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        There is no place for immortal love in the world of the damned.

      

      

      

      
        
        Vampires. Witches. Sirens and hellcasters.

        Can one queen rule them all?

        Who will survive when the final war is over?

      

      

      

      
        
        Riona Dark survived being sold at the auction, living with two vampire princes, and taking the magic of the island as her own.

        But losing Maddox, the Mad Prince and the vampire who owns her heart, is too much. The sirens offer Riona a way to erase her emotions, to escape the empty pit inside her chest and the island full of vampires looking to her as their queen.

      

      

      

      
        
        But what if it’s not the end for Maddox?

        Can they save each other before it’s too late?

      

      

      

      
        
        Warning: This book is a dark romance, and it contains themes not for the faint of heart.
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      “Staring at the rubble of this building isn’t going to bring Maddox back to life or save Riona from the sirens,” Katy’s cold, piercing voice echoes around me like a fog. I barely breathe as she stops at my side, close enough for her scent to overwhelm me. Ice and berries, that’s what she scents like and always has done. But even she, my most trusted guard and a woman I have never wanted far from me, can’t dull the sting of this place. The place I watched, powerless to do anything, as hellfire burnt my brother into nothing. Everything after his death is a blur of red and black, including the smashing of the building in Riona’s outburst. I woke up under a bunch of brick, the weight of it keeping me buried. But part of me wanted to stay under those rocks forever and never face what happened.

      My brother is dead.

      My heart cracks in my chest, splintering into pieces. My brother is dead. My little brother, who I was meant to protect. Our mother must be horrified, looking down at just me now. At least he is with her.

      Part of me always thought Maddox, the Mad Prince, would live forever and outshine us all one day. When he got his head out of his ass and stopped using his past to define his future. Turned out it took a certain witch/hellcaster to do just that. Riona Dark. For years, Maddox and I argued over everything small and everything big, like the throne. He was never a king until he met her, and for the first time, I realised that maybe he was meant to be the king, with Riona at his side. The pair of them are the perfect mix of light and darkness, and together they shape a future where everything could be free. The vampires love them, the power chose them, and I would bow to them both. But even she couldn’t save him from her father.

      “She has run away to be with the sirens. That’s her choice,” I snap back, turning from the rubble of the building my brother died on and back onto the messy street. People are out, cleaning and picking up what is left of the burnt houses in this row. I watch a young vampire woman sweeping ash into a pile, the brush of her straw broom etching on my nerves with each swipe. My fangs ache, reminding me I haven’t fed since my brother’s death.

      It’s been two weeks. Fourteen days. Three hundred and thirty-six hours.

      It still doesn’t feel real. He. Is. Gone.

      “Reign,” Katy softly murmurs, stepping in front of me this time, capturing my attention as she always has done and never once realised it. Her black hair is cascading down her back, braided away from her perfect and beautiful face. For a second, I remember her in a dress, dancing in my arms with witches all around us on a night not so long ago. It feels a long time ago.

      I’ve never felt much for females other than a burst of desire, easily sated with one long night. I have a feeling one touch, one kiss, from Katy and I’d fall to my knees to beg for a lifetime with her. Something changed between us that night, or at least I had hoped it had, and now there is a coldness between us created by me in my grief. I’ve pushed her away, and I don’t have a single clue how to make a relationship work between us. Part of me wants to run away from her, fight what I’m feeling, but another part of me needs to figure this out because she isn’t running away, leaving me to wallow and scream in my pain. I don’t deserve her; I don’t deserve to be falling in love with her, and I’m powerless to even stop myself thinking of what it would be like to kiss her right at this moment.

      I hate that I’m even thinking of her when my brother is a pile of ashes under the rubble of the house behind me.

      Katy comes closer and places her hand on my arm, her touch warm. “He would want you to save her.”

      Fuck, she is right. Maddox would haunt my arse forever if I let the sirens take Riona and warp her soul into something new and heartless. I meet Katy’s eyes, not bothering to hide the pain in my own, and she flinches. “I have nothing to show her, nothing to give her. I could save her from the sirens, and then what?”

      “I have something.”

      Katy and I turn to see two of the hellcaster children standing on a flat stone. The girl I recognise from seeing her at Riona’s side sometimes, her blonde hair and ember eyes are unforgettable, as she doesn’t look like a normal child. A haunted one, perhaps. The other child is a boy, around the same age as the girl.

      “Ember, right?” Katy questions. “This isn’t a good time, kids.”

      Ember holds her ground, and not many would have the strength to do that when Katy told them to go. “I am Queen Riona’s friend, and I like Prince Maddox, so I asked my friends for help.”

      She blows out a long breath of air, the only sign she is nervous. “Hellfire can be a portal as much as it can destroy. Prince Maddox is not dead, and we can prove it. If you will let us, your majesty.”

      I shake my head, a low growl escaping my throat. “This isn’t a funny game to play, kids.”

      Katy places her hand out in front of me and steps forward, watching them. I don’t know why she is entertaining this madness. I’ve never understood children, and now isn’t the time to be playing their games. “Prove it then.”

      Ember turns to the boy and sharply nods. “Show them, Dust.”

      Who names their kid Dust?

      Katy lowers her voice just for me, like she can read my thoughts. “They named themselves. But still.”

      I turn back as the kids hold hands, making a circle with their arms, and one bright flame flickers to life in the middle of their arms. Slowly, the flame spreads in a circle, washing through the air and creating a flat surface of flame.

      Ember turns to me, sweat lining her forehead and her eyes glowing like the fire she has made with Dust. “Quick, come and see him.”

      Katy moves first, and her gasp when she looks down into the flame makes me move, my feet out of my control, brutal hope wrapping around my heart in a vise. I walk up to the children and look down into the flat flame that shows a world far from here.

      What I see changes everything.
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        My dreams are haunting me.

        Punishing me.

        Destroying me.

      

      

      What is left of my soul, my heart, my core, cracks as I look at a man on his knees, in chains, blood pouring down the muscles in his chest and down his flat stomach before disappearing into the black trousers, mixing with the fabric. His raven black hair is a mess of locks around his head, covering his forehead and touching his eyes. The only colour is the red crystals woven into his hair strands, glittering from the flames outside the cage he is in. The flames almost make the black steel bars of the cage seem red, clashing with the blood covering him.

      His eyes have never looked as dark as they do right in this moment. In this dream.

      His eyes, that focus on me, like we are really together, are pits of blackness. Pure black, and there isn’t any light there like I used to be able to find in the redness.

      Red and black, pitted against each other, luring me into their depths.

      Now there is only darkness, and it hurts my chest, like someone is physically stabbing me there.

      Because this is a dream, and he isn’t alive.

      Maddox Borealis is dead, and this dream...it’s another dagger to my chest.

      It’s another death for me.

      Because I have to wake up.

      I gasp as I wake up, clutching the sea blue silk sheets crumpled by my waist and legs, feeling like they are pushing me down. I push them away and crawl off the large bed, stepping onto the cold tiles and letting them shock me back into the real world.

      The world without Maddox.

      Hot tears fall down my cheeks, following a path marked by so many of them that have fallen before, until they touch my lips. The salty taste only makes me feel numb, like everything does at the moment. I touch my lips for a second, remembering every kiss, every stroke from Maddox like he was just here. I lower my hand, catching a glimpse of the white veins crawling over my fingertips, across my palm. The curse is going to take me to him, eventually. Maybe. Who knows how witch magic works?

      I miss him. I need him. I want him back.

      But he isn’t coming back, and every single time I think about him, I could break apart with how much it hurts. It hurts in my chest, in my soul, and I can’t breathe. I gasp for air, choking on sobs as I fall to my knees, wails escaping my lips that echo around the beautiful bedroom. The glass door slides open behind me, and seconds later, cold arms wrap around me and hold me tightly. I push her away and stand up, holding my hand up.

      “Th-thank you, but I want to be alone,” I remind her. Natalia pauses, rising from the floor, a white dress pooling around her, hanging off her slender shoulders.

      Her blue eyes, the very colour of the surrounding ocean, lock onto mine. “They have waited fourteen days to see you, but they will not wait any longer. I tried to give you time, but they wish to meet you and meet the fate all sirens share. There is magic in the sea, and some of our people call her a goddess. She will take all the pain away, transform you and share your power with all our people. We all will be safe, and you will feel free. Finally. Don’t you want that?”

      “I’m not ready,” I say, shaking my head.

      She softly smiles at me, walking closer, and I watch her warily. “You called for me. You asked me to take it all away, and I promise it won’t hurt in here.” She places her hand over my heart. “When you become one of us, you won’t feel anything.”

      Her promise is so alluring, and a massive part of me doesn’t even hesitate to want to accept it, to go with her, to have all my emotions taken away and become something new. Something cold and empty.

      Natalia isn’t those things, not really, but perhaps she could be if she wished, and I need to be like that. The pain from losing Maddox needs to stop. I can’t live through this pain.

      “Will it stop me seeing him all the time? Seeing his death,” I question, my voice cracking and making the whole question seem like a plea. It is, in a way. Being here, on the sirens’ island, in their home, is a plea.

      For it all to stop. The pain to go away. I need it to go away, into a void, and not to come back.

      “Yes,” she tells me, her eyes understanding what is so broken inside of me without him here. The only reason I don’t tell her yes and leave this room with her, is my brother. My mother.

      They are both down in the hellcaster city, with him, and I might be able to save them. I just can’t save them when I’m like this, so broken, so crushed.

      I look down at my hands and feel the power of the orbs spreading through me, pulling me back to The Onyx.

      My home. My city. My world.

      But it’s all nothing without him.

      If I get rid of my emotions, of the pain of losing him, then I can be a better queen. I can be what the people need me to be, and I might be able to go and get my family back. Kill my father.

      I meet Natalia’s eyes. “Let’s go then.”

      She smiles widely and walks across the windowless room. The only light coming in is from a strange magical light hanging above the bed, glowing colours of blue and green. There is a small wardrobe and a bathroom attached to the room, but I don’t know what is outside the glass door. I haven’t even looked. I didn’t want to leave this room since...well, since I asked Natalia to bring me here to escape everything. I might have killed Reign and Katy in the blast I caused. I likely did, and I can’t face that.

      I can’t face anything, and I’m an utter coward. A coward for a queen. The vampires sure lucked out.

      “First, you must change,” Natalia says, chatting away like I’m more than a broken doll of a girl. That’s all I feel like I am at this point. A doll she can dress if she wishes, because it really doesn’t matter.

      Nothing does. “This dress will suit your colouring.” She looks back at me. “Maybe a quick wash too.”

      Natalia clicks her fingers, and a whirlwind of water surrounds me, washing me in a warm caress. I close my eyes, feeling my clothes washed away from my body and a dress slid over my shoulders, curling around my neck and tightening around my ribs. The water disappears, leaving me dry as a bone and my hair softly flowing down my shoulders. The dress is a wash of blue layers of satin with a tight corset.

      “Perfect, dear friend,” she says, hooking her arm in mine and coaxing me to the door. The glass door opens without a touch when we are close to it, and we walk out into a large room with several other doors. I look up at the glass ceilings and realise we are underwater, far under it. The sirens’ home is made of glass rooms and tunnels, and outside, there is nothing but crystal-clear sea for as far as I can see.

      “Welcome to Lazuli Island,” Natalia tells me. “Years ago, before my time, there used to be simply caves, and that is the base of the island, but we have expanded, and now there is all this. The island is nearly as large as The Onyx, and it goes all the way to the surface in parts. This is the main citadel.”

      “It’s beautiful,” I tell her, because it is. Through my pain, I can’t help admiring the silver and glass structures, the flowers and water fountains filling the edges of the room. It smells like salt with a floral undertone, and it’s soothing for a second. Until the numbness settles back into my chest, into my heart, turning the world cold once more.

      Natalia, if she notices any change in me, doesn’t comment on it. She rambles on about the various structures, statues, and flowers as we walk through a tunnel and through two other rooms, all of them empty, and it makes me wonder where all her people are. We come to a stop in a room with glass walls, glass ceilings and gold-plated tiled floors that make a circle pattern on the floor. I trace the patterns, noticing they are waves in the sea, as three women walk into the room. They are each as stunning as Natalia, graceful with each step like the sea, and slightly taller than me. Two of them have white hair, eternally beautiful faces, and dark skin covered in white dresses similar to Natalia’s.

      Ceremony dresses, I realise.

      This has all been planned. It was never a question of if I was leaving the room, but a carefully asked demand on Natalia’s part.

      The clear leader of the sirens has hair the colour of the sea, dark and mysterious, and so much of it that it follows her like a veil across the floor. Her dress is black, but white stones are held in metal around her waist. Like armour. I wonder if she thinks it will protect her from me and the power of the orbs.

      “Queen of The Onyx, it is an honour to have you here with us. I sense your power is great,” she starts off, no introduction, no asking for my name. Just talk of my power.

      I don’t need to ask why they want me here then. “My name is Riona, and I haven’t been officially crowned queen of anything.”

      “Yet,” she replies with a cool glance at Natalia. “Does she know who I am?”

      “No, Andraste,” Natalia replies. I hate when people talk over me. My hands glow with power, and everyone steps back from me, even Natalia.

      I cool myself down and meet Andraste’s cold, empty gaze. She doesn’t show a single emotion on her face, because she feels nothing. “Why did you choose to become a siren?”

      My question doesn’t seem to take her off guard. “Back in my time, a single woman would be stolen from a village and taken on the ship as a good luck charm. And a present to the men, to be shared and used.”

      Disgust fills my throat, but she doesn’t show a single emotion about this, like it’s nothing. “I was on the ship for two months before I met Lincoln, a young man who spent time with me and didn’t hurt me. He knitted blankets for me, gave me candles and special food to make me pass out while the other men visited. I fell in love with him quickly, but before I could tell him, the captain, a cruel man, noticed. He hung him up like a doll and raped me under his hanging body before throwing me into the ocean.”

      “Gods above,” I whisper in horror.

      “I floated for a time, before sinking into the depths. As I drowned, the goddess found me and offered me a new life as a powerful siren, and the pain would end. I took the offer,” she tells me. “And then I sank their ship and drowned every man on board slowly, painfully, and I enjoyed it.”

      “I’m sorry,” I tell her.

      “As am I that your love is gone. The world is cruel and unforgiving. We take what we want, we kill what we want, and we feel only what we wish. Natalia allows more emotions than a lot of us, but most choose to feel nothing but pleasure,” Andraste breathes out. She walks closer to me. “With your power, you could drown the hellcasters’ city and enjoy it. You could be anything you want with us, your power shared with us.”

      Her voice is seductive, luring with every single word. “We would help you in every way you could possibly need. We could share the burden of your power. The pleasure would be unimaginable. Us, together, we could rule the sea and the world.”

      “We could make sure Maddox is never forgotten,” I whisper. “I could get revenge.”

      “You could,” Andraste whispers in my ear, her hands resting on my shoulders. I look down to see a part of the floor slide open, revealing the cold sea below. Water pools into the room, soaking into my slipper-covered feet. It’s so cold. “When you’re ready, step into the sea and meet our goddess. She will make everything go away, and then we will get revenge. The world will pay for taking your prince.”

      My dark prince. My Maddox.

      This way, I can live on, because I know if I don’t do something, I will want to leave this world to be with him.

      And if I die, what happens to my family? To Arlo? To The Onyx?

      No, I can’t let them all down, but I can’t continue like this. This is the only way.

      “Wait.” Natalia steps closer and Andraste hisses at her. She hisses back, and I move away from them both. “It’s not the only way to be strong. This is the easy way out, and you won’t want revenge after this. You will want nothing and no one. Maddox will be a distant memory, and I don’t think that’s what you want.”

      “What are you doing?” Andraste snaps, grabbing Natalia’s arm. “The goddess will drown you for this!”

      “Don’t hurt her,” I demand.

      Andraste turns on me. “You don’t get to tell us what to do while you’re not one of us. Become a siren and perhaps I will spare her betraying life.”

      “Don’t do it. I was wrong to bring you here,” Natalia tells me, meeting my eyes. “It isn’t a good choice, and it’s wrong. Maddox would—”

      “Maddox isn’t here,” I breathe out. “He is dead and gone, so who cares what he would have wanted?”

      “I do.”

      Katy’s voice makes me jump, and I spin in time to see her step through a portal. Alarms blast around us like a baby screaming, and Katy sighs, pulling out her swords. “I’m afraid you have my queen, and that’s a big problem. So no, I’m not leaving.”

      “You are,” Andraste hisses, grabbing my arm. “Or you will die.”

      Katy rolls her eyes and looks at me as another shadow of a person glows in the portal. “You need to think things through before you act on them, Riona. But don’t worry, you’re leaving this mistake.”

      “Why would I?” I ask, tears filling my eyes. “There is nothing left in this world without him. Nothing.”

      Reign steps out of the portal. “Sister, I think you’ll find there is. Maddox is alive.”
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      “You’re lying to make me come back with you, and it will not work,” I reply, crossing my arms and holding my ground. I’m glad Reign and Katy are alive, but something cracks deep in my chest when I see Reign, who reminds me so much of Maddox. He is a burning reminder that Maddox is gone. He is gone. Whatever lies Reign is making up are just to trick me, to confuse me, and get their queen back.

      But they need to understand, their queen is an empty and broken shell. They shouldn’t want her back, not like this. “I know you won’t understand, but I am here to fix myself, and then I can be a queen. That’s what I need to do. I can’t breathe, I can’t think straight, I can’t exist without him in this world with me.”

      A sob retches out of my throat, and Reign’s eyes lock onto mine. “I’m not a liar, and I wouldn’t have come here to stop you unless I was certain. I’ve seen him and—”

      “This is lies!” Andraste shouts, her grip still tight on my arm.

      Natalia steps to my other side and looks at Reign. “We are not going to hurt her, Prince Reign. Whatever she chooses.”

      Reign looks right at Andraste. “Interrupt me again and you won’t like what happens.”

      “Try it, prince,” she sneers.

      Katy steps in the middle of us and looks at me, her gaze softer than usual, softer than I’ve ever seen it. The badass warrior vampire feels sorry for me, and I don’t like it. “Ember showed us Maddox in the hellcaster city. He’s not dead, it was a trick, and I’m certain your father is planning to use it against you. Are you really going to jump into the fucking sea and erase your emotions? Become like them? Your emotions are the worst and the best parts of you.”

      “I can’t believe you,” I admit, my voice cracking. “If I believe you and then find out it’s a lie, it will destroy me. I’m barely holding on.”

      Katy takes another step forward, ignoring the hissing coming from Andraste at my side. I barely feel her nails digging into my skin. “I swear he is alive, Riona.”

      He’s alive.

      Maddox is alive?

      I think back to that moment, the rush of hellfire, the ash, the scream of pain. Some of it was real, but maybe he did trick me. My father could have done that, and I don’t know enough about hellfire to know if it only kills. It could have taken him away, to the hellcaster city, away from me.

      My father knew it would destroy me to lose Maddox.

      Hope, small and painful, trickles into my chest and blooms into a tornado of feelings. And for the first time in weeks, they aren’t crushing; they aren’t all bad.

      Katy smiles, seeing the change in my expression before turning to Andraste, her fangs bared. “If you don’t let go of my queen, I’m going to rip you to pieces.”

      Andraste blanches at the threat and very slowly takes her hand off my arm, finger by finger. I spin on her when she takes a step back, and nod my head her way. She nods back, but I can see she is ticking with anger. I sigh and look at Natalia. “Thank you for coming for me.”

      Natalia inclines her head. “Anytime, your royal highness. I hope our help and willingness to make you one of our own means we can have an alliance in the future.”

