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      I circled her throat with my palm. “You attacked a guest of my court,” I said slowly. “I have to punish you, Zay.”

      “I thought… I thought he…” She swallowed. “I recognized his scent.”

      I sighed. “Zay, that’s not a reason to attack a man in front of everyone. I’ve taught you better than that.”

      Her eyes took on a faraway gleam. “I wasn’t thinking.”

      “No, you weren’t,” I agreed, my thumb circling her pulse. “Look, I’ll talk to Yakariah and see if I can work something out between all of us. But I need you to stay here, okay? If my mother catches you before I can solve this, she’s going to flog you in front of the court.”

      It wasn’t an empty threat. My mother still ruled the kingdom, and she wouldn’t care about my blood bond to Zaya. A guest had been wrongfully threatened. The Queen of Noxia would punish accordingly unless I somehow convinced her I’d already handled it.

      “Okay,” Zaya whispered, her spirit seeming to shatter with that single word. “I won’t go anywhere.”

      “Promise?” I asked, needing to be sure.

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      I brushed a kiss against the corner of her mouth. “Thank you.” My lips hovered near hers for a fraction longer than they should have. I wanted to really taste her. To know her intimately. To tighten my grip around her neck and fucking devour her.

      No. My spine went rigid with restraint as I forced myself to release her throat and take a step back. Save it for her dreams, I told myself, my heart skipping a beat in my chest.

      Not trusting myself to utter another word to her, I left my suite.
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      “When you said you wanted a favor, you never mentioned a dead halfling,” I drawled, staring down at the broken female in Adrik’s arms.

      “Because I knew you’d say no,” my best friend replied. “Now that you’re here, you won’t refuse.”

      “Refuse what?” I asked him, not sure I wanted the answer.

      “I need you to help her.”

      “Why?”

      “Because she’s Valora’s best friend.”

      I arched a brow. “Valora, as in the female queen you’re supposed to seduce and eventually kill?” It was all part of Adrik’s grand plan for revenge. Make the Queen of Caluçon fall in love with him, then steal her power and use it against her husband, Necros—the bastard who destroyed Adrik’s former kingdom.

      “Yes.” Adrik didn’t elaborate beyond that, but I caught the twinge of secrets in his dark gaze.

      “That is still the plan, right?”

      “Yes,” he repeated.

      “Then why am I helping you save a halfling?”

      “Because it’ll help me woo Valora.”

      I grimaced. “You did not just use the word woo in a sentence.” Seduce, I could accept. Woo, however, no. “Since when do you woo females?”

      “Look, I don’t have time to debate this with you,” Adrik retorted. “I need your help with the halfling. Necros had her brutally raped in front of the entire court, all to bring Valora to her knees, then he tossed her out into the fields to die alone. This was after having her family slaughtered at the borders. It’s too much, Grigory. I can’t convince Valora to love me if her emotional state is fucking shattered.”

      I eyed the female in his arms once more. He’d wrapped her in his coat, but I suspected she was naked beneath. I leaned down to listen for her pulse. It barely registered, her heart hanging on by a thread.

      Many believed Adrik to be a demon of Noxia because my mother had adopted him soon after his birth, but he wasn’t a true Noxia demon. Which meant he couldn’t save her.

      I could.

      My blood was eternal.

      “I can’t promise anything,” I informed him softly. “She’s only a halfling, and a Graystall demon at that.”

      My kind was vampiric in nature; we thrived on the essence of others.

      She came from a race that dealt justice in a variety of ways, their powers varying depending on which bloodline they came from.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” I added, holding out my arms.

      He gently handed her over, her slight weight hardly a burden. Her head fell against my chest, revealing a face that had lost its beauty, thanks to the monsters in Necros’s kingdom.

      “I really hope you kill that bastard,” I told Adrik.

      “I will.”

      “Good.” I adjusted the female in my arms slightly and cringed at the sight of bruising between her thighs. “What’s her name?”

      “Zaya,” Adrik murmured.

      “Zaya,” I repeated softly, tapping into the workings of her mind just enough to offer her some peace. It was the least I could do if she ended up dying, and from skimming the violence on the surface of her thoughts, that peace would be very much appreciated.

      Yet something else lurked beneath that initial layer, enticing me to go a little deeper.

      Anger blasted me in the next moment, her conscious roaring to life with a fury and a vow for vengeance.

      “She wants to live,” I marveled, surprised by the vehemence inside her.

      Most females would have fractured as a result of what had happened to her, but this one desired a second chance. She wanted to paint the world in blood. And I found that I wanted to give her that opportunity. More, I wanted to help her achieve it.

      Hmm, I hummed to myself. All right, little warrior.

      I nodded to Adrik. “I’ll do my best.”

      “I know. That’s why I called you,” my best friend replied. “Keep her safe.”

      Safe, I repeated in my mind, gazing down at her. Why did that term feel oddly appropriate?

      It wasn’t until later, after I’d given her several pints of my blood, that I figured out why that word had resonated so deeply within me.

      It’d been issued as an edict, one I interpreted as a personal vow.

      Because as I watched the female regain her coloring, her body healing beautifully in my bed, I realized… I’d just made her mine.

      And some part of me wasn’t the least bit disturbed by that.

      Which scared the fucking shit out of me.

      Because I didn’t want to own a female or be responsible for one. I liked my life the way it was. Besides, I had other obligations to tend to. And this woman wasn’t one of them.

      Yet I felt the pull even now…

      My blood sang through her veins, just as her essence breathed life into mine.

      We’d completed a transition of sorts, one that would allow her to thrive. Yet it tied our souls together in a way it shouldn’t, thereby linking our fates.

      I might not have wanted to claim her, but on some level, I had.

      And now I’d spend an eternity fighting it.
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        Eighteen Months Later

      

      

      That skirt was a fucking sin. If it inched up any higher on Zaya’s thighs, I’d have to kill every male she passed on the street. As it was, they were all thinking about fucking her.

      And she didn’t have a damn clue.

      She’d forgotten pretty much everything I’d spent the last year and a half training her to do. Case in point—she hadn’t even sensed my presence behind her yet.

      I knew the woman was up to something when she snuck into my mother’s quarters and took one of her portal charms. I just never expected her to teleport here, to the human realm, of all places. Nor had I anticipated her cutting off all her hair and dying it blue. It looked good—pretty much everything on Zaya did—but it also made her incredibly noticeable in this little town in the southern United States.

      Seriously, of all the locations for her to venture off to, she had to pick Alabama.

      As if the Underworld wasn’t hot enough, this place burned like hell in the summer.

      I shook my head. What are you up to, little warrior? I wondered, tracing her steps.

      She paused as if she could hear me, but I knew she couldn’t. The link between us was locked down tight, except when she slept. That was the only time I allowed either of us to play. But she was very awake now, which meant she was firmly off-limits.

      If I even thought about touching her, Valora would have my balls. And pissing off the Queen of Nova did not appeal to me in the slightest.

      Although, sometimes I thought the risk might be worth the reward. Especially when Zaya bent over to fix the strap on her shoe.

      I nearly swallowed my tongue at the sight of all that creamy flesh, the bottom of her ass peeking at me from beneath that sinful skirt.

      A groan caught in my throat, yearning ripping through my abdomen at the too-tempting sight. Maybe she did know I was behind her, lurking in the shadows, and this was her way of punishing me.

      If that were the case, I accepted the reprimand because, fuck, that was hot.

      Whatever game she wanted to play right now, I was up for it.

      Except she straightened and continued walking, suggesting the display hadn’t been for show at all, just a nervous little fix of her strap.

      My teeth ground together as I resumed my stalking, my eyes narrowing as she crossed the street to head into a bar called Sloppy Joe’s.

      Seemed like an adequate description of her current mission because this was all incredibly sloppy.

      I stepped in a few minutes after her, half expecting her to be waiting on the other side of the door with a grin, but instead found her sitting at the bar with her legs crossed in a picture of pure temptation.

      Every human male had his eyes on her thighs as if waiting for the fabric to inch just a little higher.

      I clenched my hands into fists and found a corner table with poor lighting overhead. As a Noxia demon, shadows tended to lurk around me naturally in the human realm, so I pulled them to me now, hiding in plain sight.

      Zaya didn’t notice.

      She was too busy making eyes at a human a few feet away.

      What the hell? I thought, furious at the sight of her flirting. Zaya never flirted with anyone. Except with me sometimes, but I suspected she considered that to be bickering more than flirting.

      What are you up to? I wanted to ask her but instead continued to observe as she drew her painted nails across the human’s forearm, seducing him with her subtle movements.

      I’d taught her some of those but had meant for them to be a distraction when desiring a different kind of prize.

      From what I could tell, she was using them to get laid.

      Yet I caught the glint of silver on her thigh, just the tip of a knife, before she tugged the skirt down to cover the edge.

      Hmm. Interesting.

      Just last night I told her she wasn’t ready for this, yet here she was, flirting in a bar with a knife strapped to her leg.

      I’d helped her gather the names of all the remaining demons who had survived Queen Valora’s attack on Caluçon last year. Zaya had combed through them, identifying three who had participated in Necros’s sanctioned attack. Then she’d shared those identities with me last night, saying she wanted to kill them all.

      My response had been clear and concise. “You’re not ready.”

      Well, it seemed she’d taken that as a challenge to move ahead with this insanity.

      Except she’d chosen a human target, not a demon.

      I tapped into his thoughts—mortal mental barriers were weak and easy to break—and attempted to learn more about him.

      Immediately, I hated him.

      Because he was picturing Zaya beneath him with his hands around her delicate throat, squeezing the life out of her while he fucked her to death.

      The table rattled beneath my fist, my anger vibrating down my arm so violently that the flimsy wood threatened to shatter.

      I swallowed, reining in my ire, and focused on Zaya. What are you doing? I wondered at her, nearly taking down the wall I’d erected between us to demand she respond. But I’d constructed the barrier to protect her. She’d been through enough already without my accessing her mind.

      Hell, the dreams were bad enough.

      I really needed to stop going to her, but every time she cried out at night, I couldn’t stop myself from answering the call.

      Fuck.

      This was bad.

      Everything about her damn well slayed me.

      I pulled out my phone and sent a message off to Adrik—not for the first time—expressing my annoyance over this entire situation. I’m supposed to be ascending in less than two months. Yet here I am, in a human bar, babysitting your damn favor, I told him. I hope you’re pleased with yourself, asshole.

      I set the phone down and signaled the waitress for a drink. She saw me just fine, while Zaya remained utterly oblivious, lost to her target.

      Seriously, I’d taught her better than this.

      Was she even aware of the cameras? All the eyes on her? The men fantasizing about fucking her against that damn bar?

      I nearly growled but instead forced a smile for the pretty blonde approaching me. Her jeans coated her long legs like a second skin, just like her tank top that left little to the imagination. In another life, I would have been interested. But since Zaya entered my world, I’d been a little too focused on the petite little blue-haired demon.

      “What can I get you, sugar?” the blonde asked.

      “Whiskey. Neat.” I gave her a label I caught from the bar.

      “Sure thing,” she drawled, her Southern twang kind of adorable.

      But my eyes immediately returned to Zay.

      She had her palm on the man’s thighs, her body angled in a way that exuded interest. I sighed. This was going to be a long fucking night. Because I suspected she was about to make a mess, one I’d be forced to clean up.

      Fucking responsibilities.

      As if I didn’t have enough of those floating around my head.

      Leave it to Zay to add more to the pile.

      Little brat, I thought, studying her legs again. Maybe I’d spank her later. No, that would just end in us naked in my bed.

      Regardless, she had my full attention for the evening.

      Just as she did every night.

      My phone dinged, alerting me to Adrik’s incoming reply. I assume you’re talking about Zaya?

      What other favor could I be talking about? I shot back.

      What’s she up to now?

      I think she’s hunting a human, I replied. She wants to take down the other demons who assaulted her. She thinks it’ll help her recover. What my little warrior failed to realize was that she’d been recovering every day since the attack, her heart and spirit growing stronger with every breath.

      And you disagree? Adrik asked.

      I think she’s about to create a mess in the mortal realm that I’ll be forced to take care of on her behalf, I returned. And no, it won’t help her feel any better.

      So she’s practicing the art of killing, he clarified.

      Pretty much. While part of me admired her for it, another part was livid.

      How’s she doing so far?

      She has no idea I’m watching her from twenty feet away, I typed back to him. What does that tell you?

      That she needs more lessons.

      Exactly. I put my phone away as my drink arrived. I set a few dollars on the table, wondering if Zaya had even thought to bring mortal money with her before setting out on this venture, and took a sip of my whiskey. The alcohol burned going down my throat. But it didn’t burn nearly as bad as the throaty laugh she released in response to whatever her conquest had just said.

      She never made that sound with me.

      While I knew it was all for show, I found myself longing to replicate the action.

      But that wasn’t in the cards for us.

      I had a betrothed waiting for me back in the Underworld, a female I despised but had been promised to at birth.

      That was my future.

      Not the beautiful demon seductress at the bar.

      So why did I follow her here? Why did I care so much about keeping her safe?

      Because I was clearly a fan of self-punishment. I wanted something—someone—I could never have.

      She deserved better anyway.

      And as long as I kept telling myself that, we’d be just fine.
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      I placed the frosted glass containing my half-empty mojito down on the counter in front of me and checked out my appearance in the mirrors surrounding the ostentatious bar.

      Short blue hair.

      Flushed cheeks.

      Bedazzling hazel eyes that were green today under the dull lighting.

      And a mouth painted blue to match my new locks.

      The male beside me seemed to approve. A good thing, considering he was the reason I’d walked into this drab establishment. Ugh, it was one of those bars humans frequented with the false expectation of finding true love.

      Gross.

      Most of these poor beings would regret it tomorrow when they woke up next to a man or woman who resembled a brimstone demon—ugly little creatures with warts and rotten teeth. Perhaps that was an exaggeration, but it seemed like a fair comparison to me.

      Fortunately, that wouldn’t be me. I’d wake up fresh off a kill. Because the guy beside me? Yeah, he was my mark. Malevolence oozed from him. Not that the poor humans could see that. My enhanced abilities allowed me to see right through his aura of politeness to the black soul beneath.

      The new talent was a consequence of a horrifying experience—one I chose to ignore now while I focused on my prey.

      I tucked a stray strand of my newly short blue hair behind my ear and pretended to hang on Paul’s every word. Was that even his name? Something with a P sound. Phillip? Rupert? Prick?

      Whatever.

      He wouldn’t care if I forgot his name. He’d soon be too busy choking on a blade to concern himself with such trivial matters.

      I laughed at the right moments and flirted with subtle movements meant to display my body to him. A trace of my lips with my finger to take a stray drink from them here. A brush of my chest when he made an interesting point there. It was all part of my act. I ceased to be a sexual person a long time ago when a group of men just like him had stolen my virtue and left me for dead.

      A lethal fire blossomed within me, stirred to life by a potent mix of my renewed blood.

      Grigory’s blood.

      The Noxia prince who’d saved me that night.

      His royal essence had awoken something within me that craved destruction. Or maybe that was the result of my experience. Either way, I’d been reborn into a creature of violence—a femme fatale. And I’d had enough of this flirtatious foreplay.

      Time to act.

      “I’m bored,” I said, picking up my drink and finishing it in one long mouthful. I hoped I wouldn’t regret the decision to do so, my stomach already churning at being this close to the monster.

      “This place is pretty dull,” he agreed. Because of course he would. He had more exciting things for us planned at his place. Too bad I didn’t intend to play along with those plans. “I have better vodka at home, if you’re interested.”

      Such a smooth line, I thought with a mental eye roll.

      I pretended to muse over the offer. I didn’t want to appear too easy. Again I moved my fingers to my lips and dipped one inside like I was deep in thought. His coal-colored eyes widened and his pupils darkened, reminding me of the former skies of Caluçon.

      I shivered at the thought.

      Valora had brightened Caluçon with her stars—literally, because apparently she could do that now. Then she renamed the demon realm, calling it Nova Kingdom. But the nightmares of my past still lurked in my mind, from the days when I was a maid in a vile court led by an evil king.

      Lucifer torture his soul, I thought.

      I had only returned to the fourth kingdom in the Underworld twice since I was attacked. Once for Valora and Adrik’s wedding, the other for the birth of their daughter.

      I missed my friend, but I couldn’t stay there. Not while monsters like this jackass were still at large. I preferred to stay hidden in Grigory’s kingdom, where the sun never rose, the black heavens akin to the thoughts in my mind.

      “I like the sound of that,” I finally replied after enough time had passed. “The night is young and vodka’s my favorite.”

      “Let’s get out of here, then, babe.” He wrapped his arm around my shoulders and threw some cash on the bar. No tip for the bartender. Typical.

      My skin crawled with his touch as if a thousand ants were marching over it. I wanted to shove him away and kill him now in front of everyone, and not waste another minute of my time on him, but I couldn’t. I had to bide my time until human eyes and ears were out of the way.

      Several knowing glances were tossed our way as we left, my date’s eagerness palpable. It probably should have concerned me that they saw us together. His death might make the news depending on how bloody I made the scene.

      With my short stature and slender appearance, they’d consider me too weak to commit such a brutal act.

      Looks can be deceiving, I thought at them all while I played the part of a tipsy female being dragged off by a strong, handsome man. Another glamour that deceived, because beneath his charm and reasonable exterior was a hideous man who didn’t deserve to breathe.

      I knew exactly what was going on in his mind right now—a sequence of vile acts that involved perpetual violence toward me. He’d tie me up. Gag me. And hurt me for his own personal enjoyment.

      There would be no consent.

      A man like this one preferred a fight.

      He enjoyed tears.

      Just like those men who raped me over a year ago.

      Never again. Valora had destroyed the majority of the monsters who’d fucked me that night, including the one who orchestrated it all—King Necros himself.

      However, not all of them were dead.

      I had a list.

      This male wasn’t on it. Not directly, anyway. But he was known to hang out with Braun—one of the demons who was on my list. The duo enjoyed sharing unwilling mortal women and had killed at least two that I knew about.

      Awareness prickled my skin, the inkling one I’d developed over the last year with Grigory’s help. He trained me with a brutal focus, saying it would help me heal. In some ways he was right. I felt renewed and empowered. Except he didn’t think I was ready to play in the real world yet.

      I disagreed. And I would prove to him tonight that he was wrong.

      When Paul and I reached the parking lot, I pretended to grow even more impatient with my thirst for adventure and lust.

      Really, it was a thirst for blood.

      “How far is the drive?” I asked as he led me toward his car.

      “Ten minutes or so, babe.”

      “Ten minutes,” I moaned woefully. “I’m not sure I can last that long, handsome.” I pressed into him, batting my eyes. “I’m so hot for you. I need you right now. Let’s go around the back of the building and fuck up against the wall.” I uttered the words breathlessly while I stroked his sturdy chest with my palms.

      “Fuck, baby. What sort of man would I be to deny an offer like that?”

      A breathing one, I thought, smiling demurely.

      He took my hand and pulled me around the back of the club. I continued my seductive act the entire way while keeping an eye out for anyone who might see us.

      That was lesson number one from Grigory—kills needed to be anonymous, even in the mortal world.

      Paul pulled me close to him when we reached the dark alleyway behind the club. I felt the heat coming off his body, and I hoped the anticipation in mine provided enough to convince him I was ready for him. He pressed his lips hard against mine, his hand snaking around my throat to give it a preliminary squeeze.

      Not wasting a single moment, it seemed.

      What did he plan to do? Strangle me right here within earshot of others? Maybe that got him off, the extra excitement of potentially being caught mid-fuck.

      “Such a pretty girl,” he growled into my mouth. “I bet you fuck so good. Are you ready for me, babe? I’m going to leave your pussy broken for all men in the future.”

      “Stop with the talking and start with the showing,” I said, needing to be sure I’d chosen the right male to kill. His soul was as black as the river flowing through Noxia, but I had to be sure.

      His hand tightened around my neck, and for a moment, a memory of being held down sliced through my thoughts. Pain shivered down my spine, followed by shame and adrenaline-spiked fear.

      There’d been so many men.

      So many spectators.

      I trembled, just for a moment, hating myself for allowing the terror to grip me even for a second.

      I’m no longer that woman.

      Grigory had awoken something in me. A newfound strength and a lust for revenge. I focused on that need and cleared the memory from my mind.

      “I’m really going to enjoy this,” Paul growled, something sharp pressing into my side.

      There, I thought. There’s my proof.

      “I hope you’re into knife play, baby,” he murmured, drawing the dagger up my side.

      Oh, you have no idea, I thought back at him. “I-I… no, not really,” I said, feigning uncertainty.

      “Aw, really?” He didn’t stop moving the weapon, not until it hit my throat and pressed in enough to draw a hint of blood.

      My eyes widened as I tried to jerk away from him, but his opposite hand gripped my hip, forcing me to remain in place. “Not so fast.”

      “I’ll scream,” I threatened.

      “I hope you do,” he replied, sounding amused. “I hope you beg me to stop, too.” He pressed his hard cock into my lower belly. “Now lift your skirt for me.”

      “I… I think this was a mistake.” I attempted to push him away once more.

      He responded by pressing the sharp edge into my throat. “Don’t be a fucking tease, bitch. Lift your skirt.”

      “Wow, what a gentleman you’ve turned out to be,” I shot back, unable to hold the words inside. “Release me.”

      He just laughed. “I didn’t spend the last two hours flattering you to go home with blue balls. Lift. Your. Fucking. Skirt.”

      I nodded, licking my lips. “All right. But you asked for this.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Stop with the talking and start with the showing,” he replied, throwing my earlier statement back at me.

      “Clever,” I muttered, lifting my skirt to retrieve the knife against my thigh.

      “Give me your panties,” he demanded.

      “I’ll need to be able to bend,” I pointed out. “Which means you need to remove the knife from my throat.”

      He grunted and moved his blade down to my hips, his intent to slice through my underwear clear.

      Only, I wasn’t wearing any.

      Something that distracted him long enough for me to angle my weapon into his groin and slice right through his manhood.

      Shock colored his features, followed by a howl of pain as his knees buckled. “Fuck!”

      “Yeah, you won’t be doing that again,” I replied flatly. “You’re welcome.”

      “You fucking bitch!”

      “Oh, is this the name-calling phase of our relationship?” I asked. “In that case, fuck you, you fucking rapist.”

      He tried to lunge at me, his form atrocious. Probably because of the pain. Or maybe he just didn’t know how to handle a female fighting back. When he tried to hit me again, I blocked him, then kicked upward. My heel grazed his cheek, the steel tip sharpened for exactly this purpose, leaving a gash across his face. “You’re going to need stitches for that.”

      Except, what was I saying?

      He wouldn’t be alive long enough to get stitches.

      I didn’t want this scum to walk the earth and find more women to torment and rape.

      I couldn’t read his mind, but I could see his black aura.

      I also knew he worked for Braun—the real reason I was here. I wanted the demon’s location. And I hoped this scumbag had one for me.

      “Where can I find Braun?” I asked Paul now.

      Braun was the demon I really wanted to kill—the dick who had punched me out of pure enjoyment before shoving his dick inside me and—

      No.

      I would not give the memory more power.

      I twirled my knife instead, arching a brow at the pathetic excuse for a male on the ground. He was torn between cradling his destroyed junk and his disfigured cheek.

      “Are you listening to me, Paul? I need to know where Braun is.”

      “Fuck you, cunt.” He curled into a ball, causing me to heave a long-suffering sigh.

      This was pointless. I’d already stayed too long in this realm. Time to finish this. I’d find Braun another way.

      “At least you’ll never be able to hurt another woman again. Vile, disgusting thing.”  I knelt and sliced my blade across his throat with a flourish, showing him how it was truly done. “You don’t just press the knife into the jugular. You slice it, moron. But I guess that lesson is lost on you now, isn’t it?”

      I watched serenely as he gagged and choked out his last breaths. I expected some sort of cloud to be lifted, a hint of regaining a piece of myself that I lost, yet all I felt inside was hollow.

      Maybe I’d feel better as I crossed off the real names on my list. However, there were only three. All the others had died beneath a wave of Valora’s crushing power last year when she took Nova Kingdom for herself.

      The monster released a final choke, the last of his foul life leaving him a few moments later. I could leave him here.

      Or I could ensure his forever torment in hell.

      Hmm, a black soul like his didn’t deserve a second chance.

      I ignited the charm around my neck to transport us both to the Underworld, right next to the River Styx.

      “A fitting end,” I mused. “Your soul even matches the color, just as your hateful essence suits the purpose of this place.”

      I tossed his body into the inky water. Beasts surfaced, their talons digging into the fresh meat and dragging the male deep under the dark ripples to feast upon the human’s flesh.

      I glanced up at the three moons overhead, admiring their luminescent appeal.

      The sun never rose here. I liked that about Noxia. Sunshine denoted happiness, an emotion I didn’t quite understand anymore.

      Did I feel pleased at Paul’s death? Not really.

      Did I feel fulfilled? No.

      I didn’t even feel all that accomplished. Just… alone. Perpetually alone.

      Even Grigory would leave me soon. Which was fine. He didn’t owe me anything and had done more than enough to save me. I honestly should have left Noxia months ago, but I didn’t know where to go. And a tiny part of me just wasn’t ready to leave him behind yet.

      The slight dependence on my savior rankled a bit. It was a side effect of having his blood inside me. Just like the dreams.

      At least, that was what I kept telling myself.

      I studied the moons for longer than I should have, eventually glancing down to the calm black water of the River Styx once more.

      Inky.

      Dark.

      Reminding me of the souls who’d tainted mine.

      Vengeance clawed at my instincts, urging me to recall my renewed purpose. Grigory might not think I was ready, but I had to do something. I couldn’t just stay here and watch him marry—

      “No,” I told myself, cutting off that thought. “He’s not yours.” And he never would be.

      I couldn’t hold that against him. Even though I wanted to.

      Just focus on the future, I thought. One day at a time.

      I glanced down at my ruined outfit, noting the blood soaking into my clothes. Apparently, I also needed some work with the neck-slicing bit.

      I’d perfect it before I found Braun.

      Using my necklace, I teleported back to the palace.

      And found Grigory waiting for me in his favorite chair in the main hall, his long legs crossed at the ankles and a glass of blood mixed with wine in his sturdy hand. His black eyes watched me as I approached, his full lips remaining in a stern line of disapproval.

      It wasn’t that he disagreed with my quest for revenge; he just didn’t feel I was ready.

      But I wasn’t weak.

      What happened to me changed me for the better, erasing the timid maid of my past and turning me into a demon fueled by the need for revenge.

      “Enjoy your evening, little warrior?” he asked, his tone heavy with annoyance despite his version of an endearment tacked onto the end.

      “Yes,” I muttered, accepting the drink he held out for me. I gulped it down in one long mouthful to quench my budding thirst. “You?” I returned, glancing at his disheveled hair. Grigory had a penchant for entertaining females through the long hours of the night, so I suspected he’d just risen recently after an evening of fucking.

      “Not really,” he replied, his dark eyes narrowing. “Did killing that human make you feel better, Zay?” Disapproval underlined every word, even his chosen nickname for me.

      I handed the glass back to Grigory with a quick shake to signify that I wanted more.

      “It’s Zaya,” I reminded him for the millionth time. “And yes, I feel much better.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter Three Grigory]
        

      

      I poured Zaya another glass from my decanter, then held it out for her.

      She took it, guzzling the contents greedily.

      Drinking blood had curled her nose at first, but she’d eventually learned to tolerate it. With my essence thriving through her veins, she required the mortal sustenance to survive. Something she’d not bothered to consider tonight when she killed a human male for sport.

      Oh, he’d deserved his fate.

      That wasn’t what angered me.

      It was her poor execution that infuriated me.

      I waited for her to return the glass, then I set it to the side and took in her bloody clothes. “You’re filthy,” I told her.

      “Gee, thanks, Grigory. You always were a sweet talker.” She rolled her eyes and turned away from me, but I caught her wrist and yanked her back.

      Her opposite fist came for my nose in retaliation, and I caught it in midair before twisting it and easily bringing her to her knees. She yelped in pain, but I didn’t let up, instead leaning down to where she knelt at my feet with her back to my front.

      “You defied my orders,” I said against her ear. “Men have died for less.”

      She bristled at that. “I’m not afraid of you, Grigory.”

      “I know.” It was something I liked about her, even when it fueled her obstinate side. “But you put yourself at risk tonight, and that’s not something I can easily forgive, Zaya.” I purposely used her full name, not her nickname, knowing it would drive home my point.

      “I’m fine,” she snapped. “He barely put up a fight.”

      “Fine,” I repeated, incredulous. “Did you go back to the scene and clean up?” I asked her. “Did you ensure no one actually saw you? Heard you? Hell, did you even notice the cameras that videotaped your every move?” I released her and snatched the chain of her necklace, snapping it with ease, and pocketed the stolen charm.

      “Hey!” She spun around and up onto her heels, ready to fight again.

      “What?” I retorted, bored already. “You think I don’t know this is stolen, Zaya? The damn thing belongs to my mother. You’re lucky I caught you with it and not her.”

      Zaya just glared at me. “Maybe she gave it to me.”

      “She didn’t.”

      The little brat challenged me with a look. “How do you know?”

      “Because she didn’t,” I replied, done with this asinine tangent. “You cut off your hair, dyed it blue, stole my mother’s charm, then fucked off to the human realm in a poor attempt to prove me wrong about your readiness. However, all you did was prove me right. You’re not fucking ready, Zay.”

      “Tell that to the dick I just killed,” she countered, arching a haughty brow.

      I snorted. “Killing a human is child’s play, sweetheart.”

      “He pulled a knife on me.”

      “Yeah, a knife you left behind at the crime scene,” I drawled, pulling said weapon from my pocket to toss at her heel-clad feet. “As well as a shit ton of blood—some of which was yours, by the way—and three key witnesses. Do you think humans are fucking deaf, Zay? They could hear that asshole’s bellows through the damn walls.”

      For a halfling with a human father, I expected her to at least know a little about the mortal realm and their politics, but she proved to me tonight that she didn’t have a damn clue what she was doing.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose, irritated as fuck by the disaster she nearly caused. Had I not followed her to the bar and cleaned up after her, it would have been a right mess indeed.

      Mortal authorities were a pain in the ass.

      “You can’t just go around killing dark souls,” I muttered. “We have cleanup protocols for a reason, so humans don’t discover the existence of demons.” Technically, the mortals called my kind vampires. An adorable little nickname brought on by one too many entertainment films.

      And totally beside the point.

      “Do you have any idea what would have happened had I not been there to save your ass tonight?” I asked her, arching a brow. “Hell, did you even notice I was there, Zay?”

      She swallowed, finally displaying a semblance of unease.

      I wasn’t trying to beat her down. I understood and respected her need for vengeance, but there was a time and a place for revenge, and tonight had not been it. Not by a long shot.

      “I told you I would help you,” I reminded her softly. “Let me help you.”

      “I don’t want your help,” she replied, her voice chilling the air. “You’ve done enough.”

      This time I let her stalk off, too exhausted to fight with her tonight. Guarding her had turned into a full-time job—one I’d never desired.

      “Fucking Adrik,” I muttered to myself.

      He got me into this the night he met me in the forest with a broken pixie in his arms. I’d been within my rights to tell him to fuck right off with that bullshit, but he’d demanded I help him. Some bullshit about the girl meaning everything to Valora. Which, yeah, it was true. They were best friends, and Valora probably would have shattered a little inside had Zaya died that night.

      But when I accepted the task of bringing the fiery pixie back to life, I had no idea what I was in for with her.

      And while part of me thrived on the challenge, another part of me was too tired to continue this dance. I had a damn kingdom to think about and an ascension floating on the horizon.

      Oh, and a wedding.

      To Napia, Princess of Neptune.

      This time I filled the glass for myself, chugging half the contents of my decanter in a matter of minutes.

      I didn’t want to marry anyone, let alone a female with snakes for hair. I shuddered at the thought of the vile hiss that underlined her voice whenever she spoke. Something about the female disturbed me, and it wasn’t just the thought of the serpents sprouting off her head.

      Fuck, having her in my bed would be a nightmare. I’d never let her mouth near my cock. Hell, she probably had miniature snakes in her nether regions, and that was a hard pass.

      Why my mother had agreed to this absurd arrangement was beyond me. Some bullshit about joining our kingdoms.

      Yeah, I preferred playing the role of Zaya’s babysitter for the next hundred years to the fate of marrying Napia.

      At least Zaya was fuckable. Well, sort of. She seemed a bit broken in that department. Although, she reacted to me on occasion when we sparred.

      Just as I reacted to her.

      And fuck, her dreams… I groaned out loud just thinking of all the fantasies she’d pulled me into. I deserved a Lucifer-damned medal for not taking advantage of those situations. Instead, I always woke up hard as a fucking bat.

      I suspected I’d be pulled into another dream later, mostly because it seemed to be the way Zaya dealt with her pain.

      Maybe she’d wear that skirt from tonight, too. Mmm, that tight little scrap of fabric was pure sin, revealing far too much leg for my liking around a crowd of hungry males. Her target hadn’t stood a chance. Of course, had she not killed him, I would have, because the thoughts in his head had infuriated me.

      He had planned to carve his initials into her fleshy breasts, then lick the blood off her like some damn leech.

      Sure, I’d thought about sticking my fangs into her countless times, but for mutual pleasure.

      That sick fuck just cared about himself and had wanted to destroy her flesh—permanently.

      “You’re brooding,” my mother said from the shadows as she seemingly appeared in the main hall. This area tended to be quiet, as we weren’t keen on parties in this kingdom. Zaya and I had essentially turned it into a gymnasium for our workouts, but the new crystal fixtures hanging on the otherwise bland black walls confirmed this entire room was about to undergo a reformation.

      For my wedding.

      Joy.

      “Hello, Mother,” I greeted her, pouring myself a third glass of blood wine. “I can’t imagine what I have to brood about. It’s not like my entire life hasn’t been promised to a viper or anything.”

      My mother, Lux, Queen of Noxia, stepped into the moonlight illuminating the room through the glass ceiling above. She embodied the darkness, just as I did, with her long, dark hair and equally black eyes. We were products of the literal night, our demonic kind thriving in the shadows unlike any other.

      Except maybe my adopted brother, Adrik—he was the only remaining demon from the now dead Shadow Kingdom.

      “Napia isn’t a viper. She’s a water demon,” my mother corrected with a stern look only a mother could give. “Tame her snakes and you’ll get on just fine.”

      “Tame her snakes,” I repeated. “Right. Do you think I should dangle a tray of mice before them? Or should I set the mice loose in a room and watch her chase them with her head?”

      My mother wasn’t amused by my commentary, but it certainly painted an entertaining vision in my mind.

      “She’ll be here in four weeks for the engagement party. That’s four weeks for you to fix this outlook before I’m forced to intervene on your behalf.”

      “Would that include calling off the agreement?” I mused out loud. “Because if that’s the case, I’m game.”

      “Honestly, Grigory, you’re nearly twenty-five. When will you behave like an adult?”

      “When my mother stops choosing brides for me?” I suggested, arching a brow. “I’m perfectly capable of picking my own wife.”

      “Then present one to me by the date of your nuptials, and I’ll reconsider the arrangement,” she replied as she always did to this argument. “Otherwise, we move forward.”

      “Why do I need to marry on my twenty-fifth birthday? You’re not married.”

      “It’s what was written into the stars for your ascension. If you disagree, take it up with Lucifer.”

      “Oh, you mean your lover?” I countered, still livid about that little affair. “Why don’t you talk to him on my behalf after you finish sucking his cock? I’m sure—”

      Her palm cracked across my cheek, jarring me from my sprawled position in my chair and reminding me whom I’d just disrespected. Not just my mother, but the Almighty of the Underworld.

      But fuck if I could care.

      This entire damn arrangement was ludicrous, and everyone knew it. Even her. Yet she was forcing me to abide by some ridiculous prophecy as if it were the sole reason for my existence.

      “Do not speak to me like that again,” she seethed. “I know you’re upset that I kept Valora a secret, but surely you understand by now why it was done.”

      “To fulfill a prophecy,” I muttered. “Like everything else in this fucking world.”

      “If you hate it so much, you’re welcome to leave.” It was a calmly worded suggestion that she knew I’d never accept.

      Noxia was my home.

      My future.

      My kingdom.

      Even if I didn’t agree with the path to ascension. “You’ve met Napia,” I said, taking another route. “She’s a horrible female. Noxia will despise her.”

      “You’ll keep her in line.”

      “Will I?” I snorted. “There has to be another way, Mother.”

