see. It was still so dark. How did he see anything?

My rambling thoughts stopped as I heard voices. At first, they were soft murmurs, but the closer I got, the louder they grew. Someone was arguing.

“We don’t want a carcass that’s decaying from the inside out. I’m not going to eat that,” I heard someone say, and I gulped.

“She is not to eat. I brought her for Kaden.”

“You intend to feed me scraps then, vampire?” a deep voice replied.

Vampire? What was a vampire?

I shuffled closer, and their voices grew. I saw a dim light ahead and breathed a sigh of relief before dropping my hands from the wall and stalking forward. It wasn’t a lot of light, but enough to draw me to them. It spilled out at the end of the temple, casting dancing shadows across the far wall—lots of shadows.

“No,” the curly-haired angel said. “I intend for you to save her. I know you can.”

“And why would I do that?”

There was a slight pause as I drew closer. “Maybe another person to help you with your plans.”

I stopped in the doorway, afraid to interrupt their conversation.

“Hmm, I don’t need any more. Kill her.”

My heart dropped, and I didn’t think before running into the room. “No!” I screamed, skidding to a stop in front of Ain. I spread my arms wide, trying to protect her with my body. Ain clutched her arms around herself, frozen in fear.

Terror swept through me. I hadn’t just walked into a room with two men talking. I’d walked into a room with more than a dozen people. They were all dressed in various colored garb, and they were all staring at me.

“You’re the travelers they spoke of. The ones who crossed the desert on foot and made it in one piece.”

“Is that what they call us?” The large man in front of me laughed, and a few others around the room joined him. I gulped, staring up at him. He was taller than me, and that was saying something. My eyes trailed from the thick black sandals he wore to his pleated skirt and over the wide expanse of his muscled chest. His skin was darker than mine, not like the sands of my home, but richer. The red garb that covered his shoulders and part of his chest contrasted beautifully with the rich tones.

This had to be their leader. The power radiating from him was nearly physical. He’d woven his dreadlocked hair into a thick braid that disappeared down his back, the sides cut so close you could see his scalp. He was breathtakingly beautiful, but deadly, like the colorful sand vipers that could strike at any moment. His hazel eyes met mine.

“Only those blessed by the gods could cross the great sands and survive,” I whispered, glancing around the room.

The others in the room looked between us, as if just waiting for his command to kill Ain and me.

“Blessed by the gods?” He gave a sharp bark of laughter as he glanced at the others behind him. They either snickered or stared at me. He turned back around, shrugging slightly. “I guess it depends on who you pray to.”

Drake stepped forward. “Kaden, I apologize. I compelled her to wait outside. I don’t know how—”

Kaden, the scary, beautiful man, turned toward him and lifted a brow. Drake lowered his head and stepped back, stopping near another man that looked strikingly similar to him. The others in the room looked at each other, whispering together.

Kaden focused on me again. “Compelled, and yet here you stand in front of me,” he said. I moved closer to Ain and wrapped my arms around her. They spoke back and forth above our heads. I glanced toward the misshapen door. I could try to run with her. Maybe we could make it before—

“Excellent.” Kaden clapped his hands, drawing my attention back. “She stays. She is mine now.”

His words hit my skin like acid, and something inside me snapped. Not caring that I was outnumbered and in a room full of people that could kill my sister and me, I reached down and unsheathed the small dagger hidden against my inner thigh. Kaden watched, seemingly unconcerned.

My father had given me the blade when he showed me how to defend myself. At the time, I didn’t understand why he was so insistent on the instructions. But once the sky fell, I wondered if my father was blessed with the sight the high priests always murmured about. Had he seen what was to come and wanted us safe? It didn’t matter. I thanked the old gods for those lessons, because I needed them now.

“I belong to no one.” I remembered my father’s words about where to hit and how to hurt even the biggest opponent. Groin, throat, or go for the eyes and gouge them out. I held the hilt sideways, the blade at an angle, keeping it in front of me. He looked at me, his smile growing wider before he erupted into laughter again.

“Oh, feisty. I love it. Tell me, do you keep all your weapons between your legs?”

His comment was crass and crude, but I didn’t falter. My father taught me not to play into the tricks and words of an enemy.

“Come closer, and I’ll show you.”

His smile didn’t fade as he took a step closer. “Like this?”

I lashed out, swiping the blade across his face. Eyes in a variety of colors lit the room. Several men raced forward faster than I could track. Kaden’s eyes no longer gleamed hazel, but had turned a pure blood red. The cut on his cheek stitched itself closed, and I gasped, dropping my blade and stumbling back to stand over my sister. Monsters. I was in a room full of monsters.

“Oh, feisty, indeed,” he said, wiping the blood from his cheek as if it meant nothing, but the murmurs behind me told me otherwise.

“What are you?” My voice was barely a whisper.

He crouched and reached one massive hand toward me. I scooted back, blocking Ain’s body. He grabbed the dagger I had dropped, placing the tip against his finger. He twirled it, the blade shimmering in the dim light of the cavern. It had reminded me of glass when I’d received it, but now it shimmered like a gemstone.

“This is lovely. Where did you get this beautiful one?”

“My father,” I said, unsure why I even answered.

He said something in that foreign language, and a woman with hair as red as blood shuffled on her feet. Another man, far too tall and thin, repeated the words, and then a hush fell. Kaden nodded and held the dagger over his shoulder. A man covered in garb, his face and hair hidden, stepped forward to take it. Kaden folded his hands and studied me.

“What are you?” I asked again, my voice trembling.

“Something that can help your sister.”

My heart thudded. “No, I heard you. You threatened to kill her.”

“True.” He didn’t try to lie. “But I have since changed my mind. Now you have something I want.”