      “We will see,” Katy replies, a bite to her tone.

      I walk to Natalia and pull her into a hug. Her soft voice whispers into my ear. “I can’t see your futures, but if anyone can save him, it’s you. Be his queen and show the world what happens when they mess with your king.”

      Be his queen.

      I am his queen, and I am going to save him.

      I let go of Natalia first and walk to Reign, Katy stepping in with me. Reign watches me closely as I walk through the open portal, tasting the witch magic thick in the air. I don’t know who opened this portal, but it is no doubt another favour The Onyx owes the witches. My people in blood, the same as the hellcasters.

      But it is the vampires who have my loyalty.

      I step out into the dining room of Maddox’s castle. My home. But it feels like an empty shell without him here, and part of me wants to run back to the make-believe world of the sirens and the escape they offer from all this. My power feels like a glowing rock deep within my chest, and being here, it immediately starts to shine, making me feel powerful. The orbs are happy to be home.

      The dining room isn’t empty at all, and I focus on Ember as she stands and runs to me, wrapping her small arms around my waist. “I’m so happy you’re back!”

      I embrace her back before lowering myself down to her level. “Is Prince Maddox alive?”

      She nods and touches my forehead, opening her mind to me and showing me exactly what I’ve just asked for. Suddenly a bunch of images jump into my mind, all of them moving too quick to fix onto before coming to a stop.

      My heart pangs in my chest as I look at the man through a flat mirror of flames, a portal of some kind. The man is on his knees, blood coating his chest, hair and face, making him look like a monster.

      A villain. A monster locked away in a cage.

      But I’d know him anywhere. In any world. At any time. Prince Maddox is mine, and he is no monster.

      Ember roughly pushes me from her mind, and I stumble back, only to be caught by large hands right before my legs give out from under me. A mixture of shock, hope and joy makes the room spin, and I barely hear the voices in the room or notice who is holding me until he places me down on a chair and kneels in front of me.

      Cross McGowan.

      My family.

      The one who betrayed me.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I demand. He doesn’t rise from where he is kneeling, but he looks up, and Reign walks over, placing his hand on my shoulder.

      “I asked for their help with a portal in exchange for Tove,” Reign explains to me. “Tove was happy to get off the island, and I think she might never talk to any of us again. We didn’t make the best impression.”

      I nod, knowing he had no choice, and I am thankful he came to get me, because Maddox needs me. Maddox is alive.

      And I’m going to fight the world until he is at my side once more.

      I will kill anyone, destroy anything that gets in my way.

      Standing up, the orbs’ power pours out of my hands, lighting up the floor around the dining room in a soft red glow. I see Katy moving Ember out of the room as I step right in front of Cross. “I could kill you right now for everything you did. I could level your island with my powers. I could be the villain you painted my Maddox as. I am the same as him.”

      Cross looks up, and there is terror in his eyes. “Ri—”

      “But I won’t because we were never the villains. Never, Cross,” I firmly tell him. “But I highly suggest you get the hell out of my sight and never come back.”

      Cross doesn’t even blink before standing and running out of the dining room. I look up to Reign, who hasn’t moved in the show of power. I like that he knows I would never hurt him.

      “Brother,” I say, the first time I’ve ever said that to him. But it’s true, he is my family, and he called me sister first, so I don’t have to doubt we are on the same page. “I need you to gather every hellcaster child on the island in here.”

      “Why?” he questions, crossing his arms. I pull my power back, letting it slide back into my body through my arms like liquid red water.

      “I want them to practice opening portals to the hellcaster city. Tomorrow, they are going to send me there. Alone,” I tell him.

      Reign shakes his head. “You’re our queen, Riona. I can’t let you go there alone. The orbs have been kept out of that world for thousands of years. You can’t let your father get them, and he has Maddox there for only one reason: to lure you.”

      My heart pounds. “I was not asking, Reign. I have to save him, and there is no one else who can do it.”

      “Not alone,” Katy says, walking into the room and stopping at my side. “Reign can build an army here, train the hellcasters, and we can sneak around the city. I will watch your back.”

      “You could die,” I tell her.

      Reign shakes his head. “No fucking way.”

      “I wasn’t asking you. It’s up to our queen,” Katy snaps right back. “And you damn well know she needs someone to go with her. You were just saying that.”

      “Not you,” he growls back at her. I feel like I’ve missed something between them, because the way they look at each other in this moment only makes me want to run out of the room.

      “I’m going to see Arlo and Ann,” I say into the silence. “Let me know the choice soon. We leave in the morning.”

      “It’s already been decided,” Katy coldly responds, her tone meant for Reign.

      “It hasn’t,” Reign smoothly replies.

      On that note, I leave them in their death stare, which I suspect is filled more with sexual tension than anything else, and shut the door behind me in the corridor. The walk past Maddox’s room, the memories I have from in there, is harder than I thought. I pause outside the door and go inside, surprised to see the eagle’s cage empty, but I know she wouldn’t be far from the castle. I walk to the bed and lie down for just a second, breathing in the lingering scent on his pillow. Deep cedarwood with a cinnamon undertone, all Maddox.

      Hell, I miss him so much.

      “Sniffing pillows now? I’d say it’s lame, but I do the same with Austin’s,” Arlo says, making me jump. With tears filling my eyes, I jump off the bed and meet him halfway across the room, embracing him tightly. He holds me just as tightly and swings me around before putting my feet back down on the ground. “You okay, Ria-banana-llama?”

      The nickname I used to hate breaks something in me, and I start crying, pouring out everything I’ve held back. Arlo simply holds me to his chest, letting me use him for strength until it feels like the wave of sorrow and pain calms. We both go and sit on the edge of Maddox’s bed, and I rub my sore eyes.

      “My dad is dead. My brother and mum have been taken hostage, along with Maddox. I’m not sure how everything is going to be okay,” I admit to him, blurting it all out in a matter of seconds.

      “I’m so sorry about your dad, Ria,” Arlo quietly replies, picking up my hand and holding it on his knee. “Your dad knew about Austin and me. He walked in on us kissing when we were fifteen, and Austin didn’t speak to me for two weeks. Then he started dating Macy Smith. He told me it was to make a point that he wasn’t gay and in love with me.”

      I remember him dating Macy for months. I never liked her.

      I stay quiet, listening. “Honestly, it nearly broke me because I was in love with him and confused about who I was. I like both girls and guys, but loving Austin was something else. So for two years, I did what Austin did, dated and fucked everything I could in denial.”

      “I always thought there was something I didn’t know about Austin. A sadness I couldn’t understand,” I admit.

      Arlo nods. “I really did have feelings for you, but it was because you’re like him. I’m sorry about that kiss we shared and how confused I made you.”

      “I get it now,” I say. “And part of me wasn’t all that shocked about you and Austin.”

      “Neither was your dad. He picked me up from a game one day, and he took me to McDonald’s. We sat there in silence for a while before he looked me dead in the eye and told me not to give up on his idiot ass son, because one day, he is going to realise the love of his life has been there the entire time. I was shocked he didn’t judge us, didn’t hate us for what he saw. He just accepted it and then said his son was an idiot.” He chuckles and I do too. My dad accepted everyone, any size or shape. Austin and Arlo could have joined a flying circus and he wouldn’t have blinked.

      Tears fill my eyes, and my throat feels tight as Arlo continues, “He was right—your dad always was—and he was like a father to me too.”

      “He was always right,” I mutter, agreeing. “I’m going to save Austin. And my mum and Maddox. I’m going to the hellcaster city tomorrow.”

      “I want to come,” Arlo demands, and I shake my head.

      “No. Katy will be coming with me, and that’s it. We need to be silent and unseen,” I softly tell him. “And you have a baby to think of. You can’t die there or get stuck there.”

      He pauses and blows out a shaky breath. “You’re always right, like your dad.”

      I sadly chuckle, resting my head on his shoulder. “I learnt from the best.”

      “You’re a goddamn queen now,” Arlo mutters after a long silence. “A queen of a vampire race.”

      “It’s surreal to me too,” I admit.

      “He is going to be okay,” Arlo tells me, and I don’t have to ask who he is talking about. “I won’t ever say I like him, but I admire how fiercely he loves you, and no matter what has happened, he will be fighting for you too.”

      “I hope so,” I whisper. “If I lose him, I don’t know what will stop me from burning the world down.”

      He lifts my hand, revealing the curse. “I’m going to search for the missing witch with the vamps that have been sent out. If you’ll let me.”

      “The curse needs to be broken,” I agree. “Thank you and good luck.”

      “Same to you,” he replies, and from his tone alone, I can tell he is resting all of his hopes on me. I’m doing the very same.

      “When this is over, and my father is dead, I’m going to need advisors. I’d like for you to be one,” I tell him. “I can’t run this entire island with just Maddox and me making decisions. It shouldn’t be that way.”

      “I like the plan,” he replies. “This island is still full of human slaves and poverty that gets overlooked. You can promise them children and a future, and they only have to follow your rules. It’s a trade many will take.”

      “We will figure out a way, but I won’t have humans enslaved here any longer,” I say. “I was a slave, and now I’m a queen. Fate wove this path for me for a reason.”

      “Fate’s a bitch,” Arlo replies, and I laugh, tears falling down my cheeks.

      Wait for me, Maddox. I’m coming.
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      “You didn’t sleep.” Ann’s kind voice makes me look over my shoulder. I wipe the soil from my fingers and stand up. The sun is barely cresting the city outside, but I know most of the castle didn’t sleep well last night. I doubt the vampires in the city did, either. They are sending their queen to hell, and there is nothing they can do about it.

      “No,” I answer. I feel like I can’t rest until I’m in the hellcaster city, until I see him with my own two eyes and make sure he is okay. I don’t know why he is in a cage, why he is covered in blood, but I’m sure it has everything to do with my father. Maddox won’t be his pet for long. “And I thought I’d clean up the greenhouse, but it seems someone has been doing it for me. It looks great in here, and the roses I planted are blooming.”

      The greenhouse, which was once a dead and empty shell of a room, is bursting with green life, blooming flowers and vibrant colours. The now clean glass shines different colours across the tiles, and the water fountain fills the silence with a light murmur of running water.

      “I did the best I could,” she tells me. “I know you’re leaving soon. Do you want me to do your hair?”

      “Yes, please,” I answer. I sit on the edge of the water fountain as Ann works her magic and braids my hair into a plait that falls down my back. My leggings and light grey T-shirt are very casual, but I have the red cloak Maddox made for me hanging on the door. That colour should fit in with the hellcaster city.

      Ann walks around me and holds out a dagger in her palm. The blade has been designed with gold to look like flames, and the hilt is a gold crown. “Reign said it was his mother’s blade and should be only held by a queen. He asked me to give it to you and make sure it stays hidden until you need to use it.”

      I pick up the blade, and I think of the red crystals woven into parts of my hair. A present from their family, from an ancestor I can never meet. Ann hands me a leather case, and I slide the dagger back into it before walking to my cloak. I hide the dagger in the inside pocket and slide my cloak over my shoulders, clipping it together.

      Ann waits and smiles at me. “Be careful. I know you have to go, but...be careful.”

      “I will,” I tell her. “And thank you for keeping it nice in here. It means a lot.”

      “You look nervous,” she says.

      “I am,” I reply, blowing out a breath.

      She nods. “I would be too.”

      We don’t say anything else, because there isn’t anything that can be said, and I leave the greenhouse with Ann staying behind in it. The castle creaks in the wind, the only sound I can hear as I walk through it and to the library where the hellcaster children are waiting with Reign. The dark circles under his eyes suggest he hasn’t slept well either.

      “Morning,” Reign says. The children are eating off little plates, and I wink at Ember when she looks up.

      “Can we talk alone before Katy gets here?” I ask. Reign nods and walks us into the corridor, crossing his arms and looking at me expectedly.

      “If I die and don’t come back, be a good king and take the vampires away from here. My father will destroy The Onyx out of spite. You can all blend in with the humans, and it will save you all for a little longer,” I say.

      Reign’s stern eyes meet mine. “We won’t run, but I am glad to see you thinking of your people.”

      “I would stay if it weren’t for him,” I tell him. “I know the risk and what I’m doing.”

      “I always knew you two would destroy each other. Your kind of love is all-consuming,” he replies. “And dangerous to the world.”

      “And what about you and Katy?” I say.

      He skirts the question altogether. “Katy is going with you today. Keep her safe, sister.”

      “I will try my best, but heaven help anyone that tries to hurt her,” I remind him. “I’ve never known anyone as badass as her.”

      “Neither have I,” he replies, and I tilt my head. “And when she gets back, I’m going to convince her to be my mate.”

      I’m shocked for a second he admitted this to me, but then I can’t help but feel happy for them. So happy for them.

      “I knew it,” I say with a grin.

      “You knew what?” Katy questions, walking down the corridor towards us. I went for casual, and Katy is dressed in red leather, weapons everywhere, a blood red cloak clipped around her shoulders. She looks ready to take down the hellcasters on her own. Suddenly I feel like a sidekick.

      “That we are going into hell and it’s going to suck,” I reply, blurting out something random.

      She arches an eyebrow. “Is it time?”

      “Yes,” Reign answers, giving her one more sweeping look that leaves a blush on her cheeks before walking back to the library. Katy is blushing?

      I missed something big between them, and when I knowingly smile at Katy, she glares at me. “Don’t ever smile at me like that again.”

      I laugh. “Sure. Sure.”

      She glares at me one more time as she walks past, and I try hard to keep the chuckle in my throat before going after her into the library. Reign has seven of the hellcaster children in a circle, one of them being Ember, and he nods us over.

      “They want you to stand in the middle, and they will open a portal around you. It might be a bit of a fall,” Reign explains, and we both nod.

      Ember looks over at me. “There’s a woman who owns an inn. She takes in children, and it’s where your mother took us. They seemed like friends, and she might help. The inn is called Rockshine.”

      “Thanks,” I tell her. “Be safe here, okay?”

      “Okay.” She smiles brightly at me. A big part of me really likes Ember, and maybe she could live in the castle and be like a ward of mine or something. I’d like her to have a good life for all the help she has given us in this war. I nod at Katy, and we step in the gap some children make for us. Katy stands close as the children tighten the circle once more.

      The air starts to vibrate before five little flames flicker to life around us, one so close to my cloak that I can feel the heat. The flames get bigger and bigger before spreading out in a wave, and then I am falling. I gasp, sucking in hot air, and I barely get a second to open my eyes before I slam harshly into a gravel surface, knocking the air out of my lungs.

      I groan in pain and roll onto my back, looking up at the top of the hellcaster city, the flame-covered rock walls.

      We are here.

      “That looked like it hurt,” Katy drones, and I lift my head to see she has effortlessly landed in a crouch.

      “It did,” I mumble as I stand up and listen to the noise. It’s so noisy here; the chatter of people, clashing of doors, and general rumble of an immense city of hundreds of thousands echoes around us as I take in the city. The vision I saw when I took the third orb flashes before my eyes as I look at the castle on the other side of the city, towering above us all like a righteous king. It’s exactly where he would live. Right in front of it is a clock tower and a balcony made of black onyx. I remember seeing myself standing there in a silver dress and a crown.

      I can’t become that version of myself, because I was empty. Katy comes to my side. “We are on top of an enormous building with at least ten floors. Looks like houses, so should be easy to get down to the street and look around for this inn.”

      I take one more look at the bustling city full of hellcasters and pull up my hood. If we get caught, I can’t save anyone. I check on my power like an afterthought, happy to feel it humming with life inside of me.

      Not long now, Maddox. Wait for me.
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      The hellcaster city is brutal.

      Or at least their people are. Katy and I make our way through a gathered crowd, watching as two hellcasters beat the shit out of each other for sport. I glance through the crowd to the fight as a man slams his flame-covered fist into a woman’s cheek, and she bounces onto the dirt floor. She jumps up, her arms thick with corded muscles, and wipes a line of blood off her chin before grinning. I look away as she jumps on the man, with razor-sharp teeth and a show of flames curled around her fists.

      Katy looks back at me, her eyes just visible under her cloak, and I nod to tell her I’m okay. The only good thing about the street fighting is no one looks our way as we slide through the crowd and into the streets that have a nasty smell about them. The houses are more like towers, the bricks broken more than not, and all of it barely looks held together. I look up at the black stone tower as we pass it, another housing block. The one we passed down earlier was just as bad as this one, in ruins, dirty and old. Damp and other smells that I don’t want to identify linger in the air, and there isn’t a breeze to blow it away, it just stays. It’s so hot here that my cloak is sticking to me, and sweat trickles down my back. I don’t need to see why the hellcasters want to escape this place.

      It’s not a world. It’s a prison.

      Katy drops into step next to me, her voice low. We might look alone, but I don’t trust any of the deep shadows that could hide someone desperate enough to sell us out. “This place is a maze.”

      “We need to find a kid and pay them with something to tell us where to go,” I suggest. So far, I’ve seen at least a dozen kids hiding near the buildings, begging anyone that walks past. It hurts my heart to see them, because I see Ember in each one of them, and then I remember my mother saving who she could.

      My mum.

      It feels like I haven’t seen her in forever, and I don’t know what to say to her when I do see her. She lied to me for my entire life, but it was to protect me. I need to tell her I understand what she did, and I know it was to give me a chance to escape my father.

      I want to tell her I miss dad. That he will always be my dad, no matter what my blood says. I just miss her.

      “I will follow your lead,” Katy replies and meets my gaze. “Don’t get us killed.”

      I smile at her, and she smiles back, just for a moment, before I get moving. We pass several people on the way to the alleyways behind a large towering building, but none of them even look our way. I get the suspicion that everyone keeps to themselves, or they find themselves in fights like we witnessed on the way here. I would keep my head down if I were them. The longer I spend in this city, the more I realise how much my mum really did protect me. If I were brought up here...

      I shiver. I would have been a monster by the time I turned ten.

      Katy and I slide into an alleyway and walk to the end where a few large barrels hide a wiggling bundle of tatty blankets and empty glass bottles in a row that clink when the kid moves.

      “Come closer and I will burn you,” the girl hisses. Katy sighs, sliding her dagger out, and I place my hand on her arm.

      I slide off the gold ring on my finger, one I borrowed from the library, and hope it isn’t important. I thought it would be a good idea to bring gold to a place like this, in case we needed to buy something. “I have gold. You can take it in exchange for directions.”

      The girl pops her head out of the blankets, a whip of red hair bouncing around her shoulders. Her eyes are bright like flames under the grime covering every inch of her skin. She holds a knife in her wrapped hands, and I would guess she’s about ten.

      Too young to be this forgotten.

      “Where’s your parents?” Katy questions.

      “Dead,” she coldly replies. “In the king’s mines, paying off the debt they had when there was a cave-in.”

      What the hell is he mining for? Gold? A way out?

      She shrugs like it’s nothing, but her eyes lock onto the ring with a desperation I hate to see. I want to just give her the ring to save herself from this life she has, but I need to find Maddox. Reign was right, Maddox comes above everything. “That was five years ago. What do you want to find?”

      “Sorry about your parents,” Katy says. “We are looking for the Rockshine Inn.”

      She twitches her nose. “Why?”

      “A friend lives there,” I lie.

      “Everyone knows where the Rockshine is. Why don’t you? Actually, you look so clean...where are you from in the city? What tower?”

      “Do you want the gold or not?” Katy snaps.

      The girl laughs. “I bet the king would pay more to find out strangers are in his world.”

      Katy growls and bares her teeth. The girl doesn’t even blink, and she takes a step back. If she runs off and tells the king, we are so screwed.