      “I’m certain there is,” she agreed. “But if you think I’ll be the one to find that path for you, you’re mistaken. This is your rise to power, son. Stop wasting your time brooding about a future you appear to despise and find a way to fix it.”

      “You never spoke to Adrik this way,” I said as she turned to leave.

      “Adrik never required the hand-holding,” she returned, disappearing into her trademark red smoke.

      My teeth ground together.

      What she failed to see was that I’d spent the last five fucking years searching for an alternative to this wedding. Some sign to indicate that this wasn’t my right path, yet the stars continued to align against me.

      All pointing to a sea dragon bride better suited for my nightmares.

      It wasn’t even her snakelike hair that bothered me, but her bitter soul. She was a vile creature who wouldn’t know kindness if it bit her on the ass. And she was destined to rule at my side.

      “Fuck,” I grumbled to myself, setting my empty glass to the side before rubbing a hand over my face. For many years, I’d used sex as a relief from my fate. But not even that had appealed to me for the last six months. Actually, the only activity I enjoyed of late was sparring with Zaya. Perhaps because my soul recognized the torment in hers. I may wander around with a jovial grin, pretending not to have a care in the world, but inside, I was slowly shattering.

      Fate had forced me to decide between my happiness and the happiness of the kingdom.

      I’d chosen the latter but found myself yearning for the former.

      My mother was right about one thing, though. Brooding wouldn’t solve my problem.

      At this point, nothing really would.

      Apart from a dagger through Napia’s heart—an act of treason that was proving more and more promising every day.
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      “Zaya...”

      A shiver danced down my spine, urging my feet faster as I ran down the endless corridor.

      Nova Kingdom, I recognized, spinning in a circle, my mind dizzy. How? How am I here?

      It had to be a dream.

      A warped reality.

      A nightmare.

      Please. Please don’t let this be real. Not again. Not again!

      “Oh, Zaya,” the deep voice taunted, causing my heart to race in my chest as I pushed myself to my limit, searching for a way out, a door, anything, to end this lengthy torment. “You can’t escape the inevitable, little one. I’m inside you. I made you what you are. Don’t try to run from it. You’ll never be free from me.”

      Lies! I thought back at it. “I’ll escape you,” I whispered, my voice hoarse from screaming.

      When was that?

      When had I screamed?

      I couldn’t remember, this hell a maze of mental torment.

      This isn’t real.

      This can’t be real.

      Run!

      I slammed into something hard—a hot wall of male—and my world shattered to a stop. It’s him. My tormentor. The one who orchestrated my destruction.

      Necros.

      I’d dreamt this scene so many times, awoken to tangled, sweat-drenched sheets and the visions of a past I longed to forget.

      “There’s no way out,” he said, his voice a low taunt to my senses. A dark embrace. A kiss of a memory forever ingrained in my mind.

      I shoved him away, only to be caught up in his hold once more, my eyes clouding with unshed tears.

      I’m stronger than this.

      A warrior.

      I know how to fight now.

      “Release me,” I said, my voice lacking the force I so desired.

      “Impossible. You’re mine, Zaya. Look at me.” He grasped my chin and forced my gaze upward.

      I closed my eyes, defying him to my last breath. “No.”

      “Look at me,” he repeated, this time more sternly, and the subservient maid I kept buried deep within felt the overwhelming need to obey.

      Don’t! I snapped at myself. This isn’t real. It’s all an illusion. Necros is dead.

      This dream was Grigory’s fault. Had he just allowed me to leave, trusted me to handle my list, then maybe I’d be free of these constant nightmares.

      Alas, no. He didn’t feel I was ready. And so, I was forever plagued by my mind.

      “You’re not ready,” Necros said, reading my mind. “But you will be. Soon.”

      I frowned.

      Wait…

      “Come on, Zay. Look at me.” The softened tone confused me. It sounded like Grigory, not Necros.

      A trick? A way to convince me to face my nightmare head-on?

      He swept his thumb across my bottom lip. “I want to see your eyes, little warrior. Are they blue tonight? Green? A pretty turquoise mix?” He pressed his mouth to the edge of mine, then whispered kisses across my jaw before meeting my ear. “Turquoise is my favorite color on you.”

      I shivered for an entirely different reason now than before, the heat of his body seeping into mine and coaxing me into a false sense of safety.

      Don’t do it, I told myself. It’s a trick. He’s not here.

      Except, sometimes he did appear in my dreams. From my understanding, it was a side effect of his blood saving my life. It had connected us in a way I couldn’t explain or prepare for—a way I desperately longed to ignore. He acted as though he knew about the connection in our dreams but never spoke of it when we woke. Which left me unclear as to whether he really knew about them or if my mind had fabricated every stolen moment shared between us.

      “Grigory?” I asked, uncertain.

      “It’s me,” he promised, his nose skimming my cheekbone as he returned his forehead to mine. “Open your eyes, sweetheart.”

      I stole a deep breath before daring to peek up at him and met a pair of dangerously seductive, dark eyes. “It’s really you.”

      “I heard you screaming in your sleep,” he murmured, his touch moving to my cheek to cradle my face between his palms. “I’m sorry to intrude. It was this or bang on your door.”

      “I prefer this,” I admitted. “But is it real?”

      He shook his head. “Not really, no.”

      “Necros was here.” I swallowed. “He’s always here.”

      “He’s dead.”

      “I know, but he…”

      “He haunts you,” Grigory said. “Yes, I know.” He lifted his hand to my hair, his fingers gliding through the short blue strands. “I like this, Zay. It’s very you. Short, strong, and standing proud.”

      “I don’t feel very strong right now.” And I hated myself a little bit for feeling that way. “You’ve provided me with all this knowledge and training, and I just… I flounder here.”

      “Mind over matter,” he replied softly. “That’ll take time, but I have faith in you, Zay. You’ll figure it out.”

      I melted into his touch, my heart panging for an embrace I wasn’t allowed to crave. Yet I did. Especially here while alone with him. His eyes told me he knew it, too.

      “These fantasies are so wrong,” he whispered, his gaze searching mine. “My blood exists inside you and makes you want things you shouldn’t.”

      “Like you.”

      “Like me.” His palm caressed my cheek once more before sliding back to grasp my nape. “Yet I find myself unable to walk away. You might fall into another nightmare, forcing me to come back all over again.”

      “You help me forget, Grigory.” I meant it. Every embrace in his bed, in his arms, allowed me renewed peace. “You make me feel alive.” At least in my dreams.

      “Fuck, Zay.” His pupils flared, the need inside his gaze calling to mine.

      “Yes,” I whispered. “It’s not real anyway, right?”

      “Right,” he agreed, his opposite hand falling to my hip while the other remained around the back of my neck. “And we’re already in hell, too.”

      Our surroundings changed, some trigger in my mind returning us to Grigory’s rooms. Or perhaps he did that. I couldn’t quite tell, the lines between reality and fantasy blurring whenever I found myself in his arms.

      It was all fantasy.

      All in my head.

      And yet, I felt his presence there. He had to know this was happening between us. However, there seemed to be an unspoken agreement never to utter the truth out loud. I accepted that fate. Our blood wove a life between us that could never be, and if all I ever experienced were these stolen moments in my head, then I’d make the best of them.

      The blue silks of Grigory’s bed cradled my naked skin, my clothes having disappeared in a blink of a thought, leaving me nude beneath Grigory’s gaze. I used to shy away in these moments, but not anymore. He’d seen me without clothes in my worst moments, during the night he saved my life.

      I was no longer that woman.

      I’d been reborn into someone new, a female with spirit driven by revenge.

      And that was who he saw now.

      “You’re more than that, Zay,” he said, pulling his shirt over his head to reveal a rippled abdomen that I longed to pet and memorize. Maybe tonight he’d finally let me. “You’re strong, refined, gorgeous, and far too stubborn,” he mused, tossing the cotton to the floor before crawling over me. He never caged me in, always allowed me an escape—a feat, considering his solid strength and size.

      His lips gently grazed mine, leaving me yearning for more as he always did. “Please, Grigory.”

      “When I take you, it won’t be in a fantasy, Zay,” he said, his tone holding a touch of command to it that confirmed he wouldn’t budge on his decision.

      It was always this—an introduction without the true climax.

      “You enjoy it,” he replied, firmly in my thoughts.

      I did. “Let me do more this time.”

      He just shook his head as usual. “I’m already pushing enough boundaries by doing this, beautiful.” His mouth brushed mine once again in that teasing caress, then he moved downward between my thighs to place a tender kiss against my mound. “I’ll give you what you need,” he promised. “And with every swipe of my tongue, I’ll erase another bad memory.”

      “Yes,” I breathed. “Yes, Grigory.”

      “Fuck, I love hearing you say that, even if it’s just in your head.”

      His palms found my thighs, sliding upward to the place I desired him most. Heat blossomed across my skin, as it invariably did beneath his touch, and I began to squirm beneath the intensity of his gaze. Grigory always watched me carefully, measuring his movements and retreating at the first sign of panic.

      Maybe it was all in my head.

      Maybe it was real.

      Maybe it was truly him.

      I stopped caring, my eyes falling closed on a sigh as his fingers parted my folds to find me wet and ready for him. It was so wrong. I should never want anyone to touch me there again after everything I’d been through, but I felt safe with Grigory. He never pushed me, consistently going at my pace and monitoring my progress along the way.

      “More,” I whispered, encouraging him.

      He slipped a finger inside me, piercing me and forcing me into an unbidden memory that caused my blood to run cold. Only, his tongue against my clit yanked me right back, reminding me who parted my thighs and touched me intimately.

      “Watch me,” he ordered against my damp flesh. “Hold my gaze.”

      I swallowed and forced my eyes down to his, seeking his familiarity and knowledge and losing myself in the wonders of his obsidian irises.

      This.

      This is good.

      Right.

      Mine.

      And oh, his tongue… Mmm, he could force an angel to fall with that skillful mouth. I groaned, my hands finding his head and my fingers threading through his thick hair. “More,” I repeated, unable to utter a different word.

      He chuckled against my sensitive skin, shooting sparks up and down my spine.

      I’d been with men before the incident last year, knew what it felt like to experience pleasure, but no one quite captivated me in the way Grigory did now. Being my fantasy probably helped; however, I suspected it was just as much him as it was my mind.

      “Fly for me,” he encouraged softly, grazing me with his teeth. “Sing to Lucifer himself, and tell all the realms who you belong to tonight.”

      “Grigory,” I moaned, writhing beneath his mouth and crying out as he added a second finger to his thrusts. It provided just enough pleasure and pain to shoot me over the edge into oblivion, my vision blanking out for a span of seconds as bliss overwhelmed every inch of my being.

      Yes, yes. This. So much this.

      The nightmares of that day slithered away, back into the recesses of my mind, the darkness swallowing it whole and granting me peace and quiet once more.

      I shook from my release, sighing in ecstasy, only to open my eyes to find myself alone in my rooms with my hand tucked between my thighs.

      I glanced at the wall separating my room from Grigory’s, wondering for the thousandth time if he knew. Did he lie in his silky blue sheets now, stroking himself to thoughts of me? Or was it all a fantasy in my mind?

      I swallowed, hating the questions almost as much as I hated myself.

      Pathetic.

      Pining over a male I couldn’t have.

      I should be focused on my revenge, to finally put my mind at rest once and for all. To move on from this place. To live my own life. I couldn’t do that while I longed for a male who could never be mine.

      Even if a piece of him would forever reside inside me.

      “Stop this,” I told myself.

      I needed to get out of here. To kill. It was the only way to tame my wild emotions.

      I slid from the bed and wrapped a blue silk robe around my body. Most of the clothes in my wardrobe came from Grigory, as I’d arrived in Noxia with nothing. Hell, everything came from him. My room, my food, my life.

      He’d given me too much already.

      It was time for me to fend for myself and take care of the names on my list. There were three. I just needed a new charm or amulet to portal-jump. So I’d scour the palace and find several, just in case Grigory decided to take a few back.

      But first, I needed to shower.

      Tomorrow was a new day.
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        Several Weeks Later

      

      

      “The viper has arrived,” I said, unamused. “And she’s already making me want to cut off my own balls.”

      “Charming imagery,” Adrik drawled back over the line. “Please take photos.”

      “Fuck you.” I took another drink directly from my bottle of scotch. “At this point, I’m going to be an alcoholic by the wedding.”

      “An impressive feat, considering the rate with which your kind digests alcohol,” Adrik returned.

      “Are you purposely trying to be unhelpful today?” I wondered out loud. “Or did I catch you at a bad time?”

      His wife had just given birth to a little spawn a few months ago. A girl named Adriatica. Beautiful little thing with a pair of lungs on her that literally shattered glass when she cried.

      “Still not sleeping?” I asked him, taking another swig. “Because that would explain your bastard of a mood.”

      “You’re funny,” he replied, sounding the opposite of amused.

      Good. I wasn’t very entertained either.

      “She arrived with a fucking entourage, Adrik. Fifty damn sea demons. Do you have any idea what that’s going to do to the water bill?” I shook my head, the joke falling flat to my ears. Hard to make light of a bunch of water demons crashing my palace. “She didn’t even call ahead to inform us of her intentions yet expected all the arrangements to already be in place. She’s a fucking bitch.”

      “Bet Lux loved that.”

      “Oh, she very much enjoyed telling me to handle it.” I tilted the bottle back and scowled at the empty contents. “Worthless.” I tossed it at the wall and grimaced as it shattered. “Not the brightest decision.”

      “Seriously, are you okay?” Adrik asked, sounding worried for the first time.

      “No, I’m not fucking okay. My damn palace has been taken over by sea dragons, Adrik. Sea dragons.” They weren’t even pretty to look at, but at least they didn’t have snakes for hair. Only Napia was blessed with that horrific trait. No, the others were just painted in a variety of colorful scales. A few even had tails.

      I shuddered.

      At least we had enough rooms to accommodate them without adding any of them to my wing. I could only imagine how Zay would take it if she suddenly had a water demon for a neighbor.

      “When do you and Valora arrive?” I asked Adrik. “I need backup. Stat.”

      “Can we bring fifty guests?” he questioned, humor in his tone.

      “Sure. They can share with the sea creatures.” I paused, considering. “Actually, do you even know fifty people?” Valora had killed, like, half the damn kingdom when they ascended.

      Maybe that was my solution—genocide.

      Alas, my people didn’t deserve that.

      Valora’s had.

      “So we’ll arrive the day of the wedding, then?” Adrik countered.

      “Okay, okay, point taken. You have at least fifty demons left in Nova.”

      “Try five thousand.”

      “Semantics.”

      “Seriously, you’re really making me want to come for a visit, G,” Adrik drawled. “Loving the mood.”

      “If you had to marry the sea bitch, you’d be in a mood as well,” I muttered. “I left her in the kitchen to deal with the chef because apparently our food doesn’t meet her picky standards.”

      “I’m guessing she doesn’t like blood-flavored cuisine.”

      “She said it tastes like iron,” I replied, shaking my head. “Clearly, her palate is going to be a problem.” In addition to a great many things. “Anyway, I need you here like—”

      “Grigory!” Zay’s shrieking voice echoed through my quarters. “Where are they?”

      “Hmm, I need to go,” I said. “But come soon.”

      “Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Adrik replied.

      “Tomorrow,” I added.

      “I’ll talk to Valora.”

      “Thank you.” I hung up before he could say anything else and arched a brow at Zay as she stormed into my sitting room with bright blue eyes. Her hazel irises were always flickering with different colors, typically to match her mood.

      And blue meant angry.

      “Hello, Zay. I’m having a fantastic evening. Thank you for asking.”

      “Where are the charms?” she demanded.

      “What charms?” I asked innocently, opening my cabinet for another bottle. I went with red wine this time, craving some blood. Although, the female in my room would do nicely. She’d tasted me out of necessity, not that she remembered it. She’d been pretty close to death that night.

      What would it be like to bite one another for pleasure instead? I’d yet to indulge in that craving in her dreams, mostly because it was a boundary I didn’t want to cross.

      “The charms that take me to the human world,” she snapped, drawing me back to our conversation.

      “Oh, you mean the collection of stolen tokens in your room?” I countered. “Yes, I confiscated them.”

      Because the last thing I needed right now was to have to babysit an errant demon with a vengeful chip on her shoulder. I had enough going on with the viper in the kitchen.

      “You had no right to go through my things, Grigory,” she seethed, stepping into my personal space, thereby forcing me to focus on her instead of the cork of my wine bottle.

      I really did enjoy her blue eyes.

      However, I adored their turquoise gleam when she came. I wondered if they looked like that outside of her fantasies. Was it real, or had I made them glow that way to suit my own interests?

      Sadly, finding out the truth was firmly off the table given her history and my future. Mutual interest wasn’t really our problem so much as timing.

      Time.

      Fucking time.

      I had too little left before the wedding and no damn solution. Ugh, I really needed this wine. Only, the bottle disappeared from my grasp as Zay took it and sent it into the same wall as the empty bottle of scotch.

      “What the fuck?!” I shouted as red liquid sprayed across my obsidian floors and matching wall.

      “You had no right!” she screamed back at me, repeating her words. “That’s my room!”

      “In my wing, under my fucking roof,” I retorted, just as irritated. “You’re not fucking ready, Zay. And I don’t have time to follow you this week. You’re staying here. End of discussion.”

      “You can’t just keep me here.”

      “I can and I will,” I replied. “You’re my responsibility, Zaya. And right now, I have competing responsibilities, and I would really appreciate you behaving for me right now.”

      She glowered at me. “I’m responsible for myself.”

      “Yeah, and how’s that going for you?” I asked, meaning it.

      She responded by sending her fist upward toward my face. I caught it just before she nailed my jaw, and twisted her in my arms much like I had the night she returned from her human kill. Only, she was ready for me this time, countering my move with a sweep of her leg and knocking me off-balance.

      Okay, maybe Adrik was wrong about the whole digesting alcohol thing because no way she could have done that with me sober.

      I had indulged in a good two bottles. Or was it—

      “Oof.” Her fist connected with my ribs, knocking the air from my lungs. Nice hit, I thought, pleased with her form.

      At least until she aimed for my family jewels.

      I snagged her wrist before she could connect and yanked her into me rather than twist her arm up behind her back. She countered by thrusting her knee up into my thigh—a little too close to my groin—and I narrowed my eyes. “That’s against the rules, Zay.”

      “So is going into my room uninvited,” she shot back. “And stealing my stuff.”

      “Is it stealing when the items in question were stolen?” I asked her, blocking another attempt to knock me off-balance.

      She shoved away from me and hunkered down into a fighting stance.

      “Really?” I drawled. “I’ve been drinking.”

      “Winner keeps the charms,” she said, challenge underlining her tone.

      “I already have the charms,” I pointed out. “And I have no incentive to return them.” Nor would I. Not that she stood any chance at winning anyway. She might be quick on her feet and reasonably talented with her hands, but I outweighed her two to one. I also had a lot more experience with much more threatening opponents.

      Like Adrik.

      Zay could be lethal, in time.

      And there was that word again.

      Time.

      I loathed the concept entirely.

      “Fine. If you win, I’ll not only drop the charm issue, but I’ll behave for your engagement party. But if I win, I want my charms back.”

      “You’ll behave regardless, little warrior.”

      “Will I?” She batted her long black eyelashes at me. “Or will I throw a tantrum in the middle of your big night? Decisions, decisions.” She cocked her beautiful head to the side. “I do feel a mental break coming on, Grigory. Maybe I’ll go screaming naked through the ballroom?”

      “Are you trying to convince me to stop you?” I asked her seriously. “Because you running naked through any room would be fine with me.”

      She sighed as if she found my commentary insufferable. I personally thought I was delightful company. “Just fight me, Grigory.”

      “I’m not giving you the charms,” I told her honestly. “I have too much going on this week to worry about you gallivanting around the realms and causing havoc.”

      She scoffed. “When do I ever ‘gallivant’?”

      “Stop arguing with me, Zay. I’m not in the mood for word games tonight.”

      “Well, I’m not in the mood to sit in my room and listen to you fuck your betrothed all night. So give me back my damn charms.”

      “Fuck my betrothed?” I repeated, sickened by the thought. “You think I’m going to let her snake-laden pussy near my cock?” I snorted. “That’s a hard no.”

      She finally rose from her fighting stance. “What?”

      “You heard me just fine,” I replied. “And why the hell would you care anyway? I’ve had ample females in here with you next door, and you’ve never complained before.”

      “I’m well aware of your sexual activities,” she muttered.

      “I know. So why do you care about Napia?”

      “I don’t.”

      “Seems like you do, Zay.” And I sort of liked that it bothered her, too. How fucked up was that? Almost as fucked up as me stepping toward her and walking her into the wall—the one away from the glass.

      She put her hands on my chest as if to shove me back but instead narrowed her eyes up at me defiantly. “Don’t.”

      “I’m not doing anything.” Such a lie. I was definitely doing something, but fuck if I knew what. Zay had been off-limits from day one for a multitude of reasons.

      Adrik would have my balls if I touched her. If he even knew about the dreams, I’d be a dead demon.

      Although, they did distract her from the nightmares in her head. So I wasn’t a complete ass for taking advantage of our connection, and I only ever pleased her. Never the other way around.

      “Grigory.”

      “Zaya.”

      I pressed my elbow to the wall over her head, my opposite hand going to her hip as I caged her in against the hard surface. However, I left enough room for her to escape if she needed it. I’d seen the vivid nightmares of what happened to her countless times in her head over the last year of knowing her, and I knew better than to block her in without giving her a choice to flee.

      Which was why I always handled her with care.

      Not that she noticed, as she was too busy glaring at me.

      “I want my charms.”

      “Is that really why you’re here?” I asked her curiously. “Because you want to be able to leave?”

      “Yes.” No hesitation. Yet, she swallowed a beat later and allowed her eyes to flash to my mouth. A quick movement, but I caught it. And it wasn’t driven by fear but by something else entirely.

      Desire.

      I could smell it in the air, her arousal a teasing perfume to my nostrils.

      Mmm, I adored her scent, all sugar and spice. The perfect definition of her spirit. She was all soft curves and sweetness where it counted on the inside and hard edges on the outside. My feisty warrior.

      Except she wasn’t really mine at all.

      Just a responsibility I’d inherited from Adrik. One I enjoyed perhaps a little too much.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” Her breathless question taunted my mouth, warming the blood in my veins.

      “I kind of want to kiss you,” I admitted, tilting my head to the side. “Even though I shouldn’t.”

      “Don’t,” she said, her cheeks flushing beautifully. The pink contrasted with her blue hair, drawing my focus upward to the spiky strands.

      “What made you choose blue?” I wondered out loud. “Why not red or purple?” They would be more appropriate choices for a Noxia demon. Not that I disliked the blue. It did look rather pretty on her, especially when her eyes matched.

      Like they did now.

      “I want my charms, Grigory,” she said, bringing us full circle once more.

      “I’m not giving them to you, Zaya,” I replied, meeting her gaze again. “This week will be difficult enough to survive without worrying about you.”

      “Then don’t worry about me,” she suggested. “Let me go.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Why not?” She sounded like a petulant child denied a toy because I wouldn’t let her run off and kill random males.

      Fucking ridiculous, really.

      And it truly spoiled the moment—not that we were having one.

      “You’re not leaving Noxia this week, and that’s final.” I pushed away from her and dodged her fist this time with expert ease. “Stop throwing a tantrum and go back to your room, Zaya.”

      “You can’t keep me here!”

      “I can,” I countered. “And I will lock you in a dungeon if I have to. Now stop being a brat and leave me alone.”

      This time I not only caught her punch, but I also flattened her beneath me on the ground, the abrupt movement knocking the wind from her lungs and reminding her whom she chose to fight.

      “I’m not in the mood for this bullshit right now, Zaya. We’re done. You’re not leaving. End of discussion.”

      “I’m not a prisoner,” she growled.

      “No, you’re my damn burden,” I threw back at her. “Adrik demanded I save your life, thereby tying your essence to mine, thus making you my responsibility. And you’re an obligation I don’t have time for right now.”

      I regretted my words pretty much immediately.

      Especially when she gaped up at me with such shock in her gaze that I caught the flicker of hurt before she could hide it.

      Lucifer, I was a bastard sometimes.

      I sighed and cupped her cheek, feeling like a dick. “Look, I didn’t mean that. I just—”

      “What the hell isss going on here?” a shrill voice demanded, the s holding the trademark hiss of the viper my mother wanted me to wed.

      I groaned, not pleased at all by the interruption and seriously wondering if I needed to invest in a better lock. Because apparently all females felt they could just enter my room at will. Which, yeah, usually wouldn’t be a problem.

      Right now, however, it was a major inconvenience.

      “We were sparring, Napia,” I replied, reluctantly lifting myself off of Zaya. She refused to meet my gaze or accept my help up off the ground. Instead, she used the wall to climb unsteadily to her feet, her throat moving in a way that told me she was suppressing some unwanted emotion. Had my pinning her brought back memories? Or was that a response to my words? Perhaps both.

      “I’ll, uh, leave you two to your…” Zaya waved her hand to finish that sentence, then moved around Napia toward my foyer and left without a word.

      “That did not look like sparring, Grigory.” Napia folded her slender arms, her pale skin contrasting against her vibrant green dress. At least she didn’t have scales. But those snakes were a major turnoff. Beady black eyes, slithering tongues, and writhing wormlike dancing just didn’t do it for me.

      “What do you want, Napia?” I asked her, causing her to lift two auburn brows in surprise.

      “Isss that any tone to take with your betrothed?”

      “It’s a tone you should probably get used to from me,” I told her. “Because it’s the one I will be using frequently. Now what the fuck do you want?”

      It was no secret that I didn’t want to marry her, just as it was no secret that she didn’t want to marry me. Hell’s Realms, she’d even brought her consort in as part of her entourage. I wasn’t blind.

      She sputtered something about hoping to have a conversation about dinner arrangements for tomorrow night, then went off on some tangent about my unacceptable manners, and ended with some lunacy about my impossible chef.

      I listened to most of her words, digested maybe a fraction of them, and yawned at the rest. Loudly. Which only set her off on another lecture about our future and how I needed to change if I wanted to make this work.

      “I don’t,” I said, but she was too busy ranting to hear me.

      So I let her exhaust herself, then forced a contrite expression at the end with the hope that it would convince her to leave. Her snakes weren’t very convinced, if their collective hiss was anything to go by, but she eventually departed on a flourish of emerald skirts, finally leaving me in peace.

      Only, I didn’t feel an ounce of satisfaction. If anything, I felt worse. It had nothing to do with Napia and everything to do with the female I’d called a burden.

      I ran my hand over my face and strode out of my quarters toward Zay’s rooms. Then paused right outside her door, unsure of what I even intended to say.

      Sorry for being a dick?

      Sorry for taking your charms?

      Sorry for not kissing you when I had the chance?

      I pressed my forehead to her door and sighed, irritated at my own indecision. Why did this female tie me up in knots? No one else got under my skin like this woman. But something about her made me feel like a foolish boy trying to court a woman for the first time.

      And I didn’t fucking court women.

      I shoved away from her door and went back to my room.

      This ended now.

      I had more important things to worry about—like the sea witch my mother intended for me to marry.

      And the glass painting my wall and floor.

      Yeah, I’d start with that problem and work up from there.
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      “I hate dresses,” I muttered, staring at my reflection in the mirror.

      Napia had chosen a green theme for her engagement party and was requiring all the females in the kingdom to wear various shades of emerald for tonight’s festivities.

      “I look like a damn mermaid,” I said, eyeing the gaudy tail of the gown. At least it flattered my curves, but I could hardly move, let alone fight.

      Not that I had any plans for a fight in the near term, thanks to the charm-stealing bastard lurking right now in my bedroom. Things had been tense between us since the night he informed me of his true thoughts where I was concerned.

      “You’re my damn burden.”

      Ouch.

      Every time I thought about his words, I cringed. He hadn’t tried to apologize, purely keeping it professional between us every time I saw him. And there wasn’t any hint or talk of my list.

      Three names.

      Three demons I needed to kill.

      Yet I stood here in a mermaid costume about to attend a social occasion to celebrate Grigory’s engagement.

      Fuck. My. Life.

      With a shake of my head, I stalked out of my bathroom to find Grigory lounging on my bed in a three-piece suit that fit him like a glove, his dark eyes on the ceiling.

      He wasn’t so much here for my benefit as he was to make sure I cooperated and attended tonight’s event. He also appeared to be hiding from his bride-to-be. Considering her hideous head of hissing snakes, I couldn’t exactly fault him for that. Only a horny rattlesnake would be interested in tangling with that serpent feline.

      Grigory raised his head slightly, his heavy gaze taking in my gown. For a brief moment, he appeared distracted from his dark thoughts, his lips curling slightly as he said, “You look pretty.”

      “Really? Because I don’t think green is my color,” I replied. “And I much prefer pants.”

      He smirked. “I know.”

      Silence fell between us, underlined in awkwardness.

      He rolled off the bed, his eyes going everywhere except toward me. No hint of an apology and no discussion on what was said the other night, the words heavy between us. Or at least, they weighed on me—his burden.

      Valora and Adrik were due to arrive any moment now, further driving that knife into my heart. Because they were the reason Grigory tolerated me. Adrik had forced his best friend to save me that night as a gift for Valora, forever tying us all together in a big, ugly bow of fate.

      My stomach soured at the thought.

      Grigory had enough to worry about with his ascension and pending marriage. His lips curled down into a frown, his posture rigid.

      “Are you okay?” I asked him.

      “No.” The honest answer surprised me. “No, I’m really not.”

      I walked toward him, my hands seeking his chest before the action registered in my mind. Words seemed to fail me. What could I possibly say to help him? He presented a strong front before his people, his personality playful yet powerful, and beneath all that was a man trapped in a bargain he loathed.

      We rarely spoke about it, but I sensed his frustration on the rare occasion his mental walls fell. Typically, at the end of a sparring session when exhaustion hit him. It only afforded me brief glimpses; however, they were enough.

      He remained rigid as I circled his neck, hugging him in my own way.

      It hurt that he didn’t return the gesture, but this wasn’t about me—it was about him.

      It was about goodbye.

      Because tonight would change everything.

      Not because of his engagement, but because I had a plan. I’d attend for long enough to be noticed, then I’d disappear back to his quarters, find my charms, and leave him to his destiny while I pursued mine.

      It didn’t matter what he thought because I knew in my gut that I was ready.

      It’s time.

      “Just a point of warning for tonight, Zay,” he said softly, his hands suddenly on my hips as he fisted my skirts. “The charms are not in my rooms.”

      I gasped as he spun me around to place my back to his front, then he pulled up my skirts and knelt behind me. “What are you doing?” I demanded, trying to see his hands, but they were blocked by waves of green silk.

      Then I felt his thumb against my inner thigh, followed by the kiss of leather and the hiss of a snap. I jolted at the sound, then frowned at the cool metal sensation sliding against my skin.

      “For your protection,” he explained, securing the blade in the holster. “Use it on me, and you’ll regret it.”

      I grunted. “Why would I use it on you?”

      “Because I’ll beat your ass red if I find you lurking around my quarters later,” he replied, the heat of his body enveloping my back as he stood.

      I had to shimmy my hips to make the fabric fall once more, which was precisely the wrong move since it brushed my ass against his growing erection. His palm landed on my lower belly before I could pull away, his arm tensing as he held me effortlessly against him.

      “I mean it, Zay,” he said against my ear. “I will bend you over my knee and spank you like a child if you so much as set foot in my room tonight.”

      It occurred to me then that he’d been playing in my head. That was the only way he could know about my plans. “So breaking into my rooms wasn’t enough; you have to break into my mind, too?” I demanded, spinning to face him, furious.

      “Your intentions were written all over your face,” he countered. “Which is why I keep saying you’re not ready.”

      “Fuck you, Grigory.”

      “Such a naughty mouth,” he mused, his eyes dipping to my lips. “One of these times, I’m going to fuck it into submission.”

      I gasped. “Excuse me?”

      “Don’t act like you wouldn’t enjoy it,” he replied, his eyes darkening to black orbs with his words. “Lucifer knows how many times I’ve tasted you in our dreams, sweetheart. Maybe it’s time you taste me.” He arched a challenging brow just as a knock sounded at my door.

      Grigory had just admitted to knowing about the dreams.

      “Wait…”

      “Duty calls,” he drawled, winking at me. “But stick around and maybe we’ll talk about those dirty thoughts a little more, Zay. Try to find the charms, however, and we’ll be having a very different conversation.”

      Grigory went to the door and flung it open to reveal Valora on the other side. She was supposed to arrive earlier this week, but something with her daughter had forced them all to remain in Nova Kingdom for a few extra days.

      “Zaya!” she squealed, running right past Grigory and directly to me, yanking me into her arms in a much-needed hug.

      Oh, how I missed my best friend!

      It hurt to stay away from her, but she resided in a place that nearly broke me indefinitely. It didn’t matter that she’d destroyed Necros and married Adrik in the process. My mind would forever remember the horrors Necros and his men had inflicted upon me in that dark palace, the night they tried to destroy me forever, all in an effort to force Valora’s submission. Yet her bowing to him hadn’t been enough. And Necros adored punishing others. Which was why he’d used me to hurt Valora.

      One day, I would be strong enough to visit without cringing.

      Just not today.

      I pulled back from Valora and noted her gown. “Your dress is pink. Napia is going to be furious.” I said the latter part with a grin, amused.

      Valora shrugged. “I’m sorry, but green isn’t my color, and my royal status supersedes hers. She’s just a princess. I’m a queen.”

      “A very beautiful queen,” Adrik added, nodding at Grigory. The two of them were technically brothers-in-law since Valora and Grigory shared a mother, but their male bond went deeper than blood. They’d grown up together, essentially brothers already, thanks to Lux raising them both.

      “Still not forgiven,” Valora replied, arching a brow at Adrik.

      “I’ll make it up to you later, sweet star,” he promised, a devilish twinkle in his gaze as he leaned against the wall just beside the door.

      “Right you will,” she agreed as a petite female entered the room, holding their daughter, Adriatica. I recognized the woman as someone who had grown up in Graystall.

      A pang of longing hit my heart, seeing another woman taking the role of my former job. But I knew in my soul that it was the right thing for Valora. She needed someone fiercely loyal and fully sane at her side, and I didn’t quite measure up to that last bit. Not entirely, anyway.

      “I’m so sorry we couldn’t come sooner,” Valora said to Grigory. “Adriatica has been unwell with a little childhood fever. Nothing too serious.”

      Adrik grunted. “I’m not sure I’d say that. We need to redesign a few parts of the castle. Again.”

      “Why?” Grigory took his niece from the maid, who curtsied and stepped aside to melt into the background of the room as maids were trained to do. I made sure to acknowledge her with a smile before refocusing on Valora and Adrik.

      “Let’s just say it means Adriatica’s cough is similar to a dragon in that she spews fire from her lungs with every hack,” Adrik explained, clearly amused by Grigory’s growing anxiety. “Considering your kind isn’t fond of the element, we didn’t think it would be wise to have her in Noxia.”

      “Right.” Grigory handed his niece off to Valora without so much as a kiss on her pretty dark head. “I’ll bond with the spawn later, then.”

      “Adriatica,” Valora corrected.

      “Sure,” Grigory replied. “Maybe we should let Valora and Zaya catch up while we, uh, leave the fire-breathing demon here.” Grigory didn’t give Adrik a chance to argue; he just grabbed him by the sleeve of his jacket and pulled him out of the room. “We’ll meet you both in the ballroom later.” He gave a little wave, leaving me to shake my head in his wake.

      “Coward,” I muttered.

      “I think your uncle is a little scared of you, my darling,” Valora cooed at her daughter, her amusement palpable. She bounced the young girl a few times in her arms, making adorable little noises of contentment the whole time, while Adriatica watched with big blue eyes.

      I rubbed a palm over my chest, the innocence radiating off Valora’s daughter tormenting a burned part of me.

      I used to believe in fairy tales once upon a time. I had a mother and a father who cared about me and raised me with stars in my eyes, then Necros cruelly lit my reality on fire and made me watch it burn.

      “Do you want to hold her?” Valora asked, distracting me from my darker thoughts. She held Adriatica out to me, and I accepted the darling bundle with a smile. Her big blue eyes watched me curiously as if to say, Who are you?

      I’m a friend, I told her back with my gaze. While I had no direct relation to the child, I felt fiercely protective of her. She must have felt my loyalty, because she gurgled happily, her beauty radiating before my eyes.

      “She’s grown so much,” I murmured, smiling. “There won’t be any lasting effect from the fire issues, will there?”