“And what’s that?”

His eyes roamed over me, and as innocent as I was, I had my answer.

“You.”

“For what?” I gulped.

He smiled once more, glancing at the creatures behind him before looking back at me. “Drake was not wrong. I do need more people for what I am building. Your sister is weak, dying. She is useless to me. But you? You are perfect.”

My chest hurt at how he spoke of her. I knew how close to death she was, which meant I had no time to waste.

“Can you save her?” I swallowed, knowing I would give myself up to these creatures, these monsters, if I had to. For her, I wouldn’t even question it. How could I?

“Tobias,” he called, waving a hand but not looking away from me. “Alistair. Take her sister downstairs, please.”

A man emerged from the shadows. The bronze of his clothes cast a beautiful glow on his dark, rich skin. He wore his hair in a shorter version of Kaden’s. Red tinged his eyes as he focused on me, his face a mask of unreadable emotions. He prowled toward me, followed by a second creature. This second man’s complexion was as pale as moonlight, but the most striking thing about him was the color of his hair. It was the pure white of sugar, and he wore it in a mass atop his head. I had never seen a shade so pretty.

The one called Tobias stepped around me and reached for Ain. I shifted, moving to protect her. In the next breath, I was on my feet, held in a vice-like grip. Kaden lifted me high and turned me away from the two men as they picked my sister up by her arms. She groaned, trying to keep herself awake. She reached for me, and I her, our hands stretched toward each other. I struggled against Kaden as they took her away from me.

“Shh, it’s okay,” he whispered, trying to calm me, but all I saw was her leaving.

I looked up at Kaden, my panic a living thing inside of me. “What are they going to do to her?”

“Nothing.” He paused. “Yet.”

I struggled harder in his grip, but only managed to bruise my arms more. He was strong, too strong, but I should have known by the red glow of his eyes that I was dealing with something . . . else.

“You liar!” I snapped. “You said you’d help her!”

“And I will, but first, I must ensure this works. Otherwise, there is no point.”

I stopped struggling. “Make sure what works?”

“You will have to want it.”

Kaden smiled once more and shifted his hold. He held me easily with one hand and brought his wrist to his mouth. I watched in horror as fangs like a sand viper’s descended. The sharp tips pressed into his skin, and I grimaced. He held his hand above my face, blood darker than I had ever seen falling toward me. I turned away, but he grabbed the back of my head, keeping me still. I opened my mouth to scream, and he shoved his wrist against my lips. Warm liquid filled my mouth, my throat, and my lungs. It tasted like poison, burned like acid, and made me scream against his flesh. More and more spilled down my throat as I thrashed. The harder I struggled, the brighter his eyes glowed. He leaned closer, resting his head against mine as he fed me. My stomach rolled, the blood making me want to vomit.

“Shhh, think of your sister. How much you want her to live. How much you need her to live.”

I stopped thrashing, stopped struggling, and he leaned back. He knew my weakness. He had already figured out what it would take to control me. I wanted Ain to live. How could I not?

My hands reached up, grabbing at his arm and pressing his wrist deeper into my mouth. I sucked hard, forcing more of that terrible liquid down my throat. I did want it. If it would save Ain, I wanted whatever he gave me, even if it felt like my insides were being ripped to pieces and remade. His eyes met mine, the taunting humor dying as I took more. My grip tightened, squeezing as much out as I could. He’d said if it worked, I’d have power, and power was what I needed. If I had enough, no one could ever hurt Ain or me again.

I felt something in me shift. A part of me cracked and died while something else awoke and crawled beneath my skin. The burn slowly eased, twisting and turning into something else, something darker. The candlelight in the room flickered, and the creatures watching us shifted restlessly. Kaden’s smile widened, as if he realized something I did not.

He ripped his wrist away. I coughed and almost fell to my knees. I struggled to breathe, my lungs and chest feeling as if they were on fire. He grabbed my arm, pulling me to my feet and steadying me.

I watched as the skin knitted together on his wrist, and I wiped my face.

“How do I know if it works?” I asked, my voice a raspy mess, as if the blood he had given me had claws that ripped my throat apart.

“You will have the kind of power you have only ever dreamed of,” he answered, reaching up to stroke his fingers over my cheek and settling his hand against my neck. “But that’s only if you survive.”

That was the last thing I heard before he jerked my head to the side. It was merely a snap, and yet my world changed forever.

The memory faded, the harsh light of reality coming back as my hands began to heat. The sun dipped into the ocean slowly, sucking the light from the world.

“I was so selfish because I couldn’t imagine a world without you in it, and then Kaden gave me no choice. Just like I gave you none. Maybe I am just like him.” Flames flared around my hands, the jar cracking. “So be it, then.”

The flames roared as I concentrated, the urn turning to fiery dust and releasing her. I stood there watching her ashes dancing and twirling around me before they drifted into the starry night sky. The crescent moon reflected off the water, softening the unrelenting darkness. I stayed until the last bit of embers floated far enough away that I couldn’t tell them apart from the stars. One star seemed to glow a bit brighter, twinkling merrily at me as if it were waving.

A flash of emerald appeared behind me.

“It’s done,” Camilla said.

“Good.”

I could hear Camilla’s heartbeat quicken. I could hear a lot of things now. Far more than I used to. Every sense I had was heightened. I hadn’t realized how much I had been suppressing my true nature. I stayed silent, gazing intently at that twinkling star.

“And now?”

“I don’t remember you being this cowardly before.” I turned toward her and rolled my eyes. “Calm your stupid heart. I’m not going to kill you. You brought her back to me. As long as you do what I say, you’ve just earned yourself immunity.”
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