      “I’m the queen of an island called The Onyx, and the king here is my father. He took the man I love, my brother, and mother, and tried to kill me. I’m going to kill him for what he has taken from me, and I’m going to free this city. Including the people in it,” I say. Katy sighs in disappointment, but the girl doesn’t move, watching me closely. I lower my hood. “My name is Riona Dark, and if you help me, I have a chance of saving you from living like this forever. Isn’t that worth more than gold?”

      “You’re the heir?” she asks, her eyes wide. “The king is looking for you. He is offering a thousand gold coins. A lifetime’s money.”

      Dammit.

      “Great, now she is definitely going to sell us out,” Katy mutters and slides out another dagger. “I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to stop her. My job is to protect you, and this is a risk. You shouldn’t have spoken.”

      “Don’t you dare,” I snap at Katy.

      The girl looks between us and takes a step forward. “My mother sang songs of an heir who would come and free us all. I don’t like the king, and I don’t need that much gold. The king doesn’t have that many people loyal to him.”

      “Good to hear. I hate the bastard too,” I reply, and she flashes me a toothy grin.

      “Come on,” she says and nods her head to the end of the alleyway, onto a new street.

      Katy catches my arm, her voice low. “I don’t trust her.”

      “We can’t trust anyone in this city, but what choice do we have? We won’t find this place on our own,” I quietly reply. “Let’s just—”

      A small scream is all I hear before I see the girl burst into flames. Ash rains down onto the dirty ground as my heart lurches and sickness rises in my throat. That poor girl. She didn’t have to die. I never even knew her name. A bulk of a man in red royal armour steps through the ash and comes to a stop. There is a crown on his chest in gold, and his helmet is crafted around his large head. Ten more guards make a line behind him, and I look beyond them to see ten more blocking the exit to our back.

      “Did you really think your father wouldn’t sense your arrival, Princess Riona?”

      Whoever this hellcaster is, he is going to die for touching that girl.

      I channel my power into my hands and smile. “It’s Queen Riona, actually.”

      Without pausing, I attack with my powers. Red power razes the ground around us in red magic, shaking it as spheres made of my magic leave my hand, and I throw them at the guards. Three orbs hit the guard who spoke in the chest, and he tries to defend himself only to be thrown back into the others. Katy is on them in a second, swords blazing as she moves so quickly I can’t see her. I spin around as the other guards run our way, and I grin, widening my arms. My magic leaks from my body in a wave, and I mentally shape it into a wave before sending it crashing towards them. The wave catches the guards, who try to flee, and burns them into nothing within moments.

      I could destroy a whole army without trying.

      This world is nothing.

      “Stop or he dies.” I spin around, my body going deathly still as I lock eyes with Austin. The guard who spoke to me holds a red blade to the neck of my brother, who’s breathing heavily, his dark eyes blazing with anger. I barely glance at the guard as I take in my brother and how he looks terrible. Deep bruises mark his face under the dried blood, he is too pale, and I suspect he has taken more than one beating. I’m surprised he is even standing with how bad he looks. Katy lowers the hellcaster in her arms, and he drops to the floor with the pile of others she has taken out.

      “Run, Ria!” Austin shouts in a cracked voice, a voice that suggests he has almost lost his voice from something. Something like screaming. The guard laughs.

      “She won’t.”

      He is right, I won’t, but someone else should give us a chance. I look at Katy and nod. Without looking back at me, she runs past me, and several guards chase her as I put my hands up in the air. We spent hours going over this plan, that if I got caught, then she had to run, find help, and stay hidden. Katy didn’t want to leave me, but there was always a big chance my father would know when I was in his world. He would sense my magic, the orbs, returning to the place they were created.

      Katy was always plan B. I hope she doesn’t get caught, because otherwise we are both screwed.

      Gold-plated handcuffs are thrown at my feet, clattering against the ground. They look so out of place on the dirt ground, in an alleyway that smells of filth.

      “Put them on, princess,” the guard demands, and my magic reacts in my chest, repulsed by the cuffs before I’ve even touched them. I keep my eyes locked with Austin’s as I pick the cuffs up and ignore the way my body instantly feels drained. I click the one around my right wrist, the cold metal nice in the warm heat and click the other one on next. Gritting my teeth, a cold feeling spreads from the metal, up my arms, and settles around my magic.

      I instantly feel caged, even as I stand freely on my own.

      The guard smirks at me before nodding his head at the guards behind him, and they walk to me. “Put her in the carriage. It’s time to see the king.”
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      My feet drag against the floor, and the guards’ rough hands dig into my underarms as I’m taken to the carriage and thrown inside. I grit my teeth as the two guards climb in after me, and the door is slammed shut.

      “Where is my brother?” I demand, standing up off the floor. One guard slams his hand into my chest and knocks me back into the seat.

      “Sit down, princess,” he sarcastically suggests, “before I rip your pretty clothes off and see what makes the Mad Prince hard.”

      “Fuck you,” I snap, my cheeks burning. The way he looks me up and down, and his threat make me fear saying anything at all.

      He laughs with the other guard, and I scoot away from them both, closer to the window and as far as I can get in the small space. The carriage is dark with the windows covered by thick, gold, tatty curtains, but I can just about see the dark leather seats, dark fabric walls and patterned flooring. The two guards sit on either side of the door to make sure I can’t leave, but I don’t know why they bother while they’ve got my brother. There is no chance I’m going anywhere when I saw how little the guards care about his life. They would kill him to make a point, and I highly doubt King Bane would give a shit.

      I catch a glimpse of the streets out of a corner of the window near me, where a bit of the curtain is pulled back. Red light pours in, highlighting the cuffs on my wrists. The buildings seem to get taller as we pass them, and less dirty, and I’m going to guess we’re going towards that castle that I saw. The one which seems to shine down on the city like a beacon of hope. I don’t know what the people have to hope for here. From what I’ve seen, their king treats them like dirt under his boot. I close my eyes for a second and rest back, remembering that this was the plan and that I’m going towards Maddox.

      That’s all that really matters.

      If I can just find him, just see him, make sure he’s alive and well, then we can fix everything else. We always fix everything together.

      It’s us against the world. He is the other half to my soul, and I don’t care what happens in the world as long as he is with me. The cuffs around my wrist jingle with the moving carriage as it goes over what feels like cobblestone, and it reminds me that the cool metal is there. They are some kind of lock down on my power, a darkness within the gold that is lingering. I feel around for my magic, but it’s just caged away from me. It feels like it’s locked in a darkness that comes from these cuffs. I try to pick at the darkness with my magic from within the cage, and it seems to crack just a little. If I work on it, maybe I can release my magic and break these cuffs.

      I am not wearing these things for any longer than necessary, but they will make Bane think I’m powerless.

      Perfect for me to catch him off guard.

      I think back to the redheaded woman that I spoke to when I got the third orb. The vision of myself so empty and cold, standing on top of that balcony in front of the castle. I can’t let myself become that, but I’m scared it’s a fate I can’t avoid. I’m going down the same path that she warned me of, and I can’t become the queen of this place and end up empty. The only reason that might happen is if I lose Maddox.

      A sharp pain in my chest nearly makes me whimper, but I push it down. Maddox is not dead.

      I just have to find my family. I just have to find him, and then everything will be okay. At least that’s a lie that I’m telling myself repeatedly to stay sane. At least I know Katy is safe and I’m not alone in this world. If anyone can sneak around and find a way to get to me, it’s Katy.

      I can find a way out of this somehow, someway. I’m not sure how, but I’m definitely going to find a way because Maddox and my family need me. The Onyx needs me. The carriage jolts as it goes over something in the road, lifting me off the seat and into the air for a minute before slamming me down. Then it stops quickly and everything is so silent. Too silent. The door is pulled open by another guard, with a silver helmet covering his face, and the two guards in the carriage grab hold of my arms and drag me out. The sweltering heat hits me one more time as I’m dragged across a courtyard and straight through an open door. They move quickly, forcing me to keep up and not giving me a second to look around the place.

      The inside of the large castle is pretty similar to what I would expect with its black walls. It reminds me of the castle from the Dracula movies but in all black instead, making it creepier. The walls are made of black onyx that lines the castle, and strange paintings hang on the walls, showing wars, forests, women with crowns, men with crowns, and beautiful beaches. One painting of a dark forest takes my breath away with how excellent it is, and in one corridor, there are paintings of a massive, vibrant city with flames stretching into the sky and people dancing in the street.

      I don’t know where that city is, but it is familiar. I wonder if it was this city years ago, and this is what is left.

      I’m dragged from corridor to corridor and up flights of stairs until we come to the throne room. I don’t need to even be told it’s a throne room, because right in the centre of the room is a gigantic gold throne with black onyx crystals on either side that stretch to the ceiling. They just shoot up into the air and are shaped into flames. My father is sitting casually on the throne, and kneeling next to him is my mother. Her head is bowed so I can’t see her face, but I’d know her anywhere. I can’t see her under the silver cloak she wears, only her small hands piled in her lap.

      I turn to my father, King Bane, the monster who has ruined everything in his quest for power. He leans against the throne, his hand resting on his bent leg, and he smirks at me like he’s the one who has won already when he definitely hasn’t.

      I sarcastically smile back as I’m dragged through the room and thrown onto my knees in front of the king. He nods at the guards, and they step back, leaving me alone with my father and mother. Not the joyous reunion I wanted, but I’m glad to see her.

      While my mum is in silver, my father has a long, dark gold cloak that’s littered with black marks that are designed to make symbols. It curls around him on the throne, and his clothes underneath are quite plain, just dark clothes made from delicate material and large, heavy boots. He has shaved his beard since last time that I saw him, and now he’s cleanly shaven and his hair is nicely styled. Everything about him screams perfection as I observe him, like you would do any monster.

      I lock my eyes onto his, so black and empty, and I wonder if he was ever good. If he was ever kind or nice or anything other than the power-crazy man he is now.

      I see our mum’s head twitch slightly, like she’s desperate to look my way. But she can’t, not when she is at his side. My hands itch to reach out to close the distance between us and throw my arms around her just to see my mum one more time to speak to her.

      My eyes catch on the armrest where there is a crown, one I’ve seen before. I was wearing it in that vision.

      It makes it so much more real.

      I look away from the crown and the fear it gives me, and back up to my father, who simply watches me closely.

      Too close.

      “Did you come here for your mother, or did you come here for Maddox?” he asks. The question holds so much more power than it seems.

      I hate that he doesn’t include Austin.

      “Both,” I reply, making sure to keep my head held high despite the fact I’m on my knees. He laughs, the sound echoing around the empty room, and it is empty. There’s nothing else in here but black walls, pitch darkness in each corner, and bright chandeliers hanging from the ceilings. They barely cause much light to shine down on us, but they are pretty, smothered with what looks like thousands of tiny diamonds.

      If they have this wealth, it’s all for show, because his city is suffering. They need to escape here as much as he wants to with my power. It’s something I can play on.

      Bane looks down at my mother and puts his hand on top of her head like she’s some sort of pet of his. It makes me want to growl; it makes me want to move forward and fight him with everything I have. She’s a powerful witch, and here she is, completely subdued by this hellcaster king, someone she once fell in love with.

      What made her love him in the first place? What did she see in his darkness?

      “Did you hear that?” he asks her. “Our daughter thinks you want to be rescued from me, your mate.”

      She doesn’t reply, like she’s a well-trained pet, and I close my eyes for a second to swallow the frustration I feel.

      I’d rather die than be a man’s pet.

      No woman should be owned by a man.

      “I thought you killed Maddox,” I say, desperate to get his attention off her. “I suppose that was the whole point, to hurt me. To lure me here when I figured it out.”

      “I assumed he was your mate already,” Bane replies, his voice cold. Tense. Empty. “But it seems I was mistaken. If he was your mate, you would have known.”

      “I have the orbs as you wanted,” I reply. “As you planned when you stabbed me. What’s next?”

      “Why would I tell you, daughter?” he replies with a dark laugh. “You’re right, I wanted you here, and I wanted you to have the orbs. All I will say is that you won’t survive what I have planned. Your time is limited.”

      “No!” my mum finally speaks, and he sharply looks down at her. She lifts her head to look at him. “You promised me my children wouldn’t be harmed! You can’t!”

      “Shut up before I make you,” he growls back. “Guards!”

      My mum looks at me, pushing her cloak back. My heart hurts as I take in her bruised face, the bruises on her neck, and her short blonde hair. Her eyes are so bright but dimmed with sadness, and I want to rush to her.

      The guards walk her out, her eyes staying on mine until she is forced out of the door.

      “Mothers are always too protective of their babes,” Bane sighs. “I never understood it.”

      “Did you have parents?”

      I remember the woman with long red hair in my vision. She said her son stole the throne, and she ran away with the orbs so he couldn’t get them.

      Bane said a god created the orbs for him.

      I’m not sure which story is true. It wouldn’t shock me if Bane lied, and I don’t know either of them well enough to know who to trust.

      “Yes. My mother was immortal, powerful and made the orbs. She was a god of this world,” he replies, his voice drifting like he is imagining her. I don’t dare tell him I know what she looks like, too. “But she wouldn’t share any of her power with me. Those orbs lived within her, and she told me she was given the power to make them by my father. I never met him, but I was his son, so surely the orbs belonged to me?”

      “Not if she made them,” I respond, and his eyes flash with anger. “The Moral Fall City was hers, and you were the prince then?”

      “Yes,” he replies. “For hundreds of years until I demanded my throne, my birthright, and she didn’t take it well. So I used spells I created to pull the orbs from her body. Little did I know it would kill her slowly. I made a mistake and turned my back on her, holding the orbs, and she struck me.”

      “Then she ran to The Onyx and gave them to the king,” I reply, “knowing you could never get them.”

      His eyes narrow. “Yes. But look, her plan failed. The orbs are back here, and the same fate is going to happen to you that did her, but this time I will get my orbs.”

      “So you are going to kill me?” I ask.

      “Not yet. The spell has to be done perfectly,” he replies, like killing his daughter is nothing. He stands up off his throne and saunters closer. Bane looks down at me for a second before circling around me.

      “The orbs will free my people, my army, and I will be the king of every world,” he tells me. I knew he was insane, but it turns out he is far crazier than I expected.

      “You would murder millions to be crowned king. What is the point?” I ask. “What’s the point of being a king that everyone hates? You will be alone forever no matter what crown you have!”

      He pauses in front of me and leans down, grabbing my chin. “Don’t you want to let our people out into the world? The children who suffer here?”

      “No,” I bite out. “Not when it would let you out. You should stay here and burn forever.”

      I should expect it, but I don’t, as he hits me hard across the face, and I bounce onto the floor, my cheek burning. Seconds later, he kicks me in my stomach with his large boot, and I gasp, all the air leaving my lungs in a rush of pain. I roll across the floor, a mixture of pain and shock freezing me to the spot. Tasting blood in my mouth, I groan, looking up at the ceiling of chandeliers right before Bane stands over me.

      I can see nothing but disgust in his eyes, like he hoped the blood we share would make me as insane as he is. He leans down, and he wraps his large hand around my throat, lifting me into the air. I try not to struggle, but the lack of oxygen makes me after a few seconds, and being this close to him feels wrong.

      All I want to do is lift the hidden dagger and stab him in the chest with it, but I suspect only my magic would kill him at this point.

      His body flickers in and out; at one point, he is made of blue flames in the shape of a tall man, and the next he is normal again. It’s creepy to watch how he changes into a monster, and that is who he is deep down. He has tricked everyone with the face he wears when he is really nothing more than empty fire underneath. I hate that I’m powerless right now.

      I hate him so much.

      “I can’t wait to burn the magic from your soul and watch you die. You might have my blood, but you are not anything,” he breathes into my face before he drops me onto the floor. I gasp for air, crawling away from him. I only crawl for a few seconds before two guards are picking me up by my arms and holding me between them.

      “You came all this way to see your lover, so you will see him,” he says, a sardonic smile on his lips, and he nods at the guards. As they drag me away, he watches with a smirk on his face. Slowly, he whispers three words.

      “Meet my monster.”

      I have no clue what he means, but if he means Maddox, then he’s no monster.

      Not to me.
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      Every staircase I’m forced down brings me closer to him. My Maddox. I barely notice the guards’ tight grip on my arms, my blood dripping from my swollen and cracked lip, my swelling cheek or the bruises forming on my stomach and the pain that goes with them. The world feels numb, empty, and all there is, is another step towards my Maddox.

      As a little girl, I always dreamed about falling in love with a prince, just like Cinderella did. Just like every little girl does.

      My prince was the good guy, the saviour of the stories I read and everything my little heart dreamed of.

      But in reality, my prince is born from darkness, and part of him will always be the villain. But he would never hurt me, never hurt anyone unless they threatened me. He is the villain I needed to protect me. I’d always choose him, and he is made for me. Our souls are so similar because I was never all good, and part of me came alive when I met Maddox. A darkness I hid deep.

      We were shadows chasing the night away long before we met. Maddox embraced his way before we met, and I was ignoring my own. Together, we somehow fixed each other. I saved him and he showed me how to accept both sides of my soul, the good and the bad.

      It can’t have all been for nothing. We deserve a happy ending, a future, and not to die down here.

      The guards push me through a door and into a damp room that has a metallic tang, and it’s smothered in darkness. The guards stay by the door, standing still as statues, and neither look at me. I turn back into the darkness, seeing a light ahead, and I walk towards it.

      Maddox.

      Every breath, every footstep, echoes in the room, but I can only hear my own pulse beating away as I see the outline of a large metal cage with thick iron bars that look like they are plain, with no magic in sight. The light is coming from a small hole in the top of the room, which pours in light from another room with a white ceiling above us. I look back down at the cage as I get close enough to touch the bar and see him.

      The world seems to stop. Everything pauses.

      Maddox is crouched down in the middle of the cage, his chest bare and his muscles tense as he faces away from me. I run my eyes over his muscular back and up to his dark hair.

      “Maddox,” I breathe out, hoping he will turn to face me, my heart bursting with so much emotion even as I break apart. He tenses up further than before but doesn’t turn, and I search the cage for a door, finding one on the side. I rush to it, needing to be close to him more than anything else. I rush to the cage door and push it open, stepping inside and briefly wondering why the door is open.

      Why is he staying in this cage? There isn’t much in the cage other than a toilet, sink and a small metal bed that looks bolted to the ground.

      I walk around Maddox, hyperaware of every slight movement he makes until I’m in front of him. Seeing him for the first time brings me to my knees, and I almost can’t breathe for a moment as he meets my eyes.

      And I don’t see any of the red, any of the light, only darkness and my own reflection in them.

      Maddox looks at me like I’m a stranger, and I don’t understand how my father has done this to him in such a short time.

      “It’s me,” I whisper, crawling closer. He doesn’t move, his hands held in tight fists on either side of him. I place my hand over his heart, hearing and feeling it race fast. I run my hand up his chest, up his neck, and cup his jaw. “It’s Riona. Maddox, I need you.”

      He moves so quick I barely trace the movement, but one second later his lips are inches from my neck, his hand is gripping the back of my neck, and the other is on my waist. His lips softly, carefully press against my neck, and I close my eyes, a shot of pleasure washing over me from the kiss alone. I can’t do much with the handcuffs on, but I want to touch him.

      “Riona,” he groans against my neck, my name echoing around the room, his deep voice making my body feel weak. I’ve missed his voice, his scent, and everything about him. His teeth graze my neck, his sharp fangs tearing a line in their path, and I feel my blood welling from the graze. That’s when he snaps.