      “No.” Valora shook her head, her focus on her daughter. “She didn’t kill anyone, just maimed one of Jeremiah’s recruits.”

      I had meant in terms of her health, not necessarily the infrastructure, but Valora would of course be thinking of her people in addition to Adriatica.

      “Was Jeremiah okay?” I wondered out loud. He had been the only guard to survive when Valora took down Necros and those residing at the palace. The guard had shown her loyalty before her rise to power, so she’d awarded him with the position of Chief Security Advisor. He was one of the good men, a blond giant with Herculean strength.

      “Oh, he was fine. His recruit was, too. They both found the entire situation quite comical,” Valora said.

      Her maid coughed a laugh, suggesting Valora’s summary might hold a half-truth to it, but I didn’t push it. Instead, I said, “Well, what a wonderful welcome to the guards of Nova.” I chuckled at the thought and allowed Adriatica to wrap her little fingers around my much larger one.

      “Well, the guard stayed,” Valora amended. “So I’m sure it couldn’t have been too bad an injury.” She seemed to consider it for another moment, then shrugged and focused on me, only to frown. “Are you all right? You seem tired. No, that’s not it. Something’s wrong.”

      I sighed heavily. “I’m just not looking forward to tonight.” Understatement. “Have you met Napia before?”

      Valora shook her head. “I’ve not had the pleasure, but I’ve heard rumors.”

      I contemplated how to word my thoughts. “Well, I don’t want to question Queen Lux’s judgment, but I think she might have gotten it wrong with this partnership. Grigory isn’t going to be happy.”

      “Has he spoken to Lux?” Valora asked.

      I handed Adriatica back to her when she started to fidget, and shrugged, not knowing the answer.

      “In the short time I’ve known Grigory as my brother, I’ve learned he’s the sort of man who won’t do what he doesn’t like. Don’t worry. If it’s not meant to be, then it will end in time.”

      Her words had me glancing down at my dress. She was right. He didn’t take shit from anyone, and his blood now flowed through my veins.

      “You know what? Green isn’t really my color either,” I said. “Just give me a few minutes to find something more appropriate, then I’ll take you to meet the great Napia.”

      Valora grinned. “Why do I suspect that this will be an entertaining introduction?”

      “Because you know me well,” I replied, walking back to my dressing room.

      Poor Grigory.

      He was in for one hell of a night.
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      “Worm pie, my lord?” a passing server asked.

      I gaped at him. “Do I look like I eat mud?” The enhanced menu selection for tonight’s affair was put together courtesy of my future wife. Fucking she-demon.

      “N-no,” he sputtered. “I just… I’m supposed to…”

      “Forget it,” I replied, dismissing him with a wave of my wrist.

      Adrik glanced at me sideways, then covered his smirk with his glass.

      “Yeah, yeah. Laugh all you want,” I muttered, unamused.

      Napia frolicked through the room in a gown that left nothing to the imagination, her blue eyes alight with pleasure at having redecorated the entire room to her liking. Her father wasn’t far behind her, his rotund belly telling me he’d indulged in one too many worm pies throughout his many years. His willowy wife, however, could stand to eat a few more.

      And wow, I sounded like a simpering teenage demon complaining about everything that moved around me.

      I swallowed a healthy sip of my wine—confirming my pending alcohol addiction—and grimaced at the fountain display in the center of the ballroom. The water demons were dancing around it, worshipping the magic Napia had woven through the floating strands.

      The entire palace had been transformed overnight to resemble a kingdom I had no interest in leading—her kingdom.

      Several Noxia demons stood in the shadows, their distaste at the change evident.

      We preferred night.

      Smoke.

      Blood.

      And she’d brightened the room with too much fire, making the center resemble midday in the human world rather than a traditional one here in Noxia Kingdom.

      Moonlight had been more than enough to illuminate this room. But no, she required more. And a fountain.

      Ugh, that fucking fountain.

      “I feel like I’m thirteen and going through puberty again,” I grumbled into my cup. “Everything infuriates me.”

      “Even Napia’s bridesmaids eye-fucking you from across the ballroom?” Adrik asked. “The pink one is rather vibrant.”

      I followed his gaze to the trio of water demons in question. They were all here to tend to Napia’s every wish, and from the looks they were giving me now, they’d see to mine, too.

      Two years ago, I might have considered it. Even with their scales and sharp teeth. Experimenting was fun.

      Tonight, however I found each one of them lacking.

      In fact, I found every single female here lacking.

      Except her, I thought as Zaya entered the ballroom in a vibrant blue gown that deliciously hugged her curves. “Fuck,” I breathed, and it had nothing to do with my rule-breaking vixen and everything to do with her neckline. Because damn, that display of cleavage had my incisors aching for a bite.

      “I approve,” Adrik remarked, clearly unaware of the agony growing inside my groin. “But it does seem your betrothed does not.” His eyes narrowed as Napia stalked toward Zaya and Valora, her face twisted into a sour expression that oddly reminded me of her headdress.

      “She really is a viper, isn’t she?” I mused, watching her slither across the ballroom on heels. Only, her escort popped into her path with a sinful grin that distracted her long enough for Zaya and Valora to escape her pending wrath.

      Maybe that male demon would be useful to me after all.

      He coaxed her onto the dance floor to whirl her around that hideous fountain, then dipped her back to allow her snakes to drink from the water.

      I grunted. Their flagrant flirtation should have pissed me off. Instead, all I felt was relief at seeing her distracted and away from me.

      “Sweet star,” Adrik murmured, capturing his wife by the hips as she reached him. He dragged her in for an obscenely intimate kiss, staking his claim in front of the room and letting everyone know that his Valora was off-limits.

      Which left the female at her side as fair game, something several of the demons took note of as their gazes roamed over her delectable assets.

      “I like the wardrobe change,” I told her.

      “Green isn’t really my color,” she replied.

      I ran my eyes over her in a slow caress, taking in every inch of her gown. “Blue definitely suits you,” I agreed before meeting her gaze once more.

      “There you are,” Napia purred, her arm sliding around mine as if I’d left it there in open invitation.

      I stood corrected. Napia’s escort wasn’t useful to me in the slightest.

      “I see your pet doesn’t know how to follow simple instructionsss,” she added, a note of disdain in her tone.

      “It didn’t fit,” Zaya lied. “Besides, green seems much more your color. It really compliments your… snakes.”

      Valora grinned. “Yes, the emerald really brings out their eyes, Napia. And I love that emerald necklace, too.”

      My betrothed looked over the Queen of Nova Kingdom with a discerning eye. “Yesss, well, I adore the fit of your gown. It really hidesss the baby weight beautifully.”

      Ah, catty games between women. So not what I wanted to bother myself with right now. “I was just getting another drink,” I said, looking meaningfully at Adrik.

      But Napia had other plans. “Come dance with me, future husband.”

      “Weren’t you just dancing with your consort, future wife?” I asked her, not bothering to hide my incredulity. Because really? She wanted to dance? Right.

      Her responding laugh grated on my nerves. “You’re hilariousss. Let’sss go.” She yanked me away from Adrik’s side with a force that would have tripped me had I not been quick on my feet.

      For a petite female, she was certainly stronger than she appeared. But I could easily overpower her. Alas, we’d already drawn the attention of many of our attendees, leaving me with no choice but to obey her in this foolish little charade.

      She clearly disliked me almost as much as I disliked her, yet we were both bound by this agreement. Although, I suspected she wasn’t as eager to dissolve it as I was. Her family stood to gain by the proposition. They were sorely lacking in resources, while Noxia had them in abundance, making it a worthwhile investment on her part to join our kingdoms.

      I still failed to see my benefit in all of this.

      Other than to produce the requisite heir.

      Which required me to fuck this sea creature. I’d gotten it up in several unlikely situations, yet something told me no amount of drugs would help me with her.

      “You’re scowling,” she chided at some point during our third or fourth dance. Maybe it was number five? I’d lost count when I fell into my thoughts and went through the motions of trying to ignore her vile presence.

      “Am I?” I didn’t bother fixing it, nor did I attempt a smile.

      My mother glowered at me from the sidelines, clearly disapproving of my behavior. She would call me a petulant child later, and I’d accept the accusation because, yes, I was acting like one. This archaic practice of—

      “You bitch!” a male bellowed from the shadows, causing the crowd to quiet. “What the fuck is your problem?” he shrieked and jumped into the light, displaying a series of claw marks down the side of his face. “You’re fucking crazy!”

      Yakariah, I recognized. A visiting demon from Nova Kingdom.

      Zaya leapt after him, her expression contorted into a mixture of fury and horror, her eyes nearly black with rage. She went for the male again, this time with a knife she pulled from beneath her skirts, and the demon jolted backward with his hands up.

      “Look, all I wanted was a dance,” Yakariah said.

      “You wanted more than that, just like the night you attacked me,” Zaya replied, her steps measured and lethal, exactly the way I’d taught her.

      Only, she’d chosen the wrong male to target.

      Because I knew Yakariah and he had nothing to do with her assault. He’d been stationed away from the palace as a guard at the border between Noxia Kingdom and the former Caluçon Kingdom—now known as Nova.

      So either Zaya was doing this to piss me off or Yakariah had done something to trigger a memory. I truly hoped it was the latter, or I’d have to punish her. And that prospect didn’t sit well with me.

      I pushed Napia away from me, earning me a series of hisses from her headdress, but I ignored her and her pissed-off snakes, my focus on the lethal little warrior dancing toward her perceived mark.

      “I… I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Yakariah stuttered.

      “Don’t you?” Zay asked, managing to sound innocent and deadly at the same time. “I remember your scent, the way it curled around me while you—”

      “Zaya,” I interjected, a hint of demand in my voice as I stepped between her and her target. “Give me the knife.”

      Her gaze flashed up to mine, a flicker of hurt and annoyance mingling for purpose in her still-black irises. “What?”

      “Give me the knife,” I said again, infusing power into my tone—power meant to subdue. I never invoked compulsion on Zaya, despite it being a natural inclination as a result of our blood bond. I was very aware of the potential negative impact on her due to her traumatic experience.

      Alas, I had no choice in this instance. She’d already drawn a crowd, and if she attacked, her punishment would be much more severe than a little hypnosis.

      She stepped forward, then shook her head as if to clear it, the glazed quality of her eyes slicing off a piece of my heart.

      I felt the stares of our audience, knew what they were all thinking—Zaya had attacked a guest. And not just any guest, but a visitor from another kingdom.

      She blinked again, her own mind fighting for control.

      “Now, Zaya,” I told her, twisting a little more dominance through the words, urging her with my mind to comply.

      She finally did, her expression glazed as she handed me the knife.

      “Good girl,” I said softly, hating that look on her but needing her to work with me for a few more minutes. Because if I let her go now, she’d lose her ever-loving shit in front of the entire party, and that wouldn’t end well for anyone involved. “Follow me.”

      My mother gave me a look, one that told me I had to fix this faux pas, or she would do it for me. I gave her a subtle nod, acknowledging that I would. Just as soon as I finished escorting Zaya to my room.

      I pocketed the blade and walked past a seething Napia. “Where are you going?” she demanded.

      “I’ll be back” was all I told her before leading Zaya out of the room. Her heels clicked across the dark marble, confirming that she followed me the way I intended.

      Good. I really didn’t want to have to compel her more than necessary.

      Just a few more steps and I’d release her from my mental hold.

      And likely need to block a few punches soon after.

      “What were you thinking?” I asked her while we walked, shaking my head in the process. “You can’t just attack a guest in my court, and Yakariah, of all men. Fuck, Zay. You have no idea how bad this is.”

      She didn’t reply, mostly because my hold over her psyche forbade her from doing anything other than obeying me. That wouldn’t stop her from hearing me, but it would sound as if I spoke through a haze.

      I picked up the pace, needing to release her as soon as possible. The longer I held her in a trance, the more she would suffer.

      “I hate doing this to you,” I muttered. “But you left me no choice back there. Is this the big emotional display you threatened me with the other night? All because I took your charms away?” I snorted. “Well, you’ve only further proven to me how unready you are.”

      She pulled a knife on a demon at a party.

      In front of a roomful of people.

      “I taught you better than that,” I muttered, reaching the quarters to my rooms and nodding at the guards protecting the entrance.

      They both shared a confused glance at my early return but didn’t ask questions. I’d follow up with them after I locked Zaya in my room.

      I led her to the last door in the hallway, opened it, and ushered her inside with a mental command. She walked in with a dreamy expression, one I wished were real.

      The horrors of her life, however, had engraved a haunting note in her irises that remained even with the falsely complacent grin tilting her full lips.

      I flipped the lock behind me and leaned back against the door while studying her face for a few long seconds before releasing my hold over her.

      She didn’t shift back right away, her lashes blinking a few times as she tried to regain control of her mind.

      I counted, waiting for her to strike.

      Five.

      Four.

      Three.

      Two.

      I caught her fist before it could connect with my jaw and used my hold to push her back when she attempted to charge me. “Don’t.” I allowed her to feel an ounce of my strength by sending her back a few paces. “Calm down.”

      “Calm down?” she repeated. “Calm down?!” She leapt at me in a fury of fists and kicks, the slits of her skirt allowing her an agility she wouldn’t have been afforded in her green dress.

      “Don’t make me restrain you,” I told her, blocking her hits and not fighting back.

      “By controlling my mind again?” she retorted, clearly livid.

      “You wouldn’t give me the knife.”

      “Because he’s one of them!” she roared, both her wrists caught in one of my hands now.

      I spun her around and slammed her up against the wall to restrain her. My thighs pinned hers as I pulled her arms over her head and wrapped my palm around her throat. “Yakariah wasn’t there that night, Zaya.”

      “How the fuck would you know?” she demanded on a sharp exhale.

      “Because he let me in at the gate between borders that night,” I informed her, my patience dangling by a thread. “He helped Adrik and me save you.”

      She blinked at me. “What?”

      “You recognize him because he was there that night, but not in the way you think. He assisted us in transferring you to Noxia.”

      Her lips rounded into the shape of an O, but no sound followed. Instead, her shoulders dropped, her fight leaving her on a whoosh of air.

      I released her hands and they fell to her sides, but I kept my palm around her throat. “You attacked a guest of my court,” I said slowly. “I have to punish you, Zay.”

      “I thought… I thought he…” She swallowed. “I recognized his scent.”

      I sighed. “Zay, that’s not a reason to attack a man in front of everyone. I’ve taught you better than that.”

      Her eyes took on a faraway gleam. “I wasn’t thinking.”

      “No, you weren’t,” I agreed, my thumb circling her pulse. “Look, I’ll talk to Yakariah and see if I can work something out between all of us. But I need you to stay here, okay? If my mother catches you before I can solve this, she’s going to flog you in front of the court.”

      It wasn’t an empty threat. My mother still ruled the kingdom, and she wouldn’t care about my blood bond to Zaya. A guest had been wrongfully threatened. The Queen of Noxia would punish accordingly unless I somehow convinced her I’d already handled it.

      “Okay,” Zaya whispered, her spirit seeming to shatter with that single word. “I won’t go anywhere.”

      “Promise?” I asked, needing to be sure.

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      I brushed a kiss against the corner of her mouth. “Thank you.” My lips hovered near hers for a fraction longer than they should have. I wanted to really taste her. To know her intimately. To tighten my grip around her neck and fucking devour her.

      No. My spine went rigid with restraint as I forced myself to release her throat and take a step back. Save it for her dreams, I told myself, my heart skipping a beat in my chest.

      Not trusting myself to utter another word to her, I left my suite.

      “Don’t let her leave,” I told the guards on my way out.

      “Yes, sir,” they said in unison.

      I ran my hand over my face and blew out a breath.

      Don’t betray me, Zay, I thought over my shoulder.

      She couldn’t hear me, but I hoped she felt my plea. Because if she broke her promise, there would be hell to pay. And I really didn’t want to have to punish her before the court.
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      My lips tingled.

      Grigory had almost kissed me. Really kissed me. I felt it in his aura, saw the yearning in his eyes, and the knowledge of it caused my pulse to race.

      I’d wanted him to kiss me.

      I still wanted him to.

      Would he be tender like he was in my dreams? Or all dominant male? A mixture of both? I wondered if I’d ever know the answer to those questions.

      I collapsed onto a couch in his sitting room and stared at the door he’d departed through a few minutes ago. He’d subdued me with a few words. Had chastised me to the point of regret. Yet I’d sensed the darkness in Yakariah’s soul.

      It wasn’t black like that of the human I’d killed a few weeks ago, just gray with hints of murky spots. Something about it had drawn me to him, then I’d recognized his scent and pulled out the knife Grigory had gifted me earlier.

      Not the brightest move—something I could admit now—but at the time, I’d failed to understand or comprehend reason. I’d wanted to slaughter him. To hurt him the way he had hurt me.

      Except Grigory changed everything I thought I knew about that night.

      Yakariah had helped me.

      And I’d nearly returned the favor by slicing his throat.

      In front of a roomful of demons.

      “Good job, Zaya,” I told myself. “Brilliant work.”

      I fisted my hands against my eyes and swallowed the urge to scream. Grigory had gone into my head to compel me to cooperate. He’d never done that to me before. I hadn’t even truly known he could do that. And now that I’d felt it, I never wanted to experience it again.

      It terrified me how easily he’d taken control and forced me into action.

      I knew Grigory was powerful, but the ease with which he’d persuaded me escalated that knowledge to a new level.

      He was the future King of Noxia. And tonight, he’d shown me why.

      In over a year of knowing him, he’d never used his gifts on me in that manner, something I had never truly appreciated until now. He could have forced me to be easy to work with, turned me into a shell of myself, yet instead he constantly exuded patience in his teachings.

      I frowned. All this time, I thought I knew him. Tonight, he’d opened my eyes to a brand-new side of him—the side that could so easily force me to my knees but chose not to.

      The marks of a true leader.

      My respect increased for him with each passing second. I should have hated what he’d done to me—the violation of breaking my mind—yet I understood the need for it. He was right. I’m not ready.

      I blew out a breath and shoved away from his couch to start pacing his rooms.

      How could I attack Yakariah like that? I had my list of three names, and he wasn’t on it. I knew that. Yet I’d reacted without thinking, his scent driving me into a frantic need to destroy.

      I paused before a mirror decorating one of Grigory’s walls and stared at the woman before me. Short blue hair. Gleaming gaze. Toned arms. Svelte midsection. Curvy hips.

      Who am I? I wondered, seeing the vixen beneath my dress.

      My Graystall heritage required me to wear black—Graystall demons hated colorful garments. Yet I stood here in a vibrant sapphire gown with sequins that blinked beneath Grigory’s lights.

      The woman I knew before had broken. Shattered. Become a shell of a female who once fancied the prospect of a happily ever after. I nearly laughed at that woman. How naïve she’d been.

      The person standing before me now had heart. Strength. A resolve to kill. But what happened after my revenge? Did I become yet another new demon? Continue to evolve into some sort of revolutionary? Live a life alone with a blade as my only companion?

      I heaved a sigh and shook my head, uncertain of my path.

      One day at a time, I told myself, refocusing on my dress. And I can start by changing out of this gown.

      Grigory told me to stay here, but surely he wouldn’t mind me popping into my room to grab a pair of pants. It was next door and technically within his quarters.

      Rather than overthink it, I walked into the hallway and paused upon finding two guards waiting for me. “Erm, hello.” I guessed Grigory put them there. Because of course he didn’t trust me to stay put.

      I held back a sigh, disappointed. We’d discuss his distrust later. Although, it was warranted after my behavior of late.

      “You’re not allowed to leave,” one of the guards said. His name began with a C. Cyprus, maybe? I really did need to start paying attention when Grigory made introductions.

      “I’m just going to my room to change,” I informed the bald male. His shoulders were seriously twice the width of mine. Giant summarized his form nicely. “It’s still part of Grigory’s wing and literally next to his room.” I pointed to the door nearly five feet to his left and arched a brow as if to say, See?

      The two guards shared a look, then glanced back at me.

      “You’re welcome to escort me and wait in my sitting room while I change,” I offered.

      Sax, or whatever the other’s name was, nodded slowly at Cyprus. “I’ll watch the hallway.”

      “Okay.” Cyprus gestured for me to lead the way, then trailed behind me on too-silent feet.

      I glanced back just to make sure he was there before entering my room. “I’ll be right back,” I told him, walking toward the adjoining bedroom and into my closet.

      Jeans seemed appropriate.

      Socks.

      And a sweater.

      I swapped out my wardrobe, checked my appearance in the mirror of my bathroom, and started toward the sitting area, when a thud echoed through my rooms. “Cyprus?” I called out, uncertain.

      Silence.

      Well, that couldn’t be good, unless I’d used the wrong name. I returned to my closet to retrieve a pair of throwing knives. Palming both blades, I turned just as something pricked the back of my neck.

      I spun toward the source, my vision blurring with the movement.

      Green.

      That was all I saw right before my world turned black.
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      I forced a grin as the last of the guests wished me good night near the grand hall exit. Napia had retired thirty minutes ago, claiming exhaustion. I suspected she intended to find her consort for a nightcap, though I hadn’t seen him in a while. Perhaps he’d grown tired of watching her hang all over my arm for hours on end. Lucifer knew I was tired of it.

      The door whispered to a close, leaving me alone with Adrik, Valora, and my mother. She’d insisted on staying until the bitter end, her queenly smile carefully in place. But I caught the glimmer of disapproval in her dark eyes.

      I was in for a lecture.

      Again.

      “I already handled Yakariah,” I told her before she could begin. “He helped Zaya that night, and she remembered him incorrectly. He said he won’t make an issue out of it and that he understood.”

      “What about Zaya?” she asked, arching that perfectly sculpted brow of hers.

      “She’s waiting in my room.” Or I hoped she was, anyway. As I hadn’t received any updates from my guards, I assumed she was still there.

      “How do you intend to punish her?” my mother pressed.

      “I think she’s been punished enough for a lifetime, don’t you?” I countered.

      Her eyes narrowed. “She attacked a guest of our court, son. We can’t allow that to go unpunished.”

      “I suppose I should have expected that reply,” I drawled, my exhaustion getting the best of me. “What with your parenting methods and all.”

      “Excuse me? And what do you mean by that?”

      “You gave away your daughter and allowed her to marry a monster. Now you’re trying to force me to marry one. Although, for the life of me, I’m not sure what either of us did to earn such a punishment from you. So it stands to reason that you’d like me to inflict pain on Zaya as well. Shall I rape her in front of the court? Or, no, maybe I’ll let Yakariah do it.”

      Her palm cracked across my face, stirring a ringing inside my head that did little to quell my growing anger.

      For years, I’d put up with this bullshit. All the agreements, the requests, the demands on my life. And she had the gall to command more from me? “I won’t do it,” I seethed. “Zaya has been through enough. She doesn’t need your bullshit on top of it.”

      My mother gasped, her hand lifting again. But this time I dodged it.

      “How dare you speak to me like that,” she said, sounding breathless.

      “Can you blame me?” I countered. “All you do is orchestrate from behind the scenes, using all our lives as pawns. Do I need to reiterate the part about what you did to your own daughter? Necros could have killed her. He damn near—”

      “Grigory,” Valora interjected on a whisper, reminding me that she and Adrik stood just behind me. “Please.”

      “Please what?” I asked, rounding on her. “You want me to stop berating our mother for what she’s done to you? What she’s trying to do to me? Does no one else see how insane all of this is? She gave you up to a monster, Valora. And she intends to do the same to me. The only difference is, I can protect myself against Napia. You had to grow into your powers to defeat your betrothed, and what did that cost you?”

      “The cost was heavy,” she agreed softly. “But I won in the end. I wouldn’t change a second of what happened to me, knowing it would have risked the future I achieved.”

      “There had to have been another way,” I replied.

      “There’s always another way,” my mother put in, walking around me to stand beside a glowering Adrik.

      His ire wasn’t meant for me but for the female flaring with regal power beside him. Valora might have forgiven my mother; however, he hadn’t. And if I were being honest with myself, neither had I.

      “I’ve told you to provide me with another candidate for consideration,” my mother added, sounding as haughty as ever. “You haven’t. Therefore, the engagement to Napia stands.”

      “Why do I need a bride to ascend?” I demanded. “Oh, right, because my power requires balance. Yet you’ve somehow handled the mantle on your own. Or is Lucifer helping from the shadows?” He was Valora’s father, after all.

      My mother’s consort was the literal devil.

      The strongest being in all the kingdoms.

      At least he wasn’t my father.

      My dad had died when I was only two years old, so I never really knew him. The circumstances of his death were suspicious at best, causing many to believe my mother killed him. Given what I knew of her methods, I believed the accusation. She wouldn’t have killed him directly, just via an orchestrated accident brought on by one of her many mindfucks.

      “You clearly need a more mature counterpart in your life as well,” my mother retorted.

      I snorted. “Yeah. Napia is certainly that, isn’t she?”

      “You’ve barely given her a chance.”

      I just stared at the woman who created me. If she couldn’t see Napia’s venomous exterior, then I had nothing left to say on the matter.

      She sighed. “Grigory, I—”

      A bellow from the hallway cut her off, followed by the doors flying open to crash against the walls as three guards spilled into the room. I frowned at them, surprised by their crude interruption, until I spotted the black blood all over Oliver’s uniform.

      “What’s happened?” I asked, falling into my role as future leader in a breath.

      “Yakariah,” Oliver breathed, his chest heaving and falling in a manner that told me he’d run here. “He’s dead.”

      I gaped at him. “What?”

      “Show us,” my mother demanded. “Now.”

      I shared a look with Adrik before following Oliver and the other guards through the palace toward the guest quarters. We moved in silence but were met by additional security along the way, all of their expressions grim.

      “This isn’t good,” Adrik muttered to me.

      “No. It’s not.” Because Zaya would be the prime suspect.

      I really hoped she’d remained in my quarters.

      And all hope of that died upon finding her at the scene on her knees, hands behind her back in a pair of iron handcuffs. “Grigory, I swear—”

      “Quiet,” I snapped, not even wanting to hear it. She was covered in blood, and a very dead Yakariah lay slain a few feet away. Apparently, she hadn’t believed me when I told her he wasn’t involved that night. “Fuck, Zay,” I muttered, rubbing my hand over my face.

      My mother glanced at me, her gaze expectant.

      Because she wanted me to handle this mess.

      “What happened?” I asked, looking pointedly at the security team and not Zaya. “Did anyone see the attack?”

      “I did,” Saxton said, stepping forward. His presence here told me what he was about to say. Because he was one of the two guards I’d given the order to back at my rooms, and he was currently sporting a broken nose. “She knocked out Cyprus back at the rooms and nearly did the same to me. But I came to faster and tracked her here, where I found her standing over Yakariah’s body with a bloody knife in her hand.”

      “And I saw the attack on camera,” another of the guards added. “The entire thing was recorded by the hallway monitors.”

      I fought the urge to pinch the bridge of my nose.

      How many times have I told her to check her surroundings?

      What the fuck was she thinking?

      But that was precisely the problem. She hadn’t been thinking. She’d acted instead.

      “All right,” I said.

      “Grigory, I—”

      “I didn’t ask you to speak, Zaya.” I gave her a look, imploring her to stay quiet. This was already bad enough without her arguing. I needed to see the footage. To review what the hell she’d done. And I needed to question my men thoroughly, too.

      Because how the hell did she get the jump on Cyprus?

      I shook my head. “All right. Take her to holding while I evaluate the situation.”

      “Yes, sir,” Byron said, grabbing her handcuffs and hauling her to her feet.

      “Grigory,” Valora whispered.

      I shook my head. “Not here.”

      “He’s right,” Adrik whispered. “This is his kingdom, his rules, and she just killed one of our guards.”

      “I didn’t!” Zaya shouted, startling me. “I didn’t do it!”

      “Quiet.” Byron shook her, like that would do the trick.

      I narrowed my gaze at her but didn’t acknowledge her comment. At least, not out loud. Inside, I was confused.

      Why would she deny it in the face of so much evidence? I expected her to justify the kill, not outright claim her innocence.

      Byron disappeared with her around a corner before I could clarify it. Not that I would in front of all these demons. Several of our guests had entered the hallway, their faces all displaying shock and dismay at the findings. A few were even whispering amongst themselves.

      Zaya had really dug a hole for herself this time. It put all her other antics to shame.

      “I want to see the footage,” I told the guards, then turned to address everyone else. “Show’s over, everyone. Go back to your rooms.”

      “And what of Zaya?” my mother asked, putting me on the spot.

      “I’ll decide her fate once I’ve reviewed the evidence,” I replied.

      Rather than argue with me, she merely nodded. “Then this situation seems to be in the right hands. If you need me, I’ll be in my rooms.”

      She turned with a flourish, her skirts whirling across the ground before she strutted down the hallway on her too-high heels.

      “Why would Zaya do this?” Valora whispered, drawing me back to her and Adrik. They both stood frozen beside me, their focus on the dead body a few feet away. “She’s not… Well, she’s never been very violent.”

      “She’s not the woman you knew a year and a half ago,” I replied. That would have been a compliment under every other circumstance, except this. “She thought he was one of the men who attacked her that night,” I added in a low voice meant for their ears alone, but a few of the surrounding guards definitely heard me.

      “He helped her,” Adrik said, frowning.

      “Yes, I told her that, but she clearly didn’t believe me.” I looked at Yakariah and sighed. “Fuck.” It seemed to be my new favorite curse lately. “What a fucking mess.”

      “Do you wish for us to dispose of the body, sir?” Saxton asked.

      “Take him to the burial yards,” I said. “Have him prepared for a proper ceremony.” Because there was no point in doing a full investigation of his body when the entire murder was caught on tape. Besides, I could see plainly that he’d died from having his heart cut out.

      Such a bizarre way to kill. Zaya seemed fond of slitting throats. That was always what she practiced when we sparred and also how she murdered that human a few weeks back.

      My lips curled downward. No, something wasn’t right. “I really need to see those tapes,” I said, repeating my earlier request.

      “Of course, Your Highness.” The male who mentioned the recording bowed his head. “If you’ll follow me.”

      “I’m coming,” Adrik informed me. “And so is Valora.”

      I just nodded in agreement. As the Queen and King of Nova Kingdom, they had every right to review the evidence of the death of one of their own.

      Oh, Zaya.

      What the fuck did you do?
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      “I didn’t do it,” I kept saying every step of the way down the stone stairs.

      “Shut up.”

      “But I didn’t do it!”

      “I said, shut up!” The guard shoved me forward, causing me to trip down the last few stairs and land on the concrete floor of the dungeon below.

      “Dude!” another guard snapped. “The prisoner’s marked by Grigory. Careful how you handle that.”

      “Whatever,” my guard grumbled.

      I whimpered as he grabbed the chains binding my wrists together and yanked me upward to stand once more. No one believed me. Not even Grigory. He wouldn’t let me say a word. Wouldn’t hear me. But I didn’t do this.

      The last thing I remembered was walking into my closet to change out of my dress. Everything went fuzzy after that. Then I woke up covered in another man’s blood and surrounded by angry guards.

      A tear trickled down my cheek, the treacherous droplet causing my heart to ache with fear. What would become of me down here?

      “Take her to holding.”

      Grigory had sent me to the dungeon.

      To a jail cell.

      To be alone.

      For how long? What evidence did he plan to review? Why wouldn’t he talk to me? Listen to me? Hear what I had to say?

      “I don’t remember doing it,” I whispered.

      The guard grunted but didn’t yell at me or shove me again. Maybe he felt bad for the push down the stairs. Or maybe he’d heeded the warning by the other guy.

      We ventured down another set of stairs, into the depths of hell, the ground here cool rather than hot. Every step seemed darker than the next, the candlelight sparse in this area of the dungeon.

      This seemed rather deep into the dungeon to qualify as a holding area, but I didn’t ask because of the curling staircase beyond us. If he pushed me down that, I’d break something for sure, especially with my hands clamped behind my back.

      Goose bumps danced along my arms the longer we walked, my neck prickling with awareness.

      Something wasn’t right.

      He shouldn’t be taking me so far underground.

      When we finally turned off the staircase, it was into a dark corridor with only one light at the very end. He flicked on a flashlight, leading us through the murky tunnel of rocks and mold and unspeakable scents.

      I swallowed. “This is holding?”

      “It is for you,” he replied, pushing me forward. “Now don’t get funny. There’s no one here to see you accidentally fall.”

      I shivered, his threat not lost on me, especially as nudged me sharply from behind, nearly causing me to lose my footing.

      I didn’t know this guard.

      Didn’t understand why he would treat me this way.

      Maybe Yakariah was a friend?

      At the end of the hall, he unlocked the heavy door, unlatched my cuffs, and shoved me inside onto a raggedy mattress.

      “Enjoy your stay, princess,” he said, slamming the iron bars behind me before lighting a few candles outside my cell. It left me in the shadows, with only a few feet of vision in front of the bars.

      I jumped to my feet, clutching the poles. “Please don’t leave me down here.”

      He chuckled, turned, and started whistling as he strolled away from my new cage.

      “You can’t leave me here!” I shouted after him. “I’m innocent! I didn’t do this!”

      He ignored me, the sound of his whistling echoing in the distance the farther he went, leaving me to my fate.

      I shook the bars, screaming at the injustice of being left down here. Alone. Wet. Cold. Surrounded by darkness with only a sliver of light coming from the candles beside my door. The wax dripped ominously onto the stone floor, denoting what little time I had left.

      “Grigory!” I shouted, aware it was futile, that he couldn’t hear me way down here.

      Why had I let that guard drag me here?

      This wasn’t holding.

      This was the depths of the prison.

      “Somebody help me!” I should have fought back. I’d been frozen in my fear, complicit due to my confusion, and it’d landed me in this iron cell plagued by a cold draft through the cracks in the concrete walls.

      What had I been thinking?

      What the hell happened?

      “I didn’t do this,” I said for the thousandth time to myself. “I… I don’t know how…” I swallowed, another treacherous tear tracking down my cheek.

      Be strong, I told myself. You’ll be fine.

      “Grigory will come for me.” He had to. Just holding. He’d review the evidence and… and… and see that I did it. That I ripped Yakariah’s heart out.

      But I had no memory of it. I woke up with the blood coating my hands. Yet I didn’t do it. It wasn’t me.

      “I saw the attack on camera,” one of them had said.

      He witnessed me kill Yakariah. So why couldn’t I remember it?

      I crumpled to the ground, shaking.

      “I didn’t… I wouldn’t…” My head moved back and forth, my knees tucking into my chest.

      I was still covered in the other man’s blood and whatever unspeakable grime that coated the floor below me.

      Grigory would come for me.

      He’d ask me what happened.

      He wouldn’t leave me here to suffer.

      I just had to wait.

      It’s going to be fine. It has to be.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Grigory didn’t come for me.

      And it wasn’t fine at all.

      My stomach clenched in hunger as a shiver rippled down my spine.

      What day is it? I wondered, not for the first time.

      I blinked into the darkness, the candles doing little to light the grungy space around me. They were burning low again. Soon they’d flicker out, leaving me alone and frozen in the darkness until someone came by to magically relight them.

      I always tried to talk to the figment, but he never spoke back. I wasn’t even sure he existed.

      Grigory had left me down here to rot, not bothering to check on me at all. That hurt worst of all—his lack of faith in me.

      Maybe I deserved that part. I had snuck out of his room, breaking my promise, but I’d just wanted to change my clothes.

      What a mistake that had been.

      I curled into a small ball in the blankets on the floor, my skin crawling with goose bumps.

      So cold.

      So damp.

      So… alone.

      I tried to sleep again, hoping Grigory would come to me in my dreams. But every itch and bite against my limbs yanked me back to awareness.

      Are they real?

      Are there bugs here?

      Am I dying?

      My heart fractured a little more in my chest, my bond to Grigory seeming to shatter with each passing breath.

      How could he not believe me? Was I that unpredictable to him? He was always two steps ahead of me. Why couldn’t he see my innocence now?

      I yawned… allowing sleep to take me once more.
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        * * *

      

      “Grigory?” My voice echoed back at me, waking me from a dream. One where Grigory held me and told me everything would be all right. Except it wasn’t okay at all. He wasn’t here. And I didn’t feel him in my mind either, not like before.

      Bizarre.

      Broken.

      Perhaps I’m losing my mind?

      I frowned and drew an invisible pattern on the floor. It was so cold. Damp. Dark.

      How had my life come to this again?

      Reduced to weakness at the hands of others.

      No, not weak. Just… shattered.

      And I hated myself a little in that moment. Hated Grigory, too. Because I never wanted to feel this way again.