      His teeth sink deep into my neck, and I cry out from the sharp pain, right before the pleasure hits. A sweet mix of pleasure courses through me, and I moan as he feeds from me, feeling myself getting wet between my legs. Maddox rips my leggings off and my top next before pulling me on top of his trousers. I reach between us with my cuffed hands and manage to pull out his hard cock, making him growl against my neck.

      Never breaking from my neck, he lies me down on the cold ground and thrusts into me in one long glide. He breaks from my neck to push my cuffed hands above my head and hold them there as he bites into my neck again. This time I don’t feel any pain, only pleasure.

      I kinda like the handcuffs right now.

      I moan loudly, the sound echoing as unbelievable pleasure courses through me. Maddox doesn’t pause, thrusting in and out of me, fast and hard, every thrust rubbing against my clit. My hard nipples press against his chest, and soon I’m coming hard and fast, and I can’t feel anything but sheer pleasure.

      “Maddox! Maddox! Maddox!”

      His name is like a prayer as he finally breaks away from my neck and roars as he finishes in me, his whole body shaking. Breathlessly, I reach up, rubbing my blood away from his lips as he looks down at me. His eyes change, bleeding back from the darkness and back to the mix of red and black I’m used to.

      “Riona,” he whispers, a plea, a groan, a mixture of them all. Either way, it breaks something inside me, and I wrap my arms around his neck, pressing my lips to his. I kiss him with all the built-up passion, and he kisses me back with just as much, just as desperately. When I shiver, the room cold despite how hot it is in this world, Maddox pulls away and picks up the cloak. He wraps it around me as he pulls out of me and holds me on his lap.

      Maddox searches my eyes, tracing over my cut lip and swollen cheek. “Who the fuck did this?”

      His anger makes me shiver. “Bane.”

      “Dead,” he growls. “That fucking bastard signed his death warrant when he stabbed you. I’m going to make it painful for him. It won’t be easy or quick.”

      “I’ll help,” I reply, and his eyes sparkle with amusement. The Riona he met for the first time wouldn’t have ever said that, but I’ve changed. His world, my world, has changed me.

      And I wouldn’t go back.

      “How are you here?”

      “More importantly, what was wrong with you when I came in here? It’s like you didn’t know me,” I question.

      He strokes a hand down my cheek. “They put something in the blood, and I black out. I don’t know what I do when I’m out, but I’m glad I woke up inside of you.”

      My cheeks redden, and he chuckles low. “I enjoy seeing you blush.”

      “You always say such dirty things,” I whisper back, and he smiles at me. A guard coughs and I cringe, remembering that they are by the door and likely heard everything.

      Maddox glowers at them and turns to look down at me.

      His tone changes, the playfulness gone. “Riona, how are you here?”

      I can’t tell him about Katy, not when the guards are listening and could report anything we say back to Bane. “I came for you. I...I thought you were dead, and it broke me, Maddox. I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t exist in a world without you, so I went with Natalia.”

      His eyes darken. “She took advantage of you at your weakest, and I wasn’t there to stop it. I failed you.”

      I shake my head. “No, Maddox. You didn’t fail me. Natalia tried to save her people, and with the orbs in her grasp, it might have made them strong enough to fight my father. I also think she really wanted to help me. Everyone is desperate, and at the end of the day, she didn’t have a choice. In the end, she tried to help me leave.”

      Maddox tilts my chin up, my eyes locking with his. “Even if he had killed me, I would have found a way back to you. I don’t give a fuck about death. It’s not enough to keep me from you. Nothing is.”

      “I’d find my way to you too,” I whisper, a stray tear falling down my cheek. “I want forever. I want you as my mate. Us, always.”

      “Always, my Riona,” he whispers back, his voice sensual and filled with dark promises. “Now tell me everything that’s happened, starting with how long it’s been.”

      For a while, I explain every detail of what happened since the rooftop, leaving out Katy, until we get to seeing my mother.

      “Was it hard to see her like that?” Maddox asks. “If I saw my mother at a man’s feet, I’d kill him.”

      “Yes,” I say, my voice laced with anger. “She was like a pet to him, and I hate him for it.”

      “My bloodthirsty little human,” he murmurs into my ear. “I’ve hidden the dagger you had in your cloak. I’m going to get us out of here.”

      “I thought I was the stabby one,” I whisper back.

      He grins at me and nods his head to the cuffs. “Now, I like handcuffs, especially in bed, but we need these off.”

      “I’m working on it,” I whisper back. “Trust me.”

      “I do,” he replies. “And let me get us out of here. The timing has to be perfect.”

      “I won’t leave without my mum and Austin,” I softly tell him.

      “Them too,” he replies. “We have to get you back to The Onyx. You’re their queen.”

      “I’m your queen,” I correct him. “And you are the only king in the world for me. The Onyx needs you too.”

      We both pause when we hear footsteps, and I look over to see a guard walking to us. Maddox growls low, the sound echoing and pure frightening. The guard pauses outside the door of the cage, his hand shaking the tray he’s holding, before straightening up. He pushes the door open and walks in, placing the tray down.

      I freeze when I see it has a silver dress on it and a silver suit with a black bow tie.

      The silver dress... It’s the one from the vision.

      Maddox looks at me, wondering why I’ve frozen. I couldn’t tell him about the vision when Bane could find out about it. Something tells me him knowing I spoke with his mother, my grandmother, wouldn’t end well for me.

      The guard backs away and steps out of the cage before speaking. “King Bane has demanded your attendance to dine with him this evening. You have an hour, and you must wear these.”

      “Why don’t you leave the cage?” I quietly ask Maddox.

      “It’s magic,” he warns me, his voice laced with a violent edge. He leans closer, his hot breath blowing against my cheek. “But I have a plan. One I’ve been working on.”

      “Good,” I whisper back. “Let’s bring down my father’s world and get the hell out of here.”

      The way Maddox kisses me promises nothing but pure destruction to anyone in our path. The Moral Fall City doesn’t know what is coming. Neither does my father.
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      The silver dress chosen by Bane falls around my body, tight around the waist, held up in an A-line cut at the top, and it’s really quite beautiful, made of silk that is the softest I’ve ever felt.

      But I hate it because it’s from him. I hate that he is dressing me up like a doll that is meant to fit into his life, his castle, as the perfect princess to be sacrificed.

      Because that is what I am to Bane. Nothing but a ticket out of here.

      A cold breeze makes my skin prickle, and not for the first time, I wonder how it’s cold down here when this whole world is boiling hot outside. It doesn’t make much sense, and I feel like I’m missing something.

      I’m tempted to pull Maddox’s cloak over me, but I decide to leave it on the bed instead and embrace the chill as I know it will be warmer upstairs.

      Maddox looks great in his suit, even if he still looks a bit on the wild side. No suit could hide his wild darkness. His hair is still a mess of black waves dotted with the red gems he always wears, and his eyes are like red and black flames, designed to draw you in. His muscular body stretches out the suit, almost making the buttons pop open, and the overall effect makes him look very attractive even if silver is not his colour. I much prefer him in black. I can’t say silver is my favourite colour either, and after this, I won’t be wearing it. I run my fingers through my hair, which is now a tangled mess of curls that falls to my waist, and it’s pointless to try and tame them without a brush. Maddox lifts a curl and wraps it around his finger, his eyes burning with lust. He makes me feel like I’m on fire as he slowly takes in my body in this dress.

      “I look forward to ripping that dress off you later,” he purrs.

      “You can rip it to pieces,” I reply, my voice low. We both stare at each other, the room thick with sexual tension, but we can’t do anything about it right now. I clear my throat and pull my eyes away. “What do you think tonight’s about?”

      I look towards the doorway when Maddox’s eyes drift over. He doesn’t have the answers and they are the only ones that do. I can’t see them in the darkness, but I know they are there. The guards change every eight hours; Maddox counted and some of them like to chat. Turns out Bane has told the city the blessed princess has returned to free them all, and he is getting his army ready. The rest of the things they chat about are gossip regarding affairs in the castle and how the king has a new harlot.

      Loves my mum? Lying bastard.

      Every day spent in this hellhole makes us both itch to get out and do something. Anything. Maddox says he has a plan, and I trust him completely, so I can wait. I know that he’ll get us out of here somehow, and then I can do my next part of the plan. The cuffs are tight on my wrists, digging into my skin now, and the magic coming off of them is slowly wearing thin. I don’t think it will be long before I break it.

      Then everything is going to change. My power is building up, waiting for me, and it can’t be caged for long. I just have to break out of its hold before Bane can use the spell that will kill me.

      Maddox must notice me focusing on the cuffs, and he seems to know what I’m thinking.

      “How long?” Maddox whispers to me.

      “Maybe a few more days, possibly a week,” I murmur back, and he nods.

      “That timing will work for me too,” he replies with a dark smile. The city is going to bleed.

      I smile back.

      Loving the villain has its benefits in more than one way.

      I just hope I’m right. I’m only guessing about how long it takes to wind a crack into the magic. It’s tiring, and I have to sleep before waking to bite at the magic once more. Maddox puts his arm around my waist as we hear the door open in the distance and the heavy footsteps of many guards. I’m not surprised to see seven guards outside the cage door, and one of them opens it before stepping back.

      They’re not stupid, but I do wonder who they fear? The princess that came here willingly and is a ticking time bomb? Or the vampire who can so easily turn into a monster?

      I lift my head high and look towards Maddox, trying to remember the fact that I’m not weak and I’m someone that should be feared. I have the three orbs. I’m the rightful queen of The Onyx, and I was born for this.

      Maddox is moving us fast out of the cage, with his arm tight around my waist, giving me the strength to stand up. My bare feet scrape against the floor as I walk, and the guards look down at my feet as I go past. I almost smile as they look at each other in a panic, like they probably should have thought about things like slippers or shoes. My shoes were taken, along with my ruined clothes but not my cloak, and I expected them to bring me new shoes to wear. I miss my favourite boots. It makes me smile in some sense to know the guards make mistakes. It’s almost humanlike. The horrible thing is, not all the guards in this castle are going to be evil. Some of them are going to be good, but all of them are in our way.

      And that means that they’re a problem.

      This whole city is in our way, and we have to get out of here. It’s selfish and cruel, but I won’t die in here, and I won’t let my father out. He would destroy the world. I have to get out and I have the orbs, though I’m not sure if it’s even possible to leave at all. My father can only leave at certain times, and we don’t have anyone to open a portal. I’m guessing my orbs might give me a way out on this. I’m hoping they do. They were designed to help him get out of here. Well, that’s what he says. Perhaps they could help me instead.

      We finally leave our prison and head out into the lush corridors of the castle. The dark walls are eerie, and they seem to hang over us as we walk down the first corridor and to the stairs. Tiny little rocks cut into my feet with every step, making me flinch, and Maddox looks towards me, noticing everything. Without saying a word, he sweeps me into his arms and carries me up the remaining steps. I shake my head with a small smile.

      I know there’s no point arguing with him to put me down.

      “I’ve always loved carrying you,” he whispers, his hand squeezing my ass. I blush and his lips tilt up in amusement.

      One of the guards coughs, and I miss what he says, but Maddox doesn’t. One minute I’m in Maddox’s arms, the next I’m standing on the carpet at the top of the stairs, and Maddox is holding the guard against the wall by his throat.

      “You made a mistake talking shit about my queen,” Maddox states, his voice dark and empty of any humanity.

      He snaps the guard’s neck and lets his body drop to the floor. The other guards all step back, their swords out and flames curling around their hands. Maddox straightens his suit and smiles at them.

      “We best get moving,” he suggests, a touch of promised violence to his voice. “We wouldn’t want to be late?”

      The guards look between each other as Maddox steps back to my side and winks at me. I shake my head and try not to look at the dead hellcaster guard.

      The guards move into place and keep a tight circle around us as we carry on down the corridor, but this time they are all tense, watching Maddox carefully.

      I smile. They couldn’t stop him if they tried.

      Maddox stays right at my side during the entire walk into warmer parts of the castle. This part of the castle is almost brighter too. Big diamond chandeliers hang all the way down the corridor, and they light up the onyx walls, almost making them shiny. The floor is carpeted in a deep red, luscious velvet, and it’s quite nice to walk on. There are several little side tables filled with fresh flowers that are magical. They are flowers I’ve not seen before, and I’m fascinated by them. They’re mixes of red and orange, almost lit up at the ends, with tiny little sparks of embers flying off them but not burning anything they land on.

      I want to ask what the flowers are, but after what just happened, I doubt they would tell me. We turn around a corner and come to a big open space. In the middle of the room is a long dining table. The table is made of pure glass, but it’s not any kind of normal glass. Fire snakes up and down inside the glass, softly changing into swirls and patterns like it’s alive. More of those flowers make the centrepiece, but these are larger, spreading up into the air like a tree and sparking little red embers everywhere on the table. They don’t set the red placemats or glasses alight, they just disappear. The table is empty of food and guests, and there are red velvet chairs pushed up against the table, each place setting already laid out, ready for guests.

      “You have to sit down,” a nervous sounding guard suggests. Maddox gives him a look that would make any man back down and rush away before he walks me across the room.

      We sit down at the table next to each other, and I move my seat a little closer to his.

      Maddox leans across and brushes some of my hair away from my ear, sending shivers down my spine.

      “I’ve memorised every single one of these guards’ faces, and I’m going to rip every single one of their throats out,” he informs me. “No one gets to look at you.”

      I don’t doubt it. And at this point, I probably wouldn’t stop him, as the guards aren’t respectful and they seem like pure assholes.

      I lean my head on his shoulder as we wait. And wait. And wait. Eventually I hear footsteps behind us, and I turn to see Bane walking in, and on his arm is my mother. She looks beautiful in a long silver dress, one that’s similar to mine, but hers is more detailed, filled with lace and frilly parts. It’s funny because it’s something she would never wear. I don’t think I’ve seen my mum in a dress like this ever. She’s always the one who wore leggings and large hoodies and her hair up in a messy bun. A normal mum. The woman in front of me is a complete, utter stranger in that sense until I meet her eyes and see the same warmness there that always was.

      I miss her, even when we are this close. There might as well be miles between us. Her eyes flicker to Maddox, and I swear I see relief in them.

      I look behind her as Austin walks in, two guards stopping at the door, who must have been his escort. I wonder where he is locked up. Austin’s in the same matching silver suit as Maddox, his face still littered with bruises, some of them fresh. His lip is cut in two new places, and I nearly gasp when I see his ear is missing, nothing but a bloody mess left. I don’t need to know who did that.

      I look at my father and glare at him to make sure he sees the look of disgust and horror on my face.

      I hate what he has done to Austin, and what he is still doing to all of us. I don’t want to be at this meal, pretending to play happy family.

      My mother sits down opposite me, right next to where Bane sits down in his gold suit. I’m sure it’s to make a point that he wears gold while all of us are in silver, a lesser metal to his. I hate all the passive-aggressive, unspoken things that are going on in this room.

      Austin sits down next to Maddox and looks across at me. He’s saying a million questions in his eyes.

      Are you okay?

      Why did you come here?

      Is Arlo alive?

      You shouldn’t have come here at all. The last isn’t a question, but a statement. I don’t need to tell him why I came here. He should know. I have to look away because it’s overwhelming, and I find Bane’s eyes looking at us with a knowing smile that I want to wipe off his face.

      “I’m so glad we finally had this family meal, even with you here, Maddox,” Bane states, folding his hands together in front of him. “Though I was happily shocked to find that you weren’t my daughter’s mate yet. Maybe she will wake up from her infatuation with a monster soon enough.”

      No one says a word, and Bane sighs. “Unless you managed to fix that mating issue. My guards told me they had quite a bit of a viewing earlier this week.”

      “Shut the fuck up,” Maddox growls.

      “You touch me or anyone at this table, and then a hundred guards would be here in an instant, and you’ll watch as I kill her,” Bane replies, gesturing towards me. “One way or the other, she dies. I’d much prefer she dies in my own timing, releasing all the people in the city, but I would kill her to stop you.”

      “You’d need more than a hundred guards, Bane,” Maddox replies. Only because I know Maddox well do I see under the facade he puts up, and I see the worry for me under it. He couldn’t fight them all and protect me.

      And I can’t fight with my magic while I have these cuffs on. I look towards Maddox and slowly shake my head. He sits back, and I take that as confirmation that he’s not going to jump across this table and attack Bane. Not yet.

      Bane smirks in victory and claps his hands twice. The room is soon filled with waiters who place various plates of food on our table and bring a large glass of blood for Maddox. After that, fourteen women come into the room, of all ages, but the one thing in common is their beauty. They’re all dressed like belly dancers, with skirts of thin orange chiffon and matching bras. They have high heels on that would trip me up in a second, but I can’t help admire them. They all have bells and coins attached to their skirts that jingle as they walk.

      I watch as they place themselves in different spots around the room, and slowly music starts to play. It’s a familiar song, twisted and changed to be more upbeat, and I like it. The dancers immediately start to dance like controlled puppets, perfectly in time and not a footstep out of place. Slowly, their bodies start to light up with fire as they dance, embers flying out of their hands that make a circle around them. Several circles are created around their bodies, and those flames dance with the women. It’s rather mesmerising to watch the flames, the dancing, the skill it must take to hold that magic continuously. They never once blink or look away or show any emotion, and it’s really quite fascinating.

      “My dancers, everyone. Aren’t they magnificent?” Bane says, watching them, and the flames reflect in his black eyes. “Each one of these women was hand-picked for me as teenagers. They dance until they break or burn.”

      I try not to imagine that ending for any of them.

      I don’t answer. I don’t scream at him like I want to. I’ve got to play nice for now. He already knows I hate him, and that isn’t going to change. But he doesn’t need to know my plans for what’s coming next. I have to get through this meal. Get through all of this.

      “I have a deal for you, Riona,” Bane states, looking directly at me. Mum looks between all of us, a tiny moment for her, but I notice it. Her hand clutches tightly around the knife in her hand. Bane briefly glances at her and smiles as she carries on eating, before turning back to me.

      “Deal?” I echo.

      “Yes, there’s a game that all royals in our family can play. It was created thousands of years ago, and I played it once,” he explains. “So did my mother and her mother and so on. I wanted Austin to play the game, but he is too weak.”

      “I disagree,” I reply quickly and without thinking.

      “You would, being his twin,” he responds. “You’re blinded to his weakness.”

      I try really hard not to roll my eyes.

      Maddox places his hand on my knee, moving closer, his whole body tense, ready for the attack. “Will you play the game?” Bane asks, looking at me intently. “And in exchange, I’ll give you something.”

      “What kind of thing?”

      “One request,” he answers. “One thing, but it can’t be escaping from here. I don’t have that power, but something else.”

      Maddox looks down at me, and I meet his gaze. I’m not being asked to play. This isn’t a question, it’s a demand and another game. He wants to see if I will refuse, but I don’t doubt for a second the game isn’t already being set up in my name.

      I nod and Bane grins.

      The rest of the meal is tense and quiet, but it’s better than hearing Bane go on and on. The only sound is dancers and the music, which switches tunes now and then. Eventually, the meal ends when Bane and Mum have eaten everything. Maddox, Austin and I haven’t touched anything. I’ve just moved the food around, not trusting Bane not to drug our food.

      Bane stands first and steps over to pull my mum’s seat out. I stand up and Maddox moves to my side quicker than I can track.

      I want to get the hell out of here, even if it means going back to the prison. As I pass Austin, his hand reaches out, and he brushes my fingers just a little. A sign of comfort. Everything in me wants to rush and give him a hug.

      I hope he knows I’m going to fight. I’m going to win and get us out of here.

      “Oh, by the way,” Bane calls, and I look up at Maddox, whose jaw tightens as we both turn. But he isn’t looking at us. He looks towards the door as it opens. All the guards that escorted us out here are waiting outside.