      “I’m stronger than this,” I told myself, ignoring the raspy quality of my voice. “He’ll come. It’s going to be fine.”

      “Oh, I don’t think he’sss coming for you at all.” The triumphant hiss came from the darkness, causing all my hairs to stand on end.

      Napia.

      I searched for her slithering hair. Had I made up the voice? Was I hearing things now? Was this another nightmare?

      Napia stepped out into the dull light flickering beside my cell door, her snakes twirling around her head and snapping their jaws at me through the bars. “Shh. She won’t hurt usss.” She petted the writhing serpents, her lips curling into a sinister grin as she lit a candle of her own, casting her face in eerie shadows. “I’ve come to deliver some newsss to you.”

      “News?” I repeated, my voice groggy with disuse. How many days have I been down here? Where’s Grigory?

      “Yesss, gloriousss newsss,” she hissed, the creases of her cheeks amplifying her wicked expression. “My union to Grigory hasss been brought forward to two daysss from now. He asked me to let you know. He’sss been very busy with mattersss more important than your trial. But don’t worry. He still intendsss to punish you before the court. You’re a murderer, after all.”

      “He asked me to let you know” repeated in my head, my mind not comprehending the statement. Why would he ask her? Why not Queen Lux? Or a guard? Or even Valora? Why would he send Napia?

      Unless she’d somehow won him over.

      No. That didn’t feel right.

      Or had he lied to me about his feelings for her? He claimed he had no interest in fucking her, but we rarely spoke about his betrothal. Grigory always came across as playful and a flirt. His duty, however, meant a lot to him. And his marriage to her was his primary responsibility at present.

      So maybe he had moved up the date.

      Maybe he also sent her here to inform me.

      Because he thought I killed Yakariah.

      Did he hate me?

      “Can I see him?” I asked out loud, not thinking through the request.

      Napia laughed before I could retract the question, her snakes shifting in the shadows over her head, chilling me to my core.

      Being on the ground put me at a distinct disadvantage, but my legs felt too weak for me to stand. Demons could go weeks without food. However, I was a halfling with a human father. That weakened my genetics.

      I wouldn’t last as long down here as a normal demon would.

      I needed food.

      Water.

      Warmth.

      “He doesn’t want to see you,” Napia said, her tone cruel. “He’sss busy with more important thingsss. Your tantrum didn’t work. The only reason you’re still alive isss because Queen Valora demandsss it.” She tsked. “You are so very lucky to have friendsss in such high placesss. But soon I will be queen, and what then? I say we let you rot.”

      My usual snark failed me, my spirit crushed from days—weeks?—of living in these conditions. “I didn’t kill him,” I muttered. “Or if I did, I don’t remember doing it.”

      Napia laughed again. “A poor defense. Perhapsss you should choose a different statement?” She tilted her head to the side. “Maybe I can help you when I become queen.”

      “In what way?”

      She lifted a shoulder. “I have friendsss, too. Friendsss with keysss that unlock doorsss.” She stepped back into the darkness, allowing another to move forward.

      I scrambled backward, unfamiliar with the male inserting a key into my door. The light didn’t reach the features of his face, creating a dark, ominous mask that sent my heart racing against my ribs.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, my back against the wall now.

      My limbs shook from the effort of moving into the wall behind me, adrenaline pumping through my veins with the growing need to fight.

      If he touched me, I’d lose it.

      I’d rather die than allow a male to violate me again.

      “Grigory said to feed you,” Napia replied. “We brought food.”

      Something landed on the ground, the scent of seaweed making me want to vomit.

      “Enjoy,” she said, blowing out her candle. “Grigory expectsss me to report back to hisss room now. He doesn’t believe in waiting until our wedding night, and I wholeheartedly agree.”

      The door clanked closed once more, her mysterious male returning to the shadows as their footsteps carried them away.

      My stomach rolled from the stench of whatever food they’d tossed into my cage, and the very heavy sensation of betrayal.

      She intended to go to Grigory’s rooms and fuck him while I rotted away in this cell.

      And knowing Grigory, he’d allow it.

      Everything he told me was clearly a lie. He’d sent his new pet serpent down here to deliver the news of his accelerated timetable. His wedding to her was more important than obtaining my side of the story.

      He’d never believe what really happened.

      I’d attacked Yakariah in front of all those guests.

      Then I was found drenched in his blood.

      What did I expect, a miracle? I nearly laughed. Those didn’t happen to me.

      I moved forward to poke at what smelled like raw fish. Eating this would make me sick. Not eating it would leave me weak and dehydrated.

      I shook my head. It was an impossible choice.

      I can’t live like this.

      I can’t stay here.

      I need to get out of this prison.

      I curled back up on the bed and allowed the darkness of exhaustion and sleep to claim me once more.
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        * * *

      

      “Zaya...”

      A shiver danced down my spine, urging my feet faster as I ran down the endless corridor.

      Nova Kingdom, I recognized, spinning in a circle, my mind dizzy. How? How am I here?

      Another damn nightmare.

      A warped reality.

      Please. Please don’t let this be real. Not again. Not again!

      “Oh, Zaya,” the deep voice taunted, causing my heart to race in my chest as I pushed myself to my limit, searching for a way out, a door, anything, to end this lengthy torment. “You can’t escape the inevitable, little one. I’m inside you. I made you what you are. Don’t try to run from it. You’ll never be free from me.”

      I stopped, my lips curling down.

      I’m so tired of running.

      Why not just… face him?

      He’s not real.

      He’s a nightmare.

      He existed in my head because I allowed him to stay. But what if I forced him out?

      I turned slowly, exhausted from the fight, tired of my surroundings, and ready for a new beginning. To escape my new prison hell, I needed to defeat the monsters of my mind once and for all.

      Necros grinned, his vile words floating around me in an intoxicating wave that demanded submission. His lecherous guards stood by waiting, all wanting to intimately destroy me. But I no longer feared them. The majority were dead. The other three would die by my blade.

      This isn’t real.

      “You’re not real,” I told Necros. “You’re dead.”

      “Am I?” He reached for me, but his hand went right through my skin as if he were a ghost.

      “You are,” I confirmed. “You don’t scare me anymore.” This prison terrified me more, the very idea that I might end up here for eternity.

      Grigory wasn’t going to save me.

      Just as he didn’t join my nightmare now.

      He’d given up on me, left me for dead, but I was a fighter and I would survive this, just as soon as I finished battling the demons of my mind.

      A knife appeared in my hand, my brain conjuring the item out of thin air. I glanced at it, contemplating my next move. Then I looked Necros directly in the eyes and slit his fucking throat.

      His smirk died.

      And his men began to run, but I was already moving, my training kicking in as I fought them to completion, their blood creating a river in the hallway that stuck to my feet.

      I was no longer the woman they tried to break once upon a time.

      I’d grown.

      I knew how to survive now.

      On my own.

      Without him.
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      Rewind.

      Play.

      There. I paused the footage and zoomed in on Zaya’s blank expression. It was as if she felt absolutely nothing while she ripped Yakariah’s heart out. He’d pled for his life, begged her to stop, and she hadn’t even flinched.

      I shook my head. “It doesn’t make any fucking sense.” I’d watched this tape on repeat for three damn days, and rather than feel satisfied with the results, I only had a million more questions.

      “Everyone handles trauma differently,” Adrik said, exhaustion heavy in his voice.

      He and Valora had refused to leave, mostly because Valora feared for Zaya’s life. It put us all in a political bind with Yakariah being a Nova Kingdom demon.

      Napia was convinced Zaya had no understanding of decorum and might very well attack a member of her court as well. When I explained the situations weren’t linked, that Zaya’s history with Yakariah played a key role in her behavior, Napia had just laughed and accused me of favoring my pet over doing the right thing. Her father had agreed, saying I should get rid of the plaything and find another.

      Apparently, they all believed Zaya was my mistress.

      We were linked by blood, something a serpent demon would never understand.

      My mother had been oddly quiet on the whole issue, allowing me to lead, but I felt her stern judgment from the shadows. If I fucked this up, she’d react accordingly.

      And my claim to the throne would likely be suspended.

      If that allowed me to postpone my marriage to the viper princess, I’d probably consider the option.

      I clicked Rewind again, hit Play, and watched the footage again.

      And again.

      And again.

      Adrik focused on the screen as well, his brow furrowed. “It’s like she switched off all her emotions.”

      “I know.” That was the part that really bugged me. As well as how she killed Yakariah. “I don’t understand why she went for his heart.”

      “It’s a rather inefficient method of death,” Adrik agreed. “It made one hell of a mess, too.”

      “And it goes against everything I taught her. She did this knowing she’d be caught.” Which confused the hell out of me. “Her technique here is almost elementary.” I pointed to the screen, watching in slow motion as she hit Yakariah upside the head, causing him to stumble forward. “She ruined the element of surprise and almost lost the fight.”

      “It’s an odd move.” Adrik fell silent, observing more of the footage, then shook his head. “I’ve not spent enough time around her to know her style, but I know you, Grigory. If you think something isn’t right, then something isn’t right. Your gut is rarely wrong, even when it’s biased toward a woman you want to fuck.”

      I sighed. “I haven’t.”

      “I know.”

      “And I won’t.”

      “That I don’t believe,” he replied, his lips twitching at the edges. “Unless you condemn her to death, in which case, maybe.”

      “I’m not going to execute her.” I couldn’t even muster up the courage to visit her in holding, let alone punish her. There was no way I could kill her.

      “You need to talk to her,” Adrik said. “Hear her side of the story. Personally, I’d like to know how she got one up on Cyprus.”

      Yes, that was another mystery I couldn’t solve. He’d been knocked out cold in her suite with no signs of a fight. “How could she subdue him so easily, then fuck up Yakariah’s murder so catastrophically?” I asked. “The two methods don’t match.”

      “Not at all.” Adrik stroked his chin, fresh stubble dotting his jaw. We both looked like hell after three days of not shaving. I’d barely even taken the time to steal a shower today but had needed the water to help wake myself up again.

      Poor Zaya had been without a shower since the incident.

      She probably still wore Yakariah’s blood.

      “I need to talk to her,” I decided out loud.

      “Did I not just say that sixty seconds ago?”

      “Not helping,” I drawled, shoving away from the monitors.

      “Technically, I was helping; you just didn’t listen. But glad my subliminal messaging worked out.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Don’t let anyone near my tapes.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And don’t tell anyone where I’ve gone,” I added.

      “Shall I also make up your bed for you? Fluff your pillows? Add some of those chocolates I know you like?”

      I narrowed my gaze at him. “You’re the reason I’m in this fucking mess, dick. You just had to save the girl for your sweet star, hmm?”

      Adrik snorted. “Your complaint means shit to me. We both know you want her. You’re just afraid I’ll kick your ass for it.”

      “First of all, you can’t kick my ass,” I informed him. He’d tried to on multiple occasions and almost always lost. “Second of all, I’m not afraid of anything. I know you’ll try to punch me if I touch her.”

      He grinned. “I totally could, and it wouldn’t be me trying to kick your ass, G. It’d be Valora.”

      “And she might actually have the power to hurt me.” She was Lucifer’s daughter, after all. Power ran in her blood.

      “Yep, so if you decide to touch Zaya, I suggest you make it a long-term arrangement. Because I really don’t like it when someone upsets my wife.”

      “Can we focus on the bigger issue at hand, please?” I asked him. “Zaya murdered Yakariah.”

      “Yes, and you were finally on your way to talk to her after moping for three days.” Adrik stood and gave me a shooing motion with his hands. “Now go before you lose your balls again.”

      “My balls are just fine.”

      “Prove it,” he challenged. “Go talk to Zaya.”

      “Dick,” I muttered, leaving him in my suite. His quarters connected to mine, my mother choosing not to repurpose them or allow visitors to stay in those rooms. They would forever belong to Adrik. She’d raised him as her own, something I thought she’d done out of the goodness of her heart until I learned of her ties to Valora. Then it became evident that my mother had raised him to be the perfect suitor for her daughter.

      Such a fucked-up and twisted game.

      Then again, that was my mother’s preference.

      The Underworld royal community thrived on schemes meant to test their opponents. Hence, I was living within my own rights now.

      I knew deep down my mother didn’t want me to marry Napia. This was all some messed-up test, one I appeared to be failing at daily.

      I growled under my breath and moved down the corridor, ignoring my guards along the way. They all bowed in reverence while staff hurriedly moved out of my way, my quick strides informing them wordlessly that I was on a mission. Disturbing me right now would not go over well, and hopefully my face gave that away.

      When I reached the entrance to the dungeon, the two guards outside shared a quick look, then opened the gates.

      I descended to the first level of the underground, making my way toward the holding areas.

      “Sir?” Alaric stepped into my path, his eyebrows drawn down. “Is there someone you wish for me to pull for you?”

      I stared down at him, having a good half a foot of height on the demon. “I want to talk to Zaya. Which cell is she in?” I’d planned to just check each one along the way, but this would be faster. Even if it did irritate me that he’d boldly moved into my path.

      “Um.” He cleared his throat. “Let me check the logs.”

      I frowned at him. “You need to check the logs?” We barely had any prisoners in holding. “Never mind. I’ll just look for her.” Because apparently that was the faster route. Imbeciles.

      I began to move around him, when he replied, “There’s no one in holding, Your Highness.”

      Okay, now I was seriously questioning his ineptitude. “What do you mean, ‘there’s no one in holding’?” I cocked a brow at him. “I sent Zaya to holding three days ago. She should be in one of the cells on this floor.”

      “She’s not up here, sir.” He visibly swallowed. “I… I haven’t seen anyone taken to holding.”

      “Then where the fuck is she?” I demanded.

      He jumped back to his desk and started typing on his keyboard.

      My patience began to melt with each passing second. If this jackass didn’t give me an answer in the next five—

      “She’s on level f-five,” he stammered, the color leaking from his complexion.

      “Level five?” I repeated, sure that I’d heard him wrong.

      “Y-yes, s-sir.” He appeared ready to pass out now.

      “Who the fuck put her on level five?!”

      His fingers began to fly over the keyboard, but I shoved him aside, needing to see this bullshit for myself.

      “Byron,” I seethed. “Page him immediately. I want to have a word with him after I’ve secured Zaya in the right fucking cell.”

      Fuck!

      How the hell had something like this happened? I’d been explicit in my request. Why the fuck would he take her down to level five?

      I grabbed the keys from Alaric’s shaking hand and practically ran down the spiral staircase, furious with both Byron and myself. Had I just come to talk to her sooner, I would have known about her circumstances.

      Lucifer’s nutsack.

      He’d put her on the level where vampire prisoners were left to starve. No blood. No food. Barely any light. The cells down here were rarely used and saved for those who seemed to have lost their touch with sanity.

      Very few ever made it out alive.

      And Byron had locked Zaya up in a cell down here.

      She killed a visitor, yes. But I hadn’t given her a sentence yet, and it sure as shit wouldn’t have included sending her here.

      I grabbed a torch from a wall on the fourth level before descending to the bottom. “Zaya?” I called, using the flames to illuminate each cell along the way until I finally found her curled in a ball in the room at the end of the hall.

      Grime, blood, and unmentionable fluids covered her from head to toe. She’d wrapped herself up in a filthy blanket, her eyes closed in slumber.

      The stench of fish caused my nose to curl, but I had no idea where it was coming from. I used the master key to unlock her cell and stepped inside. They hadn’t even cleaned up the space from the last prisoner, his ashes littering the ground just behind her head.

      Which explained the soot in her hair.

      “Hellfire,” I muttered, setting the torch in an old holder beside the door. The fishy odor seemed to be coming from her clothes. I frowned at the green smear of something inedible on her shirt. Had someone tried to feed her? Or had they left her here to starve in isolation?

      Un-fucking-believable.

      I would have Byron’s balls for this.

      How could he even begin to think this was okay?

      “Zay,” I murmured, trying to stir her from her slumber.

      She didn’t so much as budge, her weakened state breaking my heart. She’d definitely not eaten anything, which wouldn’t cause an issue in most demons, but her human side required regular sustenance. Just as my essence running through her being exacerbated her need for fresh blood, too.

      Zaya wasn’t a Noxia demon, but rather something distinctly other. I’d essentially made her mine when I fed her my life energy. It was what connected us in our dreams. It could also link our minds, but only if I allowed the association.

      I scooped her petite frame into my arms and stepped out of her cell. We’d both need a shower after this, but that was the least of my concerns. The fact that she didn’t even stir bothered me much more.

      I rushed down the dark stone corridor, then took the stairs two at a time on my way up. It left me slightly winded by the time I reached the holding level, but my anger spurred me onward and directly to Alaric’s desk. He took one look at Zaya and blanched.

      “Were you aware of this?” I asked. “And don’t fucking lie to me.” I would be able to hear it in his pulse.

      “No, Your Highness.” His heart rate amped up slightly, but I sensed fear in his scent, not duplicity. “I wasn’t on duty the evening she came in.”

      “Who was?” I demanded. I would be verifying everything he told me. So, for his sake, I hoped it was the truth.

      “Erie,” he replied, swallowing.

      “Do you like your job, Alaric?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good. Then you’ll have no problem escorting Erie and Byron to the fifth level and putting them in Zaya’s former cell.” I turned toward the main stairs, then paused to look at him. “If they’re not in that cell when I come back here, you’ll be going into that cell for a month. Understood?”

      “Yes, sir,” he repeated, his eyes widening in fear.

      Satisfied that he understood my threat, I carried Zaya upstairs and past several stunned guards. They all smartly remained silent.

      When I reached my quarters, I found Adrik talking at the door with Cyprus. They both glanced at the bundle in my arms and immediately fell into action.

      “What the fuck happened?” Adrik demanded.

      I growled, unable to suppress the angry sound dying to escape. “Byron put her on level five.”

      “What?” That came from Cyprus, who followed me into my room.

      “I want him and Erie found and locked up. Alaric is supposed to be handling it, but he probably needs some help.” I kept him around for his technical abilities, not his brute strength. “Can you send a few guys to assist him?” I asked, acknowledging inside that I might have been a little hard on Alaric. He should have alerted me to Zaya’s placement, but I hadn’t exactly spoken to him about my intentions for her.

      “On it,” Cyprus said, his gaze flicking to Zaya briefly. “Is she going to be okay?”

      “She needs blood,” I replied, laying her down on my sofa—a sofa I would need to burn after all this. Because now that I could properly see her beneath my own lighting… Fuck. “She’s covered in shit.” Literal shit. Like a bathroom had exploded all over her. “What the hell were they thinking putting her down there?”

      Adrik shook his head, his dark gaze holding a myriad of concerns. “I need to make sure Valora doesn’t come in here and witness this.”

      I nodded. “Go distract her.”

      He didn’t argue, just left with Cyprus at his side.

      I looked down at Zaya, taking stock of her dire state. “Forgive me, sweetheart. But you need a bath.”
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      “Zaya.” Grigory’s deep tones penetrated my head.

      I groaned and tried to shift away from him. The nightmares refused to leave me alone, still haunting me even after I defeated them. It was a perpetual circle of emotions within my head that I couldn’t seem to break.

      “Zaya,” he repeated.

      Please not now. I’m so tired. All I want to do is sleep.

      “Come on, Zaya. You’re better than this.”

      I nearly growled at him. Better than what? Napia? Your new wife? Because I had no doubt in my mind that they were officially together now.

      When was the last time I saw light?

      Felt warm?

      Ate food?

      “Three days,” Grigory replied, causing me to frown.

      What?

      “You were in that shithole for three days.” He sounded angry. Because I’d failed him? Because he hated me for killing Yakariah?

      But I don’t even remember doing it, I thought. Not that he could really hear me. This was all some convoluted nightmare made worse by the realistic quality of it.

      “Open your eyes, Zaya.”

      No. I refused to open my eyes.

      “Fine. Then tell me about Yakariah.” His palm met my cheek, his minty scent surrounding me. “Why did you kill him?”

      I don’t like this dream.

      “It’s not a dream.”

      I snorted. Right. He’d probably turn into Necros soon, and I’d have to kill him and all his guards again. I sighed. Why is this my life?

      “Because I’ve shared my energy with you,” Grigory murmured. “Now tell me about Yakariah.”

      I can’t, I thought at him. Not only did I have no memory of what happened, but I also didn’t want to speak. Just let me sleep.

      “No.” His palm slid to the back of my neck, squeezing. “Look at me.”

      I ignored him, not ready for this devastating game. Necros would be waiting for me when I finally gave in to the pull to see Grigory one last time. It was inevitable. Some part of me yearned for my savior, the male who had linked our lives together on some plane of existence that I didn’t quite understand. Even now, I swore he was in my mind, hearing every word I said to myself, seeing all my thoughts, plowing through my memories.

      He tried to pull up the day of Yakariah’s attack.

      I felt the intrusion.

      Or perhaps I imagined it.

      Was I in some sort of simulator? Being interrogated without my consent?

      I sighed. All you had to do was ask, I muttered to myself.

      “I did,” he replied.

      I don’t know what happened, I told him, aware I was giving in to the delusions of my nightmare. But I was too exhausted to keep fighting this.

      Hell, I might as well open my eyes and get this over with.

      Piercing black eyes stared down at me when I did, set in a handsome face only meant for my fantasies. Maybe I really did defeat my demons? Maybe this was my reward?

      You’re here, I breathed, both elated and sad at the same time.

      “Yes,” he whispered. “And you’re not dreaming.”

      I knew better than to believe that. We were in his bed, surrounded by silk. My hair was freshly washed and combed. Cotton shorts and a tank top clothed my body. He wore a T-shirt and shorts, too, his hair damp as if he’d joined me in a shower.

      Definitely a dream.

      “I miss you,” I told him, my voice a rasp of sound and a startling reminder of my true location in the cells deep inside his dungeon. “You left me here to die.”

      “I didn’t know,” he said, his expression darkening. “I told Byron to put you in holding, not in a damn cell.”

      I lifted my hand to his face, my fingers tracing his cheekbone. “I can feel your warmth,” I marveled, enthralled by his presence. “I’ve missed our dreams.”

      “You’re awake, Zaya.”

      I smiled. “Okay.” I didn’t believe him, of course. How could I possibly be awake and clean?

      “I gave you my blood.”

      Mmm, his blood. Yes. It heated me even now, keeping me alive instead of allowing me to wither and die.

      What if this is my last dream of him? I wondered. What if I never see him again after this?

      “Zay,” he whispered. “Don’t do that. Please. You’re killing me.”

      A little laugh threatened to bubble out of me. I was the one dying here, not him.

      “Zay,” he repeated, more sternly now. “Stop this.”

      But I didn’t want to stop. I wanted more instead. I wanted to feel one last time. To live. I leaned into him, my hand skimming up his side. So strong. Hot. Hard. I explored him the way I wanted to, without a care as to whether or not he agreed. Because this was my dream, not his. My will, not his. My fantasy, not his.

      “Zay…” His tone had deepened to a bedroom-appropriate level, exciting me inside.

      “Grigory,” I replied, ignoring the hoarse quality of my voice. “Kiss me.”

      “This isn’t a dream.”

      I hated that phrase. It was meant as a trick, a way to subdue my mind, and I no longer wanted to play. I needed control. I needed him.

      “Kiss me,” I repeated, pressing my lips to his in a gentle brush meant to entice more from him. “Kiss me, Grigory.”

      “Fuck, Zay,” he breathed.

      “Yes.” I arched into him. “Make me feel.”

      His palm against the back of my neck squeezed, his body tensing against mine, causing the air to still in my lungs.

      If he rejected me now, I’d break. I could feel it in my very soul. This was my fantasy. He couldn’t refuse me unless my mind had truly broken.

      “Please,” I whispered. “Please, Grigory.”

      “This isn’t a dream, Zay.”

      I wanted to scream. To cry. To demand his submission.

      This was a dream.  My dream. And he kept fighting me in some wicked form of torment. Was this supposed to represent my final moments? Had I been trapped in that cell so long that I’d well and truly lost control of my mind?

      I refused to believe that.

      I was a fighter. A warrior. I’d survived so much. I had to survive this, too.

      My fingers drifted up his neck to his hair, locking in his thick, dark strands and forcing his mouth to meet mine.

      He didn’t kiss me back, but I didn’t care.

      In my dreams, he was mine, and I intended to show him exactly what that meant.

      His lips parted, perhaps to speak. I didn’t let him, instead slipping my tongue inside to taste him. He jolted against me. Fear had me latching onto him, terrified he might push me away for good.

      But he didn’t.

      Instead, his grip on my neck turned into a brand, his searing heat melting into me as he rolled me onto my back, his leg parting mine.

      And then he started kissing me.

      Really kissing me.

      Oh, yes. Yes. Yes. Yes.

      I’d won, yet somehow, he’d seized the moment, dominating me in a single sweep of his tongue. He made me his. Claimed me. Owned me.

      Nerve endings tingled throughout my body, igniting pleasure sensors I never knew existed. This felt darker than our usual entanglements, more real, more powerful. Like he’d completely and utterly possessed me from the inside out, his intentions to devour me clear.

      I trembled with a growing need, my skin on fire from his touch. He flexed his thigh, the muscles contracting against my sensitive center and stirring an inferno inside me.

      “Grigory,” I breathed, desiring more. If these were my last moments, I wanted to enjoy them thoroughly.

      But a bang from the adjoining room had him ripping his mouth away from mine, his body immediately moving to protect mine while I fought to catch my breath on the bed.

      It’s just Necros, I wanted to tell him. However, I couldn’t move my mouth. It tingled with astute awareness, his taste still firmly on my tongue.

      “What is it?” Grigory asked, his back blocking my view of whoever had entered his rooms.

      “Napia is aware that you freed Zaya,” a deep voice said. “She’s gone to your mother, and they’re on their way here. Together.”

      Grigory sighed. “Of course they are.”

      “There’s more,” the male added.

      “Tell me.”

      “Byron and Erie are missing, and Alaric is dead.”

      “What?” Grigory jumped to his feet, allowing me to see Cyprus standing in the doorway with a contrite expression.

      “The rumor is that you killed him, sir.”

      “That’s insanity.”

      “I agree. However, you were the last one to be seen with him,” Cyprus replied. “And Napia is claiming you did it for Zaya, that she has some sort of mental control over you.”

      Grigory snorted. “No one is going to believe that.”

      “That’s the problem, sir. Queen Lux does believe Napia, and she’s ordered me to take Zaya into custody. That’s why I’m here.”

      Silence.

      I swallowed, the sound seeming to echo through the rooms.

      “Something isn’t right,” Cyprus continued softly. “I don’t know what it is, but the order felt very unlike the queen I know. My suggestion is that you react accordingly.”

      More silence.

      Grigory’s shoulders were stiff and unmoving. I wasn’t even sure that he was breathing.

      I frowned at him and then at Cyprus. This was beginning to feel very real. None of my dreams had ever ventured in this direction before. And it seemed to be focused on Grigory, not me.

      “Because it’s real,” Grigory growled at me over his shoulder, his mind plowing into mine as he forced a series of images to flash behind my eyes.

      I gasped at both the intrusion and the horrendous vision of me in that cell, covered in filth. Then I warmed at the thought of him bathing me. And blushed upon realizing I’d kissed him. Really kissed him.

      “Sir,” Cyprus interjected, an urgent note in his voice. “They’ll be here any minute.”

      “Right.” Grigory pulled out of my head, leaving me shaking on the bed with the realization that this was all happening right now. Not a dream. Not a trick of my imagination. But a true moment in time.

      I kissed him.

      And his mother believes I’m hypnotizing him.

      What. The. Fuck?

      “Sorry, Cyprus.” Grigory’s fist flew through the air so fast I barely caught the movement, and then Cyprus crumpled to the ground.

      I gaped at the large man on the floor, then up at Grigory. We’d fought a thousand times, and never had he displayed that kind of strength. I knew he was powerful, but not that powerful.

      He glanced at me. “I’m a royal Noxia demon, Zaya. Heir to the throne. That was nothing.” He grabbed his phone from the nightstand and started typing rapidly.

      “You’re reading my mind,” I said, frowning. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. In any other situation, I’d be furious, but I was too bewildered to feel much at the moment. “Have you always read my mind?” I wondered out loud.

      “No.” He didn’t look at me, his focus still on his phone. “Tonight was the first time.”

      “But you’ve always been able to?” I asked. It had seemed almost simple to him to do it.

      “Yes.”

      “That’s how you compelled me,” I realized aloud. Of course, I already knew that. Noxia demons had the ability to compel, but I never imagined it was linked to the mental cognizance of others. That… made him all the more terrifying.

      “Yes,” he repeated, not sounding the least bit contrite.

      “Yet you’ve stayed out of my mind otherwise.” Not a question, but a statement. Because I believed him when he said tonight was the first time. His intrusion a few moments ago had been unlike anything I’d ever experienced with him. I studied his profile as he read something on the screen of his mobile. “Why haven’t you penetrated my thoughts before?”

      “Because I respect your privacy,” he replied, setting down his phone. “But tonight, I needed answers. And the important one I found is that you have no memory of killing Yakariah. Which is odd since you cut his heart out.”

      I grimaced, the image of all that gore making me sick to my stomach.

      “And that reaction is why I know something isn’t right,” he said, heading for his bathroom. “Come on, Zay. We need to get out of here.”

      “What?” My brow furrowed. “And go where?”

      “I know a place,” he said before disappearing through the door.

      I wasn’t any less confused when he returned in a pair of jeans, boots, and a fitted sweater.

      “We don’t have time for you to change,” he continued as he secured a gun to his belt. “But I’ll find you something when we arrive.”

      “Why are we running?”

      He keyed a code into a cabinet secured to his wall over the nightstand and pulled out a series of knives.

      “My mother ordered your execution without even talking to me. She’s done a lot of crazy things in my life, but she’s not completely insane. Something isn’t right, and I intend to get to the bottom of it. However, I can’t do that with you here. Once you’re somewhere safe, I’ll figure it out.” He handed me two blades. “Don’t use those unless you have to.”

      I had nowhere to put them, so I just held the daggers in my palms while he guided a necklace over my head. He donned a matching one, both of them equipped with portal pendants. And both of which I recognized as ones I’d stolen previously.

      “So they were in your room,” I mused, finding humor in the most inappropriate revelation of tonight. Because who the hell cared? I was being accused of manipulating his mind. And he’d just given me a token to flee.

      “You’d never guess my combination,” he returned, giving me a look.

      A commotion in the hallway shifted my attention to the sitting area of his suite. Something hard slammed against the door, followed by Adrik shouting, “What the hell are you doing?!”

      “Stand down, King Adrik,” Lux said formally, her voice dulled and emotionless through the door.

      “Stand down?” he repeated. “Have you lost your fucking mind, Queen Lux?”

      “We need to go,” Grigory said, his hand finding mine as he yanked me off the bed. “Adrik will only be able to stall her for so long.”

      That must have been who he was messaging.

      Grigory’s arms wove around me in a tight hug. “Hang on, Zay.”
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      Chicago.

      Los Angeles.

      Hong Kong.

      Reykjavík.

      New York City.

      London.

      By our sixth stop, I was exhausted from portalling us all over the damn human realm. But I had to make sure we weren’t being followed.

      Zaya shivered against me. She’d remained alarmingly quiet throughout our journey, her exhaustion a plague on my conscience.

      I never should have left her in the hands of others, and I should have initiated this link between us long ago. Her mind was fascinating. Fractured in parts—just as I expected—but so incredibly strong overall. Now that I’d accessed her psyche, I didn’t want to leave.

      It wasn’t the same as her dreams, where I visited her on a fantasy strand.

      Being in her mind was different, more authentic, as a result of being grounded in reality. Similar to our kiss. That had been the most intense embrace of my life, and we weren’t even naked.

      Something about Zaya lit me on fire from within. It’d always been that way. I thought it was just our blood link, but it went deeper than that.

      Her very soul seemed to call to mine on a plane neither of us could see, making me feel more alive than I had in my nearly twenty-five years of existence.

      “Where are we?” she asked, her shoulders shaking beneath my arm as I used my opposite hand to key in a code to the building door.

      “The outskirts of London,” I told her. “This is one of Adrik’s old flats. He used to escape here to hide from my mother when we were younger.”

      “He used to hide from Lux?”

      “Not out of fear,” I clarified. “More because he needed his space.”

      The door clicked as I entered the final number sequence, and I pulled it open to reveal a side corridor that led to a series of stairs. Zaya followed me, her steps slower than usual. She’d changed into jeans, a T-shirt, and a leather jacket during our first stop in Chicago. Thankfully, it’d been midday in that area of the world. She’d found a pair of boots, too. Then we’d portalled out of the department store before anyone could charge us for it.

      I had human cash stashed at various locations—but my mother knew about all of them. And since she seemed to have lost her fucking mind, I couldn’t trust any of those places.

      Which was what had led me to Adrik’s flat.

      The door to his residence had another keypad rather than a traditional lock. I typed in the proper code and guided Zaya through the threshold into the two-bedroom suite. “My room is the one on the left.”

      “I thought you said Adrik owned this place?”

      “He does, so it’s technically a guest room, but I’m the only one who ever stays in it.” Not frequently, just when I wanted to avoid my mother as well. “It should be pretty clean, as Adrik has some sort of service that stops by biweekly to clear all the dust.”

      I flipped on a few lights, then went to the security panel just beside the door and armed every feature. If anyone tried to come in through the windows or doors, or attempted to arrive via a portal, we’d know.

      “This place is like a fortress,” Zaya said, gaping at the screen on the wall.

      “Adrik grew up paranoid,” I replied, thinking about our youth. “As the last Shadow demon, he couldn’t take many risks. So he armed himself appropriately.”

      “Because of Necros.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, largely because of Necros.” The asshole former King of Caluçon had killed Adrik’s entire family. Had my mother not taken Adrik in as an infant, he would have died, too.

      Silence fell between us, the darkness outside denoting the late hour. We’d been traveling for a while, yet my exhaustion gave way to my need for answers.

      “Can you tell me what you remember?” I asked her. “About Yakariah.”

      She cleared her throat and shook her head. “I… I went to change, and the next thing I knew, I was covered in Yakariah’s blood.”

      “So when did you take down Cyprus?” I asked her.

      She just shook her head again. “I… I don’t remember attacking him at all. He was in the sitting area… and then… I don’t know.”

      I studied her for a moment. “The memory scan I did before was crude and quick,” I admitted. “Can I do a deeper dive?” Breaking through the mental barriers of another demon wasn’t exactly something I enjoyed, and I only ever did it out of necessity. Hovering on the periphery of a mind—like I did with her now—was an entirely different situation. It came more naturally to me, yet I’d avoided it with her for the better part of a year. And now I couldn’t seem to release her.

      “Aren’t you in my mind right now?”

      “Sort of,” I admitted. “I can hear your louder thoughts, and I can sense your general emotions, but I’m not fully immersed. Your memories exist on a deeper layer, one that requires skilled prodding to tap into.”

      “That sounds painful.”

      “It can be, but only for the one diving into the mind. I’ll experience your memories like they’re my own.” Which was the other reason I never did this to her. The situation with Necros lurked in her mind, and I never wanted to experience that pain. Ever.

      “I can feel your hesitation,” she said softly, her own mind brushing mine. “You left the doorway open for me to enter your thoughts.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      Because if you’d been able to contact me before, I never would have found you half-dead in the dungeon, I told her, pushing the words into her mind.

      She frowned at me. “You left me there for weeks.”

      “Three days,” I corrected. “But that doesn’t make it any less forgivable.”

      “I thought you hated me,” she whispered. “I thought that you… that you had given up on me. Especially after Napia told me about the wedding being brought forward.”

      “What?” Napia? “When the hell did she say that?”

      “While I was in the cell…” She trailed off, her hazel eyes taking on a faraway gleam. “She said you didn’t want to see me and that Valora was the only reason you hadn’t killed me yet.”

      I grunted. “Bullshit. I spent the last three fucking days watching the footage of you on repeat. It didn’t make any sense. Why the hell would you rip out his heart?”

      “I wouldn’t,” she said. “That’s… that’s barbaric.”

      “Yet you did it,” I replied. “And it doesn’t make any sense.” I just kept going back through the loop of how she murdered Yakariah. Over and over and over again. When I tapped into her recollection earlier, it jumped in time, just as she said. However… “I only skimmed your memories before. I want to dive deeper to see if I can find the lost time somewhere in your mind.”

      She swallowed. “Okay,” she said slowly. “But I want to see it, too. Is that possible?”

      Yet another indication that she had no idea what happened or how. Which just added to the mystery. Had she been so distraught by the event that she’d blocked it?

      I supposed that was possible, but it didn’t feel right.

      However, it did give me an idea.

      “I can inherit the memory and feed it back to you.” It would be tricky, but it should work. “It’ll be sort of like a looping feed in our minds.”

      “That sounds surreal.”

      “I imagine it’ll feel that way, too,” I admitted. “But it’s the only way to let you see the memory since it appears to be locked away.”

      She seemed to consider that for a moment, then nodded. “Okay. Do it.”

      Yeah, I wasn’t going to do this in the foyer of Adrik’s flat. “Go lie down on the bed in the other room, and I’ll be right in.”

      Zaya frowned at me. “Why?”

      “Because I’m about to royally fuck your mind, Zay. You don’t want to be standing. Trust me.” With that, I left her in the foyer and headed to the kitchen to fetch us both some glasses of water. We were going to need it.
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      I lay on the bed and closed my eyes, dizzy from the several hours of traveling all over the human world to escape Noxia Kingdom.

      How did this happen? I wondered, overwhelmed by the bizarre shift in reality. I went from being locked in a cell to here. All in the span of what felt like a blink.

      And now Grigory was about to penetrate my mind.

      I felt him enter the room, our connection deeper than ever before with him hovering on the precipice of my mind. I sensed him there, reading me, waiting for my true consent, and measuring my emotions.

      Such a bizarre awareness because I could feel him, too. His concern for me. His frustration over our situation. His shame at having turned his back on his kingdom. The latter lurked in the back of his conscious, a thought he seemed to refuse every time it rose, but I heard it loud and clear.

      He’d chosen me over his kingdom.

      “Don’t,” he whispered, lying down beside me. “I need to focus on you right now, not my burdens.”

      “I thought I was one of those burdens,” I replied without opening my eyes.

      “You’re not.” The mattress shifted as he moved closer, the heat of his body warming mine as he positioned himself right beside me. “I never should have called you that.”

      “You were just speaking your mind.” I couldn’t fault him for that. Not entirely. “I’ve not exactly been very easy to deal with.”

      He cupped my cheek, pulling my face toward his. I opened my eyes to find him only a few inches away from me. “You’re not a burden, Zaya. If anything, you’ve provided me with a needed escape from reality. And I’m not talking about our literal escape, but the mental one.”

      I frowned at him. “Mental one?”

      His gaze fell to my lips. “Yes, Zay.” He leaned forward and brushed his mouth over mine.

      My heart leapt in response. “The dreams?” It was a whisper of sound, one that escaped me before I could take it back.

      He smiled. “Among other things,” he murmured, his lips touching mine again. “Mmm, but kissing you in reality is so much better than the fantasies.”

      “Because you know about the dreams.” It came out as a statement. He’d already implied he knew about our midnight affairs before, but I hadn’t been given the opportunity to question him about it.

      “Yeah, Zay. I know about the dreams.” He slid his fingers into my hair and tugged on the strands to pull me into a new angle. This time he led with his tongue, parting my lips and kissing me so deeply it resembled a brand against my very soul.

      I moaned against his mouth, enthralled by the taste of him. Spicy, hot, dominant male. Heat erupted between my thighs as he slid his leg between mine, tying us together in a passionate knot of promise.

      The dreams were real, I marveled.

      Yes, he replied, his voice warm and sexy in my mind. I could feel your pain while you slept… I had to do something. I just never expected it to become what it did.

      You kept coming back, I whispered to him as my tongue tangled with his.

      I couldn’t bear your suffering, Zay. At least, that was my excuse at first. Then it became more. So much more.

      His thumb stroked the pulse at my neck, his palm shifting to my nape. I need to see into your mind, Zay.

      I know.

      Consuming some of your blood will help, he added, his kiss slowing to a dangerously sensual pace. I need to bite you. He punctuated his words by drawing a heated circle around the sensitive spot on my neck, causing goose bumps to pebble up and down my arms.

      The stirring of a memory taunted the edges of my mind. His breath against my neck. Teeth puncturing my skin. A groan of approval leaving his throat. I nearly moaned in response, the thought so vivid and real that I almost thought he was doing it to me now, but his lips were still pressed to mine, his tongue completing a slow dance inside my mouth.

      You’ve bitten me before, I realized.

      Yes, he whispered. The night I saved you. I needed your essence to complete the life transfer that saved you.

      I shivered. I liked it. And how messed up was that? It’d been the worst night of my life, yet I’d found some joy in the experience I shared with Grigory. The one that had tied us together and brought me back to life.

      It revitalized you, he replied, his power humming through my veins. It’s not wrong to enjoy that.

      I considered that. He was right, and yet… A part of me wanted to die that night.

      I know.

      You made me live.

      No. You made yourself live, Zay. I just helped you along. And I would do it all again, even if it made you hate me, he whispered into my mind. You’re not my burden, Zay. You’re my savior. You provided the distraction I didn’t know I needed. You’ve helped me survive the last year of my own hell, something I’m only now realizing. His tongue slid against mine, his mental words a passionate caress.

      I drew my fingers up his arm, needing to touch him. My palm curled around his shoulder, my heart beating fast in my chest. Reality is so much better than my dreams, I mused, adoring the way his muscles bunched beneath his shirt.

      He smiled against my mouth. Yes, but those fantasies provided us with the taste we needed.

      Not completely, I told him. You were the only one allowed to taste.

      “Do you want to taste me, Zaya?” he asked out loud, his voice deep and seductive and holding a dark note that made my heart race.

      “Yes.” The husky quality of my voice sounded so foreign to my ears.

      “Hmm,” he hummed, his nose drawing along my cheekbone as he moved his lips to my ear. “Maybe we can play after this is done.”

      “Maybe?” I repeated.

      “Do you require more certainty?” he asked in a low whisper. “Shall I vow to let you taste me when we’re done?”

      Oh, that tone… I tried to squeeze my thighs, but his leg kept me from seeking the friction I desired. A moan caught in my throat, my blood raging through my veins. “I like the idea of a vow.” Because it meant he trusted me and knew whatever he found lurking in my head wouldn’t incriminate me.

      Grigory already believed my innocence, even with the evidence in front of him. I could feel it in his mind, the uncertainty of it all, his true disbelief that I would kill Yakariah in such a gruesome manner. A part of me fell for him a little harder.

      Hell, that was a lie.

      I’d fallen for this man months ago, and not just because of the dreams. I admired his courage and strength, his willingness to do what was right, his ability to help others, and his faith in me. It’d been there from the beginning—with each lesson, each push in the right direction, he ensured I wasn’t just alive, but strong, too.

      He called me his savior, but in truth, he was mine.

      His lips skated down the column of my neck, to the tender pulse that called his name. He tasted my skin, his growl of approval vibrating me in all the right places. “I’m going to bite you, Zay.”

      “I know.” I angled my head, providing him with the access he needed. It was my version of consent. I also spoke it through my mind, telling him I trusted him not to hurt me.

      I won’t, he promised, his fangs elongating to sharp points against my skin. I’ll be quick.

      His extended incisors pierced my throat, the sharp pinch causing me to jolt in surprise, then moan at the delicious sensations that followed. Noxia demons were known for their ability to pleasure their prey through a bite. I’d been in too delirious a state our first time to understand it.

      Now I did.

      And now… now I wanted more.

      Except images spiraled through my mind as Grigory coaxed my memories out of hiding.

      I saw it all through my eyes, talking to Cyprus and the other guard in the hallway, walking back to my room, going into my closet to change. That was where the edges grew fuzzy, darkening until a piercing pain inside my head forced the memory to clear.

      There was a thump of a sound.

      I walked out to investigate.

      And something pierced my neck.

      I lifted my hand away from Grigory to touch the spot, but his palm against my nape covered the location.

      Then my eyes widened at what came next.

      A masculine voice hissed instructions in my ear, telling me where to find Yakariah and how to kill him. Scaly green fingers met mine to curl my hand around the throwing blade I’d retrieved from my closet moments ago. The second one was missing, giving me pause.

      Some voice in my mind screamed at me to fight, to locate that other knife and stab the male behind me. But another prick to the back of my neck had me nodding in agreement.

      I don’t understand, I thought. When did this happen? How?

      But as the memory continued, it became clearer and clearer that I’d fallen victim to some sort of hypnosis. The voice gave me a flash bomb to use against the guard in the hallway. I did exactly as he said, then wandered through the palace in search of Yakariah.

      He was on his way back to his rooms when I found him. I didn’t hesitate, my fist connecting with the back of his head to send him forward a few steps. Then I pounced.

      He begged me not to kill him.

      He pled with me for his life.

      And I stabbed him in the heart.

      Repeatedly.

      Carving a hole.

      And taking the organ out with my opposite hand.

      My stomach churned at the wrongness, my breaths shallowing in my chest.

      I tried to shake my head, but I couldn’t move with Grigory bent over me, his lips on my neck. He was no longer drinking from me. Yet he held me in place, his forehead buried against my throat as he focused on my mind.

      Tears trailed down my face as Yakariah stole his last breath, his blood bathing the hallway.

      Then I went to my knees beside him to stare at the wall, just as the voice had told me to do.

      And waited.

      Something began to tingle inside me, my spirit resurfacing as if awaking from a dream, and then the screaming started.

      This was the part I remembered—being found covered in blood.

      Grigory pulled out of my head at that point, his dark gaze capturing mine. “You were compelled by a water demon, but I don’t know which one. You never saw his face. However, venom hypnosis is rare. We’ll be able to isolate the culprits rather easily.”

      “He begged me not to kill him,” I whispered. “And… and…” I couldn’t finish, my heart in my throat. I killed him.

      “Not by choice, Zay.” His grasp on my nape tightened. “Look at me.”

      I hadn’t realized my gaze had slipped from his until he said it, but I was too ashamed to pull my attention back to him. I killed him.

      “Look at me,” he repeated, his voice underlined in demand.

      I tried to do as he commanded, but the words I killed him continued to repeat in my thoughts. They echoed so loudly I couldn’t focus on anything else. My cheeks were damp with tears, my heart breaking in my chest.

      I had begged once.

      I’d implored Necros’s men to stop.

      They were killing me.

      Fucking me to within an inch of my life and laughing the whole time.

      I’d craved death by the end, even while I still cried for them to stop.

      Yakariah had cried, too.

      And I killed him.

      Grigory bit my lower lip—hard—and used his tongue to soothe the ache. I flinched, his punishment unexpected and harsh. Yet it pulled me back to him, away from the obsidian depths of my mind that threatened to swallow me in the nightmarish recollections of my past.

      He grounded me in the present, his dark eyes glittering as he stared down at me. I hadn’t even felt him push me to my back, hadn’t noticed his hips pinning me to the mattress, but I felt him now. He balanced himself on his elbows on either side of my head, caging me between him and the bed.

      I felt the weight of his dominance and the power in his spirit. It seeped into my bones, melting me beneath him and forcing me to give him my undivided attention.

      He’d move if I wanted him to.

      But I would never ask him to.

      “You didn’t kill him by choice,” Grigory said, his minty breath hot against my parted lips. “Someone compelled you to do it. That person murdered Yakariah, not you.”

      I shuddered, his words resonating deep within me as if he were persuading me to believe him. Yet I didn’t feel his influence, just his vehemence. He didn’t blame me and urged me not to blame myself.

      “It wasn’t you,” he added in a softer tone. “Someone violated your mind and forced your will, and I’m going to make him pay for it with his life.” His lips touched mine, sealing his vow. “No one will ever be allowed to hurt you again, Zaya. I’ll slaughter anyone who tries. Destroy them with my mind.”

      His promise settled over me, through me, securing itself to my soul.

      I believed him.

      Could see the way he’d rip apart my enemies inside his mind.

      Whatever tunnel he’d opened between us had been strengthened by him imbibing my blood. It was as though he’d given me access into his spirit, allowing me to see all his true intentions, the real Grigory that lurked beneath the shield of duty.

      And I liked what I found.

      “What’s happening between us?” I asked him, breathless from the sensation of having my essence woven with his. “It feels like our bond is… growing.”

      “Because it is,” he replied, pressing his forehead to mine. “You’re mine to protect and I failed you, but that will never happen again. No one will be able to touch your mind now. It’s safeguarded by my own.”

      “You’re claiming me,” I realized out loud, my heart racing in my chest.

      “I claimed you the moment I saved your life,” he corrected. “I’m just following through on the promise I should have made to you last year.”

      “By turning me?”

      “No, sweetheart. I’m merely deepening our connection. My blood runs through your veins, just as yours runs through mine, thus tying our fate together. But your life is still very much your own.”

      I didn’t fully understand, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to. Right now, all I desired was to feel. To thrive in the sensation of our linked souls.

      His life was mine.

      My life was his.

      At least for the moment.

      And I’d never felt more alive.

      “Kiss me, Grigory,” I told him. “Please.”

      “Mmm, I did promise that you could taste me,” he replied, his tone a sensual caress that heated my blood. “Set the pace, Zaya. Take whatever you want from me, however you want. I’m yours to command.”
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      I rolled off of Zaya, pulling her on top of me, giving her the control I knew she needed. At least tonight.

      A year and a half ago, her body had suffered brutality unlike any other.

      And this week, someone had raped her mind.

      Whoever it was would pay. I’d make the culprit crawl to her and beg her forgiveness, then watch as she dragged a knife across his fucking throat.

      It would be glorious. Bloody. Revenge.

      “Yes,” she agreed, seeing the desire in my mind and making me admire her all the more.

      “You’re so strong,” I marveled, loving how her warrior spirit had latched onto my comments and held on without questioning my logic.

      So many would have succumbed to the darkness and self-loathing, but not Zay. Instead, she allowed herself to believe in her own innocence, to realize that while she’d completed the murderous action, it hadn’t actually been her doing it.

      Zaya sat up and straddled my hips, her eyes taking on a turquoise glimmer that made my blood simmer hotter for her. She’d lost her boots, socks, and jacket before sliding into my bed, and I’d followed suit, leaving me in just jeans and a sweater.

      “Whatever I want?” she asked, clarifying my statement about taking out her desires on me.

      “Whatever you want,” I agreed.

      She smiled. “Then I hope you’re okay with us staying here for a little while, because I have a very long list.”

      “That’s good, Zay. Because I have quite a list as well.”

      She arched a brow, her palms falling to my abdomen. “I thought I was setting the pace?”

      “Yes. For now.” I grabbed her hips and squeezed just enough to show her I was still very much in control here. “But when you’re done, it’ll be my turn.”

      Her nipples beaded through her T-shirt, her excitement palpable. “All you ever do is taste me.”

      My lips curled. “We’re no longer dreaming, Zay. I’m going to do a hell of a lot more than taste you.”

      “Why now?” she asked, her pupils dilating. “Why not before?”

      “Because I set rules before.” Rules I now despised. “But I’m breaking all the rules now. Why not shatter a few more?”

      “What rules?”

      “Rules that told me you were off-limits.”

      “Because of my past?”

      “Because of Adrik and Valora,” I corrected. “I was meant to save you, not claim you.”

      “But by saving me, you inadvertently claimed me,” she pointed out. “It’s your blood that brought me back to life.”

      I shook my head. “No, sweetheart. It was your spirit that brought you back. All I did was aid in your recovery.”

      She grinned down at me. “You’re saying all the right things, Grigory.”

      “Am I?” I replied, my grip on her hips lessening as I shifted my thumbs to dance beneath the hem of her shirt. “You going to reward me?”

      “I feel like twelve months of dreams where I do nothing but go down on you seems appropriate.”

      “I wouldn’t complain.”

      “You would if that was all I allowed,” she murmured, her lips curling devilishly.

      I drew my touch along her lower abdomen, tracing the top of her pants. “You’d miss my tongue between your thighs, Zay. I’d give you one week before you’d beg me to fuck you.”

      “I’ve already begged.”

      “You have,” I agreed, shifting my palms upward along her stomach and drawing her shirt up with it. “So are you going to stretch this out another twelve months? Or are we finally going to fuck?”

      Lightning flashed in her gaze as I skimmed the underside of her breasts with my thumbs.

      She responded by pulling her shirt off over her head, exposing her pert tits to my view. “Touch me.”

      “I am,” I murmured, drawing my fingers along her luscious swells and watching as her nipples strained in response.

      “More.”

      “Tell me what to do,” I countered. “Tell me how to touch you, Zay.”

      She grabbed my sweater between her fists and yanked on the fabric, her eyes blazing with turquoise fire. “If I have to tell you what to do, then we’re in trouble. Grab my breasts, Grigory. Now.”

      I grinned at her and complied. “You’re supposed to be setting the pace.”

      “Maybe I’m tired of dancing around it,” she returned, arching into my palms. “Maybe I want you to set the pace.”

      I rolled her onto her back in an instant and settled myself between her thighs. My palms went to her hips, angling her where I wanted her and pressing my groin into hers. “You don’t want me to take over, Zay. I’ll devour you.”

      “Oh, I want that,” she said, wrapping her legs around me and thrusting upward. “I want to feel you inside me, Grigory. I want you to fuck every bad memory from my head and remind me what it’s like to well and truly live.”

      My cock pulsed against the zipper of my jeans, eager to comply. “Soft and tender, or hard and fast?” I asked. “Tell me how to take you.” I already knew her answer from her thoughts, but I wanted her to say it out loud, to hear the command from her lips.

      And she didn’t disappoint. “Hard. Fast. Thorough.” She scratched her nails over my back, my sweater saving my skin. “I want you to make me forget my own name. Take me to the stars if you have to—just do it right.”

      “A challenge,” I mused, drawing away from her and grinning at her responding growl when I forced her to release my back.

      Her growl turned into a groan of approval as I removed my sweater. She licked her lips, her nostrils flaring when my hand went to the button of my jeans. I only popped it open before bending to pull one of her nipples into my mouth.

      A curse fell from her pretty mouth, her fingers locking in my hair as if to hold me against her forever. I allowed it only because I desired a long, sensuous taste of her. She murmured words of approval when I switched breasts and ran my hands down her sides to play with the top of her pants.

      Her button unlatched with a flick of my thumb, then I dragged her zipper down.

      She hadn’t worn anything beneath her clothes, making this a beautiful experience. Going forward, I’d have to hide all her lingerie because I liked her bare beneath the clothes.

      I kissed a path downward, pausing at her belly button to dip my tongue inside while meeting her burning gaze. “More, Grigory.”

      “As you wish,” I murmured, continuing my sensual path to the trimmed curls between her thighs. I shifted to remove her pants, leaving her naked on top of the sheets. “Such a gorgeous view,” I told her as I resettled between her thighs. “I could stay here all night.”

      “You’d better not,” she replied. “I expect mo—ohhhh…”

      I chuckled against her clit before sucking it into my mouth and laving her with my tongue. She squirmed, her fingers fisting the silky fabric beside her hips, and a delicious sound left her throat. I hummed in approval, propelling her toward a cliff of no return.

      She was so fucking ready.

      So wet.

      So beautiful.

      I meant what I said about lying here all night. I could feast on this woman for eternity. From the mewls she was making in response, she might not mind.

      But I knew what she truly desired.

      I slid two fingers inside her, noting her tightness, and used my mouth and touch to prepare her for me.

      One of her hands went to the back of my head to grip my hair in her tight fist as she rode my face with reckless abandon.

      I’d told her to set the pace, and she was finally following my command. It just took a little coaxing.

      Her lips parted on a pant, her cheeks flushing with pleasure as she took her pleasure from my tongue. “Yes,” she whispered. “Yes, yes.”

      I fought a grin and focused on the task of sending her to the stars, just like she requested.

      Her pussy clamped down around me seconds before she exploded, her body trembling deliciously before my eyes. This was so much better than a dream. The taste of her was real. Her cries were real. My name on her tongue was fucking real.

      And it made me harder than I’d ever been.

      I yanked off my pants and climbed over her. She vibrated in approval, incoherent words falling from her lips as I captured her mouth with my own. I wanted her to taste what I’d done to her. To experience the ambrosia of her climax coating my tongue.

      She accepted my kiss in kind, her greedy throat working to swallow her own juices mingled with my taste.

      It was so fucking hot.

      She’d lost herself completely to the moment, her legs winding around my waist and urging me forward.

      I didn’t deny her, instead driving myself into her on a single thrust that stole both our breaths. Her mind flickered, an image of her past threatening to overcome us both, but I forced her into the present by caressing her thoughts with my own.

      I allowed her to hear my hunger. To feel my need to claim her. I sent memories of endless nights in my own bed with my fist pumping around my cock to thoughts of only her.

      I’d wanted this woman for so long, had denied myself so many times, and I wanted her to experience that pain with me. As well as the joy of finally being inside her, finally claiming the female I’d desired for far too long.

      All those fucking rules.

      My determination to ascend.

      The agony of reluctantly following my fate.

      I gave it all to her. And she responded by showing me her own pain, her suffering, her moments of doubt, her sadness at wanting someone she couldn’t have, her perpetual fear that she might lose her mind to the nightmares one day.

      Yet I stood beside her each time, yanking her back to reality, grounding her in the present.

      Just as she helped me see the light at the end of the tunnel.

      My mother wanted me to choose a bride, and the female I should have claimed had been beside me all this time.

      There was a reason I stopped messing around. A reason I’d stopped flirting recklessly with other women. A reason I’d chosen celibacy for the last six months.

      It was because I wanted Zaya.

      My little warrior demon with a spirit underlined in strength.

      Her kiss became passionate and tender. She threaded her fingers through my hair once more, but less urgent this time, and her other palm went to the back of my neck.

      Setting the pace, I realized.

      This wouldn’t be a harsh fucking. It wouldn’t be hard or fast.

      She’d chosen sweet and slow.

      And I indulged her with my hips, moving inside her in a sensual dance underscored by our affection.

      This wasn’t just about satisfying an unbridled need. It was about satisfying our hearts.

      I’d never experienced anything like it, the intense emotion sweeping over us with every thrust of my hips. It was as if my soul had married hers, binding us together for eternity.

      I opened my eyes to find her watching me, understanding brimming in her gaze.

      We were making love to each other.

      I had no idea how to interpret that and didn’t bother to try. I just accepted it, like I did her.

      Her eyes fell closed once more, our kiss deepening. I followed suit, allowing her to take me to new heights while I guided us both toward a rapturous union.

      I cupped her cheek, my opposite hand against her hip, my pace slow and perfect.

      She shuddered, drawing a shiver up my spine as pleasure rippled through her. My cock jolted in response, my own climax following hers and eliciting a guttural groan from my throat.

      It wasn’t enough.

      I needed so much more.

      And my body agreed, my shaft pulsating inside her and demanding I continue moving.

      We didn’t stop kissing, ecstasy overwhelming us both even while our hips maintained the same pace.

      Everything felt new. As if I’d just unlocked some secret part of my soul and given it to her.

      She smiled against my lips, her mental voice a caress to my thoughts as she demanded more. Harder this time, she added in a husky whisper. Make me feel you for days, Prince Grigory.

      You have no idea what you’re asking of me, I warned her, demonstrating with a flex of my hips. If you want to feel me, it’s going to hurt.

      Good, she replied. I told you to take away my memories. I meant it. Replace them all with you. Only you.

      I growled against her mouth. Then I expect you to return the favor. Make me yours, Zay. And I’ll make you mine.

      She responded by biting my tongue—hard. I jolted, my palm flying up to her throat on impulse. Her nails dug into my scalp and the back of my neck, refusing to release me as she swallowed my fresh blood. Her throat worked beneath my palm, and fuck if that wasn’t the most erotic sensation I’d ever experienced.

      The little vixen was claiming me, just as I’d demanded, with her vicious teeth against my tongue.

      Fuck, Zay.

      Yes, she replied. Now.

      My body moved as if she possessed me with those words, her internal moans urging me onward into a pace that would bruise us both. She responded by biting me again, causing me to growl. It fucking hurt. Yet her tongue soothed mine with each stroke, and that feeling of her throat bobbing with every swallow had me hypnotized.

      I was on top.

      Yet she’d taken all my control.

      I’d never been so fascinated before in my entire life, and I was so fucking turned on I could barely see. Her ecstasy was all that mattered. Her claim. Her life. Her touch. Her pussy milking my cock. Her shallowing breaths. Her fight.

      Fuck, it was too much.

      Too intense.

      Too damn perfect.

      I was absolutely hers, just as she was mine, and I refused to let her go. We’d just committed our souls together in a bond neither of us would ever break, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      She swallowed once more, finally releasing me. I struck her neck, a dying man starved for the taste of his woman, and bit into her pulse on a rush of rapture that filled us both.

      Zaya screamed, her nails drawing blood down my back, her hips lifting to meet mine as I slammed into her.

      Mine.

      Mine.

      Fucking mine.

      Our voices mingled in our heads, both of us chanting the same damn words, blended with cries of bliss and pain and the sweetest agony imaginable. Her essence coated my throat, our joint pleasure bathed my cock, her soul danced with mine, and underneath it all, my heart beat for her. Only her. Forever her.

      “Again,” she demanded, her voice a hoarse rasp that had my balls tightening in anticipation.

      “Again,” I agreed.

      She’d wrung me dry, and yet I was still hard for her. Still ready. Still overcome by intense need.

      So I took us both to new heights, drawing blood, leaving bruises, mating our spirits in an eternal dance, and vowing myself to her for always.

      A dangerous coupling.

      Defying all the rules.

      Breaking all my vows.

      And yet, nothing in my life had ever felt so right.

      I’d made a choice—Zaya. My warrior. My future.

      There was no regret. No second guesses. Only a lasting sense of promise as we both fell into a deep sleep, sated and exhausted, forever bound.

      This was why I never took her, I realized sometime later that night. I knew this would happen. She’s always been mine…
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      Mmm, hot. So, so hot.

      I snuggled into the source of heat, inhaling the spicy scent of man. My man. My Grigory. I recognized him, his essence flowing over me and through me and claiming me all over again, even while I slept.

      His arm tightened around my lower back, holding me closer, his lips whispering across my forehead. “Morning, beautiful,” he murmured, his voice heavy with sleep.

      I smiled, loving that tone. “Morning.” Although, I suspected it might be afternoon in this world. I really couldn’t tell. We’d lost a lot of time in this bed, but I didn’t regret a second of it.

      “Hungry?” Grigory asked, that deep rumble music to my ears.

      “A little bit,” I replied, kissing his throat and working a path downward to his cock. I hadn’t really tasted him yet, not in the way it counted. “I’ll just have you for breakfast.”

      He hummed in approval, releasing me to roll to his back. I followed him with my mouth, my tongue tracing his abdomen as I opened my eyes to watch his reaction, then froze at the red haze surrounding him.

      What…? My brow furrowed, causing Grigory to frown down at me.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, his palm coming to cup my cheek.

      “I…” I’m seeing things, I thought, shaking my head. “Nothing.” I resumed my path, but the colors began to shift from red to a pinkish hue.

      “Zaya?” he asked, his tone no longer holding a sensual edge. “Talk to me.”

      “Your aura… it’s changing.”

      “My aura?” he repeated. “What do you mean?”

      “I… You know how I started seeing auras? Or the darkness surrounding someone?” I’d mentioned it to him during training a few times.

      He nodded. “Yeah, you can see the violence in others. It’s not necessarily a natural trait, but you’re a halfling with Graystall heritage. It’s possible your mother mating a human awakened some deep-seated ability in his family line. Demons don’t always play with mortals, but it happens. Obviously.”

      “Right.” That was what he told me the first time I mentioned it. “But your aura… it’s… no longer gray.”

      His hand on my face tensed. “It’s black?”

      “No. It’s red. Well, it was red. It’s… sort of pink now. With a little bit of orange.” I tried to shake my head again, to clear it. “I think I drank too much of your blood.”

      He grunted. “My blood doesn’t make others see colorful auras. I’m not a drug.”

      Well, I didn’t know about that. I felt pretty addicted to him. But that wasn’t the point. “Maybe I’m just tired?”

      “Or maybe your power is evolving,” he countered.

      “What?”

      Rather than reply, he gently shifted me off of him and rolled out of the bed.

      “Where are you going?” I asked him as he left the room.

      “Grabbing my phone,” he replied.

      “Why?”

      “Because I want to test something,” he called back.

      I swallowed, not sure I liked the sound of this. “Okay,” I replied slowly, then sat up and pressed my back to the headboard. I pulled the sheets up to my chest, feeling a little too naked now. Strange, considering what we’d just shared, but his comment regarding my powers evolving had left me uneasy.

      How do powers evolve? Is that even possible?

      “It’s not common,” Grigory murmured, clearly hearing my thoughts. “But it can happen in rare situations.”

      He rejoined me on the bed beneath the covers, his long legs stretching out to cross at the ankles as he relaxed beside me against the headboard.

      “Right, so we have surveillance all over the palace,” he said. “You know this already, but what isn’t as commonly known is that we use thermal technology because of the shadowing ability some Noxia demons possess. It helps us track their essence should a crime be committed.”

      “I see.” Seemed a little overdone, but given my situation with Yakariah, I understood the purpose.

      “So, in theory, you should be able to see auras on the screen,” he continued, arching a brow. “Want to test my theory?”

      “Not really,” I muttered. “But do it anyway.” Because I needed to know. His aura had moved to a bluer shade now, as if it were tied to his emotions. And underneath it, I could see the gray colors of his soul. A lighter gray, suggesting he had a few darker traits but mostly possessed pure intent. That seemed rather typical for a demon. His mother wore a similar shade around her.

      “It’s interesting hearing the description in your mind,” he remarked, staring at me. He leaned forward to drop a kiss against my cheek, then flicked through his phone. “My access allows me to see current footage and older footage.”

      “Were you able to see Yakariah’s murder on here?”

      “Yes, but I watched it on my computer screens because they’re bigger. I wanted to study your face.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you appeared emotionless, like you were in some sort of fucked-up trance. Which makes sense now that I’ve seen the memory through your mind.”

      I shivered, the memory one that felt foreign and wrong, yet too real to be a lie. Like a nightmare come to life.

      “Okay, let’s find my mother and start there,” he suggested, thumbing through a series of images before bringing one up from a formal sitting room. I recognized it as one of the many areas in his mother’s wing of the palace. It was her evening tea area, where she enjoyed light refreshments usually drizzled in blood.

      Queen Lux sat in a regal chair, her ankles crossed at the side, and her hands clasped in her lap, while Valora gestured animatedly around the room. She was clearly upset, and she had a deep red hue hanging around her. I frowned. “Valora is red.”

      “I could have guessed that by her cheeks,” Grigory replied. “Seems she’s furious about something. Probably you.”

      “Your mother seems… serene.”

      “What color is she?” he asked.

      I studied the queen, frowning. “She’s… wrong.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She’s surrounded by black,” I replied. “She’s never black. She’s always gray, like you. But I see a touch of red on the edges, as if some sort of emotion is trying to escape yet can’t.” It was a bizarre summarization. “Something’s not right with your mother.”

      “Sort of like how she condemned you to death without talking to me,” he said slowly. “I wonder if she’s fallen victim to the same hypnosis.”

      “If that’s the case, then we need to get back to her and help her.”

      He shook his head. “Not yet. We need more evidence to present to her. However…” He shifted to a different screen and typed out a message in a language I didn’t understand, then hit Send. When he switched back to the surveillance camera, I saw Adrik pulling out his phone from his pocket.

      “Did you just message him?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What language was that?” I asked.

      “A secret one we created years ago when we wanted to avoid my mother,” he replied, smirking. “It’ll get the point across to him. Hopefully, he can help her while we dig up more evidence.” He paused, then looked at me. “You realize this refined gift of yours isn’t normal, right?”

      “No, I thought it was perfectly fine that I’m suddenly seeing rainbows,” I replied flatly.

      He snorted, then started sifting through images again until he found Napia and her father.

      “Black,” I said immediately.

      “Anything else?” he pressed.

      I studied the two of them huddled together and slowly shook my head. “It’s like their souls are so dark they have no other aura around them.”

      He nodded and put away his phone. “Well, it’s certainly not a normal power, but I think it’s going to help us.”

      “An optimistic view,” I grumbled, then chewed my lower lip.

      Why are these powers awakening now?

      “Valora’s powers were gradual,” he replied softly.

      “She’s Lucifer’s daughter,” I pointed out. “I’m a halfling.”

      “Perhaps your mortal line had some latent abilities.”

      “Have you ever known humans to have supernatural powers?” I asked him incredulously.

      “Well, no, but most humans don’t mate with demons. Your genetics could be forever changing as a result of your demonic half overtaking your mortal half.” He shrugged. “And it’s possible your connection to me is only encouraging that evolution.”

      That was a plausible explanation. Not that it really made me feel any better. “My mother’s side of the family can’t see auras. They’re not even that powerful, really. So whatever this is, it’s not from her.”

      “We’ll figure it out,” he vowed.

      While I hoped he was right, I didn’t share in his astute optimism.

      “Trust me, Zay,” he said, cupping my cheek and guiding me toward his lips. “We’ll research this until we have an answer, even if it takes us a decade or more to find it.”

      “That sounds like a commitment, Grigory,” I replied against his mouth.

      “You know it is,” he whispered before kissing me deeply.

      And here I thought I was just another notch for your bedpost, I thought at him.

      Never, he replied. You’ve always meant more to me than that, Zay. He shifted a scant inch away to lock his gaze with mine. “I’ve never let anyone bite me before. Not until you.”

      “Really?” I couldn’t hide the shock in my tone.

      “You’re my first, Zay. My only. And I considered that bite of yours a claim.”

      My cheeks heated. “It felt like a claim to me, too.”

      “A promise for more,” he murmured, drawing me into him for another kiss, only to stiffen as an alarm blared around us. “Shit.”

      “What is that?” I asked as he jumped out of the bed.

      “Demonic company,” he replied gruffly, grabbing his jeans from the floor and yanking them on. “Get dressed.”

      I didn’t argue, finding my clothes and pulling them on in a similar fashion to him. He disappeared into his closet, the sound of beeps following, before he returned with a set of knives.

      “You have an armory in Adrik’s flat?” I asked, somehow surprised and yet not at the same time.

      “Pairs well with the demon alarm system,” he replied, strapping a few knives onto his belt and sheathing them in pockets. “Let’s go.”

      We started toward the living area when a thump against the front door had Grigory pausing midstep. “Fuck.”

      “We know you’re in there, Your Highness. We just want to talk.” A loud voice boomed from the other side.

      “Yeah, I’m sure you do,” Grigory muttered, stealing the words from my mind. He glanced at me. “Hide in the kitchen and be prepared for a fight.”

      I twirled the throwing daggers against my fingers. “On it.”

      His lips twitched at the little show, then a regal mask fell over his features as he prepared to address the demons.

      I followed him into the foyer before ducking into the kitchen, which was off to the side of the entry. Once he was comfortable with my position, he opened the door and casually propped his shoulder up against the door frame. “Morning. Can I help you with something?” he asked, his tone all royal arrogance, yet his aura glimmered with red tones.

      They’re bowing, Grigory informed me. But it lacks passion. And I don’t recognize the men.

      I can’t see their auras, I told him. My position in the kitchen left me only the view of him in the doorway.

      “Your princess requests your return,” one of the males said from the hallway.

      “My princess?” Grigory sounded amused and glanced toward me. “Zay, baby, you want to go back to Noxia Kingdom?”

      “Not really,” I told him.

      Grigory shrugged. “Yeah, I think you’re misinformed. And I’m sorry; I didn’t catch your name.”

      “Princess Napia requests your return,” the male reiterated.

      “Princess Napia,” Grigory repeated. “Odd, I don’t recall making her a Princess of Noxia. Did our wedding go ahead without me? Because I know she was trying to move up the date without my acquiescence. Wouldn’t surprise me at all if she went to the altar without me by her side.”

      “Sir, we’re under orders by Queen Lux and Princess Napia to bring you home. We kindly request that you come with us.”

      “And I kindly request that you fuck off,” Grigory drawled. “The answer is no.” He went to shut the door, but a black boot appeared, stopping him.

      “I can’t let you do that, sir.”

      “If you value your life, you will remove your foot and be on your way,” Grigory warned.

      The boot remained, causing the tension in the air to spike.

      Zay, they’re about to—

      A hum of electricity singed the air, followed by a crack as Grigory’s fist shot forward. Shouts ensued, and the energy in the apartment sizzled and popped.

      I was moving in the next second, my knife flying as one of the guards tried to shove Grigory up against the wall with some sort of gadget against his throat. Grigory growled, the sound so menacing I nearly froze, but another demon shot through the doorway, coming right at me with a similar device.

      My throwing blade sailed into the space between his eyes, sending him to the floor beside his buddy, who had received my other knife to his back.