      Bane clicks his fingers, and they burst into flames. I turn away as the guards scream and scream until there is silence.

      “They should have brought you shoes,” Bane says as he walks past me and through the piles of ash, all that is left of the guards, even as new guards come rushing over.

      Maddox looks down at me, and I know we are thinking the same thing. How do we fight powers like that?

      How do we take down the insane king?
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      I stare up at the hole in the ceiling, which is some sort of metal grating, and it pours in the only light in this room right onto us. I wonder if it was a viewing room of some sort years ago, and then I wonder if it means my grandmother was all good if she had a place like this. I curl up on Maddox’s chest, and he grumbles a little in his sleep before pulling me even closer, burying his head into my neck as he moves down the bed. I run my hands down his back to comfort him, as he needs this sleep. It’s been three days since the meal, and I’m hungry, tired, and grumpy. Maddox is worse. He refuses to feed from me, claiming I need my strength, and he didn’t want to sleep in case someone came in here and took me.

      It took a while, but he finally gave into the need for sleep...but I wish he would feed on me. I’m already weak, and there isn’t any point in both of us suffering.

      I think back to my mum and Austin at the meal, and everything that happened. How I wish I could do anything more than be forced back into this cage. I sigh and carry on wearing down the barrier of darkness around my magic, making tiny crack after tiny crack until it finally breaks.

      And it will break.

      I hear the door opening a second before Maddox is awake and pushing me back on the bed as he stands, fangs out and bared, ready to attack anyone who comes close. I sit up and watch as a figure slowly comes into view until I can make out it’s a woman.

      A very familiar one.

      I have to keep my features neutral and give nothing away as Katy comes into view, carrying a plate with a bottle of blood and food for me. Maddox looks down at me, and I softly shake my head to warn him not to say a word. His eyes narrow, but he doesn’t say a word as I stand and Katy comes to the cage door and pushes it open. She places the tray down and pushes back her red hair, which must be a wig, and meets my eyes with her green ones. I’m guessing contact lenses, but I haven’t a clue how she managed all that down here.

      She winks at me before walking away, and I watch her go before Maddox goes to the tray. He carries it back to the bed and places it between us.

      “Secrets?” he asks, the single word hanging between us.

      “So many ears around here,” I gently explain without giving anything away. I lift the plate, not surprised to see a note underneath. I read the note without lifting it, pretending to look through the various breads, cheese, and grapes.

      “I’m here and ready. The food is safe, and be careful. The king won’t let you win tomorrow. It’s all set up.”

      “Dammit,” I mutter under my breath before carefully pulling the note out and sliding it into my cloak pocket. I look up at Maddox, who is tense and staring at the bottle of blood like it’s his own personal enemy.

      “It’s okay,” I tell him.

      “Every drop of blood I’ve touched here made me forget. I could have done anything in that time, and I wouldn’t have known,” he reminds me, but I haven’t forgotten. It’s horrible what happened to him, and I hate to think what happened when he wasn’t aware. The sex we had flashes into my mind. How out of it he was. I don’t think he knew who I was, not fully, and it was only our connection that brought him back.

      Whatever drug it was had made him uncontrollable, like a caged monster, just like my father said.

      I hate him so much.

      “Trust me,” I ask, lifting the bottle and uncapping it. I hope it’s animal blood, and I try not to think about it too much as I pass him it. He gulps, his eyes flashing like fire for a second before he takes it.

      I open the water bottle and take a long drink before digging into the food. Maddox has drunk all the blood in moments, and he wipes his lips and waits for something. After a few minutes, he puts the bottle down and watches me as I eat my food.

      “I will be strong enough for you to feed on me,” I say with a coy smile.

      His lips twitch with amusement, and his voice drops. “I think you just like having me inside you. In every. Single. Way.”

      My cheeks burn red as he laughs, and I love hearing his laugh, how normal it is between us. For a moment, we can pretend we aren’t locked up in a world that isn’t our world, and my life isn’t literally a ticking time bomb. My eyes betray me as I flicker a glance to my arm, the white veins crawling all over it.

      The Mad Prince loves me.

      And I will pay the price of the curse a million times over.

      “I will save you if it’s the last thing I do, Riona,” Maddox vows. “You will not die from that curse.”

      “I know,” I reply, and he arches an eyebrow. “Arlo is going to find the witch, and I trust him. Your job is to get us out of here and spend forever at my side.”

      “Arlo?” he questions, pulling a face. “Maybe it was a good thing I didn’t kill him after all.”

      “Yes, it was,” I deadpan.

      Maddox simply smiles. “If he ever looks at you like you’re more than a friend, I will end him, though. Only I get to look at you that way.”

      I shake my head, secretly loving his possessive nature. It does things for me. “Does it matter when I’m only ever looking at you?”

      He leans across and kisses me, a sharp metallic taste lingering in my mouth when he moves back. “Yes. You’re mine.”

      “Tell me something you want to do when you’re out of here,” I ask, running my hand over his chest.

      “Very naughty things, Riona,” he replies, and I pat him.

      “I mean like go to Paris,” I suggest.

      “Why Paris?” he asks me. “Is that where you want to go?”

      I sigh, thinking on it. “No, I want to go to Greece and sit on a beach with you and pretend to be humans. I want us to be forgettable and mix in with all the tourists. Then it will just be us.”

      “I doubt very much you would be forgettable to any male,” he tells me. “But we will do this. A beach, in Greece, naked—”

      “I never said naked,” I interrupt, and he smirks at me.

      “It’s the way I see it,” he tells me. I bet. Laughing, I cuddle him tighter, imagining the beach, the hot sand, and the even hotter man at my side. We could go anywhere in the world, travel together and see everything.

      He is my home, and we will have a future out of here. I won’t ever give up on us.
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      Soft, billowing clouds surround me in a comforting embrace, and yet all I can focus on is her long red hair, which drops in between the clouds, disappearing below. The red is a stark contrast to the white clouds, and it’s so out of place. I stand on the clouds, in a white dress that whisks around my legs in the wind. Yet the wind doesn’t move her hair at all or the silver dress she wears. She just lies there, looking up at the cold ceiling of the room. I’m quite aware that a room shouldn’t have clouds as a floor, wood walls and the cement ceiling. It doesn’t take me long to figure out this is a dream or vision or whatever it is where she comes to me.

      “You never told me that you’re my grandmother, only that we are related,” I say, speaking for the first time. I didn’t ever expect to see her again, but something makes me happy to have this time with her.

      “Well, titles do not matter much when we will never meet outside of here and I’m long dead,” she replies. “I can only come to you one more time. I was given three times.”

      “Who gave you that?”

      “Do you really believe you’re alone in this world, Riona? That you aren’t being watched, guided and protected by the unknown? There is much you will never know until it is your time, and that’s how it should be,” she softly explains. “But know you are never alone.”

      I’ve felt alone so many times in my life, and if someone is guiding me, they aren’t doing the best job so far. Everything is seriously messed up. My grandmother really is beautiful and enchanting in an otherworldly kind of way. I stare at her for a second, wondering if I have any of her looks. I see some of it, I suppose. Maybe, but not a lot. I find my mother’s side too much, but I don’t count that as a bad thing.

      “What’s your name? You never told me,” I question.

      “It’s best you do not know it, Riona,” she replies. In case I accidentally say it in front of him. “Riona, your fate is linked to another, and if you take what is right in front of you, you will be free.”

      “What does that mean?” I ask.

      “Oh Riona, I cannot tell you. You must make the decision on your own,” she whispers to me, her voice easily carrying to my ears over the small space. “But you will survive what is to come. It will not break you. You’ve been broken far worse, and I know you can survive this.”

      “Whatever he throws at me, I will not break under his hand,” I say. As long as I have Maddox, I can fight the world.

      “I know this,” she replies, standing up. “But some things, some things are a test of the soul.”

      Her red hair is like a curtain around her back, and it really is beautiful. Almost looks like it’s laced with gold. She walks to me and gently places her hand on my shoulder and leans in. She whispers something in my ear, and it changes so much.

      It changes everything.

      The dream is fading as she leans back and smiles at me, both of us keeping a secret.

      Secrets hidden in dreams.

      I wake up slowly in the prison room, looking up at the cage bars above me and above that, the grating and the light pouring in from the other room. Sometimes I swear I hear footsteps in there, but I can’t see anyone. I think back to the dream vision, whatever it is, and something relaxes inside me, knowing that I have one more time to see her. To say goodbye. To thank her for giving me the orbs and for sacrificing her life to get them away from him. I’m just glad at this point. A grunting catches my attention, and I look up as Maddox pulls himself up on the bars with just his hands, his feet leaving the ground.

      Sweat slides down his back as he does his pull-ups. It’s quite the view to wake up to, and I’m completely in awe watching.

      And a little turned on. Okay, more than a little. He really has an amazing body, and he is so beautiful. I don’t think I’ve seen anyone as muscular as he is. He looks back at me and drops to the floor, wiping his hair out of his face. I smile at him as he leans over me, popping a kiss on my forehead before going to the sink. He washes his face and neck and back with cold water before drying with the small rough towel that they gave us.

      “Sleep well?” he asks me.

      “Something like that,” I tightly reply, wishing that I could tell him exactly who I saw in my dreams. But I feel like it’s not safe to talk about her anywhere in this castle. There are too many ears, and I know our conversations are being listened to, then repeated back to Bane.

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if the test is today,” I say. I just have a feeling it is.

      “I hate this,” he replies with a tight jaw. “I wish I could do this for you and take your place. I don’t like it, and I’m not going to let them easily take you from me.”

      “I know,” I say, sitting up. I pull my knees to my chest and wrap my arms around them as he paces the cage.

      He wants to burn this world down for me.

      And funny enough, I have the power to do just that, but I’m cuffed.

      I watch him as he stalks over to me. “If it didn’t cost you your brother and mother, I’d destroy everyone in this castle.”

      “But you can’t,” I softly say, knowing this is breaking him inside as much as it is me. His eyes flicker, like flames going out in a dark room. He hides it well, but I know he is struggling in more than one way. “You’re hungry, Maddox.”

      He smiles and brushes some curls away from my cheek. “Always, but only for you.”

      He won’t drink what they give us, and I don’t blame him. The food seems fine for me, at least. I was reluctant to eat any of it when it wasn’t brought by Katy, but my hunger gave out in the end. I nibbled on some of the bread, and so far, there haven’t been any effects.

      I yawn and try to hide it behind my hand. I’m exhausted, even after sleeping, but I have to keep biting away at the binds on my magic. I know I’m close, I can feel it, but it seems harder every single time.

      “I can get us out of this. I know I can,” I say, lifting my hand up to him, offering him my wrist. “But you need to feed.”

      “No,” he says, taking my hand and holding it in his. “I love you for offering.”

      “I’m worried, Maddox,” I say.

      “Do not worry about me being a bit hungrier than usual. It only makes me more dangerous,” he replies with a dark smile. He has a fair point, and he has won this argument. I don’t say anything out loud as I crawl into his lap. I place my head on his shoulder, wrapping my arms around his waist. He embraces me back, and we just sit there for a moment in silence. Content silence, even in this horrible place.

      “Don’t fight them when they come for me,” I ask him softly. “They could tell Bane, and he would hurt my family. They could force you to have that drug stuff, and I don’t want that.”

      “I’ve never felt so powerless,” he admits.

      “I know this is hard, and I don’t want to be away from you,” I gently reply. “You have to trust me to look after myself for a while. He won’t kill me.”

      “There are far worse things to do to someone than kill them,” he tells me, his eyes flashing with memories of probably things he’s done to people that are far worse than killing. I try not to think of it or what’s coming up for me next.

      “I love you, Maddox,” I say. “Your past and all.”

      “And I’ve never once deserved you,” he replies. “But I will never, ever love anyone like I do you.”

      He leans in and kisses me softly, gently. The kiss soon turns from soft and gentle into passionate and deep. His tongue slides into my mouth, battling with my own, and his hands glide into my hair, holding tightly. I moan into his mouth, and that’s when he pulls away, leaving me wanting more.

      “I don’t want the guards hearing a single moan like that from your lips,” he murmurs. “Those are for me alone.”

      He leans closer, running his thumb across my lip. “I can’t wait to get you alone and take you as my mate.”

      A shiver shakes through me at the thought. We don’t get more than a second to talk about mating before I hear the door opening. Some part of me is relieved that this test is finally here, that there’s no more waiting, but most of me is nervous. Maddox helps me stand and clasps my hand as I try to count the many footsteps coming towards us. Eventually, I see four guards. Maddox growls low as I take a step towards them, and one of them opens the cage door. I lean up and kiss him softly once to say goodbye without saying that word.

      “Hurry back,” he urges. “And don’t you dare let him win.”

      “Never,” I reply. “My lover taught me how to be fierce. He taught me how to be a queen that doesn’t give in.”

      “I like the sound of him,” Maddox replies, and I chuckle as I let go of him.

      I walk out of the cage to the guards, who stand around me, and we walk to the door. I step out into the corridor after one of the guards, my bare feet already getting cuts from the rocks that litter the floor. One of the guards stops me and offers me a pair of shoes. They are small black leather shoes, and they look about the right size. I can’t see his eyes under the helmet, but there’s a silver symbol on his chest that suggests he’s different from the other guards in some kind of rank.

      “Here,” he gruffly says.

      “Thank you,” I reply as I take them, and I pause. I might be stupid for saying anything, but I need to say it. “I didn’t tell my father, by the way, about the shoes. I never would have wanted all those guards dead over a goddamn pair of shoes. It was wrong, and I am sorry for his actions. I wish I could have stopped it.”

      The guard doesn’t say anything, simply stepping back. I slide the shoes on, and as we start to walk, the guard lowers his voice. “We know, princess.” His tone is almost kind and completely unexpected.

      I look up at the steps before starting to ascend them, wondering what kind of fresh hell is waiting for me in a test for royals.
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      The air is thick and uncomfortably hot as we walk through the castle, down the familiar corridors, and I try to mark a path for myself, but it’s a maze. We come outside to a balcony and walk down several flights of stairs, out where the walls are so high I can’t see anything else, but the fresh, albeit warm, air is a welcome relief. I missed being outside. The guard in front of me blocks the view for only a second before I see the massive gardens filled with flowers. The flowers are huge and thick, stretching to make forests of them on either side of a large clearing with a dip in the middle. The flowers flicker embers all around us, and they look like falling stars, bright and beautiful.

      Right at the front of the gardens are Bane and Austin. Austin is wearing cuffs, smothered in his blood as they cut into his wrists, but he doesn’t move. I don’t see any new bruises on his face, and the cuts look better than before. He looks up like he can sense me, and I try to give him a reassuring smile. I instantly don’t like that my brother is here, but I feel powerless to do anything.

      As the guards step back, I walk straight up to my father, and he pointedly looks down at my shoes before meeting my gaze. His expression gives nothing away, but I can see how happy he is. He’s planned this for years; he must have done. Ever since my mother left him, ever since he knew we were born, it’s probably been an ongoing plan. All this time, as he’s desperate to get these orbs back and us. He seems like a completely sick bastard to do this kind of thing, because it’s all about control. He needs to control everything around him, and while we weren’t at his side or at his feet bowing, we weren’t under his control. Truthfully, he most likely hates us for taking our mum from him, because she would always choose us.

      “My children,” he says eventually. Of course he had to start with a really pompous attitude. God, I hate him. “I’m really looking forward to today. It gets boring down here.”

      “I can imagine,” I reply dryly.

      “You can walk straight through my gardens, and you’ll find the test begins there. It’s easy, really. You can bring one person alive out of there, just one. That’s it. The rest are sacrifices,” he says with a cold smirk.

      “One?” I ask.

      “Yes, the right person,” he says with a small smile. It sounds like there are going to be more people in this test than I thought. Is that why Austin is here? Is he one of them? Where is my mum? I look towards Austin and back to my father. “Oh yes, I brought him here to watch. Won’t be fair to have his sister risk her life without having her twin brother there to watch. It might teach him something about strength to see you go through this.”

      I pause. “Did you ever love us? You know, we’re actually your children, right?” I ask. “You claim to love our mother, that she’s your mate, and we are children of that mating. Yet you do this to us. This isn’t how you love someone. Do you even know how to love someone? Was it because your mother never loved you?”

      He looks down at me with cold contempt, and before I can blink, he whacks me really hard across the face. I stumble a little, but I don’t fall this time, having gotten used to him hitting me. He certainly isn’t winning any parenting awards. I straighten my back and try not to flinch at the pain throbbing in my cheek.

      I got my answer, though. His reaction said it all.

      “You don’t get to speak to me like that. I am your father,” he angrily snaps. “Now go and play the test before I decide to make you pay for speaking out of line.”

      “Yes, Bane,” I reply sharply. I look once more towards Austin. His eyes search mine.

      “Good luck, sister,” he tells me, his voice broken and cracked, sounding like he’s been screaming too much. It hurts my heart to hear it, and it makes it ever so hard to walk away from him when all I want to do is destroy the monster hurting my brother. The cuffs remind me they are there, jingling as I walk away through the garden.

      I never wanted the power of the orbs, the strong magic and responsibility that came with it, but now I can’t use the magic to save my family, my man, and my people. I realise I always needed it. The magic was always mine.

      I walk through the garden until I can’t see my father or Austin over the hill. I go deeper and deeper down until I come to the bottom of a crater the size of a football pitch. There’s really nothing here, just a stretch of dirt, and I can’t even see above the hill on the other side. It’s too high. I look around, a frown on my face, wondering what the hell I’m going to be doing. Ever so slowly, the ground starts to shake, and I brace myself. A scream is ripped out of my throat as a piece of earth shoots up in the sky in front of me. The ground under my feet shakes before it does the same, and I’m thrown up in the air as I dig my fingers into the dirt to hold on. I clutch the ground as tightly as I can as it stops, jolting me up in the air once. I stand up on shaky legs as the ground around me starts to rise in all different pointed levels.

      Dozens of towers of raised earth appear, and the height makes me dizzy. It doesn’t take me long to see where the people are, right ahead of me, and it’s worse than I thought. Just outside the crater are five people tied to wooden pyres. One of them is a young child with short black hair and dark skin, dressed in a pretty silver dress. My gut feels like it’s been punched as I look at the young girl, who can only be about ten. She’s tied in the middle, and a woman next to her is trying to reach to her, wriggling in her rope, and she has long black hair and similar features to the girl. I’m going to guess that she’s her mother. The others are all men, and all of them look unconscious. I look around, wondering what I’m meant to do before making a bad plan.

      I’m going to just jump across the raised earth to get to them, and I can only take one of them back.

      But why would this be dangerous? It all seems too easy, and I don’t like it. Seconds later, something else bursts out of the ground in a blast, and I duck as dirt rains down on me. Dirt with embers in it. I look down to see what looks like a massive bird, but it’s made of pure fire with a long tail and long beak. It squawks loud, and the sound burns my ears. Soon after, dozens of the fire birds fly out of the hole, all of them smaller than the big one, but there are so many of them. They follow the big fire bird, swirling around the raised earth like a wave of fire. My god, they’re going to burn the people.

      That little girl.

      No. Hell no. It’s not happening.

      Without thinking, I jump onto the next ledge of earth right in front of me. My cuffed hands make it hard to grab onto anything, and I nearly fall. I use my knees to pull myself up, grazing them against the dirt before standing. The flying birds are getting higher, crawling with every wave, and I regret looking at them. I jump to the next ledge and the next one, which is easy, and I don’t have to even fall to my knees as I manage to stand. I keep jumping until I’m covered in dirt and getting close. The girl and her mum have noticed me now, and they both look terrified. I’m only halfway across the crater when the fire bird rises up right in front of me. I jump back as flames bounce off my hands, and I flinch in pain. I was wrong, the fire birds are more phoenixes up close, and they’re beautifully deadly.

      Maddox would like them. The sharp beaks and the red eyes make them look ever so dangerous, and I know they must be. They swirl around me on the ledge, right below me, and I don’t think they know I’m here. I look down at my fingers and see there are welts on them. I don’t think I’ve ever been burnt. These phoenixes aren’t normal, and that isn’t hellfire. The girl starts crying, and it makes me stand, pushing away the shock. The major problem I’ve got is the next ledge means I need to jump over these phoenixes and the path that they’re making.

      The flames flicker up in the gap, and I know it’s going to hurt. I take in a deep breath of air before running and jumping. I feel my feet catch on one of the bird’s wings, burning me before I slam hard into the ledge on the other side. It takes the wind out of my lungs, and everything hurts as I roll onto my back, pulling my feet towards me. They’re covered in little burns, blistering and bleeding already, and it kills me when I stand on my feet.

      I must get to the girl. Nothing else matters right now. It’s just pain. I look towards the next ledge and realise I can make three more jumps. I could get right in front of them. I run and jump onto the next one, everything hurting me as I do. But I’m ahead of the phoenixes now, just by a little. I have to keep moving. I don’t pause as I jump to the next one and the next, and then I’m right in front of the pyres. I’m not sure how to get onto that last ledge, but I take a running jump anyway, knowing that if I land anywhere near, I can climb. I land right on the edge, and it’s easy enough to stand up in front of the pyres, breathless and covered in blood and burns. I look straight behind me to double-check where the phoenixes were.

      They’re not far.

      “Please save my daughter! Just take her!” the woman cries at me, pleading. “Please! Please!”

      “No, mama!” the girl wails.

      “I’m not leaving either of you,” I tell them and give the mother a nod, understanding she doesn’t care as long as I get her child out. I might not be a parent, but I know what she’s asking me to do. I run to the girl and start undoing the ropes with my burnt hands. There are so many wraps of rope that it takes me longer than I hoped, and the flames of the phoenixes get closer and closer with every passing second. It’s extremely hard to undo the rope, thanks to the cuffs, and I must push each layer of rope around her every time to untie it. I’m covered in sweat and blood and burns, but I push it all to the side to focus. I have to get her out. I couldn’t live with myself.

      The girl looks at me with pure panic in her eyes as her mum tries to soothe her, telling her repeatedly how much she loves her. It makes me think of my own mum and how she must feel about having me in this world, the world she fought to hide me from. The second the girl is out, I run to the mum and start undoing her.

      “No, get my daughter away from here! They are coming!” she shouts at me, her voice pleading. “Please! Please!”

      I look over at the phoenixes and know there is a slim chance.

      “Help me pull the rope!” I tell the girl. She moves to my side, and we work together, pulling and untwisting the rope.

      I can feel the heat of the phoenixes right before the rope falls, and she jumps out, grabbing her daughter. I look around us, seeing that the other side of this hill is a massive jump to freedom. We won’t make it back over the crater, and the forest would hide us. It’s a big jump, though, for a little girl. I look at the little girl, her little legs, and close my eyes.

      “Dammit,” I whisper to myself, thinking of anything to get us out of this. I have one idea that settles in my mind, something crazy, perhaps even insane. It probably won’t work, but it might do, and it’s the only way I see the girl surviving this.

      I look down at the girl. “I want you to climb on my back and hold on tight. Can you do that?”

      She looks at her mum, who nods at her and meets my gaze. “What’s your plan, princess?”

      “It’s Riona, and you won’t like it. I just need you to trust me and make that jump,” I say, pointing at the gap.

      Her eyes widen, and she looks between her daughter and me.

      “Promise me you won’t leave her?”

      “I’d die first,” I firmly state. “I’m not my father. I’ll bring your daughter over, I promise.”

      She hugs her daughter tightly, whispering something to her and nodding at me. She runs and I hold my breath as she makes the jump over, slamming into the cliff wall. She grabs hold of rocks above her, and she starts climbing up the last bit as I hear squawking behind me.

      I look towards the little girl, keeping an eye on the approaching phoenix. “What’s your name?”

      “Alyx,” she tells me in a shaky voice.

      “I’m going to do something completely and utterly insane, and I really need you to trust me and hold on. Ok?”

      “Yes,” she replies with nothing but fear in her tone. I have to do this. I can save her. I’m a goddamn queen, and I won’t let the king of this hellhole force my hand.

      The girl climbs on my back as I lean down, and holds onto me tightly like she’s scared to even let go, and I don’t blame her.

      The phoenixes dive towards us, and they immediately start burning the first man, who never wakes up, and I really hope Alyx doesn’t look, because I barely can. The smell is awful, and I’m glad the man doesn’t wake. I can’t save him. I keep my eye on the phoenix at the front, the biggest one and the best chance I have of doing this. It flies directly towards me, its red eyes and sharp beak so close as it snaps in my direction, and I slide to the side. I throw my arms around it and use the metal of the handcuffs like a collar to hold me to its body. It immediately lifts us off the ground and flies forward, trying to shake us off, and I lunge to the side. My stomach feels like it has a million butterflies in it as the phoenix swerves and shakes and tries to lean back to peck me, but the hold on its neck with my handcuffs makes it impossible. The girl screams, latching onto my back as I try to keep my eyes open, even as embers flicker into my face, down my hair, arms, and chest.

      The scream stays lodged in my own throat as the handcuffs pull, pressured in the way they cut into my wrists. It almost feels like they could snap off. The phoenix flies directly in the way I want it to go, and I pull the handcuffs to make it turn right a little. It squawks and squeals at me as it fights, and I soon realise I haven’t thought out the plan entirely, because when I let go, we’re going to have a big problem.

      It’s going to be angry and ready to burn us to ashes.

      The girl holds on tight, though, strangling me, and I hope she isn’t getting burnt like I am. If she is, she doesn’t cry out or say a word. As we come towards the edge of the trees, the second that I can, I let us go by sliding the handcuffs down its long body, and we both tumble to the ground. The fall hurts like a bitch, but I don’t have a second to think about it. I grab Alyx’s hand, pulling her to her feet as the phoenix spins around and lets out a long squawk, like the noise it made coming out of the ground.

      Double fuck.

      The phoenix flies up in the air and comes back down, squawking at us as we run into the trees where Alyx’s mum is waiting.

      “RUN!” I shout at them, and I run as fast as I can towards the tree line, the phoenix nipping at me from behind, catching my hair. Parts of it burn, but I try to ignore it, and I could barely feel the pain of the burns all over my body at this point. We head to the tree line, and it’s easy to lose the phoenix as it backs away from the trees. I fall to my knees, the world getting dim and spinning.

      Alyx kneels in front of me. “Are you okay? You look bad.”

      “Thank you is what my daughter meant,” her mum says with a light laugh. “And do you need my help to stand? You need a healer.”

      “I doubt I’ll be getting one in the prisons,” I reply.

      Alyx’s eyes widen. “But you’re the heir! Why would you be in the prisons?”

      “My father,” I reply. Her mum looks equally in shock and leans down, wrapping her arm around me to help me stand. The little girl goes to my other side and holds me up with her tiny arm. Every step hurts more than the last, the adrenaline wearing off, but we keep a good pace as we walk through the forest, back to Bane and Austin. Austin’s eyes widen when he sees me, and he takes a step forward, looking devastated, but Bane puts his arm out to stop him.

      I must look bad. Maddox is going to lose his shit.

      Bane claps once as we stop in front of him. Alyx and her mum step back behind me, bowing their heads low.

      “I said one. You’ve failed the test and now you must kill one of them. No spares,” Bane demands.

      “NO!” I scream at him. “I will not kill anyone, and neither will you! I’ve failed, sure you can say that, but killing either of them will make me hate you forever. It would be wrong, and you know that!”

      “Fine,” he replies.

      One word, followed by one movement.

      He spins and stabs a dagger through Austin’s lower arm, cutting it off, and it falls to the floor before disappearing into flames. Austin’s scream of pain is terrible, and it makes me scream too as I run to him, only for Bane to catch me, forcing me to watch as Austin screams and cries on the ground.

      “LET ME GO!” I scream, fighting off Bane’s arm.

      “I told you one of them, and I’m being nice, daughter, but there is always a price. I hope his screams haunt you forever, because you caused this by not listening to me,” he tells me calmly. I can’t breathe, I can’t think as I struggle to get to Austin, right before something slams into my head and darkness invites me, with a calm silence I will never get while I’m awake.
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      The world is a mixture of pain as I drift awake and blink a few times to focus on Maddox as he holds me in his arms, my body in his lap. He isn’t looking at me, but everything about him is tense, and the sting of the healed burns snaps me back into the reality of everything that just happened. The test, Alyx and her mum, and Austin. Gods, Austin.

      “Austin...” I whisper, my voice cracking. Maddox looks down at me as I cry, feeling so powerless, so useless in every sense.

      “I’m here, sweetheart,” he murmurs in my ear. “And Austin is alive. I know that much. The healer who came to heal you told me and wanted you to know. Tell me everything when you’re ready.”

      I nod, sobbing as I try to calm down. He might be alive, but it doesn’t mean he is whole. I will never forget his screams, his cries of pain and what Bane did to his arm. There is no fixing that, hellcaster or not, and I hate Bane so much for it. Eventually I calm down enough to tell Maddox everything that happened in the test, and I swear he stops breathing when I talk about riding the phoenix with the handcuffs.

      “And after Austin’s arm was gone, Bane hit—” I pause as a sharp pain lances across my chest. I look down and pull my top to the side, seeing the white veins of the curse crawling across my chest.

      I look up at Maddox, his jaw tight as he looks away. “I’ve only ever wanted to protect you, and I am failing. I am failing you.”

      “No, you’re not,” I softly say, cupping his cheek and turning his face to mine, his beautiful dark eyes locked on mine. “We can’t stop everything that happens to us, and we can’t fight everything together. But just knowing you’re here when I wake up, loving me, caring for me, is everything. Maddox, you give me the strength to fight every single day.”

      “Be my mate, Riona,” he asks me. It’s not the first time he has asked, but the answer will always be the same. This seems like more than a question, though. It’s like he wants to become mates right now. He runs his fingers through my hair, sending goose bumps down my spine. “When they brought you in here, covered in burns and unconscious, I realised I don’t want to wait anymore. I lost it, Riona, and barely let the healer treat you.”

      He pauses. “I love you, and I want us to be mates when we face your father next. I want us to be mates in case anything happens and mostly because I love you more than anything in this world or the next.”

      “Until the stars fade from the sky,” I whisper back. “And even after, I will always love you. Through the darkness and through the never-ending night, I will be your light.”

      His eyes light up, and he leans down, kissing me softly. “I’ve seen a mating, most of it, and know the words. You will have to repeat them.”

      “Then what?” I ask.

      He runs his fingers down my arms. “Then I bury myself inside you and claim you, Riona.”

      “But the guards?” I whisper, a thrill of pleasure shaking down my body.

      “None in here,” he tells me with a dark and wicked smile. “Are you ready?”

      I brush some of my hair out of the way and look up at Maddox. “I was born to be yours, Maddox.”

      He leans down and captures my lips in a scorching kiss that curls my toes. He moves us so we are sitting cross-legged, facing each other on the bed. I glance at my oversized brown top and black leggings, wishing I was wearing something nicer.

      Maddox is wearing a soft black shirt and ripped black trousers, and he looks amazing even if he wore nothing.

      Maddox takes off his shirt, and I suck in a breath at the sight of his muscular chest. He always takes my breath away. He rips the shirt up into a long piece of fabric and takes our hands. Maddox ties our wrists together, carefully avoiding the handcuffs that are a weight on my soul.

      Maddox pauses when our hands are tied and looks me dead in the eye. “Riona Dark, I take thee as my mate and offer up my soul.”

      I repeat his words. “Maddox Borealis, I take thee as my mate and offer up my soul.”

      His eyes are burning through me as a new tension builds in the room, and the air begins to feel like magic. It crackles in the air like electricity, but I hardly notice as I watch Maddox.

      “Anima mea ad te, Sanguis meus ad te; Anima mea ad tuum,” he softly but firmly states, and I gasp, feeling something crashing into me. Into my soul. My eyes widen as I look behind us, and there is red energy in the air, flickering to life in swirls that flow from Maddox to me. It burns through the bindings around our hands and wrists, leaving more of the red energy in the air.

      As I repeat the words, the red energy brightens and changes, getting thicker, and it almost covers us. Maddox is on me the second the last word leaves my lips, and I kiss him back with the same passion, a desperate need for us to mate. To take him as my own.

      I rip at his trousers as he rips my top off and pulls my leggings off until we are both bare. His thumbs rub against my nipples as he kisses down my stomach. Maddox dives between my legs, a man on a mission, and his hot tongue swirls around my clit.

      My back arches, and a moan escapes my lips that echoes around the room.

      “You’re mine,” Maddox growls, kissing my clit one more time. “Mine.”

      His growl vibrates against me, and I cry out in pleasure as he slides two fingers into me at the same time he flickers and sucks my clit.

      “Maddox, I—” I scream as I come hard, my orgasm shaking through my body as Maddox flips me over on the bed and slams into me. I moan as he thrusts, leaning over my body and brushing my hair to the side.

      I arch my neck for him, feeling my second orgasm building, and the second he buries his teeth deep in my neck, as deep as his cock is inside me, I come again. He thrusts hard and fast as he drinks from me, and I can’t feel anything but Maddox as he takes me as his mate, marks me as his, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      “Riona,” he groans against my neck as he comes inside me. We collapse to the bed, and he pulls me into his arms, the room still buzzing with the red energy of our mating. As I focus on breathing, I feel the mating bond clicking into place and binding our souls as deep as anyone can be bonded. I can feel Maddox, like a sixth sense, and it’s amazing.

      “Why did we wait to do this?” I question with a slight laugh.

      He darkly chuckles, holding me to him. “I’m not sure.”

      “Wait,” I say, sitting up and looking down at my handcuffs. I’m not tired anymore, and something is different...my magic is leaking out of the barrier. I look up at Maddox, and he tilts his head to the side.

      “My magic is going to you,” I whisper. “We are sharing it.”

      “I can feel it,” he murmurs and gives me a sinister smile before grabbing the cuffs. His hands immediately glow with red magic, the orbs’ magic that we now share. The cuffs melt into red dust that falls onto the bed.

      I take a deep breath of freedom.

      “My queen, shall we kill the king?” Maddox asks, rising from the bed after pulling on his clothes. I get dressed quickly after cleaning up and look at the bars. I hold out my hand and slam my power into them, and they melt down into puddles on the ground. I look at the silver dress next, and the vision flashes into my memory as I burn it into nothing. I will not be the heartless, empty queen I saw.

      “The only king here is you. It’s about time this world bowed. Don’t you think?”

      Maddox’s dark smile mimics my own. He might be the villain, but together, we are going to be Bane’s worst nightmare.

      This world is getting new royalty.
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      “Kneel before your queen and king or die,” Maddox coldly demands to the guards who wait at the top of the stairs. There’s five of them, and they all fall back, moving away from us. One of them I recognise because of the silver crest on his jacket. Three of them instantly pull out their swords and light them up with flames before running at us. Maddox barely even moves before he is on them. He rips the throat out of one of them before the guard even realises Maddox is there, and the others, he burns into nothing as he feeds off the guard in his arms. His eyes stay on me as he drains the hellcaster and lets him fall to the ground with a thump that echoes around us. As Maddox walks to me, we both see the last two guards are kneeling with their heads bowed.

      I look at the guard in the middle, and he raises his helmet. “Pass the word to your soldiers, to your guards, to anybody here in this castle. Leave. Leave and get out of here, because this castle isn’t going to be standing for long.”

      He takes off his helmet, revealing greying black hair, an aged face and bright golden eyes. “Yes, my queen. My name is Gordian, and I am glad you broke out of the handcuffs. They were made with phoenix hearts, the strongest metal in the worlds.”

      “Good man,” Maddox replies as he takes my hand, linking my fingers.

      “Where are my mother and my brother?” I ask.

      He points at the staircase on the right. “Go up. They’re both heavily guarded, so it shouldn’t be hard to find.”

      A few guards come running down the corridor, and Gordian holds his hand up. They instantly stop.

      “Evacuate the castle, get your families, and run for the borders of the city. NOW!”

      The guards don’t need told more than once, and Gordian looks down at me.

      “Don’t kill the guards unless you have to. Yes, we have followed the king for a very long time, and it’s all we’ve ever known. I was trained since I was a young child, and I don’t remember my parents. All I remember is serving the king and learning to fight and being this. This is what everyone in this castle is like. Show us a bit of mercy and you will find a castle full of hellcasters who will worship you for a chance at freedom. None of us like being here,” he tells me and bows his head. “Alyx is my daughter. You saved her and my mate. I owe you so much.”

      “Get them out of here,” I tell him.

      “Yes, my queen,” he replies before running away.

      We head down the corridor, which is thankfully empty, and come to two more staircases, and I hear the shuffle of feet on the staircase above on the right side where Gordian said to go. He could be leading us into a trap, but I don’t think so. I saved his mate and child. Hopefully that is enough. We go up together and come to a corridor full of guards, seven on each side standing against the walls, and behind them are two doors. They instantly turn to us, and I nod at Maddox before we clasp our hands together. A wave of red energy slams out of us, blocking the hellfire that they threw our way. The orbs’ magic slams into each of the guards and knocks them unconscious one by one until they’re nothing but piles of bodies in armour on the floor.

      “I can see why my father liked this power so much,” Maddox says.

      “I have to admit I quite like it myself,” I reply. “Let’s split up.”

      “I don’t like the idea of leaving you, my mate,” he replies.

      “I know, but we need to find them, and we don’t have much time before Bane gets here and we fight him,” I remind Maddox.

      “Okay, but call for me if you see Bane. Destroy anyone in your way,” he commands.

      I wink at him and go to the door on the right. Maddox goes into the left door, and I watch him before going through the right door. I’m surprised to see Katy as she slams her dagger through a guard’s throat, and he convulses before falling on the floor at her feet.

      “About time,” she says, wiping her bloody dagger on her white maid dress. She rips the dress off, revealing her leather clothes underneath. “Don’t feel bad for him. He touched my ass, so he deserved it.”

      I make sure to kick the bastard as I step over him to Katy, who is still talking. “Your mum’s back there getting her stuff and changing her clothes. I was getting her out either way.”

      “Thank you,” I say, wrapping her in a hug. She doesn’t hug me back and stands stiffly for a long time, like she doesn’t know how to hug.

      “I don’t do hugs,” she reminds me.

      “I know, but I do,” I tell her, letting go, and she rolls her eyes at me, but I see a hint of a smile. “Please tell me we’re getting out of this place. I need to see snow again. I cannot stand all this heat, and the hellcasters are pretty lame,” she questions.

      “I’m half hellcaster,” I remind her.

      “I said what I said,” she replies, and I chuckle, walking towards my mum’s bedroom. “Maddox is in the other room across the corridor. He might need help with Austin.”

      “On it,” she says and runs out the door.

      I feel nervous for some reason as I open the bedroom door. “One second, Katy. I can’t leave without a cloak to protect me from hellfire—”

      My mum pauses as she pulls on a red cloak as she turns to me, realising I’m not Katy. We both pause just for a second before we’re running towards each other. I throw my arms around my mum and hold her tight like I’ve never hugged her before in my life, and I never want to let her go.