      It all happened so fast, in the span of a handful of breaths, and we suddenly had three dead demons in the foyer. Grigory had taken care of the third, his chest heaving from the assault.

      Full-blooded demons were hard to kill and could usually recover from an attack like this. But Grigory’s blades had been laced with some kind of poison that seemed to be bubbling through their blood, ensuring the demons remained dead.

      “What’s on the knives?” I asked, my heart racing in my chest.

      “Styx stone,” he replied, referring to the pebbles that rested on the bottom of the River Styx. They were deadly and toxic to most creatures of the Underworld. Except those who lived in the river, of course.

      I didn’t even want to know how Grigory had retrieved them.

      Instead, I focused on the pile of bodies. “They don’t look like Noxia demons.”

      “They’re not. They’re from Neptune,” he informed me, less breathless than I was. He bent to retrieve his blade from the demon he’d taken down and looked at the green blood oozing over the metal. “Which means my former betrothed sent her minions to take me into custody.”

      “Doesn’t that violate some sort of territorial agreement?”

      “It does,” he mused. “Which has me wondering how she located us and why her people would dare to take on such a mission.” He dropped his knife and kicked the door closed. “I think we need to take a trip to Neptune. See what’s going on.”

      “Isn’t that the last place we should go?”

      “On the contrary, I think it’s the best place.”

      “Why?” I asked as I followed him into the bedroom.

      He picked up his jacket from the chair, then handed me my own before taking a portal charm out of his pocket. “Because we’ll be hiding in plain sight in the last place they would ever expect us to go.”
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      Neptune reminded me of a swamp.

      Hot.

      Muggy.

      Murky.

      Not my favorite realm in the Underworld, but it definitely afforded us the opportunity to hide.

      Many of the demons in the main city wore headgear to protect themselves from the surrounding environmental conditions because the air quality here sucked. I’d purchased two helmets from a shopkeeper near the gate upon arrival, placing one on Zaya’s head and another on mine. It helped us blend in as we wandered the sandy pathways between the shops and pubs.

      Everyone seemed to be on edge, something Zaya confirmed by detailing the color array of auras in my head. I was beginning to think they tied to emotions, interwoven with intention.

      She saw so much blue here, which seemed to indicate a lot of sorrow. Some were orange—I linked that color to anxiety. And others were red—those tended to be the more aggressive demons, so I considered that an indicator of anger.

      Passion, too, Zaya replied, her presence in my head a new fixture I enjoyed. We were so in tune with each other that we barely needed to speak. I turned; she immediately followed. She shifted in a new direction, and I trailed after her.

      She kept mumbling in her mind about how familiar the city appeared, yet she’d never seen it before. You’re sure you’ve not been here before?

      Yes. But it reminds me a bit of Noxia.

      I glanced around, frowning. This dump reminds you of my kingdom?

      No, I mean in terms of how I felt when I first arrived. I just sort of understood where things were. Actually, it was like that with Caluçon, too. She fell into thought, allowing me a glimpse of her earlier memories of that kingdom. It was like I’d studied a map before I arrived and just knew the layout.

      Which explained how she was guiding us now. Another ability? I suggested.

      Or just my intuitive nature, she returned.

      She was a fast learner, always picking things up before I even finished an explanation. So intuitive felt right. Makes sense.

      What kind of evidence are we looking for? she asked, changing the subject.

      I’m not sure yet, I admitted. But the general anxiety of the population tells me something big is going on.

      Want to head toward the palace? she offered.

      Yeah.

      She led the way, her mind resembling a puzzle of knowledge that fascinated me. It was as if she had a manual programmed into the recesses of her mind that she opened as required to navigate new situations.

      I prodded a little as we walked, curious.

      She accepted my intrusion, our link wide open and allowing me to play in the recesses of her mind. I stroked the mental cords leading to her learning receptors, noting the courage and strength underlying each of those connections. It was as though she had all the information stored away in her mind, awaiting the day someone or something unlocked them.

      Including her ability to fight.

      It’s like someone preprogrammed your existence, I marveled. I realize that’s impossible, but that’s how it appears.

      Maybe it’s part of my mortal heritage? she suggested. Created by the Almighty?

      Don’t let Lucifer hear you think that, I replied, smirking. He fancies himself as the ultimate creator.

      But only of the Underworld, she pointed out.

      Shh, I hushed her, amused. He might smite us both if he hears you.

      She snorted. Valora wouldn’t let him.

      True, I agreed. And I think he’s on thin enough ice with her as it is. Not to mention my mother’s… affiliation. I shuddered at the thought of her love affair with the Devil. Learning Valora was my sister had sucked. Knowing my mother fucked Lucifer himself—often—was worse.

      Palace should be a few more blocks this… way… Zaya trailed off, her lips moving without sound at the crowd assembled about a hundred feet from our position. Are those…?

      Soldiers, I finished for her, eyeing the demons all standing in a row, awaiting instruction.

      There are at least a hundred of them, she whispered, creeping forward along the wall to get a better look and freezing as the entire field came into view.

      Thousands, I corrected, feeling and returning her shock.

      Rows upon rows upon rows of demons all stood as still as statues, their focus forward. I couldn’t see what they stared at, their stone helmets hiding their faces from view. I wasn’t even sure how they could see through the rocky exterior.

      I don’t understand, Zaya said softly. Who are they looking at? She glanced in the direction of where they stared, and I followed her gaze. It’s just buildings.

      A few female demons appeared to be trying to talk to the soldiers, but they didn’t respond. One was even weeping, with her hands on the man’s stone breastplate, her mask off to allow her cries to be thoroughly heard.

      What kind of aura do you see on the soldiers? I asked her.

      None, she replied slowly. It’s like they don’t have energy…

      That’s impossible.

      I know.

      What about the female? I asked, nodding to the hysterical woman.

      Blue. Dark, dark, dark blue.

      Sorrow, I said, confirming my earlier suspicions regarding the colors’ meanings. I think you’re seeing emotions, Zay. And general energy signatures.

      Isn’t that what auras are? she countered.

      Yes, I agreed. I’m just deciphering the colors.

      She nodded, swallowing. I think I preferred it when I just saw shades of black and white. She flinched as the weeping female fell to her knees on a broken sound. And still the soldier remained unfazed, unmoving. Another woman ran up to her, pulling her into her arms, trying to tug her away.

      “Marisol, don’t. You know what will happen if you keep doing this,” the woman chastised her softly. “This is the will of the royals. We can’t fight it.”

      “He’s not a warrior!” the other demon screamed, agony ripping through her lungs.

      “Shh,” the female hushed her sharply. “Don’t make a bigger scene or they’ll react.”

      “Let them,” Marisol wept. “I don’t want to live like this. I don’t want to live here. In this place. I don’t want to go to war!”

      A soldier reacted then, his sword slicing through the air so fast I barely caught the downward arc of motion.

      Then Marisol’s head rolled across the ground, anguish painted into her features.

      Zaya cringed into me, her helmet hitting my chest as she clutched me tightly in response, her emotions slamming into my heart. My arms came around her automatically while my mind played over the events of the last few minutes.

      I don’t want to go to war…

      What war? I thought at the poor woman. Who is Neptune at war…? My eyes widened. No. Oh, fuck, no.

      It hit me then.

      Neptune wasn’t at war… yet.

      They were planning to go to war.

      They’re going to attack Noxia, I realized, taking in the massive army sprawled across the courtyard outside the palace gates. The entire wedding has been a front to hide their intentions.

      What? Zaya asked, sounding confused.

      Think about it, I whispered back at her. Napia doesn’t want to marry me; she wants to marry power. I’ve known that all along. Neither of us has hidden our disdain for the other. She even brought her damn consort to the court. Who does that? Someone who doesn’t plan to keep her intended husband around for long, that’s who.

      Royals often have consorts, Zaya replied.

      Yes. I agree. But they’re discreet about it. Napia hasn’t been discreet at all. She swept in with her giant entourage and took over my palace, flaunting all her Neptune ways in front of my people. I stupidly allowed it because I didn’t want any part in the planning, but she’s been introducing my kingdom to her culture… and forcing it down their throats.

      I felt the truth of it in my gut.

      Neptune was planning an invasion.

      I just needed to prove it.

      Come on, I said, pulling her toward the palace. I want to take a look around, see if my instincts are right.

      And what are you expecting to find?

      Battle plans, I replied. Anything tangible I can take back to my mother.

      You don’t think news of an army will be enough?

      I shook my head. No. My mother will want hard evidence, and frankly, so do I. Reacting on impulse has never been the Noxia way. We require solid proof before we act.

      Okay, she replied. So we need to get into the palace.

      Yep.

      And where do you suggest we start? she asked.

      I studied the walls, the amassing army, and the general exterior layout. An abundance of guards seemed to be protecting a certain gated entrance that led to a lone tower, more so than stood at the front of the palace. There.

      Why there?

      Because the guard ratio is disproportionate, I replied. The only reason for that would be if they’re securing something invaluable.

      And how do you plan to get around all those guards? she asked me, incredulity coloring her tone.

      I smiled down at her. I’m the future King of Noxia for a reason, baby. Watch and learn.

      Now it was time to have some real fun.

      And play with a few minds along the way.
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      Show-off, I thought at Grigory as he marched a series of guards away from the entrance with a simple mind trick.

      He smirked but didn’t reply, his focus on the army moving beneath his mental compulsion. It really drove home how powerful he truly was and just how easy he’d gone on me.

      There were so many times he could have taken advantage of my mind, yet he never did. The only exception was the night I attacked Yakariah, and even then, he hadn’t forced me to do anything extraordinary. He’d merely taken my knife, led me to his room, and then released me.

      How long can you hold the guards? I asked him, curious.

      I’ve merely sent them on a lap around the perimeter. They’ll be back in thirty minutes or so and assume it was their commanding officer who sent them on the errand.

      They won’t suspect the manipulation? I wondered.

      Not with the way I wove the compulsion, he replied. But it’s strange how easy it was to corrupt their minds. Almost as though they were sitting here waiting to be commanded.

      I frowned. That’s not normal, is it?

      He shook his head. No. There’s something very strange going on here. Let’s get inside and see if we can’t figure out what it is, hmm?

      Lead the way, King Grigory.

      He winked at me, then crept through the gates, toward the tower. A handful of guards stood at attention just inside, their stances the same as those outside the palace walls.

      It’s like they’re statues, I muttered in my head.

      Yes, he agreed. That’s exactly what they seem to be. He walked up to one and waved his hand in front of the guy’s face. Their minds are just… empty.

      Like their auras.

      It’s bizarre. They have orders rolling on repeat to keep whatever is in this tower contained, but that’s all I’m hearing. He went silent for a moment while he rewired their thoughts and sent them wandering outside the gates after the other group he’d sent on a march.

      Who’s in charge here? I asked him. Are they all under hypnosis?

      I’m not sure, but it seems that way. He glanced at me. It’s strange that yours wore off, yet my mother seems to still be under the hypnosis, and the same with all these guards.

      Another ability? I half joked, my stomach churning with the notion. I mean, why not add another to the pile, right?

      He gave me a soft smile and pulled me to him for a quick kiss. We’re going to figure this out, Zay.

      Keep saying that, and maybe I’ll believe you someday. Because right now, I didn’t feel all that confident where my abilities were concerned.

      He pressed his lips to my forehead. Come on, let’s scout the tower. Consider it a distraction.

      Okay, I agreed, needing to do just that. Thinking made my head hurt.

      He led the way inside, pausing on the threshold. A guard stood by a staircase, staring vacantly at us. This one is missing a helmet, Grigory thought, stating the obvious.

      I guess it’s not needed inside?

      Maybe. Grigory shut the door behind us, then unlatched the side buckle on his head, removing the device covering his face. He sniffed the air tentatively and shrugged. Yeah, the air is cleaner in here. Smells better, too.

      Is it enchanted? I wondered, following his movements and removing my helmet as well.

      Maybe. He took the item from my hands, setting both of our helmets to the side. Then he focused on the vapid guard. This is so fucking bizarre.

      Same edict in his head?

      Yep. He worked his magic, but this time he put the guard to sleep. Don’t want him wandering around unprotected.

      How kind of you, I replied.

      He shrugged and started up the stairs. Stay behind me.

      Yes, master, I drawled.

      Cute. Consider using that in the bedroom next time.

      Never going to happen.

      We’ll see, he murmured, glancing back at me with sin in his expression. I think I’ll like you on your knees, Zay.

      Focus on the task, Grigory.

      I’m focused, he promised, his gaze trailing over me as he continued climbing the stairs. Somehow, he managed not to trip, his footing sure with each step.

      I was almost impressed.

      You’re very impressed, he corrected.

      Stop flirting with me.

      Never, he teased but returned his attention to the winding staircase.

      I followed just behind him, careful to remain silent on our ascent. My breath quickened, my heart speeding up the more we climbed. Not from exhaustion, but from expectation. Something up here was important. I could feel it in my—

      Grigory halted, causing me to stumble into his back.

      Oof, I thought at him. What the hell?

      I think we found whatever they’re hiding, he replied, stepping to the side to show me the final set of stairs that led to a single door with two more stone-faced guards. Give me a second to compel them away from the door.

      Have them unlock it first, I suggested, noting the mechanism near the handle.

      Grigory nodded, then did exactly that before sending the soldiers down the stairs to join their buddy below.

      It’s really creepy that you can do that, I admitted.

      What’s creepy is how easy it is, he muttered. It’s like they have no will.

      I shivered, knowing exactly how that felt after reliving my own memory of Yakariah’s death. There was no doubt in my mind that this was all related. And I suspected it had something to do with Napia.

      I agree, Grigory replied, ascending the last few stairs to open the door. Either her or her fath—

      “Napia?” he asked, freezing on the threshold as he started to enter the room.

      My heart raced in my chest. Napia?

      “Narissa,” a female replied. “Not Napia.”

      “You look just like her,” Grigory breathed. “Minus the, uh, serpents.”

      “Well, we’re twins. We’re expected to look similar,” the female replied. “And you are?” She didn’t sound frightened at all, just curious. Strange. If I were locked up in a tower, I’d be freaked out by a random guy bursting into my room.

      “Twins?” Grigory repeated. “Napia doesn’t have a sister.”

      I shifted forward to stand at his side and immediately saw the source of his confusion. The woman inside resembled Napia in nearly every way except her hair. She didn’t have snakes but had beautiful brown locks that hung in ringlets to her shoulders.

      “Napia does have a sister,” Narissa replied, her expression sad. “It’s just not well known.” She cocked her head to the side. “Who are you?” she asked again. “You’re not one of Neptune, but of Noxia, yes?”

      “Were the guards yours?” Grigory countered, ignoring her question. “To protect you?”

      Narissa snorted. “More like to keep me here. Where did they go?”

      “They’re taking a break,” Grigory replied vaguely.

      “Interesting. I didn’t realize Napia allowed her minions to take breaks.” Her tone held a touch of sarcasm, indicating she didn’t believe Grigory at all. Yet, still, she didn’t react with concern, just more curiosity. She studied Grigory for a long moment before looking at me. “Who are you?” she repeated, her green eyes flaring with restrained power.

      It occurred to me then why she didn’t fear us—because she knew how to protect herself.

      What do you see? Grigory asked me.

      I knew what he meant. He wanted to know about her aura. Green and blue, I said slowly. Hints of compassion underlined in sorrow. I wasn’t sure how I knew that, but the deduction came naturally to me.

      “Why has your family locked you away?” I asked her.

      “You’re not from here,” she said rather than answer my question. She examined me with a keen eye that trailed goose bumps down my arms. “What kind of demon are you? He’s of Noxia, but you…” She trailed off, her expression taking on an eerie glow. “Your essence confuses me.”

      “Tell me why you’re locked away, and I’ll answer you,” I replied, meaning it.

      “Because I’ve inherited too much of my mother’s character.” She shrugged. “Lucifer forbid the wrong heir lead the kingdom, yes? At least according to my father. And I’m too flawed for the position, so Napia has taken my place.”

      “What do you mean, ‘too flawed’ to lead?” Grigory asked.

      “I believe I’ve answered enough questions to at least earn a name,” she retorted, arching a brow.

      “I’m Grigory of Noxia, your sister’s former betrothed,” he replied without missing a beat. “So I’m very interested in knowing what the hell you mean about being too flawed to lead, because I was promised to the Neptune Kingdom heir, not an imposter.”

      Narissa gaped at him. “You’re Prince Grigory?” She glanced at me. “And who are you?”

      “Zaya.” I meant to tell her more and admit to being a halfling, but Grigory spoke before I could continue.

      “My true betrothed,” he added, folding his arms. “I’m not marrying your sister. Or you.”

      Narissa grimaced. “I would not wish to marry you either, My Prince. No offense.”

      “None taken, but I’d like an explanation, and quickly, before your guards return.”

      She considered him for a moment, then nodded. “Napia isn’t the true heir of Neptune. I am, as the older twin. But as I said, I have too much of my mother’s character. I refused to follow my father’s orders, so Napia has taken my place. She accepted the ascension from my father, embracing the darkness of our kind, and has inherited powers that are rightfully mine. She was also gifted the form of a snake.”

      Grigory and I shared a long look, his mind racing with a convoluted mix of anger and shock.

      “Their intentions are not true,” Narissa continued. “They’re amassing an army with the goal of taking Noxia Kingdom from you.”

      “Why?” Grigory asked, needing that final piece of the puzzle. I felt his yearning for it in his mind, his desire to understand Napia’s true desire. Because he suspected it wasn’t about dominating his kingdom but about something more.

      Narissa smiled. “Power, of course. My sister is obsessed with it, as is my father. She’s been amassing it for years, using the techniques of our heritage.”

      “Which are?”

      She looked at him. “Do I really need to describe what you’ve already seen, Prince Grigory? You’ve met the guards and soldiers outside. Where are their souls? Their will? Their purpose?” She lifted her shoulders. “An army of walking dead, really. It’s sad. But that’s my sister’s true desire, to rule all.”

      Rather than reply, Grigory’s mind raced with the knowledge, his strategic responses firing left and right so quickly that I barely caught them. Each notion was more brilliant than the next, revealing to me the true prince beneath all the layers. This was the Grigory who was meant to be king.

      He didn’t lose his cool.

      Didn’t scream and shout.

      He just nodded in acceptance, then looked at Narissa. “We need to get you out of here.”

      Her eyes widened. “Oh, no. I can’t. My—”

      “I wasn’t asking, Princess,” Grigory drawled.

      “You don’t understand. My sister has woven so many spells around my existence that if I even think…” She trailed off, her eyes flashing to the ceiling, sending a chill down my spine.

      “What is it?” Grigory demanded.

      “I thought about leaving,” she whispered, flinching.

      I swallowed, my instincts firing inside me just as the building began to shake.

      “What’s happening?” Grigory demanded, searching for the threat.

      Narissa sighed. “Napia has a spell for everything.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, just as the roof was ripped off the tower.

      Staring down at us were several sea dragons, their teeth sharp and ominous.

      “Oh, shit…,” I breathed.

      They flapped their wings and dove for us, their beady eyes intent.

      “Run!” Grigory shouted.

      His command was lost to the wind as the dragons ascended, the one closest snapping dangerous jaws in my direction.

      I didn’t think.

      I acted.

      Blades falling into my hands, I prepared to fight.
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      Right.

      Napia had a spell for everything.

      Which was probably how she’d found us in London, too.

      Fuck.

      Yeah, fuck, Zaya thought back at me, her tone sarcastic as she hopped onto the back of a dragon and stabbed it in the head without flinching.

      Nice, I told her.

      Stop praising me and start killing, she snarled back at me.

      “Is there anything else I need to know about the magic guarding you in this tower?” I asked Narissa as Zaya took down another sea beast.

      “Every creature in this realm has been spelled against me and will fight like hell to keep me here,” the Neptune princess replied, sounding nervous. “You’d be better off leaving me here right about now.”

      “Not a fucking chance.” We needed her alive. Not only did her existence prove foul play, but her knowledge of the army would be incredibly useful with my mother.

      Zay. Head for the stairs and take Narissa with you.

      Sure. I’ll get right on that, she thought at me, her knife gliding across the throat of a third creature. Green blood painted her clothes, causing her to scowl in annoyance.

      “Watch out!” she called as another dragon swooped toward us. It tried to capture me but only succeeded in ripping the realm-jumping gem from the chain around my neck. The jewel smashed with a loud sound on the floor.

      Fuck!

      Zaya pulled hers out of her pocket. I still have—

      A beast snapped the trinket between its jaws, causing Zaya to curse.

      Shit.

      I didn’t have time to react to that, as the beast that shattered my own portal charm came for me again. I tried to duck a second time, but the beast’s sharp claws hooked into my jacket, lifting me into the sky. Guess we’re not taking the stairs, I thought at Zay.

      Always making light of situations, she muttered and jumped up to grab my foot. Then she climbed me like a tree while another dragon snatched Narissa.

      We flew upward over the castle, into the starry night sky, leaving the city behind.

      “What’s happening?” I shouted across to Narissa.

      “They’re taking us out to the barren lands,” she called back with distinct terror lacing every syllable of her reply.

      “What are the barren lands?” Zaya asked as she wrapped herself around me, holding me tightly. I returned the embrace, my arms circling her lower back. No way would I allow her to fall.

      “It’s the place my people fear the most,” Narissa replied, pointing to a horizon lined in mud and fire.

      That looks ominous, Zay thought, shivering.

      I tried to find another place for them to drop us but found nothing of purpose. If we fell from this height, we’d suffer significant damage. And Zay likely wouldn’t survive it.

      Shit. I studied the approaching swampland and the rivers of lava flowing between spots of murky brown. We should not have left our helmets at the tower.

      Zaya grunted but remained otherwise silent.

      Narissa just seemed… defeated. Which was strange because I sensed the power lurking beneath her skin. Had she been enchanted not to use it?

      I didn’t get a chance to ask, the dragons swooping low to indicate our impending release.

      Get ready, I told Zaya.

      She nodded against me, her lips ghosting over my cheek.

      Then the claws opened, releasing us to the muddy swamps below.

      We landed in a creek of mucky brown water, the stench immediately making me gag.

      Ugh. It reminded me of burnt flesh. Probably a result of the lava eating dying animals. Fucking hell. Only here would this chaos exist.

      “We need to get out of the water,” Narissa yelled.

      She considers this water? I thought, staring at the bubbling mud.

      A zap to my thigh brought me out of my head and had me cursing out loud. “There goes my damn phone.” Which could have been useful.

      What’s next? I wondered. Flame demons?

      Don’t even joke about that, Zay replied, her mind rioting at the very notion of fiery minions running after us with flame breath. Some of hell’s creatures really deserved their isolation. Those little fuckers were among that designation.

      Narissa cried out as her long dress snagged on a rock, yanking her backward. I treaded my way toward her, the thick substance resembling liquid molasses as I tried to swim through it. It took several firm strokes to reach her. I yanked her dress free, and Zaya yelped behind me.

      “Something’s got me!” she yelled, disappearing beneath the putrid surface as I faced her.

      Fuck! I boosted Narissa up onto a piece of solid black land—away from the lava—then turned for Zaya. Only, she was already on the surface, holding what appeared to be a severed fin.

      “Narissa’s right,” she said, swimming toward me. “Get out of the swamp.”

      Don’t need to tell me twice. I pulled myself up onto the piece of land beside Narissa and reached in to help Zaya follow.

      “Should I even ask what’s in this… river?” I questioned Narissa as I stared into the deep, murky substance.

      “All Neptune’s people descended from sea creatures,” she replied softly. “Some of us evolved into more human forms. Others weren’t so lucky and kept to the waters.”

      “But you all shape-shift into something, right?” That was my understanding of Neptune’s inhabitants—they took on various sea beasts when in their demonic form.

      “The strongest of us, yes. But the creatures here can’t take on a humanoid body.” She swallowed and ripped the fabric from her long gown, freeing her legs. “We need to stay out of the swamps as much as possible because otherwise they will drag us down to the depths, and we won’t be seen again.”

      Zaya stepped forward and used her knife to help Narissa remove the final scraps of her dress. “How do these creatures compare to the River Styx inhabitants?” she asked.

      “About the same, just different in formation. River Styx drowns souls. This place consumes all life, regardless of if the body still thrives.” Narissa glanced at the murky waters. “These creatures have never been shown any compassion. They’ve been forgotten and starved, treated as unworthy. All because of their inability to shift.”

      Sadness filled her expression.

      “This is what my kingdom has become beneath a dispassionate rule,” she whispered. “All traces of humanity gone.” She studied the swamp for a long moment before releasing a humorless laugh. “I should have known this would be my fate. My father always said he should have buried me out here with the other broken members of our kind.”

      “Your father’s a dick,” Zaya said bluntly.

      Narissa merely shrugged. “He’s a king driven by a need for power and by a daughter who longs to follow in his footsteps to greatness. I don’t see them as family, really. Although, I would have liked to say goodbye to my mother.”

      “So those dragons were programmed to bring you here to die?” I asked, arching a brow. “Seems rather harsh considering your royal status.”

      “Neptune is not what it once was.” Her gaze returned to the mud. “No one fights my father’s rule. No one questions his laws. Everyone just… complies. So yes, he sent me here to die. And no one will think much of it.”

      “Because you left a room,” I replied.

      “I betrayed his orders,” she corrected, glancing at me with a note of defiance in her gaze. “Many times,” she clarified. “He set up strict rules in his absence, Prince Grigory. I was instructed not to cross the threshold. I knew what would happen, which is why I told you not to take me.”

      “You didn’t exactly fight for your freedom,” I pointed out.

      “I could say you startled me.” Her lips curled. “But it’d probably be a lie. Defying my father is a game of mine.”

      “Then you have a plan for escaping this hellhole?” I asked, standing up with Zaya at my side.

      Narissa shook her head and pushed up off the ground as well. “All I do is survive. Which I’ve proven rather resilient at.” She lifted her face to the dark sky. “We should probably start moving. The sun will be up soon, and it’s my understanding that Noxia demons prefer the night for a reason.”

      I followed her gaze upward. “A little sunlight won’t kill me.” It would just make it hard to see. My kind was weakened by brightness, our eyes sharpened for the dark, not the light. It would also likely redden my pale complexion.

      I’ll protect you, Zaya said, reaching for my hand.

      I know, I replied, giving her fingers a squeeze. “So which way should we go?” Falling from the sky had screwed up my sense of direction, and every angle appeared the same.

      Narissa shifted her focus around us, spinning in a slow circle. “Perhaps that way?” she suggested.

      “You don’t know your way out of here?” I phrased it as a question, but I could read in her expression that she didn’t. Which wasn’t a great sign for us.

      “This is admittedly my first trip to the barren lands,” she replied. “So I don’t have a built-in map quite yet.”

      Her comment had me glancing at Zaya. What about you?

      She gazed up at me. You think I have a map in my head?

      Maybe. You knew your way around the city.

      Zaya’s throat worked, her cheeks losing a touch of color. Right. Puzzle in my brain.

      It’s a beautiful puzzle, I whispered to her, my lips curling on one side.

      Even if I have a map, I’m not sure we can trust it.

      I’d prefer to rely on your mind over a suggested direction, I replied. Give it a try, Zay. See what you find.

      She stared at me for a long moment before dipping her head in a nod.

      “What’s happening?” Narissa asked.

      I held up a finger, silencing her for a moment. “We’re conferring.”

      Zaya ignored our comments and knelt, placing her palm on the solid rock we stood upon. She shut her eyes, focusing inside her mind. I followed her train of thought, watching the magic unfold inside her as a wisp of information led her to the details she sought.

      My lips parted in fascination as her hand tensed inside mine.

      How do I know this? she asked, a note of confusion underlying her tone. This isn’t possible, Grigory.

      It’s definitely not a form of magic I’m familiar with, I admitted. But it’s useful as hell.

      What if it’s wrong?

      There’s only one way to find out, I told her.

      Another test?

      I nodded. “Another test,” I replied out loud, then looked at Narissa. “We’ll be following Zay’s directions.”
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      Yep. It’s official.

      I wanted to burn Neptune’s swamplands to the ground. Mostly because the sun overhead was fucking unbearable.

      Fortunately, Zaya could see just fine. She kept her hand in mine, leading me through land mines of swamp-laden surfaces, past streams of volcanic lava, and through the rocky terrain of the border fields.

      It took hours.

      And the sun had been up for over half of them.

      I cursed as I stumbled forward, hating the weakness of not being able to see. But Zaya kept me steady, her strength a beacon in the blinding heat of this plane.

      We’re almost there, she promised me.

      The words were more of a platitude than anything, as I already knew how much farther we had to go, thanks to our mental connection. She brought up her magical compass several times, checking it frequently as we moved silently through the murky insanity.

      Now, more than ever, I wanted to research her powers. Because what she was doing shouldn’t be feasible. She traversed this kingdom as if it were part of her, which wasn’t possible at all.

      This new gift certainly didn’t come from my blood or her halfling heritage. A mortal could have a sense of direction, but this was something else entirely.

      It was as though the realm existed inside her.

      And not just Neptune, but all realms.

      Noxia, I could somewhat understand with her link through me.

      Graystall made sense, too, because of her mother.

      But Neptune? Nope. No sense there.

      Not helping, she muttered.

      Sorry. It’s just…

      Insane, she finished for me. Yep. Quite aware, thank you.

      At least it’s helpful, I added, using my excuse from before.

      She snorted and said nothing else, leading me through the—

      “Watch out!” Narissa shouted from behind us.

      Zaya and I both jumped back as a giant green sea creature with various spikes on its body emerged from a swamp and leapt over the rock to a different pool of water.

      Seeing it all through Zaya’s mind made my heart race and caused me to hate my lack of vision all the more. Fuck.

      Sorry, Zay replied. I was focused on the map.

      It’s okay.

      “This place makes the River Styx appear calm and tranquil,” Zaya muttered.

      “Not all of Neptune’s areas are like this one,” Narissa murmured, her voice serene as we started walking again. “Our realm has some spectacular waterfalls. I visited them once when I was young. The creatures there were a lot more beautiful than those here in the barren lands. There are fish of all different colors, too.”

      “How long have you been in the tower?” Zaya asked, her thumb drifting over my hand to warn me of an upcoming step that her mind showed me a second before I moved.

      “A decade or so,” Narissa replied.

      I can’t even imagine, Zaya said to me.

      Neither can I.

      We all walked in silence for the next hour, the sun bearing down on me causing a migraine to pulsate behind my eyes. I’d taken off my jacket and draped it over my head, but I could feel the rays of energy zapping my strength little by little.

      I fucking hate the sun.

      Do you need blood? Zaya asked.

      I will after we’re done here, I admitted. It’ll help rejuvenate me.

      You can take mine.

      I smiled. You don’t want me snacking on anyone else, hmm?

      No. A flat answer lacking in amusement.

      I drew my thumb over her skin, giving her a gentle squeeze. You’re the only one I want, Zay.

      She didn’t say anything for a long moment, but I sensed the hesitation in her mind.

      I don’t want Narissa, I told her softly. Yes, she’s much more amenable than her twin sister, but I won’t marry her. Even if my mother demands it, I’m done choosing duty over my own happiness.

      What do you mean? she asked softly.

      I mean that I’ve chosen you, Zay.

      After one night in bed together?

      I scoffed at that. It’s been a lot more than a night, Zaya, and you know it. We’ve been dancing around this attraction for months.

      Yet you kept bringing other women back to your rooms, she replied. Fucking them and not me.

      I haven’t slept with another woman in over six months, I countered, annoyed by my past and her using it against me. And even before that, there weren’t that many women, Zay. Not after you arrived. I always put you first, and I always will.

      She grew silent, mulling over my words while we traversed a few more rocky surfaces, the stench of burning flesh finally starting to subside. We were nearing the edge now. I could feel it in the air, see it in her mind, and smell the freshness of a new terrain approaching.

      I’m not jealous of your past, Zaya finally said. I understand why you… enjoyed yourself. But I won’t like it if that continues.

      The admission was soft. Hesitant. As if she expected me to pull away and laugh at her subtle request for commitment.

      Zay, you’re the only woman I want. Not just now, but forever. I told you, I claimed you. And you claimed me. That wasn’t just bullshit, Zay. I meant it.

      She didn’t reply right away, her mind processing my words. Then I felt her nod. Okay.

      Okay? I repeated.

      Okay, she murmured. We’re committed to each other. And you won’t marry or even look at Narissa.

      I laughed out loud, startling whatever wildlife existed around us. Birds, I thought, checking Zaya’s vision. Then I chuckled again and shook my head. I can assure you, I have no interest in Narissa.

      “You’re both rather strange,” the female in question stated.

      “We are,” Zaya agreed. “But it’s why he’s mine.”

      Possessive, little minx, I taunted, amused and floored at the same time. She’s not a threat to you.

      I know. And she did. I could see the truth of it in her mind. I’m glad you’re mine, she added.

      I’m glad you’re mine, too, I replied. Now let’s figure out how to get the fuck out of here.
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        * * *

      

      The sun was setting when we finally found our way back to a speck of civilization, and it set before we reached the entrance to the village.

      Narissa didn’t recognize the province, but Zaya did. When she mentioned the name, Narissa perked up and said she knew just where to go.

      That ended up being an old servant’s house.

      An older female with bright orange hair and yellow skin embraced Narissa with the warmest of hugs, her eyes tearing up at seeing the girl she once knew all grown up. Then her nose had curled upon finding us in our existing wardrobe.

      She offered us showers and clothes, something I was entirely too grateful for, and also provided us with something to eat.

      The latter wasn’t my favorite—all the food fish-sourced—but I indulged in as much as I could to be kind.

      Zaya rested against my shoulder, her blue hair fresh from the shower, her eyes closed.

      I need to get in touch with Adrik, I told her.

      She nodded without opening her eyes. M’kay.

      I kissed the top of her head. How about you take a nap while I go find a new phone? My wallet was ruined, but the demon credits inside were fine. I’d use them in the village to purchase a few essential things, such as boots that actually fit.

      Leaving Zaya with Narissa and Greza—the former palace servant—I set out to wander around the small village. It existed near the border of Noxia. There was a shimmering wall between the realms that required authorization to pass through, which was one of the reasons I needed Adrik. Without my portal charm, I’d have to go via the formal methods, and that wasn’t going to work.

      It took me only a few minutes to find the stores I needed, the first being footwear and the second being a small electronics store. They were both open, despite the later hour. Which made sense with their location near Noxia. I imagined that demons from my kingdom sometimes ventured over for small things, and my kind tended to stay up through all hours of the night.

      “Thank you,” I said to the final clerk. He’d helped get my new phone set up on the appropriate network. It had cost a minor fortune since I didn’t want to reveal my identity to him, but it was worth it to have a proper communication channel again.

      I quickly sent off a text to Adrik while walking back to the house.

      His response came several minutes later. I translated our old language in my head and smirked. Thank. Fuck. I thought you were dead or something.

      I typed off a reply. No. Just had a long date in a swamp with Zaya. How’s my mother?

      Narissa met me at the door as I entered, her green eyes vibrant. “Did you find what you needed?”

      “Yes.” I moved past her to find Zaya curled up on the couch, lost to sleep. I bent to kiss her temple just as Adrik replied. Not good. I can’t figure out how to undo this damn hypnosis. I’ve tried everything, including slapping her. And she didn’t even react to that.

      Shit, I thought. Have you called… him? I asked, referring to Lucifer.

      He’s a last resort was the reply.

      I wiped a hand over my face and shook my head.

      “What is it?” Narissa asked. She’d changed into another dress, this one much plainer than the gown she had on before.

      “My mother seems to have fallen victim to the hypnosis,” I muttered. “I have no idea how to fix it.” I told her some of the things that had happened, how my mother seemed to be under the control of another, and how the same hypnosis had impacted Zaya.

      “Oh” was Narissa’s response. Then she turned and left without another word, causing me to frown after her.

      And she said Zaya and I were strange.

      Whatever.

      I exchanged a few more notes with Adrik, discussing a plan for getting the three of us back to Noxia. We eventually decided the delivery of a new portal charm would work best so we could teleport directly back to the palace. I’ll discuss with Valora who to send was Adrik’s last message.

      Setting the phone down, I knelt on the floor beside my sleeping warrior and brushed the back of my hand over her cheek. She didn’t stir, but her lips parted as if she desired a kiss. I gifted her a gentle one, ghosting my mouth over hers, then lay on the floor beside her to get some rest myself.

      I’d just started to doze when the clearing of a throat had me opening my eyes once more. Narissa stood in the doorway with a bag in her hand. “This is what your mother needs.”

      I blinked at her. “What?”

      She held up the bag. “This is what your mother needs,” she repeated.

      “I—”

      My phone buzzed, interrupting me. I grabbed the device and read Adrik’s latest message. Sending Jeremiah. He’ll be there in ten minutes. I’d already given Adrik our location.

      We’ll be ready, I shot back at him, then refocused on Narissa. “What’s in the bag?”

      “An antivenom,” she replied. “I had it made with the local ingredients. One sniff of this and she’ll wake up.”

      I gaped at her. “You know what hypnotized my mother?”

      “Not what,” she replied. “Who.”

      “Your sister?”

      She shook her head. “No, that’s not her gift. She turns her subjects to proverbial stone, shells of their former selves. What you described sounds like Charis’s gift. He’s quite skilled at hypnosis and holding control over his victims. Strange, though, that your Zay fell out of his spell. Perhaps he meant it to be temporary.”

      “Charis?” I repeated.

      “My sister’s consort,” she replied. “Surely you’ve met him?”

      I had, but I’d forgotten his name. “You’re telling me Napia’s consort hypnotized my mother and Zaya?”

      “It sounds like it, but we won’t know for sure until you try administering the antidote. If it works, then yes, it’s him.”

      “How do you know this?”

      Her smile was sad. “Because I’ve been under his spell countless times before. He likes to… play.”

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what that meant but suspected the worst. “That’s how you know the antidote.”

      She nodded. “One of the guards used to help me…” She trailed off, her gaze falling to the ground. “Well, at least it’s useful now. I hope.”

      “I guess we’ll find out in a few minutes when Jeremiah arrives,” I replied, pushing up off the floor. No time for sleep now. We had a kingdom to save.
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      “Her consort?” I repeated, gaping at Grigory.

      He’d woken me moments ago, informing me Jeremiah was here to take us back to Noxia.

      “Yes. That’s what Narissa thinks. She gave us a potential antidote,” Grigory replied. “So the plan is, Jeremiah is going to portal us back to the palace, directly into my mother’s wing, and I’m going to place the bag under her nose.”

      “And we’re sure she’s in her rooms?” Jeremiah had confirmed that the alarms would blare upon our return since we were currently being hunted, so I wanted to be sure we had her location before attempting this suicide mission.

      Grigory nodded. “Yes, Adrik confirmed it.”

      “Okay. What’s our backup plan if Narissa’s antidote doesn’t work?”

      “I knock my mother out.” He said the words so seriously that I had no doubt he meant them.

      “Right.” I swallowed. “I, uh, guess… I guess that’s what we’ll do.”

      He pulled me in for a kiss. It’s the best plan we have.

      What if Napia is waiting for us?

      We kill her. He uttered the statement with clarity.

      Just like that?

      Just like that, he replied. You up for this, Zay? I know it’s been a long day.

      You’re the one going on hours of sunlight and no blood.

      Yeah, but I’m running on pure adrenaline now. That bitch hurt my family, and she’s threatened my kingdom. It’s time to send the serpent back to where she came from.

      Zaya nodded. That I can get behind.

      Good. He kissed my forehead, then turned toward Jeremiah and Narissa. They’d been politely chatting near the doorway.

      Jeremiah wore a Nova Kingdom star pendant signifying his placement as a lieutenant in Valora’s court. I hadn’t seen him since the wedding but remembered his kind smile well. He took his job seriously, which was evident in the way he remained in protective mode beside Narissa.

      “Ready?” the guard asked us, his blue eyes piercing as they went to Grigory.

      “Yes,” he replied. He had the bag from Narissa in his hand. Inside was some sort of mint leaf dipped in lime. Or that was how it smelled to me, anyway. It actually resembled a fig branch. The markings on it were what produced the aroma.

      Jeremiah stepped forward with the amulet in his hand. “Everyone, grab onto me.”

      Narissa followed suit first, her arm threading through his. I touched his wrist, my opposite palm going to Grigory’s shoulder as he clasped Jeremiah’s shoulder with his free hand.

      Space and time warped around us as the portal engaged, whisking us to the familiar grounds of Noxia palace. My stomach rolled with the motion, not because it felt weird but because of my nerves.

      I’d portalled plenty of times. It was more of a minor nuisance to my conscious.

      But I’d never teleported directly into a violent situation before.

      The moment our feet touched the ground, the alarms roared loudly, just as Jeremiah said they would. He blinked out as soon as we materialized, his primary task to guard Valora and Adrik, leaving the three of us to face Lux alone.

      Grigory was moving before I even had a second to study our surroundings. He drove his fist into a nearby guard, kicked another, then plowed through the door into his mother’s bedroom chamber.

      Power whirled in the air as she ignited some sort of spell meant to stun.

      Grigory growled in response.

      Shit. I spun into action, taking down a third guard with a hit to his throat. I didn’t want to kill them, as I feared they were all under the same hypnosis and it felt wrong to hurt them when their minds weren’t their own.

      Energy hummed around me while I took on a fourth guard, his sword slicing through the air and directly for my throat. I stumbled backward, alarmed, only to gasp as Narissa released a ball of green energy directly into his torso.

      He gasped and fell to his knees, the sword clattering to the ground.

      “What the hell was that?” I demanded.

      “Stun powder,” she replied, shrugging. “He’ll be fine in a few hours.”

      “You could do that, and you’re just now telling us?”

      “It’s not something I like to do,” she replied. “It exhausts my minimal power reserves.”

      I opened my mouth to say something, then forgot my words as fire raged through the doorway of Lux’s room.

      I gaped at the inferno, then dove to the side as it flashed by me. Grigory snapped something unflattering at his mother about manners and ignited his own power in response. It nearly suffocated me on impact, his strength so intense it literally sucked all the air out of the room as he retaliated against his mother.

      It was all mental.

      A battle of wills.

      I felt him compelling her, demanding she kneel.

      She responded with another fiery ball, but it lacked the punch from before.

      I ran to the doorway in time to see her legs give out beneath her, her eyes furious as she stared at her son.

      And then he waved the fig beneath her nose.

      Rage poured off her.

      Followed by a hint of confusion.

      “Do it again,” I urged him, noting the flicker of color in her aura.

      He did, this time holding it beneath her nostrils and forcing her with his mind to inhale. She gasped, the wind swirling through the room dying in an instant as she fell to the floor at his feet, her hair a tangled mess of dark waves.

      Grigory released her from his mind and knelt beside her, his fingers running through her thick locks. She panted in response, her chest heaving with exertion as a myriad of colors slammed into her aura.

      The most prominent was red.

      Anger, I thought. Because I could feel her fury. But it was no longer directed at her son.

      “Charis,” she choked out, confirming what Narissa had told Grigory.

      The Neptune princess took the bag from the floor and pulled out another fig, then returned to the sitting room to press the item to each guard’s nose.

      “It’s not just Charis,” Grigory said softly, drawing my attention back to him. “It’s Napia, too.” He went back onto his heels and blew out a breath. “I have a lot to tell you, Mother. But let’s get you a drink before I start.”
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        * * *

      

      Lux didn’t say a word while Grigory told her about the army, the sea dragons, and Narissa being the true heir to the Neptune sovereignty. As soon as Narissa had corroborated the statement, Jeremiah had returned at Grigory’s request to take the princess to Valora and Adrik.

      I remained behind and listened as Grigory continued the story by telling her how we escaped. Which included a detailed account of my growing powers.

      “So before you tell me she’s not a worthy mate, consider everything I’ve just said. And understand me when I say that she’s mine and there’s no fucking way I’m marrying Napia. The only female I want is Zaya,” he concluded, his arm stretched out behind me on the couch.

      He leaned back and waited for her to say something.

      She had a cup of tea in her hand and a blanket draped around her slim shoulders.

      Her guards were back at their posts, their auras blaring red with anger from having been duped by a sea demon.

      Lux’s aura, however, had cooled a bit, to a strange yellowish orange. “I see” was all she said before taking another sip of her tea and carefully setting it on the table beside her.

      “Do you?” Grigory countered. “Because I mean it. I’m not marrying that sea witch.”

      “Oh, that’s quite evident,” she replied before brushing her skirt with her palms and standing. “Lucifer,” she called into the surrounding air.

      I started. Oh, no…

      The room crackled with darkness, and I tensed against Grigory as the King of the Underworld materialized beside her. He was dressed in a sharp suit, his eyes dark with interest as he looked directly at Lux.

      “Yes, my love?” he asked, pulling her in for a kiss.

      Lux placed her hand against his chest, pushing him back a little. “I think you have some explaining to do.”

      “Why? What have I done this time?” Lucifer nudged Lux’s hand away and pulled her tight to his body.

      Grigory coughed, causing Lucifer to glance at him. “Ah, Prince Grigory,” he greeted, the devil in his midnight gaze. “Oh, and my darling Zaya, my prized creation. How lovely to see you both.”

      He held out a hand, forcing Grigory to stand to shake it. Then he pulled me in to graze my cheek with a kiss.

      The familiarity of that touch burned inside me.

      We’d only met in passing, mostly because of his daughter.

      Yet he stared at me warmly now, as if he knew every detail about me.

      My prized creation, he’d said. What does that mean?

      “I think you’d better explain yourself, darling.” Queen Lux shifted away from her lover. “This has your mark written all over it. Colorful auras? Knowledge of realms not yet visited?” She arched a brow. “What have you done this time?”

      Lucifer smiled, releasing Lux to walk toward me. “Yes, I suppose an explanation is needed.”

      Grigory stepped closer to me, his palm finding my lower back, but said nothing. We all knew better than to demand something from the King of Darkness. Only Lux was brave enough to question him, and her relationship with him was… unique.

      Lucifer studied our joined position, a smug grin appearing on his face. “I see my plan has worked perfectly.”

      “What plan?” Grigory asked softly, his mind riddled with tension. He wanted to command Lucifer to stop playing games, but he held himself back.

      “Yes, darling. What plan?” Lux echoed.

      “Why, she’s a present to you, my love,” Lucifer replied, glancing at her with a look of astute adoration. “A gift to please you, as I know that if your son is happy, then you’re happy. And when you’re pleased, then so am I.” He held his hand out to Lux, and she came to his side once more, her eyes glittering with approval. He pressed a kiss to her lips.

      “And how is Zaya a gift for me and my son?” she asked him.

      “She’s unique and exquisite.” He spun her around and pulled her back to his chest. “The harbinger of the apocalypse, to be precise,” he murmured into her ear. “One of my best creations. Just wait until her powers really bloom.”

      My lips parted. “I’m… wh-what?”

      Grigory echoed my sentiment.

      But it was Lux who asked, “And why would I want that as a gift?”

      “Because she’s the perfect mate for your son, darling. He’s a strong man, and no ordinary demon would suffice. So I created Zaya by taking pieces of all my horsemen and placing them inside her soul before using her mother as a surrogate.”

      My lungs stopped working.

      That didn’t make any sense.

      I knew my parents.

      This couldn’t be right.

      And what horsemen?

      “Have you started sucking out souls yet?” Lucifer asked me.

      I gaped at him in response.

      “Ah, yes, I see you haven’t. Well. That’s coming.” He glanced at Grigory. “She just needs a little bit more of your blood, I think. That’ll do the trick.”

      “My blood?”

      “Mmm, yes, you’re the key to unlocking the box, so to speak. It’s part of your true betrothal.” Lucifer frowned at him. “You couldn’t possibly think I wanted you to marry that horrid snake of a female?” Silence fell. “Oh. You did.” His lips went to Lux’s ear. “Really, darling. You know me better than that.”

      “Well, I didn’t foresee this,” she replied, an angry gleam in her gaze. “You mated death, famine, war, and pestilence into a Graystall halfling, all to appease my son?”

      He shrugged. “My four horsemen, my four kingdoms. Yes. But for you more than anyone else.” He sounded pleased with himself. “She’s a product of Graystall, Nova, Noxia, and Neptune. A beautiful creation, I might add. And a fitting queen for your son.”

      Caluçon had felt like home.

      Then Noxia.

      Then Neptune.

      No wonder I recognized the realms. They were part of me. They’d crafted foreign memories in my mind of kingdoms I’d never visited yet knew.

      This can’t be real.

      I pinched myself, certain I’d fallen into another insane nightmare. All that walking through the swamp had left me exhausted. Clearly, this was just my mind fucking with me.

      I’m just a normal person.

      Grigory’s blood awoke my powers. Sort of.

      This isn’t really happening.

      “You’re absolutely not normal, and this is absolutely real,” Lucifer replied, hearing my mind. “And it isn’t Grigory’s blood that truly awoke your powers. It was life experiences that placed the key in the box; he merely turned the latch when he saved you. And most recently, he opened the box, through love.”

      I didn’t understand at first.

      Then the memories came, causing me to stiffen. “Necros,” I whispered.

      Grigory growled, pulling me more firmly into his side as if he could protect me from the truth. But it was already in my past. It’d already happened.

      “Yes,” Lucifer replied flatly, allowing me to glimpse the powerful man beneath the veneer.

      The true depiction of evil.

      The creator of the Underworld.

      The Devil himself.

      “The attack brought your powers to the surface, and imbibing Grigory’s blood accelerated the process. It’s why you’ve been able to adapt so quickly. Why the auras, your strength, and the memories of my horsemen are all awakening inside you now.”

      “And having me tormented, nearly broken, was truly necessary?” I asked him, my ire mounting inside. Because how cruel and fucked up was that? He’d done the same thing to Valora, his twisted mind working in ways of punishment and torturous fate. Surely there was another way to unlock power in this universe?!

      “Yes. It was the only way.” No apology, just an emotionless statement. Seeing him with Lux, holding her as his prized possession, almost made him relatable. But I saw the darkness inside him, the savageness guiding his harsh resolves.

      This was a male who thrived on violence and pain.

      Yet he fancied himself the creator of our kind.

      A monster.

      A king who enjoyed playing with pawns over his eternal chessboard.

      And I’d been his latest move.

      “It had to occur to give you the purpose I intended,” he continued. “You’re not a harbinger for the human realm, Zaya. You’re meant for the Underworld, where your primary function will be to rid my realms of dark souls. Particularly, to destroy those who seek pleasure in the pain of others without remorse. Now that you’re familiar with them, you can remove them.”

      Souls like yours? I wanted to ask him. Hadn’t he gotten pleasure in my torment? Sacrificing me like a lamb for slaughter with the expectation of watching me grow?

      “That sounds like more than just a gift for my mother,” Grigory pointed out. “Seems like you want Zaya to remove anyone who might pose a threat to you.”

      “And to your mother,” he added, kissing her on the temple before releasing her. He moved to her side, facing Grigory. “But yes. It’s a perk. However, I also did this to ensure your happiness. Oh, and to stop the joining of two realms. Nothing good will come from that.”

      He made it sound so simple, as if my life were a mere game to him. And I supposed it was. “Is there anything else I need to know about my true origins?” I asked him. “Any other surprises lying in wait?”

      “No, I think that’s it.” He turned thoughtful, as if taking my questions seriously, and began ticking items off a list. “Harbinger of the Underworld. Created from the four horsemen. Strong. Kill any demons with black auras that you see. Live happily ever after with Grigory. Make Lux happy. Yes, that’s the summary, I believe.”

      “Only black?” I asked him. “I see many colors.”

      “Yes, those are their energy signatures coming through, typically tied to emotion. Should make things interesting for you.”

      Interesting, I thought. An understatement.

      I stopped for a moment and stared at Lucifer, noting his lack of an aura. Oh, I knew his soul was black deep within. But on the surface, I couldn’t see anything at all. “So, what if I don’t see an aura?”

      Lucifer grinned, clearly amused. “Then you remember you’re talking to me, and I’m not known for revealing my true intentions.”

      Of course not.

      Why would he?

      Lux sighed. “Really, Lucifer, this is… a lot.”

      He glanced at her. “It’s no different than raising Adrik for Valora. I crafted the perfect queen for your little king. Surely you see that?”

      “You played with my fate,” I replied, my annoyance mounting. “You had me raped to awaken my powers.”

      He returned his focus to me, his expression hardening. “One night of torment to unlock a lifetime of power. You’re welcome.”

      My teeth ground together at the condescending tone, and a knife fell into my hand at my side before I could even think it through. And then it went sailing through the air, aimed directly for his chest.

      Lucifer caught it with a flick of his wrist.

      He eyed it with interest, then set the knife on the table beside him, and smiled at me before looking at Lux once more. “So, when’s the wedding? I’ve been looking forward to this day for some time.”
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      Zaya slept, her mind quiet.

      After the last however many hours we’d been awake, I wasn’t surprised. Not only had we been through hell, but Lucifer had just dropped a huge bomb on her.

      On the one hand, she finally had answers.

      On the other, it was a total mindfuck.

      I sighed, leaning down to kiss her on the forehead. Sleep well, my love. She moved on the bed, a smile crossing over her face as though she heard me. Given everything else thriving between us, she probably had.

      A harbinger of the Underworld.

      A position of great power created out of the four realms and their horsemen.

      My head spun as I tried ineffectually to digest all the information I’d heard. 

      Auras.

      Four horsemen.

      A gift. 

      The latter was the part that stuck in my head. Zaya was a present from Lucifer to me. How did I even start to digest that? The horrors of her life were linked to me. They were done to her because of me.

      I wasn’t naïve enough to blame myself, but it hurt to know she’d been tormented in a game of fate, all because Lucifer wanted to create the perfect bride.

      For me.

      A soft knock at the main door to my suite brought me out of my reflection. Stealing a last look at Zaya, I moved from the bedroom to the outer sitting area.

      At least I knew it wouldn’t be Napia.

      My mother had sent the guards to her quarters to demand her arrest, only to find out that the bitch had fled with her consort and her father. I knew it wouldn’t be the last we saw of them, but at least I had some peace tonight.

      I opened the door and found Valora on the other side wearing a worried expression.

      “May I come in?” she asked.

      I responded by moving out of her way and gesturing her into my sitting area. She walked past me, her long pink skirt swishing against the ground.

      “Adrik told me what Lucifer said about Zaya,” she said softly, pausing in the center of my room with her hands clasped before her. “Is she okay?”

      I cocked my head toward the bedroom. “She’s pissed, yet thankful to understand her history. I’m not sure how she’ll feel in the morning about it, but for now, she appears to be resting peacefully.”

      Valora nodded, her expression darkening. “I really have the worst father in the world, don’t I?”

      I grunted. “Yeah, you kind of do.” I motioned for her to sit down while I fixed us some drinks. Blood wine for me, regular wine for her. She accepted the glass with gratitude, then relaxed into my sofa while I took over the chair adjacent to her.

      “Your father is…” I trailed off, shaking my head and unable to continue that statement. “I can understand his intentions, and I see the way he is with our mother. He obviously cares for her, but to put Zaya through everything with Necros, similar to what he did to you…” I also couldn’t finish that sentence without losing myself in a string of curses.

      I swallowed a gulp of my wine before adding, “The most fucked-up part about all of this is that I’m glad Zaya is in my life, which makes me feel selfish as hell.”

      Valora considered that while taking a much smaller sip from her glass. “I think Adrik felt similarly at first. He was furious with Lucifer, yet grateful for my existence, and it created a bit of a conundrum.”

      “It feels wrong to be thankful, and yet…”

      “You are,” she finished for me. “Lucifer’s methods aren’t kind, but they do work. I’m a better ruler for my kingdom and more powerful from the trials he put me through. He also emboldened my spirit, forcing me to see the good in every situation rather than thrive on my growing strengths. To do that, I had to know what it was like to not feel privileged and protected, to better respect my own natural gifts.”

      “And you think his methods were what was best for Zay?” I wondered out loud.

      “I think you already know how his methods have impacted her. She’s stronger than ever before. She’s confident. And most importantly, she’s found love.” Her eyes glittered at that last part. “But it took you long enough to act on it. I truly thought putting you in the same room at the wedding would help spur things along, but you’re both so stubborn.”

      “You put us in the same room on purpose?” It had shocked the hell out of us both that night, but we’d rolled with it. I’d taken the couch, while she’d slept on the bed.

      “Actually, Adrik did.”

      I nearly sputtered out the sip of wine I’d just pulled into my mouth. It was a struggle to swallow. “Adrik?”

      “You don’t think he’s blind, do you? He’s known about your attraction for months, just as I have. It’s quite obvious, you know.” Valora folded her hands neatly in her lap, the stunning pink diamond engagement ring Adrik gave her sparkled in the lights of my room. I needed to find something as pretty for Zaya when I made her my wife. Possibly in the color blue.

      And wow, where had that thought come from?

      “You’re good for her,” Valora added, approval evident in her tone.

      “Am I?” I asked, setting my glass to the side and rubbing a hand over my face. “I just can’t wrap my head around all of this. Lucifer created her for me, yet she’s a harbinger for him, too. Does that mean she has to collect souls all the time? Won’t that put her life in constant danger?”

      Valora laughed softly. “Oh, I think it’s actually rather appropriate. It’s giving her what she always needed.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Power. And I don’t mean the kind that rules kingdoms, but the kind that comes from the soul. She grew up a halfling, the lowest of the low in Graystall society, and she’s blossomed into a beautiful warrior. Her confidence shines, as does her heart. I think this is the right path for her, even if I don’t agree with the road Lucifer forced her down to get there.”

      I considered that. “She’s very strong.”

      “Yes.”

      “I intend to keep her.”

      “I know,” Valora replied. “And I don’t think she’d give you a choice at this point.”

      My lips twitched. “I think you might be right about that.”

      We finished our wine in silence, then Valora rose to signal her leave. I pulled her into a hug, thanking her for her insight. “It’s not that bad having a sister,” I said, releasing her.

      “It’s not that bad having a brother,” she returned, winking at me. “But if you hurt my best friend, I will kill you.”

      I nearly laughed; however, the serious glimmer in her eyes told me that would be the wrong response. “I’ll never hurt her.”

      “I know. Because if you do, I’ll kill you.”

      “Double threat,” I drawled. “Got it.”

      “Good.” She broke the serious stare and grinned. “Now go—”

      An explosion outside rattled the palace walls, causing me to stiffen.

      Grigory! Zaya cried out into my mind.

      I ran into the bedroom and collapsed beside her on the bed. What is it?

      Death, she whispered into my mind, her arms wrapped around her stomach as she curled into a ball. I… I can feel their dead souls… They’re here. Death is here.
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      It burned.

      The darkness loomed.

      My vision wavered.

      Everything… shattered.

      I couldn’t focus, forgot how to breathe, the onslaught of death suffocating me.

      Grigory’s voice echoed over my head, but I couldn’t hear him, the enchantment weaving its way over the land agonizing my soul.

      I struggled against it, trying to cut myself loose from the suffocating net. What kind of power is this? I wondered, feeling the push of an unnatural energy source coming straight for the palace. It felt as if I were the target, the invisible ropes wrapping around me and squeezing the life from my lungs.

      Stop! Grigory shouted into my mind, his presence a splash of cold water to my senses. He yanked me forward, his power shadowing mine, providing me with the building blocks I needed to climb out of the darkness.

      Dim light spilled in through my lids, my chest heaving with the force required to steal a deep breath. I shuddered, my limbs reminding me of cement blocks, weighing me down on the bed. I can’t move, I realized, panicking. I can’t move!

      “Shh,” Grigory whispered. “Focus on me.”

      I couldn’t see him, but I felt his lips against my ear.

      “Breathe, baby,” he encouraged me. “And try to blink.”

      I did, my vision clearing a little more each time to reveal the high ceilings of his bedroom. Then Valora’s worried expression came into view as she stared down at me from above. I frowned at her. Valora?

      She came in to talk to me about Lucifer, Grigory explained softly into my mind.

      A vibration beneath my back had him cursing.

      “What the fuck is going on?” a deep voice demanded from nearby.

      Adrik, my mind supplied. Why do I feel so loopy? Like I’m cemented in a dream?

      You didn’t get enough sleep, Grigory replied. And you were going on about death.

      I blinked once more, then gasped in a breath upon remembering the dark cloud covering Noxia Kingdom. An army of death, I breathed into his mind. Their souls were pure black, intoxicating and consuming. I could feel them through my connection to the realm, their auras vapid, just like the soldiers in Neptune.

      My power was still evolving, just as Lucifer promised it would. I wanted to groan, but another vibration of the bed had me yelping instead.

      Adrik and Valora were speaking quickly, their words floating in and out of my head. Something about being under attack—which, yeah, obviously that was the problem.

      “You can’t kill them,” I heard Narissa interject.

      Is everyone in your bedroom? I asked Grigory.

      Yes. His fingers brushed my cheek. Just focus on trying to wiggle your toes. You’re almost there, Zay.

      I wanted to ask him what the hell had happened to me but decided to work on being able to move first while the conversation continued to flow around me.

      “Do you have a better solution?” Adrik demanded, referring to the soldiers and Narissa’s request not to kill them.

      “Napia is controlling them,” she said. “If you can disassociate her from her power source, it’ll force her to release the hold she has over their minds.”

      “What about your father?” Valora asked.

      “He’s not the threat,” Narissa replied. “It’s my sister. The power has gone to her mind, blackening her soul and unleashing her inner monster. Take her down, and the army falls.”

      “And your father can’t absorb the power to reinitiate the army?” Valora pressed.

      “As far as I know, no, he can’t, but it would be wise for us to subdue him as well.”

      By the time Narissa finished, my limbs were tingling again. The invisible net appeared to be slowly disappearing, granting me my freedom once more.

      “And what’s happening to Zaya?” Adrik asked, his tone less commanding than before but still underlined in clear frustration.

      “It’s Napia,” Narissa informed everyone. “This is what she does—she paralyzes. The attack on Zaya was pointed. I’m surprised she’s recovering. It must have something to do with your bond to her.” I couldn’t see her, but I suspected she was looking at Grigory for that last part.

      “Our bond and her strength,” Grigory corrected. “The enchantment was powerful; I could see it like a dark shadow in her mind. I had no idea Napia could do that.”

      “I warned you she’s been absorbing power,” Narissa replied, her voice tinged with sadness. “My guess is, she’s taken some from members of your kingdom as well. So we’ll need to be prepared for anything.”

      “What we need to do is divide and conquer,” Adrik said as my hand curled into a fist.

      I want Napia, I told Grigory.

      Me, too, he agreed.

      I fell in love with him a little more in that moment because he didn’t question my choice, didn’t bring up that she’d just handicapped me with a doozy of a spell, and he didn’t mention that I still couldn’t fully move or speak yet. In his mind, I saw the assurance that I’d be up and moving any minute now, ready to kick ass.

      He really saw me as a warrior.

      His warrior.

      His lips ghosted across my temple, telling me he’d heard all that in my mind, but he was focused on informing Adrik that the two of us would be taking down Napia.

      None of them argued, surprising me even more.

      They all believed in me. Because Lucifer had created me? Because I’d proven myself to them?

      Because they love and respect you, Grigory whispered into my mind. We know your heart, Zay. You’re not going to take this lying down. You’re built to fight, so stop fucking around and kick the rest of that enchantment out of your head.

      The fire in his tone spoke to my soul, encouraging me to do exactly as he demanded.

      I used my hands to rip the rest of the nets away from me. While I couldn’t physically feel the cords, I mentally sensed them. They shredded beneath my touch, her spell shattering around me and releasing me from the supernatural bindings she’d threaded over my conscious.

      I wasn’t sure how she’d done it, but she wouldn’t be able to do it again. Some foreign part of me absorbed the knowledge of her web, building a defense against it to prevent a follow-up attack.

      The horsemen, I realized. They were rumored beings in our world, figments in the night meant to police their kingdoms, and Lucifer had confirmed they existed, that I’d come from them in some convoluted mix of magical evolution.

      I felt them thriving within me, each gifting me a strength I would need for the upcoming fight. They provided knowledge of the realms, information on how to protect myself, and more—how to play on a spirit field I never knew existed.

      Souls.

      So many souls.

      I could feel them in my mind, their auras colorful and providing a wealth of detail about each individual character.

      And right now, I was surrounded by red.

      Passion.

      Violence.

      Anger.

      Adrik, Valora, Narissa, and Grigory were all ready to fight. And I was ready to join them.

      Grigory helped me into a sitting position, his body warm beside mine as Jeremiah entered the room. “They’ve breached the outer defenses. Lux says it was too easy, so she believes Charis has manipulated more minds on the inside. She’s currently administering figs to everyone.”

      She found more figs? I asked, having missed that development.

      Yes, Narissa helped her, Grigory replied. Well, she provided details on what was needed. Lucifer returned with a barrelful.

      He really does love your mother.

      I know.

      “Good, that will help,” Valora said, responding to Jeremiah’s report.

      She’d retrieved Adriatica at some point—or maybe Adrik brought her when he arrived. The little girl’s aura was so serene I hadn’t noticed her presence when searching the room. She was sleeping peacefully in her mother’s arms despite the chaos thriving around the palace. I suspected Valora had something to do with that.

      Adrik disappeared into Grigory’s closet to find weapons while Grigory studied me. “Tell me what you feel.”

      Not how, but what.

      Because he already knew I was recovering from the mental attack, could likely see the blocks I’d latched into place to keep it from happening again. Such a natural response, one I wouldn’t have recognized months ago but somehow did now. As if the knowledge of my birthright had unlocked something inside me.

      Or perhaps it was just me finally living.

      Or it’s who you were always meant to be, Grigory suggested, pulling me close. Now tell me what you feel, Zay. Where’s Napia?

      You think I can locate her with my mind?

      You’re connected to the realms, right? You can feel the auras of the army. Why not see if you can’t locate her specifically? She sent you an enchantment somehow, using magic she shouldn’t possess. Surely that’s left some sort of strand for you to track?

      I looked at him. Sometimes I feel like you’ve known about my powers all along.

      What makes you say that?

      Because you always say the right thing, I replied. He always had. Even from the very first day, when I was broken beyond repair, he knew what to say to me. How to force me to fight. How to provoke a reaction from me even when I wanted to give up. He knew what tasks to give me to push me forward, how to sharpen my mind, and exactly what I needed to hear to keep moving.

      Soul mates in our world were rare, but I’d clearly found mine.

      You’ve known me from the beginning, I marveled, lifting my hand to his face.

      It didn’t matter that chaos rained down around us or that the palace was shaking from yet another attack. I needed this single moment to acknowledge our joint fate.

      Lucifer really did create me for you, I whispered to Grigory.

      I think he created us for each other, he replied, again saying the right thing.

      Our lips brushed, just enough to seal an unspoken vow, and then I focused on the task at hand, searching for any magical links I could find to Napia. I started by searching out the loose threads of the net she’d trapped me within, catching the wispy, broken strands in the air and following their invisible paths to the source.

      It reminded me a bit of seeing an aura, the energy wave an intangible rope that sparked inside my mind. I couldn’t see it, just felt it, that inky substance tied to something—someone—dark.

      There, I thought, sensing a subtle disturbance outside the Noxia Kingdom gates. Beyond the borders. Safe in the sanctuary of Neptune. She’s not even in your realm.

      As I said it, I felt her shift positions, teleporting into the fight, then vanishing again.

      No, she has a portal charm, I realized. She’s popping back and forth, weaving enough magic to keep her army charged, while remaining guarded in her realm.

      Cowardly approach, Grigory growled.

      Yes, I agreed. But also smart.

      I opened my eyes, not realizing they’d fallen shut, and blinked at Grigory. “But I know where she’s going to appear next.”

      “Then I guess we need some portal charms.”

      I smiled. “I once had a stash of those, but someone confiscated them.”

      He nodded. “Well then, it’s a good thing that someone kept them somewhere safe.”

      “Uh-huh.” I looked to the others, noting Grigory’s weapons and Jeremiah’s ready stance. Narissa remained unarmed, but something told me her powers would suit her fine.

      “What’s the plan?” I asked them, having missed a lot of that conversation while battling the enchantment in my mind.

      “Jeremiah and I are going with Narissa to help mitigate the damage,” Adrik said. “Valora is staying here with Adriatica. Lucifer help anyone who tries to come near either of them.” He glanced at his wife, pride in his gaze.

      She beamed as bright as the stars above, power shimmering over her skin. “No one will touch us,” she vowed.

      I believed that and hoped her true energy wasn’t required for this fight. The last time Valora went supernova, she wiped out half a kingdom.

      “All right,” Grigory said. “Let’s get ready and go.”

      I almost asked what he meant, then remembered what I was wearing.

      Right.

      I needed jeans… and I needed some knives.

      Then I could kick some water demon ass.
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      A green glow lit the horizon as Grigory and I teleported into the outskirts of Noxia Kingdom, near the dark forests that bordered the palace grounds.

      What is that? I wondered, studying the bizarre energy force. It didn’t belong here.

      I think it’s Narissa, Grigory replied. She told Jeremiah she had an idea right before she ran off ahead of him and Adrik.

      Ah, that must have happened while I was getting dressed. She’d been gone when I returned to Grigory’s suite.

      A red gleam added to the mix, the force of it stealing the air from my lungs.

      And that would be my mother, Grigory said.

      She’s fighting Narissa?

      No, I think she’s helping.

      I hoped he was right. Where’s Lucifer? He would be useful right about now, but Grigory said he’d disappeared shortly after bringing Lux the bag of figs. And from what Jeremiah said, the dark lord was refusing Lux’s calls.

      Something tells me this is another of his trials, Grigory muttered.

      I cringed at that thought. The last time Lucifer put me through hell, I’d been… I swallowed, not wanting to finish the thought. I was stronger now. Capable of fighting.

      And I had a viper to find. She kept moving, popping into Noxia, then back to Neptune, and then into Noxia again. She’d varied her positions now, as if she felt me tracking her.

      I needed to go about this a different way, to try to track her energy as she moved and attempt to anticipate her intent.

      Do your thing, Grigory murmured. I’ve got your back.

      I didn’t doubt that for a second.

      Closing my eyes, I focused on Napia’s aura, hunting her with my mind.

      This is my future, I thought. My purpose as Lucifer’s harbinger, to stalk dark souls and remove them from the Underworld.

      I could feel the rightness of it as I concentrated, the elaborate skill set ingrained inside me after years of creative molding.

      Every experience of my life groomed me for this moment.

      Prepared me for the inevitable.

      Shaping me as Lucifer’s perfect weapon.

      A soul stealer.

      A protector.

      A being of rightness.

      I shivered, the energy swirling around me in a familiar wave, coaching me on what to do next. Follow Napia. Determine her patterns. Tap into her mind. See through her eyes.

      Shades of red and gold glimmered in my mental visage, the familiar room unfolding around me as I recalled my last experience within those very walls.

      “The grand hall,” I whispered. “She’s planning to attack from within.” Because she didn’t realize Lux had administered the figs to everyone inside.

      He nodded. “Then let’s go.” He grabbed my hand and initiated the portal charm, whisking us into the palace interior.

      Where Napia sat waiting for us.

      She had her legs kicked over the side of Lux’s throne, petting her snakes. “Finally,” she said, sounding relieved. “I felt you tinkering with my magic over thirty minutesss ago. What took you so long to track me?”

      Shit, I thought, realizing she’d played me.

      It’s okay, Grigory told me. Two against one.

      Except I sensed the auras lying in wait. She’s not alone.

      I’ll handle them.

      Napia sighed, kicking her heel-clad feet off the arm of the throne and setting them on the ground to allow her to stand.

      “You’re growing in power,” she said to me. “Which should, in theory, help you. Only, you don’t have the practice wielding energy like I do.” She demonstrated by sending a wispy strand of electricity slithering over the floor toward us.

      Slow, purposeful, dark.

      I stepped to the side, expecting it to pass, but it followed me instead.

      Grigory frowned. What are you doing?

      You don’t see that? I countered, opening my mind to show him the strands of the sizzling current flowing over the ground.

      Napia laughed. “Beautiful. There really isss more to you, isn’t there?” She looked at Grigory. “Isss that why you fancy her? The power inside her? Too bad I’m going to consume it like all the othersss.”

      The slithering motion picked up speed, lunging at me like a coiled snake. I jolted to the side, barely avoiding the bite as she sent two more across the room.

      Grigory! I shouted to him, seeing the black rope heading straight toward him. He tried to dodge it, but the magic anticipated his move and latched onto his ankle, curling around his limb and working its way up his leg.

      I danced to the left to avoid the electric snake of energy chasing me, then dodged the second one she’d sent across the room.

      “Well, I guess I’ll be feeding off you first,” she cooed, her attention shifting to Grigory as her soldiers entered the room.

      I can’t hold them, Grigory panted inside my mind. I can’t fucking move either.