      “My daughter, my daughter, my daughter,” she says in an emotional rush, cupping my cheeks and leaning back. “I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry. I should have told you about all of this. This was never the plan. I was always going to keep you safe from him and explain this all. I—it just went all wrong.”

      “I know,” I softly say. “But you kept me safe all those years. You gave me an amazing childhood and not one part of me hates you for it. Ok?”

      “Really?” she asks, and I nod. She kisses my forehead and hugs me one more time.

      “But we really do need to get out of here, because we are leaving this hellhole and going back to The Onyx. I have someone I want you to meet properly. Maddox, my mate.”

      “Your mate?” she asks softly. There’s a bit of sadness in her eyes because her mate, he is what he is.

      “Bane has to die,” I tell her. I hate that I’m killing someone she is bonded to, because she will feel it, but he can’t live. He can’t escape this world, because so many would die, and no one would be able to stop him.

      “What do you know about bonded mates, Riona?” she asks me, picking up a small bag and throwing it over her shoulder.

      “Plenty, but this isn’t the time. We have to get Austin and go.”

      “If he dies, so do I,” she replies, and everything goes still. “But I want you to kill him. You’re right. He can’t live.”

      “No,” I say, shaking my head, but it’s true. I know this, Maddox told me, but I never thought about it when it came to my mum. I always knew I’d die in a heartbeat without Maddox. The only way to survive your mate dying is with a lot of magic. The orbs’ magic is the only way known or surviving death is rare. The orbs’ magic kept Maddox’s father alive, but his mind was different, and he was cruel. It broke him. I can’t let my mum be broken. I can’t let her die either. “We’ll find a way to break the bond and keep you alive. It’s not happening. You’re not dying, Mum.”

      “Riona—”

      “No,” I say, my voice cracking. I finally have my mum back, and I am not losing her. “No.”

      “Riona, come on!” Katy shouts, and I walk to the door, leaving that conversation in this room. I won’t watch my mum die.

      “Let’s go,” I tell my mum. Her eyes are ringing with sadness, but she follows me out into the corridor. Katy and Maddox have Austin between them, his arm a bloody stub wrapped badly, and he looks feverish.

      I rush to him, my mum doing the same, and she cups his face. “He is burning up. My poor boy.”

      “I’ve given him some blood. It will keep him alive,” Katy tells my mum. “But the arm is gone, and I think he has an infection in it. He needs a healer.”

      “The castle is evacuating. We have no chance of finding a healer,” I say, hearing the noise behind us, the sound of so many hellcasters running out of here.

      “We need to go,” Maddox says and nods at the corridor. “Lead the way, sweetheart.”

      Mum stays close to Katy, and I lead the way, making sure my hands are full of my magic in case anyone comes this way. I get three steps in before I hear a screeching noise echoing around us. It’s like an alarm, but it’s not normal, echoing through the entire castle so loud it hurts my ears. “What the hell is that?” I ask.

      Mum looks at me with a little confusion. “It’s an alarm that goes off when there’s been a portal opened and someone’s coming. It went off last when you came to this world with Katy.”

      Katy smiles at me. “It’s really about time his pretty ass turned up here.”

      “How do you know he has a pretty ass?” I ask with a grin.

      She raises an eyebrow for an answer.

      “I really, really hope you’re not talking about my brother’s ass,” Maddox mutters in disgust.

      “We are—” I say at the same time Katy says, “We are not,” and I laugh a little with her.

      “Come on,” I say, turning down the corridor. The alarm never ends, making me wonder how big the portal is and how many of our people Reign is bringing through. We need an army to take Bane down, and I trust Reign to have that part handled. After going down a long winding staircase, we come out on a veranda that overlooks the front gates of the castle and a big space underneath it. The room is full of hellcasters running out of the door, carrying bags and anything they can as they escape. The word got out, it seems. I’m happy to see a bunch of the hellcasters who are running are guards, and they look like they are getting their families out. They barely even look our way or notice us in their escape, and I look down, knowing he is there without finding him right away. Bane stands in the middle of the doors, still as a statue as his people run past him.

      The look of betrayal on his face is completely and utterly priceless as he stares at us all.

      “Katy, take my brother and mum and get them to Reign. Get them out of this castle,” I instruct her.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” my mum firmly states. “I started all this, and I will help end it. Katy, take Austin and keep him safe.”

      “I can—can help...,” Austin groans, trying to push off Maddox’s grip. Maddox pats his head and says something quietly to him, and whatever he says seems to calm him. Maddox lets Austin go, and Katy helps him stand.

      “Stay safe,” he tells me. “I need my pain in the ass sist—sister.”

      “I love you, bro,” I tell him. Mum speaks quietly to him as Maddox steps to my side, and we head to the top of the steps. A few stragglers are leaving the room as Mum joins us at the top of the stairs, and Bane walks to the bottom. I look over to see Katy leaving through the door on the other side of the corridor.

      I trust her to get to Reign and to keep my brother safe. Katy is a good friend, a loyal vampire, and I owe her a hell of a lot for everything.

      Bane pauses at the bottom of the steps. His gold shirt and dark trousers don’t match the crown on top of his head, and I don’t know why it stands out to me, but it does.

      “You would really side with them over me? Your mate?” he asks her, his voice easily echoing through the small space between us.

      “Oh, Bane,” she says, holding her head high. “I once felt completely and utterly in love with you. I knew you were a monster. Part of me always knew. I saw the things you did, and I tried my hardest to push them from my mind. I hoped you’d change. When you told me you’d change for me, I believed it. You were kind to me, sweet and caring, so I believed you could be that way to the rest of the world.”

      She blows out a breath. “But it was a ticking time bomb, as you were pretending to be those things. You told me the only reason that you were lost in darkness was because you never found your mate, and I fell in love with that lie. We played happy family for a while, but all that time, you were lying to me. You were betraying me constantly. It was just a game to you because you don’t have a clue how to love someone, let alone your own mate.”

      She looks over at me. “They’re the only good things that ever came out of our mating, and part of me will always thank you for them. But no, I do not love you. I have not loved you in a long time. I loved a human who may not be my mate, but he was the kindest, gentlest man I’ve ever met. He brought up my children with me. No questions asked about who their real father was and why I was so scared of men. He was just there, and he was amazing. He was my best friend, and I will always love him.”

      It brings tears to my eyes to hear her talk about my dad like that, and I wish he was here. I wish he were alive.

      I wish Bane hadn’t killed him.

      Mum looks over at Maddox. “You’re different. I know you are. I foresaw you a long time before you met my daughter, and I always knew that between the pair of you, you would destroy this world, remake it and save these people. He’s yours to kill, Prince Maddox.”

      She steps back and looks towards me and nods once.

      Maddox flashes me a wickedly dark grin and picks up a sword someone dropped on the stairs. The sword lights up with the power of the orbs, glowing red.

      “How is that possible?” Bane demands, his eyes flickering with darkness. “It’s not possible!”

      “When you have a true mate, you share everything. Including your souls and your magic,” I say.

      “My king,” I whisper to Maddox and wink. “I believe this fight is yours.”

      Maddox steps away from me, prowling towards my father, who snaps.

      “You will never be king!” Bane shouts at Maddox, who continues down the steps like a wave of darkness. Every footstep cracks the stairs with red magic, and I move to stand next to my mum.

      “I’m so happy to see you find your equal. Love him forever, Riona,” Mum whispers to me. “Always.”

      “Don’t talk to me like you’re going to die. You’re not. I have a plan, and you are going to fight one last time for your children,” I firmly tell her. “But first, let’s watch a king finally die.”
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      It’s hard to watch Maddox walk into this fight alone when I want to be there at his side, but something tells me that he needs to do this, and it shouldn’t be me killing my father.

      It should be him.

      Bane has done a lot of things, killed a lot of people I love, and nearly destroyed me and my mate. He deserves this, and he always had this coming, from the second he decided to take my mum and brother and Maddox.

      If he had treated his mate with kindness and looked after his people, maybe they would be in here defending him.

      Instead, he is on his own, with his family watching his fall.

      This is a fight between kings, and I will be here continuously supporting Maddox, because we both know that Bane does not have a queen supporting him.

      He is alone.

      And he will die that way.

      Maddox walks to the bottom of the steps, and Bane starts to lose his appearance as a man and turns into something out of a horror film that I’ve seen once before. Bane is made of a pure red fire, and this other form is monstrous as he towers above Maddox at least eight feet. His arms are made of pure flames with sharp points like daggers at the ends, and on his back are spikes, along with a spiky tail. Every bit of him is on fire, and it flickers out.

      He sort of resembles a man, but his face is long and protruding, like a wolf. Maddox isn’t fazed as he lifts his sword and moves quicker than I can trace; he is on Bane. Bane must be able to track his movement better than I am, because he meets his sword with his arm, the clashing sound vibrating through the air. They both clash against each other again, and Bane uses his giant arms like swords to block and hit at Maddox.

      The only difference is Maddox is faster, smarter, and he has the magic of the orbs. Maddox slams a sphere of magic into his chest, and it throws him back against the wall. The wall cracks and I watch the fractures slide up into the ceiling, knowing it’s going to fall.

      Bane roars, shaking the walls, and throws a wall of hellfire at Maddox. My heart lunges as I step forward, and Maddox stands still as the fire simply brushes through him.

      He looks over, his dark hair lined with ash and his cheeks marked with dirt, and winks at me.

      My mate can’t be burnt, either.

      “Take out the ceiling before it falls on Maddox,” my mum suggests in a panicked voice. “Hurry!”

      I build power in my hands, as much power as I possibly can into a giant orb. My mum stands back behind me to hide, and I can feel how scared she is. I quickly slam the magic up into the air through the castle ceiling where it spreads, destroying everything into red magic ash that falls around us. Red light pours in through the ash onto us, and I look down to see Maddox and Bane are locked in their deadly fight. Neither of them even notices what I’ve done as they hit each other again, and I’m not sure who is winning. My heart catches in my throat as Bane manages to get a hit on Maddox’s arm, and Maddox hisses in pain before turning back and baring his teeth. That’s when he sees a second sword on the floor, and he picks it up, swinging it around in his hand. This one lights up with the orb magic too as they both start circling each other once more. Maddox attacks first, crashing across the room.

      I feel like I’m always connected to him, like I’m fighting there with him as one person, but I can only watch. I’m not a trained fighter, but Maddox is. He has been trained by his father and Reign since he was young.

      He was trained to be a king that won the battles. Maddox springs off the ground, right over Bane’s head, and swings to the side. It takes me a second to realise what he did as Bane howls in pain and his right arm drops to the floor.

      Maddox did that on purpose, and he swings his bloody sword around in his hand. “An arm for an arm. Bastard.”

      Bane loses it, rushing at Maddox in a frenzy of hellfire, and he’s almost animalistic in how quickly he moves. Maddox holds steady, waiting for him to get closer and casually moving out of the way. He spins as Bane turns and crashes into him, and he blocks him with his swords. They both crash against walls, knocking down everything in their path, and my soul feels out of control and will be until this battle is over.

      Outside the castle, I can hear screams and shouting and more alarms going off and blasts, and god knows what is going on outside there. I try not to think about it. I try not to think about Katy and Austin out there getting to Reign. It’s going to be nearly impossible for her to carry him all the way through the city. But if anyone can do it, it’s Katy. Reign might have someone who can heal my brother, and it’s better than being here right now with this fight. I watch as Maddox jumps into the air and slams his sword straight down into my father’s chest, grabbing his neck at the same time, and he throws Bane across the room with the force of the hit. Bane collapses into the wall, choking as he starts to flicker back between forms. Maddox grabs his leg and drags him across the room before flipping him over his shoulders, slamming into the steps. Maddox is breathless as he stands over my father and roughly pulls the crown off his burning head. He holds the crown up in the air before letting it burn away into ash with the orbs’ power.

      “There’ll be no king of the hellcasters. There’ll be no king of this place. The Moral Fall City will be nothing but a memory, and you will be nothing at all,” Maddox states. “My rule will outshine yours, and you will be forgotten.”

      He lifts his other sword, and my mum screams, even as Maddox slams his sword down and beheads the king. His head rolls down the bottom of the steps, and I look away, unable to watch, my stomach turning at the sight of all the blood. My mum suddenly stops screaming and goes still before collapsing to the floor. I fall with her and hold her in my arms.

      “Maddox!” I scream, calling him over. He rushes up the steps, and he’s at my side in a second. “Give her your blood. Turn her! Please!”

      Maddox cuts his wrist and puts it over her mouth in seconds, feeding his blood to save her for me. He feeds her for a long time before she collapses asleep, and I lay her down on the floor.

      Everything is so still for a while, and even as the city cries outside go silent, I hear nothing until I can feel my mum’s heartbeat under my hand flare to life.

      I suck in a breath and wipe the tears away from my cheeks. “Will she survive?”

      “She’ll be a d’vampire, but yes,” Maddox says, standing up and wincing from the cut on his arm. I straighten up and go to his side, peeling back his shirt to have a look at the deep wound. “I will heal, sweetheart.”

      I shake my head, reminding myself that he heals quicker than I do. “We need to get outside and see what’s going on. The city needs to know the king is dead and the war is over.”

      “I’ve got your mum,” he says, leaning down to pick up my mum and throw her over his uninjured shoulder. I head down the ruined steps, dodging fallen pieces of the roof and tall piles of ash. I look down at what’s left of Bane’s body on the stairs. It’s softly burning into embers before my eyes, and soon there will be nothing left. I make a decision to level this entire castle and this world once everyone is out.

      He’s nothing but dust, and no one should remember him. He should be nothing. I don’t look back as we pass him and get outside onto the top steps. The steps go right down into the houses of the city on this side, and we are so high up we can see everything.

      The city is at war. There are portals open everywhere, ripping apart the world, flooding it with incoming vampires and what looks like witches and sirens too. Hundreds of the houses and towers are burning and being blown up before my eyes. The streets are full of hellcasters, fighting or running from the portals and the vamps coming out of them. I catch a glimpse of siren magic, water flooding one street in the distance, and blasts of witch magic that light up areas in a way witch magic can do. Maddox gently puts my mum down on the steps in the corner where she’s well hidden.

      Everyone is being killed, and it’s pointless. The hellcasters are fighting for a dead king and a war that they can’t win with no leadership. I know not everyone in this city is evil, and the good should be saved.

      “We need to stop this,” I say, “before we all destroy each other. I don’t want to be the queen of this kind of world. There has been enough war. We need peace.”

      “The orbs...the power. It could rip this world apart,” Maddox suggests. “If we use it, it could mark a change. The hellcasters would stop. Everyone would.”

      I walk to Maddox and look back at my mum for a second. Maddox moves quickly down to the bottom of the steps and talks quietly with a bunch of hellcaster teenagers hiding before he whizzes back to me.

      He pulls me into his arms and kisses me. He kisses me even as the world burns around us, and I love every second.

      “I’ve been a villain for most of my life,” Maddox whispers against my lips. “And you make me want to be a hero.”

      “You are,” I whisper back. “Even lost in the darkness, you couldn’t hide who you are.”

      “Save the world with me, sweetheart?”

      “Okay,” I reply and kiss him one more time in this mess of a world. “Let’s burn it down.”
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      The hellcaster streets are in utter chaos, and it’s a shithole of a city. No wonder they were trying to escape. Half the buildings look like they were ready to crumple before we even got here, and the army isn’t any better. They don’t have any control or direction, and half of the ones I’ve seen so far can just about throw a tiny ball of hellfire. I would be embarrassed if The Onyx army was in this state.

      My trained vampires move as a unit across the streets, and I don’t have to look their way to trust what they are doing. They are under strict instructions to only fight those who attack first and to find our missing royals, Katy, and Riona’s family. There is a surprising number of women and children, who are told to stay in their houses as we head through the streets. Surprisingly, not a lot of hellcasters have attacked our army, and we were prepared for a much bigger fight.

      “No sign or news of the queen and Katy,” one of my vampires tells me, and I nod at him. I need to find Katy more than I want to breathe.

      I need to find my brother and my sister-in-law, but I have a feeling they can look after themselves. I come to the top of a large hill filled with hellcasters running away from a giant castle at the other side of the city. It’s falling to pieces even before my eyes, and there is a giant hole in the ceiling. I’m going to take a wild guess that’s where my brother is. He’s always in dead centre of some kind of massive destruction. I walk down the streets, watching as hellcasters run into their houses with wary glances at my vampires standing guard and mapping the city. The sirens send water splashing over the towers on fire, trying to save whoever is inside. The witches caused the fires, and I’m not sure it was an accident. I fought for the alliance between the sirens’ new queen, Natalia, and me. She wasn’t queen until a week ago, as apparently she decided to fight for Riona and the future she offers.. The previous queen, Andraste, was still pissed that we took Riona and was happy to not help us at all. Natalia is a friend, she came to me, and I see a long alliance between us all.

      There’s no need for us all to be at war when there is a magical orb-bearing queen in the world. She gives us life. Power. Safety. We can rather all share the power and share everything that comes with it, including the ability to have children, or we all end up alone, cold, and empty. Well, at least they would, as Riona would be ours either way. Whereas the alliance with Natalia came easily, Sabina was another matter. She might be Riona’s aunt, but she is a cold woman with only her own goals that she cares about. After careful talks with her daughter, they decided it was a good idea to side with us. I’m still going to watch them, though, carefully. I don’t trust Sabina at all, especially on her quest for power. She would quite easily rule the world if she could.

      But I don’t think she’s brave enough to go against Riona, and hopefully Riona’s mother is alive and well. That might soothe the alliance a little better.

      I am heading slowly down, further into the city, when I hear a massive commotion. I rush ahead and I’m surprised. Well, I’m not completely surprised, because Katy is always in trouble, but there she is with five guards surrounding her, and she’s fighting them off on her own, protecting a body behind her.

      Every single time I see Katy, she takes my breath away with how fucking beautiful she is. Her black hair is in a braid down her back, her eyes sharp and stunning as she assesses the area. She moves as fast as lighting, her curvy body made to entice me.

      And only me.

      Using my vampire speed, I’m at her side in seconds, but I pull my swords out with a grin. My vampires stay back, knowing this is personal.

      No one, and I mean no one, threatens my woman and gets away with it.

      They die.

      Now.

      I fight the untrained hellcasters, knocking them down like dolls. Idiots. I knock three of them down in a blink, beheading two of them. I turn to see Katy pulling her sword out of one of the hellcasters, and I throw my sword into the neck of the last one, who is running away. It hits perfectly, and he falls.

      I smile as she throws herself in my arms and kisses me like we have been apart years. Fuck, it felt like it. I didn’t see Katy at my side for years. I knew she was there, but I didn’t see her. Really see her.

      It’s that classic saying, you don’t know what you have right under your nose. I had the whole fucking world, and I am never letting her go. I kiss her back, dropping my sword and sinking my hands into her soft hair, tugging her body against mine.

      “I missed you,” I tell her.

      “I don’t do sappy shit,” she replies, making me laugh before capturing her lips one more time, loving how she leans into me, bending to my will and letting me take control.

      A building nearby blasts apart, sprinkling embers and rocks down on us, and only then do I let her go, enjoying the dazed look in her eyes and her pink cheeks.

      A groan makes us both look down, and I realise it’s Austin, Riona’s brother, and he isn’t in good shape.

      “Have you given him blood?” I ask Katy, leaning down over Austin and taking in his lack of arm and ear, and how pale he is.

      “Yes, but he needs a witch healer,” Katy says. “Riona sent me with him. Maddox was fighting Bane.”