      “It’sss really too bad we couldn’t make thisss work,” Napia continued as she sauntered toward Grigory. “I mean, I planned to kill you from the beginning—it wasss going to be my wedding-night gift for you—but I would have enjoyed a taste between the sheetsss first. I’ve heard such amazing thingsss.”

      Grigory growled, but I was too busy avoiding the swimming lines along the floor to focus on him. There had to be a way to block her power, like I did with my mind. But I only knew how to do that because she’d touched me with her magic. And I wasn’t too keen on letting those magical vines anywhere near me.

      Napia drew her fingers along Grigory’s torso, her tongue snaking out to lick his jaw.

      He didn’t outwardly flinch, yet I felt his mental wince. Whatever she was doing hurt, yet he couldn’t physically react. He was completely paralyzed from the toxin she’d woven into the strand of energy writhing around him.

      A hand caught my arm, one of the soldiers finally making a move to seize me after entering the room. I palmed a blade and sent it backward into his abdomen, but he didn’t react. I tried again, and he just held on to me as if I hadn’t just stabbed him twice.

      What the fuck?

      “Oh, they can’t feel anything,” Napia said.

      Something zapped my leg, causing me to curse in my mind. She’d used my distraction to strike. Bitch! A jolt shot all the way up my spine as the paralyzing poison rendered my body useless.

      Oddly, I didn’t fall to the ground.

      It was more akin to being turned to stone, only rocks didn’t coat my skin. Everything just… froze.

      “Ah, see, now isn’t thisss beautiful?” Napia asked, her eyes glowing with emerald power as she licked Grigory again. “Mmm, you’re powerful. I may have to keep you alive just to savor your taste.” She looked at me. “Perhaps I’ll keep you alive just to watch.” Her tongue met his skin once more, causing me to want to grind my teeth, but I couldn’t. Not in my current form.

      The guard behind me continued to hold on to me even as he bled out against my back. I couldn’t see him, but I imagined his expression matched those of the others within my line of sight. They all stood emotionlessly in the room. Four of them, including the one behind me.

      All black souls with no other colors.

      Because she controlled them.

      It was a different spell than the one weaving up around my body. I wondered how she knew them, but then I felt Grigory wince inside my mind and it suddenly became clear.

      She’s absorbing your power, I said to him.

      More… like… devouring it… His eyes rolled back in his head as her tongue slithered along his jaw.

      Narissa had warned us of her mounting power, but now we knew how Napia had done it.

      By paralyzing and eating her victims.

      How snakelike of her.

      And here Narissa thought all the beast-like creatures of her kingdom resided in the barren lands.

      “Mmm, maybe I’ll make you into a proper statue to decorate the throne room. All your former demonsss can visit you that way.” She ticked her nails up his shirt, her face glowing with power. “I wonder how long you’ll last? Frozen. Unable to feed. Weakened by me. You’ll be forced to watch the fall of your kingdom. Yesss, I rather like that.”

      Grigory retorted loudly in his mind, his statement a vow of vengeance, but as she turned her gaze toward me, true concern etched into his thoughts. Her hurting him, trying to take his kingdom, and threatening to turn him into a statue to watch infuriated him. However, as she stepped toward me, his heart literally stopped in his chest.

      No! he shouted, fighting harder than ever to break his binds, to get to me, to save me from the pain of her true threat—her tongue.

      I’m okay, I promised him as she began to circle me. She shoved the guard backward, causing him to land with a loud thump against the ground somewhere behind me.

      Zaya, Grigory whispered, sounding utterly broken.

      Shh, I’m okay, I repeated.

      But I couldn’t stop the mental scream of agony that followed Napia’s first lick. It burned. My heart pounded in my chest as energy seeped from my soul to hers, my power flickering in a bright light behind my eyes.

      “Oh, you’re deliciousss,” she hissed, immediately licking me again.

      Grigory yelled into my mind, but I couldn’t hear him over the agony ripping apart my spirit.

      Her searing tongue met my skin once more, shooting off stars in my vision.

      This wasn’t right.

      She couldn’t do this.

      She needs to be destroyed, a dark part of me whispered.

      She’s dangerous, another voice answered, followed by an echo of more.

      A threat. Wrong. A vile creation who shouldn’t exist.

      Her soul is the blackest of black. An abomination of nature.

      Must be exterminated.

      Yes. Full annihilation.

      Absorb the soul and obliterate it.

      Gone from the Underworld.

      To keep others safe.

      My head spun with the thoughts, all spoken in my voice in a variety of tones as if my mind had fragmented into bits to cheer the other side on.

      The horsemen, I realized. It was their influence in my soul, in my creation, that generated all the disoriented pieces. I could see them in the various slivers, their jagged edges lined with murderous intent toward the female attacking me now.

      Something snapped within my soul, my world coming alive in a blast of color, consumed by black.

      Napia.

      Her hum of appreciation revolted me to my core.

      Grigory’s sadness prickled my heart.

      And the dead souls of the soldiers of this room awoke the protector within me.

      No. Not the protector. The harbinger.

      Energy rippled out of me as I grabbed Napia with my mind, my hooks digging deep to find the soul residing within her, my need to consume her overwhelming.

      She shrieked, trying to jerk away from me, but her tongue lay frozen against my skin, acting as a conduit as I searched for her withering spirit.

      It reminded me of soot, the ash-like pieces impossible for me to grab. They sifted through my fingers, similar to sand.

      This wasn’t working.

      I needed to try something else.

      What was it Lucifer asked? Something about sucking out souls.

      I focused on the grainy fibers of her being, stirring a current of energy within my mind. It was foreign, yet familiar, the rightness of my path singing through my veins as I began to inhale her essence.

      She’d tried to consume my powers.

      I repaid her by annihilating her soul.

      Each grain that touched my aura shattered on impact.

      Bit by bit, weakening her with each pull of spirit.

      I felt her life slithering around me, her snakes attempting to defend their master, but she was no match for the power growing within me.

      She was a threat to the realms.

      She needed to die.

      I felt the certainty of that conviction with every ounce of my being. Napia couldn’t be allowed to live.

      Her screams rent the air, the piercing sound sending a shiver down my spine, but I refused to stop. This was necessary justice. She’d defied the balance, devouring countless energy signatures that weren’t her own, and commanded so many others.

      I felt her ties to her army begin to snap.

      I experienced the downfall of a dozen other enchantments she’d placed on various guards and maids throughout Noxia, all meant to fuel an uprising.

      I heard Grigory’s sigh of relief as the paralyzing toxin left his system.

      And I sensed the moment she realized it was over, the last remaining fragments of her soul dancing between us, leaving her body a husk of the former demon.

      Electricity hummed around me as the final sliver touched my aura, exploding on impact, sending her shriveled form to the ground.

      A final breath escaped her, the snakes following suit, then silence reigned.

      I stared down at her for a long moment, studying her. She reminded me of a snakeskin, the shell of her body still holding, with the interior void of any and all life.

      It was fascinating.

      Appalling.

      Terrifying.

      And absolutely right.

      She’s gone, I thought, unsure of how to feel about what just happened. I felt… detached. Much like her papery skin.

      “Zaya?” Grigory’s raspy tone had me frowning.

      Would he fear me now, knowing what I could do? He’d just witnessed me consume the soul of another being. Well, not consume. Destroy.

      I really was the harbinger, just like Lucifer said. Not that I’d doubted it, but experiencing the reality was far different from just hearing it.

      “Zaya,” Grigory said again.

      I wasn’t ready to look at him. What if I saw fear in his eyes? Or worse, disapproval? I’d just… I’d just… I…

      I swallowed.

      Why me? I wondered. Why did you pick me? My question was for Lucifer. Of all the souls to re-create, why had he chosen mine?

      “Because you’re strong,” Grigory whispered, his hands seeming to appear on my shoulders as he turned me to face him. I kept my eyes on his throat, watching as he swallowed. “That was the most incredible thing I’ve ever seen, Zay. You were a beacon of light, reminding me of the heavens, not hell. You were like an angel.”

      I blinked. An angel?

      “Hell’s angel,” he murmured, lifting his hand to tuck a piece of my hair behind my ear. “That’s what you are, Zay. You’re a protector of the Underworld. And you just saved two kingdoms through the destruction of one soul. Do you have any idea how amazing that is?”

      I wasn’t sure amazing was the term I’d use to describe it.

      “Zay,” he said, his thumb touching my chin as he angled my head upward. “I’ve always known there was something magical about you. It made me want you from the start. You were like this unattainable jewel that I wanted to admire and touch. And now I realize you’re the rarest of diamonds, glittering with superiority and power. I… I’m in awe of you.”

      His aura flickered between red and hues of blue, his eyes the darkest of black. But I felt the sincerity of each word. Heard the truth of it in his mind. Witnessed the adoration coloring his expression. And felt the intentions of his heart.

      “I love you,” I finally said, my voice so soft I wasn’t sure it carried.

      But the smile pulling across his lips told me he’d heard me just fine. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah,” I replied, tears threatening my vision as an abundance of emotion overwhelmed me deep inside.

      I’d taken a soul tonight.

      Saved two kingdoms.

      Displayed my strength.

      And truly found my heart.

      It didn’t get more intense than that.

      “You know what this means, right?” Grigory asked, his palms cradling my face.

      “That you’re going to kiss me now?” Because I would really enjoy that. Maybe after a shower, actually. I still had Napia’s essence all over me. And her tongue… I shuddered.

      “I’m going to kiss you,” he said. “Just as soon as you say, ‘I do.’ ”

      My brow furrowed. “What?”

      “You’re going to need to marry me now, Zay. That’s what demons in love do.”

      Hold on a minute… “Aren’t you supposed to ask?”

      “Do you really need me to drop to one knee and ask you to be my wife? Because I will, Zay. But we both know you’ve already said yes.”

      “I said that I love you, not that I want to marry you.”

      “It’s the same thing,” he replied, pulling me into him. “I love you. You love me. Now we have to get married. Just like Lucifer said.”

      “He asked when the wedding was, not…” I trailed off. “Wait… you love me?”

      He snorted. “Seriously, Zay. Of course I fucking love you.” He gave me a look like I was the craziest woman in the world for even asking that.

      “You’ve never said it,” I pointed out.

      “I have now.”

      “Before now.”

      “Yes, well, I don’t let just anyone into my mind, Zay.” He pressed his forehead to mine. “Come on, Zay. Marry me.”

      “Phrase it as a question and I’ll consider it,” I told him, amused, and also realizing what he’d done. He’d pulled me out of my mind, made me understand that nothing had changed between us, and said all the right things. Again. “Every time,” I marveled, the tears returning to my eyes again. “You know what to say and do every time.”

      “Because our souls are meant for each other,” he replied softly. “Marry me.”

      “Still not a question,” I whispered, pressing my lips to his. But he was right. I didn’t need him to ask. My answer was already yes.
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      “You are so much like your father,” my mother said as she fixed my tie. “Loving with all your soul. He would be so proud of you right now if he were still here.”

      I stared down at her. “You never talk about him.”

      “I know,” she replied softly. “Because it hurts to do so. But a piece of my heart will forever belong to him, just as another piece of my heart will forever belong to you. I might not be the perfect mother—Valora would probably argue I’m the worst—but I do try. As does Lucifer, in his own way.”

      I snorted at that. “He brought you Charis’s heart.” Apparently, he’d gone after Napia’s consort before the battle started, which was why he didn’t appear until after the fight was through. He’d held a black organ in his hand and had presented it to my mother as a gift.

      “He touched something that didn’t belong to him and paid the ultimate price. This is all that’s left of him, my love.”

      My mother smiled. “I know. He shows affection in… strange ways.”

      “Strange is an understatement.”

      She smoothed her hand down my suit jacket, her eyes glittering in approval. “We reside in a strange world, son. It’s why seeking a worthy mate is important, and I’m very glad you found yours.” She pressed a kiss to my cheek. “So let’s not keep her waiting. I hear she’s quite the jewel of the court.”

      I scowled at her. “I hate that you heard all that.”

      Zay and I had been so wrapped up in each other that we didn’t realize we had an audience until I’d pulled away from her in the grand hall. I’d completely forgotten about the soldiers, too. Zay had been the only one I could see, her magnificent glow enchanting me unforgivably.

      “I thought it was a perfect proposal,” my mother said conversationally as she led me down the hall. “You stood your ground while bending where appropriate, and that’s the mark of a leader.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You would see it that way.”

      She glanced back at me, smiling. “I’ve taught you well.”

      “You have,” I agreed.

      “You’ll make an excellent king,” she added, her eyes misting slightly as she paused in the middle of the corridor. “I’m so proud of you, Grigory. I know we’ve had our differences, that you’ve not been all that pleased with me lately, but there’s never been a moment where I doubted your strength and purpose.”

      I didn’t bother to point out the time she was hypnotized, as that hadn’t really been her, and instead bowed my head. “Thank you, Mother.”

      She palmed my cheek. “Yes. You will make a fine king indeed.” She stayed a moment longer, then turned to lead me once more.

      Lucifer met us at the doors, his focus entirely on my mother as we approached. He held out his arm for her. “You’re still not entirely forgiven,” she informed him.

      “I know,” he replied, escorting her inside. “But I suspect I’ll thoroughly enjoy the act of making it up to you. I already have a plan in motion.”

      “Does it involve more hearts?” she asked, a teasing quality to her voice.

      “Only yours, my love,” he replied with the deepest sincerity.

      I refrained from gagging and instead took my position near him at the altar.

      Then I was too busy gaping at Zaya to think anything of my mother standing with the Devil beside me. Because wow.

      That’s it, I told my bride-to-be. I’m burning all your pants.

      She snorted in my mind. Try it and see what happens.

      Oh, but you’re a vision, Zay, I replied, completely starstruck by her sparkling blue gown. It reminded me of the one she wore to the engagement party, only this one truly glittered like a sapphire. The fabric hugged her every curve, and the slit up her left side displayed a whole lot of leg.

      Are you trying to marry me? Or seduce me? I asked her. Because we don’t practice the archaic consummation customs in this kingdom. I was referring to the one that required a groom to fuck his wife in front of the congregation to finalize the marriage.

      That’s disappointing, she replied. I was thinking I might want to experiment with voyeurism. Perhaps another day.

      I chuckled. Vixen.

      Future husband, she returned, accepting my hand as she walked up the two steps to join us at the altar.

      “You look gorgeous,” my mother praised, kissing her on the cheek before taking her seat beside Valora and Adrik. Adriatica cooed in response from Valora’s lap, reaching toward my mother’s dark hair and clasping it in her tiny fists for a not-so-gentle tug. My mother didn’t even flinch but instead gifted the child an indulgent smile, clearly approving of her strength.

      Zaya and I had wanted a small ceremony, but my mother intervened, inviting half the damn kingdom. Narissa was here, too. And she’d brought Jeremiah with her. Valora had loaned her the guard, saying Jeremiah would help Narissa sort through the army ranks to determine whom she could trust and whom she could not. With her father rotting in the barren lands and her mother mentally unfit to lead, Narissa had taken over the monarchy as Queen of Neptune, and she needed all the help she could get.

      Some of my personal guards were here, too. Including Cyprus, whom I’d promoted to head guard after his handling of the Byron and Erie situation. He’d caught them and tossed them in the same cell Zaya had occupied. I’d visit them in a few weeks. See how they were doing and determine what to do with them next.

      Cyprus dipped his head in respect but otherwise remained alert, his gaze returning to the guests.

      Forever vigilant.

      I approved.

      Not that anyone would be suicidal enough to try anything with the Devil conducting today’s ceremony. I returned my focus to him, indicating with a polite nod for him to begin.

      He smiled.

      “Oh, but I do love a happy beginning,” he said, clasping his hands and commanding everyone’s attention. “Today we’re gathered to share in the beautiful union of Grigory, Prince of Noxia, and Zaya, Harbinger of the Underworld. They’re a perfect match, forged in hell by the creator himself, and will lead Noxia Kingdom with a flair unlike anything this world has ever seen.”

      Forged in hell, Zaya repeated. How romantic.

      He’s the Devil.

      He really is.

      “Now, Grigory, do you take Zaya to be your wife, to have and to hold, and to protect and to love, for all of eternity?”

      I gazed down at her, losing myself in her hypnotic eyes. “I do.”

      “And do you, Zaya, take Grigory to be your husband, to have and to hold, and to protect and to love, for all of eternity?”

      She smiled. “I do.”

      I didn’t wait for him to continue, this entire charade no longer mattering. I pulled her into me for a kiss, sealing the vow I’d given to her three days ago that I’d kiss her just as soon as she said “I do.”

      Oh, I’d kissed her since because she was Zaya and I couldn’t keep my fucking hands off of her.

      But this embrace meant so much more than all the others.

      This one tied our lives together before my people, proving our love to the kingdom we were both destined to reign.

      Lucifer coughed, remarking that he hadn’t gotten to that part yet. But I ignored him, instead lifting my bride into my arms and walking her out of the great hall.

      She giggled. I don’t think we were done.

      Oh, we were done, I told her, carrying her all the way to our room.

      “I’m starting to think you only married me for sex,” she teased as I tossed her onto the bed.

      “I did,” I replied, loosening my tie. “I intend to spend eternity between your thighs.” I unbuttoned my jacket, hung it on a chair, then worked on my cuff links. “Take off your dress.”

      “So bossy,” she murmured. “And I can’t. It’s laced up in the back.”

      “Hmm.” I studied the gown as I began unbuttoning my shirt. Her gaze followed my hands, her tongue sneaking out to dampen her lips. “Pull up your skirt,” I told her. “I want to see what’s waiting for me beneath the dress.”

      She smiled and slowly inched the fabric up her toned legs to reveal the scrap of lace between her thighs. “I went with red, which sort of matches your aura right now.”

      I finished removing my shirt, then dropped my hand to my belt. Her eyes followed, the turquoise irises flaring with need. “I bet your aura is red, too.”

      “It absolutely is,” she murmured, her fingers slipping beneath her lacy panties.

      A groan caught in my throat as she slid the lace down to reveal her damp flesh. My glimpse of heaven disappeared for a moment, the panties catching around her knees, then she finished removing the damp red fabric and held it up to me on the heel of her silver shoe.

      So fucking hot.

      I caught her ankle and bent to take the lace between my teeth. The aroma of her need elicited a growl from my chest, the beast within me eager for a taste, but instead I took the panties and put them in my pocket as a keepsake. It was our wedding night, after all.

      Her eyes glittered in approval, especially when I continued to take off my pants. I kicked them to the side with my shoes and socks, then crawled over her on the bed and allowed my hips to rest between her splayed thighs. Unlike her, I hadn’t worn anything beneath my clothes, thus allowing my cock to greet her intimately as I pressed myself against her.

      “I’m going to fuck you in this dress first. Then I’ll slowly take it off and fuck you again.”

      I palmed her tits through the fabric and grinned as she arched into me. “Yes.” Her approval came out on an agonized hiss as I thrust inside her slick heat. She scratched her nails down my back, a moan catching in the air between us, and then she kissed me like a woman possessed by sex.

      “Fuck, you’re going to be the death of me,” I breathed, her tight walls pulsating around me in a fiery grip that nearly forced me over the edge like a damn inexperienced demon.

      She thrust her hips upward. “Death by fucking doesn’t sound too bad to me.”

      Mmm, I hummed in agreement, pulling out of her to the tip, then sliding back in again.

      “So good,” she panted.

      “Only good?” I repeated the action with a little more power behind it. “I’m just going to have to try harder.”

      She groaned in response, her little claws biting into my skin as she urged me to move faster. “Better,” she chanted, causing me to grin against her mouth.

      I released her breasts to grab her hips, angling her to where I wanted her, then drove home again, causing her to cry out. “That’s better,” I corrected.

      “Fuck,” she breathed.

      “Yes.” I repeated the action, my tongue tracing her lip in a tease of a kiss. Then I dragged my mouth across her cheek to her ear. “I want you to scream again, Zay. I want the entire fucking palace to hear you.”

      She shuddered beneath me, her nails seeking a better grip on my back.

      And I sank my teeth into her neck.

      My name left her mouth on a beautiful sound, one I forced her to make again as I picked up the pace between her thighs.

      She liked it rough.

      Harsh.

      Thorough.

      And I quickly drove her over the edge into a blissful state that I soon followed, our bodies trembling together in a series of glorious spasms.

      But we were nowhere near done.

      Fuck the after-party, the guests, the traditions.

      I wanted my wife, and I intended to have her all damn night and for eternity.

      “I’ll never get enough of you,” I vowed.

      “That’s good,” she whispered, her body heaving in a much-needed breath. “Because if you leave me now, I’ll kill you.”

      I smiled against her throat. “A true threat.”

      “The absolute truth,” she replied.

      “I approve.” I licked the wound I created on her neck, reveling in her decadent flavor. “Forever mine.”

      “And you’re forever mine.” Her blunt teeth bit into my shoulder, causing me to flinch and then moan as her tongue caressed my flesh.

      “Get this dress off me,” she whispered. “I want to fuck again.”

      I growled in approval, pulling out of her and flipping her onto her stomach to unlace the gown. While I had a knife in my nightstand that would do the job quicker, I decided my hands were adequate. It allowed me to touch her. To worship her. To treat her with the care and sensuality she deserved. And there was something undeniably sexy about revealing her skin inch by inch to my gaze.

      It also heightened the intensity, drawing out the moment, so that by the time she was naked before me, we were both ravenous for each other once more.

      I took her slower this time, feeling every inch of her claim against my shaft, bathing in the heat of our union.

      Zaya was my everything. My life. My future. My forever. I allowed her to feel every single emotion, including my devotion and adoration. My heart was hers. My body was hers. My soul was hers.

      And if I were honest with myself, it’d been that way from the very beginning.

      From the first time I laid eyes on the broken girl in Caluçon with a spirit underlined in fire. She’d wanted to die, but a stronger part of her had desired to live. I’d catered to that part of her—the warrior I’d seen beneath the fragile veneer. Then I’d watched her blossom into a fierce force of nature, a trait that would make her the perfect queen.

      Together we would rule Noxia Kingdom.

      As husband and wife.

      We were two souls joined in life and death.

      And we made a formidable pair, one that was fortunate enough to find our own version of a happily ever after.
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        Two Months Later

      

      

      Demon bars were so much better than human establishments. The décor came alive in fiery spurts, torches illuminated the rocky interior, and the bartenders had the appropriate amount of dexterity to handle the crowd.

      I sipped my blood-infused wine at the counter while pretending to listen to the male beside me go on and on about his pet hellhound. He wasn’t exactly hitting on me, just making friendly conversation, which I allowed because it afforded me the opportunity to study the demon across the bar.

      He was the final name on my list.

      Braun.

      I’d taken out his two buddies last week, and the second had been kind enough to give me this asshole’s location.

      Finally.

      Is he making you want a hellhound, baby? Grigory asked me via our link. He sat in the shadows, his legs crossed at the ankles, as he watched me work. He would only intervene if I needed him.

      Do you think it would placate your mother? Lux had been going on about us creating an heir, which was ridiculous because Grigory and I had just wed. Fortunately, my husband agreed with my stance—we weren’t ready. Which was why he hadn’t even begun to look into the fertility rituals required for Noxia demons.

      It might, he murmured, referring to the hellhound pleasing Lux. But I’ve heard they can be hell on furniture.

      I smirked, his comment confirming he could hear everything the guy beside me was saying about his new pet. Apparently, they have a clawing problem.

      So does my wife, Grigory drawled, sending me a memory from earlier this evening. He’d fucked me up against the wall of our shower, and my nails were a little overeager on his back.

      I’m not sorry.

      I know. He shifted subtly, his instincts going on alert as the demon across the bar stood. I think he’s about to head out.

      Yep. I politely finished my conversation with Mister Hellhound, wishing him luck with his pet, then picked up the tab for his drink. “It’s on the King and Queen of Noxia,” I informed him. Because, yeah, those were our titles now that Grigory had ascended.

      My buddy’s eyes widened. “What?”

      “It was lovely to meet you, Max,” I added. “Feel free to bring your pup to the palace sometime. My husband would love to meet him.”

      “You’re… you’re…”

      I winked at him. “It’s the hair,” I said, pointing to my updated look. “Red is the new blue.” And as I hadn’t spent much time around the realms yet, my face wasn’t all that familiar either. Only my name.

      “I had no idea, Queen Zaya. I… What are you doing here?”

      “Working,” I replied, patting him on the back. “And I mean it. Feel free to stop by sometime.”

      With that, I left him gaping after me and followed my mark out the door in the blistering sun of Neptune. Grigory hung back for obvious reasons, his mental link with me satisfying his instinct to protect.

      After two months of practice, I’d more or less mastered my soul-sucking power. I didn’t like to use it often, but it was required tonight. Just like last week when I took out the other two demons. Their souls couldn’t be allowed into the resurrection cycle.

      Rolling my neck, I trailed after Braun toward his little hideout.

      He didn’t pay attention to his surroundings, not noticing me at all when I came up right behind him at his door.

      His overconfidence would be his downfall.

      “With a record like yours, I would think you’d pay better attention, Braun,” I told him conversationally as he inserted his key into the lock.

      His shoulders stiffened, a bead of sweat appearing on the back of his neck.

      That little tell gave me all the power.

      He feared me.

      I recalled a time where he haunted my nightmares, where his face appeared beside Necros as they laughed at my wilted form on the floor.

      But now it was my turn to laugh, a sound that echoed when he swung around with a knife in his hand. I dodged his attempt with a smile. However, I wasn’t cocky enough to let him try again.

      Rather than draw out the moment of revenge, I enacted my power, hooking into his soul and shredding him apart from the inside.

      He bellowed in alarm, his hand going to his chest as if that would be enough to stop me.

      I almost felt sorry for him, that action of hope futile and crumbling before me as he fell to his knees on a sound of anguish.

      Whatever pity the act stirred died in the next breath as his inky essence began to shatter against my aura.

      There was no virtue inside him.

      No innocence.

      No true desire to reform.

      He was vile and without remorse, his hope centered around a need to survive more than a need to change his ways.

      This male would no doubt rape again.

      He thrived on the blood of innocents, adored breaking weak human females, and lived to harm others.

      Braun was the kind of soul Lucifer wanted me to destroy. I felt his approval radiating with each passing second, my harbinger duties satisfying his every whim.

      My prey fell to the ground in a husk of his former self, his eyes rolling back into his head as the last slivers of his spirit fractured against my will.

      I stared at him for a moment, emotion failing me. No elation. No real pride. No satisfaction at having crossed the final name off my list. And yet, I didn’t really expect to feel any of those things. I’d grown beyond my need for vengeance, becoming a new demon in the process.

      Zaya.

      Queen of Noxia.

      Wife of Grigory.

      Harbinger of the Underworld.

      I’d found my own version of satisfaction by becoming a stronger woman—not by bathing in the blood of my enemies but by empowering my inner self through trials many would never have survived.

      Strong arms wrapped around me from behind, Grigory kissing my neck. He couldn’t see, the sun too bright for his Noxia traits, but he’d found me through the links in our minds.

      “Ready to go home?” he asked softly.

      “I am,” I replied. “It’s finally d—”

      A shimmer in the air cut off my comment, a green glow appearing a few paces away followed by a figure in a hood stepping into view. I frowned as he knocked the hood back, revealing the face of a male I’d only begun to know.

      “Jeremiah?” I asked, confused by his attire. It wasn’t that of a guard. Maybe Narissa had changed his uniform since he’d transitioned to her court to assist with vetting her soldiers.

      “Queen Zaya,” he replied before glancing over my shoulder. “King Grigory.”

      “Nice upgrade,” Grigory said, using my sight to see him. “What can we do for you?”

      Jeremiah cleared his throat. “Lucifer sent me.”

      I nearly groaned. Of course he did.

      “Why?” Grigory asked.

      “Because Narissa and I need your help,” Jeremiah replied. “Neptune needs your help.”

      I glanced around the village, noting the calmness in the air. “The realm feels fine to me.”

      “Yes. But that’s about to change.”

      “You see the future now?” Grigory asked, a hint of jest in his tone.

      “Not exactly. But as the direct descendant of War, I sense violence before it happens.”

      My brow furrowed. “Direct descendant of War?” Does he mean the horseman?

      Jeremiah stared at me.

      Then the pieces began to come together in my mind.

      “Caluçon… Noxia… now Neptune…” He’d been in every place at precisely the right time to observe and assist with wars breaking out across the realms.

      “Yes,” he replied. “Only this time, I fear it’s too big for Narissa to handle alone. Which is why I need you to come with me. Now. Because Narissa is going to need all the friends she can get.”

      Ah, hell, I thought.

      My feelings exactly, Grigory muttered back to me. But she did help us in a time of need. It’s only fair we return the favor now.

      I swallowed, then nodded. Forever an adventure.

      Forever together, Grigory returned.

      “Let’s go,” he said to Jeremiah. Something tells me there’s a history here we’re about to learn.

      Yes, it should make for quite the story, I agreed.

      Let’s hope it ends in a happily ever after.

      I smiled. Don’t all tales in the Underworld?

      Only for those who deserve it, my husband murmured. But I’m thankful we have ours.

      Yes. Happily ever eternity.

      Indeed.

      The end.

      The end, he echoed before taking Jeremiah’s outstretched hand, allowing the guard to whisk us into a new tale of war and vengeance.

      My favorite kind of story.

      
        
        The series continues with Happily Ever Guarded…
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Curious about Valora and Adrik? Their story is available now with Happily Ever Crowned.

      

        

      
        Looking for another dark paranormal read filled with vampires and sexy biting? Check out Lexi’s Blood Alliance world, starting with Chastely Bitten. It’s a dystopian universe where vampires and lycans make the rules, and humans are forced to obey them. #GetBitten

      

        

      
        If you’re in the mood for something dark with contemporary vibes, then Anna’s Dark Sovereignty series will check all your boxes. It features a secret world of harsh politics, bride trials, and sinful decadence. Find out more with book one, Legacy of Succession.
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        Once upon a time, humankind ruled the world while lycans and vampires lived in secret.

      

        

      
        This is no longer that time.  

      

        

      
        Willow

        Run, run, run!

        They’re chasing me, even into my dreams.

      

        

      
        And when I awake, I see him. Striking blue eyes with a hint of the devil inside. He’s my savior and my worst nightmare combined.

      

        

      
        Because he owns me.

        He found me.

        He saved me.

      

        

      
        But I don’t want to be owned. I want to be free. Even if it kills me.

      

        

      
        Ryder

      

        

      
        I needed a diversion, a plaything, something to distract me from this perpetual boredom. And she appeared as if the Almighty above had heard my prayers.

      

        

      
        Or, more accurately, the devil.

      

        

      
        Because I’m not a good man. Humanity died inside me long ago. It was what I needed to survive.

      

        

      
        But she’s such a pretty little thing. I think I’ll keep her and make her mine. At least for a little while. Humans are so fragile, after all.

      

        

      
        Welcome to Ryder Region.

        It might not be mine yet, but it will be soon.

        For I haven’t lived this long by playing nice.

        I prefer to bite.

      

      

      
        
        Available on Amazon
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        I allowed her to walk out of my life once before. I won’t make that mistake again-not when I can tell she’s hurting.

      

      

      
        
        Elise Landry is friends with Gabrielle Boudreaux, they bonded over their single parent status. She’s a divorced actress forced out of Hollywood when she split from her more famous husband. But when she’s given the chance to resurrect her career on a famous dance show, she does so on one proviso, she’s partnered with the man who she grew up with and hasn’t seen in fourteen years.

      

        

      
        Leo Westwood is the professional dancer who’s known for his hips and the way he shakes them. He’s confident with women, but none of them hold a candle to the girl he’s dreamed of every day since he first met her all those years ago. When he’s partnered with her on a dance show, he can’t quite believe it. Could this be his second chance at happiness or is Elise too broken? 

      

        

      
        When secrets from both their pasts threaten to tear them apart, Elise and Leo look certain to lose their chance of a happily ever after, or does family legend hold the key to the painful truth neither of them will want to face?

      

      

      
        
        Available on Amazon

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Lexi C. Foss

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        USA Today Bestselling Author Lexi C. Foss loves to play in dark worlds, especially the ones that bite. She lives in Atlanta, Georgia, with her husband and their furry children. When not writing, she’s busy crossing items off her travel bucket list or chasing eclipses around the globe. She’s quirky, consumes way too much coffee, and loves to swim.

      

        

      
        Want access to the most up-to-date information for all of Lexi’s books? Sign up for her newsletter here.

      

        

      
        Lexi also likes to hang out with readers on Facebook in her exclusive readers’ group — Join Here.

      

        

      
        Where To Find Lexi:

        www.LexiCFoss.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Lexi C. Foss

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Blood Alliance Series - Dystopian Paranormal

        Chastely Bitten

        Royally Bitten

        Regally Bitten

        Rebel Bitten

      

        

      
        Dark Provenance Series - Paranormal Romance

        Heiress of Bael (FREE!)

        Daughter of Death

        Son of Chaos

        Paramour of Sin

      

        

      
        Elemental Fae Academy - Reverse Harem

        Book One

        Book Two

        Book Three

        Elemental Fae Holiday

      

        

      
        Immortal Curse Series - Paranormal Romance

        Book One: Blood Laws

        Book Two: Forbidden Bonds

        Book Three: Blood Heart

        Book Four: Elder Bonds

        Book Five: Blood Bonds

        Book Six: Angel Bonds

        Book Seven: Blood Seeker

      

        

      
        Mershano Empire Series - Contemporary Romance

        Book One: The Prince’s Game

        Book Two: The Charmer’s Gambit

        Book Three: The Rebel’s Redemption

      

        

      
        Midnight Fae Academy - Reverse Harem

        Ella’s Masquerade

        Book One

        Book Two

        Book Three

      

        

      
        Noir Reformatory - Ménage Paranormal Romance

        The Beginning

        First Offense

      

        

      
        Royal Fae Wars - Omegaverse Paranormal

        Wicked Games

      

        

      
        Underworld Royals Series - Dark Paranormal Romance

        Happily Ever Crowned

        Happily Ever Bitten

      

        

      
        X-Clan Series - Dystopian Paranormal

        Andorra Sector

        X-Clan: The Experiment

        Winter’s Arrow

        Bariloche Sector

      

        

      
        Other Books

        Scarlet Mark - Standalone Romantic Suspense

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Anna Edwards

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Anna Edwards is a British author from the depths of the rural countryside near London. When she has some spare time, she can also be found writing poetry, baking cakes (and eating them), or behind a camera snapping like a mad paparazzo. She’s an avid reader who turned to writing to combat her depression and anxiety. She has a love of traveling and likes to bring this to her stories to give them the air of reality. She likes her heroes hot and hunky with a dirty mouth, her heroines demure but with spunk, and her books full of dramatic suspense.

      

        

      
        CONNECT WITH ANNA EDWARDS

      

        

      
        http://www.authorannaedwards.com/

        Newsletter: https://landing.mailerlite.com/webforms/landing/u7e8v7

        Facebook, Page: http://www.facebook.com/AnnaEdwardsWriter

        Facebook, Profile: https://www.facebook.com/TheAuthorAnnaEdwards

        Facebook, Group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/AnnasAvengingAngels/

        Twitter: http://www.twitter.com/AnnaEdwardsWriter

        Instagram: http://www.instagram.com/authorannaedwards

        Bookbub: http://www.bookbub.com/authors/AnnaEdwards

        Amazon: https://www.amazon.com/Anna-Edwards/e/B01MYQ2TJR/

        Goodreads: http://www.goodreads.com/anna__edwards

        Email: anna1000edwards@gmail.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Anna Edwards

          

        

      

    

    
      The Glacial Blood Series

      A world of shifters and witches, magic and mayhem, unforgivable lies and unbreakable love. A world where family is born not only through blood, but bond. With plenty of the threats to come—and a secret that remains untold.

      The Touch of Snow

      Fighting the Lies

      Fallen for Shame

      Shattered Fears

      Hidden Pain

      Stolen Choices

      Pre-order now in the Glacial Blood Series…

      A Deadly Affair – Jessica’s story

      Power of a Myth – Molly’s story

      Banishing Regrets – Kas’ story.

      The Control Series

      The Control Series: A complete, dramatic, witty, and sensual suspense romance set predominantly in London.

      Surrendered Control

      Divided Control

      Misguided Control

      Controlling Darkness

      Controlling Heritage

      Controlling Disgrace

      Controlling Expectations

      Controlling the Past

      The Control Series Boxset

      Dark Sovereignty Series

      A complete dark and suspenseful series set among the elite of a London society intent on finding power in the wrong place.

      Legacy of Succession

      Tainted Reasoning

      A Father’s Insistence

      Dark Sovereignty Boxset
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