      I nod and stand. “Get him through one of the portals to The Onyx. There are witch healers waiting to help anyone who comes through.”

      “Witches helping?” Katy says, picking up Austin over her shoulder.

      “Escort—” I stop mid-sentence when I see why everyone has gone silent. Every single person in this world seems to have paused, looking up above the castle. Maddox and Riona are floating up in the air, smothered in red orb magic that I remember from my father. He used to use the magic like that but in a deep, horrible red colour. Their colour is different. It’s bright, and it’s glowing, almost a rainbow of colours underneath them, and they’re floating in the air right above the castle, drawing in everyone to see them. They look like a star almost, but I feel completely awestruck by the power spreading from them. It’s like a cobweb, spreading through the air and out of their feet into the ground.

      They’re sharing the power.

      I didn’t even know that was possible. We really have a new king and queen. I never thought my brother would be king, and I was literally named to be the king. But right in this moment, it feels perfect, like it was the right thing all this time. He was born to be king, and I was born to be at his side, his advisor.

      His brother.

      I watch as they rise in the air, almost swirling around each other, holding hands, and I realize they’re building energy like a ticking time bomb.

      What the hell are they doing?

      “I need to get to them,” I tell Katy. “And you need to get back to our world safely.”

      “Not without you,” Katy demands. “They are dangerous!”

      “Not to me,” I reply. “They are my family, and whatever they are doing, I need to be there.”

      I whistle and four of my guards are at my side instantly. “You take Princess Katy back to our world and help her get Austin straight to a healer.”

      “Yes, sir,” one of them answers and carefully takes Austin off her, carrying him easily with another one of the guards. The other two move to Katy’s side.

      “Princess?” Katy asks in disbelief, like she just realised being with me meant she would be part of the royal family.

      “Yes,” I firmly state with a smirk. “The second we get back, I’m literally going to tie you to my bed for weeks, and you’re not leaving unless you’re my mate.”

      She leans up and kisses my earlobe. “Who says I’ll be the one tied up?”

      This woman.

      I growl at her, and she growls back before stepping back. The guards heard, and there are a few awkward coughs.

      “Didn’t know vampires got coughs, or are you all choking?” Katy asks.

      Wisely, none of them answer as I chuckle. Forever with the most sarcastic, sexy-as-fuck Katy is a life I want.

      I kiss her cheek before running straight towards the castle. I want this damn war to be over, and I want her in my bed permanently. I try to push my thoughts from Katy to focus on the task at hand. Maddox and Riona’s power that they’re building seems to rise, getting stronger and brighter, cracking the paths and towers, sending hellcasters screaming as they run out. It’s almost hard to run towards them, the light and magic pushing me away. The city is a maze, and there’s so many people around, it’s hard to jump in between them as they go in the opposite direction to me. Eventually, I decide to climb one of the houses and start jumping over the rooftops, ignoring the sting of the orb magic above me.

      Finally I get to the bottom of the castle steps, and I run to the top of them, right where Maddox and Riona are floating above me. I pause, surprised to see an older blonde woman tucked in the stairs, completely out of it. I don’t know why, but she looks extremely familiar.

      Someone is right behind me, and I instantly flip around and grab the boy’s throat. I let go when I realise that he is a young teenager, and he coughs, stepping away with his hands up.

      “The glowing man said to look for you. To tell anyone that’s a vampire that this woman is Queen Riona’s mother and should be cared for,” the boy says before running away from me down the steps. I look at Riona’s mother, struggling to remember her name and wondering what is wrong with her. I can’t see any injuries or reason for her to be out of it, but I do scent Maddox’s blood.

      Could she be changing?

      I pick Riona’s mother up in my arms, noticing how she looks like Riona but a little older. Part of me can’t wait to have her wake up, because she knew my father, and I believe we met once.

      And she can sort her damn psychotic sister out.

      I look up at the glaring light and make the decision to get Riona’s mother out of here. Maddox has this under control. I hope.

      I run down the steps, coming to a halt when I see Sabina at the bottom of the steps. Her eyes fixate on her sister, and to my surprise, she falls to her knees. The emotion on her face looks wrong, like a statue that’s finally learnt how to smile. I really, really don’t like it.

      “I never, ever thought I’d see her again,” she says, and I watch her cautiously.

      “We should get out of here. It isn’t safe,” I say as Sabina rises and walks to me.

      “I sensed her in the city and came for her. I don’t know what your queen and king are doing, but we are leaving. Give me my sister.”

      “How can I trust you to not hurt her?” I question.

      “I would never. She is blood,” Sabina harshly replies. “And she is sick. Changing into a d’vampire. She needs a healer to guide her body and soul from witch to d’vampire safely.”

      I know she is right, but I also know she treated Riona like dirt. I don’t have time for this. “Hurt her, and it will be Riona who comes for you.”

      Sabina pales at that and clicks her fingers. Riona’s mum floats out of my arms and follows behind Sabina as she walks away, several witches appearing out of the shadows and picking up Riona’s mother. They are running in the next second, with a shield of darkness around them.

      A long ringing noise echoes in the air, and I look up just as Maddox and Riona’s power seems to explode.

      It takes out the city in a hail of red magic, and the wave of magic heads right to me.

      I can’t escape it or outrun it, so I do the best I can and stand proud, thinking of only one person in these last few seconds.

      I wish I had forever with her. My Katy. The woman I am completely in love with.

      The red magic slams into me, and the next second, I feel like I can’t breathe under piles of red ash. I close my mouth and push some of it away as I climb out and gasp in the fresh, salty, and cold air.

      Pure sunlight shines down on me, and the soft sound of waves fills my ears as I take a minute to realise what they did.

      They destroyed the hellcaster world and took all of us out of it unharmed. Thousands of hellcasters fill the beach, the sea and forest in the distance, buried in the red ash that has carried over. I wipe some of the ash from my eyes, looking for anyone I recognise.

      I see them first, on a deck, and they are kissing, oblivious to us all.

      “Bow to your queen and king. All hail our saviours.”

      Like a wave, the hellcasters, vampires, sirens, and witches on the beach fall to one knee as I do. They cheer Maddox and Riona’s names, and I look up at the stars above.

      Long live the rightful king and queen of The Onyx.
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      I missed my home.

      Looking over the salty, sand-filled shores of The Onyx brings me back to the first time I stepped onto this strange and unique land.

      I was terrified, alone and fearing for the future, but little did I know it was all leading me to my mate, to my crown and the future I was meant to have. I never would have believed this place could be my home, but it is, and it’s the only place in the world I want to live with my family. I finally step off the ship, onto the decking. I feel different and free.

      I’m finally free and home.

      It’s been three months since we broke the hellcaster world down into nothing and brought the hellcasters to our island, offering them peace and a world where they could be what they wanted and live wherever they like. A few thousand of them decided to go live in the human world under the promise that if they caused any trouble or killed anyone, then I’d be sending vampires after them to bring them back to face the consequences. We have vamps keeping an eye on them, and so far, only a few have been brought back and locked up for life. Even if they don’t live on The Onyx island or with the witches or sirens who also opened their doors, I’m still their queen, and Maddox is still their king. I don’t know who they’re more frightened of, but it’s certainly one of us or both of us.

      Maddox steps off after me, jumping into the sand, and links his fingers with mine. We spent the last month with the witches, doing what should have been done a long time ago and breaking the curse. It took a lot of animal sacrifices, some pretty strange magic and a hell of a lot of pain on my side. But finally, my hands are free of that god awful curse, and our lives are ours, ours to live forever because we’re immortal.

      I used to think all the vampires were immortal and damned, but now I realise they were never damned. This is one hell of a life.

      I look up at Maddox, and he smirks at me, leaning down and kissing my cheek. “It’s good to be home with you.”

      “Did you not like the witches’ company these last few weeks?” I question, teasing him. I know he didn’t.

      “I really, really don’t like all the black shit on that island and the awful food,” he replies, his voice a dark purr. “And the eyes always watching us. I didn’t have you naked nearly as often as I wanted.”

      “You literally wear black all of the time,” I reply, ignoring the shiver of pleasure that goes down my spine from his flirting.

      Sex with your mate is incredible, and if I thought I couldn’t get enough of Maddox before we were mates, it’s nothing on now. I want him all the time.

      “Yes, but red is definitely more my favourite colour,” he whispers to me. “Like the panties and bra you have on that I’m going to rip off with my teeth.”

      He captures my lips in a deep kiss before I can reply, and I almost moan, my knees weak from one single brush of his lips.

      “Brother!” Reign shouts in the distance, and Maddox takes his time kissing me before letting go, his eyes flashing with a promise.

      This will be continued.

      Maddox steps to my side as Reign and Katy run, stopping a few feet away.

      “Why are you two always kissing on this beach with an audience?” Katy asks as a way of saying hello.

      Maddox laughs and gives his brother a manly hug as I walk to Katy. I hug her tightly and she pats my back.

      It’s an improvement.

      “Why do you smell different?” I ask randomly and out loud, when I didn’t mean to.

      Maddox chuckles, wrapping his arm around my waist and pulling me to his side. “She’s pregnant. Congratulations, both of you.”

      “That’s amazing!” I say cheerily. Katy sighs and steps to Reign’s side, resting her head on his arm. They literally mated days after we came back from the hellcaster world, and they didn’t leave their bedroom for weeks, so I’m not that surprised to hear she’s pregnant.

      I love kids, but for a long time, I’m taking a witch solution to stop pregnancies. I want to spend a good fifty years with my mate and sort out the mess of The Onyx so that humans do not have to fear living here and there is some kind of peace.

      Peace takes time. I’m happy to be auntie, and I will adore their child.

      “It was a surprise, but not an unwelcome one,” Katy says. “I don’t know how to look after a baby, but there are plenty of babies on the island now from the hellcasters, and I can learn.”

      “Can we go back up to the castle and say hello to everybody?” I ask Maddox, and he nods.

      “Good to see you, brother. I expect to see you at dinner tonight,” Maddox says.

      “We will be there,” he replies. “And I have a lot to update you on, King Maddox.”

      “Brother,” Maddox replies with a smile. I love the relationship they are building now and how happy they both seem. Reign is relaxed and happy with Katy and his title as royal advisor to the king. I don’t think Reign ever really wanted to be king.

      Maddox was born for this. He is a good king because people naturally follow him, and he can make good decisions when he wants to.

      He is still a bit of a villain, but what king isn’t?

      Maddox picks me up and, using his vampire speed, runs us off the beach and through to where the royal carriage is waiting with a driver. Maddox helps me into the carriage and pats the side before closing the door. The carriage takes off, and Maddox immediately starts pushing up my knee-length dress and pushing me back onto the seat.

      “Maddox,” I whisper as he exposes me to him, covered only with the red panties he talked about earlier.

      The carriage bounces on something, and Maddox looks up at me. “Hold on, my queen.”

      I moan as he grabs my ass and rips off my panties, tearing them with his teeth. He dives between my legs, pulling my ass to the edge of the seat and licking all the way up my slit to my clit. I moan and arch my back, digging my hands into the seats. He growls against my core and flicks his tongue faster against my clit, his hands digging into my ass.

      I come hard and fast, moaning so loud I place my hand against my mouth to stop the noise from escaping. Maddox picks me up and sits on the seat, placing me on his lap. He undoes his trousers and pulls out his hard, long and thick cock.

      If his cock could win medals, it would get gold.

      “Keep looking at him like that and I will never stop fucking you,” Maddox whispers into my ear, pulling me close and lining me up. He runs the tip of his cock up and down my sensitive clit, and I moan.

      He finally loses control and aims his cock, and I sink down on him. His eyes close in pure pleasure, and I love seeing him like this.

      I rock my hips, building up speed, and he guides me for a moment before focusing on pulling my dress off. He cups my breasts through my bra, constantly fucking me as he rips it off.

      He stares at my breasts like they are pure gold. I ride him slowly, enjoying him looking at me like this.

      “My queen, you’re fucking killing me with how sexy you are.”

      His dirty words just turn me on more. I moan, getting close to another release, and he leans forward, licking my hard nipple. I moan and ride him harder, his cock hitting a spot inside me perfectly with every single movement.

      I rock my hips and he groans, kissing his way up my chest and to my neck. Right as I’m about to come, he bites into my neck at the spot he loves, and I cry out in ecstasy as I come. He repeats my name against my neck as he finishes inside me, adding to the pleasure I’m feeling as he hits deep.

      I rock on him for a second as I calm down, and he releases his teeth.

      “I will never tire of this,” Maddox says, still inside me. “You have half an hour to say hello to everyone, and then I’m fucking you in my bed. For hours.”

      I shiver at his command.

      Yes. Hell, yes.

      I barely get my clothes back on as we get to the castle, and I still end up with no underwear, but Maddox gives me his cloak to tie on, and it hides my body, anyway. My cheeks are extremely bright red as the carriage comes to a stop.

      “What is it with you in carriages?” I ask.

      He laughs. “It’s just what is it with you? I want you constantly, Riona.”

      “Good, because you have me forever, Maddox.”

      “I love you,” he replies before he opens the door and helps me out. This cold castle used to be something I feared once a long time ago. Now the red snow, the towers built into the mountains as it looks over our city, is our home completely. It’s filled with all the people I love. Standing at the door is my mum next to Austin, who looks a million times better than when I last saw him, and Arlo is holding his hand.

      It’s been a hard few weeks for Arlo after his little girl was born early, but with the witches help, she will live and thrive. He sent me a few texts, and I’m happy to be back here, to just support him the best I can.

      Austin looks sad, which I think is more than just seeing Arlo have a baby with someone else. It’s the loss of his arm. We discussed with the sirens and witches, and it can’t grow back or be replaced by magic. There was no way of healing it back to what it used to be, and it’s a permanent reminder of what our father did to him.

      He broke something in Austin in those weeks down there. I know it did. My brother is quieter, more reserved than he’s ever been, but I have high hopes that Arlo will heal something inside of him.

      And the little girl who follows Austin around, making him occasionally smile. Ember. In my letters, Austin and Arlo explained Ember took the room near theirs, and they love her company in the cold castle. I really like that. She’s definitely become my ward, but I have a suspicion they will be her dads.

      I walk up, and I hug Mum first, her powerful arms tightening around me. It was touch and go with her too, and if it weren’t for my Aunt Sabina, I don’t know if Mum would have made it through the change. We didn’t know whether it was going to work as she didn’t wake up for over a week, but she fought her way back. I’m so glad she did. Sabina has been coming here often to see my mum and to make amends. I don’t think I can ever fully trust her, but as long as she never brings Cross here, I won’t say anything because my mum asked me to trust her on Sabrina. Plus, Sabrina wouldn’t stand a chance if either Maddox or I decided to kill her, and she knows it.

      “How was the trip?” Mum asks, like we were on vacation. I chuckle. We wanted her to come, but the witches aren’t all in agreement, and it brought up issues with Sabina that we didn’t want to affect breaking the curse. “It was okay, but the curse is gone. That’s all that matters.”

      “We heard that, but I’d like to see,” she demands in her mum’s voice. I lift my arm out of the cloak, and everyone looks happy to see nothing but pale skin.

      “It worked and I’m finally free,” I say. “Not a curse in sight. Thank you for finding her, Arlo.”

      “Anything for family,” he replies. Arlo never once rested in his search for the witch, and no one could have found her as quickly as he did. Luckily, she’d already had four children and lived in a nice little cul-de-sac in America, and she was more than happy to help once she believed Arlo about the witch’s curse. The curse is broken, and no one will ever pay that price again. I look at Maddox and smile.

      “It’s over. It’s completely and utterly over,” I whisper, more to myself, but I know he hears me.

      “Now we just have forever,” Maddox replies.

      “Did you hear about Reign and Katy? They’re having a baby!” Mum says. I love how she is so close to Reign and Katy, and she treats us all like her children. Even Maddox. “Isn’t it brilliant?”

      “It is,” I reply with a smile before going to Austin.

      “Welcome back, sister,” he says, letting me hug him. Arlo hugs me next before shaking hands with Maddox.

      “Ember has been doing drawings for you both,” Arlo says. “And all of them are on your bedroom wall because she’s taken a real liking to that hawk, who seems to love her.”

      “I don’t know if a giant hawk and a small child are a good mix,” I say with a chill.

      “She is literally a fire-breathing child. I’d be more worried for the hawk,” Austin replies, and I laugh.

      We all head to the castle to get out of the cold, and I’m surprised to see Hector in the entrance hall. I come to a stop and look at Maddox, who doesn’t look happy to see him.

      “What are you doing back?” Maddox asks, none too friendly.

      “I was happy to come back now that everyone’s at peace and there’s no war. See, I don’t like war, and you can call me a coward if you like, because I am one, but I’m here and I’ll cook for you forever if you wish,” he replies and bows his head. “If you will take me.”

      “Did you know about Cross?”

      “That he was a slimy bastard? Yes,” he replies. “But I didn’t know he was a witch and plotting against you.”

      I look to Maddox, and he nods once, just for peace. “Step one foot out of line and it will be your head. Got it?”

      “Yes.” He bows. “I will start on your dinner.”

      “Prepare a big meal,” Maddox warns with a growl, and Hector is gone. I link my hand with Maddox, and we go into the main sitting room where everyone seems to gather. The fire is lit, and it’s so cozy, just like I remember. I look forward to many nights curled up on the sofa with Maddox. Ember is sitting on the sofa, drawing on a sketch pad, and she drops it when she sees me. Ember runs over and flings her arms around me tightly. I hug her back and pop a kiss on the top of her head.

      “You’re looking amazing,” she says. “No more of the curse stuff. It faded your light.”

      “It had. I’ve heard you’ve been drawing loads,” I say.

      “Yup,” she replies. “I like drawing the day you finally can be crowned king and queen.”

      “I think it’s about time for that,” Mum says, sitting on the sofa. Austin and Arlo sit on the other one, and Maddox wraps his arms around me from behind as we stand.

      “Definitely time. We were thinking perhaps a massive celebration all across the city, and the day could be celebrated every year,” I say.

      Everyone is busy on the island with the new homes that are being built, the changes with so many vampires getting pregnant, and schools being set up for the hellcaster children. There hasn’t really been time to celebrate.

      “We can bring in human food and lots of wine,” Arlo suggests.

      “As long as I get to keep the queen at the end,” Maddox agrees with a possessive note. Everyone laughs as Ember brings over her sketchbook and shows it to us. It’s a picture of all of us together, and I definitely have a very strange crown on top of my head with a big red ruby in the middle.

      “Red’s your colour,” Ember explains, and her cheeks are red.

      Maddox reaches over me and picks up the drawing. “Kid, this is brilliant. Can I keep it?”

      “Yes!” she says cheerily.

      “I’ve been looking after the greenhouse,” Mum tells me, and I’m relieved that she did. Ann is in the castle, but it’s a lot for her to do on her own. “It’s such a beautiful room, and I’m thinking of extending it all down the side of the castle so Ann, you and I can really make something special to be used by all the castle staff.”

      “That would be amazing,” I say, agreeing. “Thank you, Mum.”

      “Don’t thank me. This castle is a dream, and I’m not leaving,” she replies, her tone dropping. “I wish your dad could have seen it.”

      “He is with us,” I softly say, placing my hand over my heart. “Always.”

      “Always,” she agrees. “Maybe we could get a stone placed in the greenhouse with his name on it to honour him.”

      “I will get it made as soon as possible,” Maddox says.

      I smile at Maddox over my shoulder. “We are going to get changed, as we have been on the ship for a week.”

      “That’s not what you smell like,” Arlo jokes, and I flash him my middle finger when Ember is walking back to them and can’t see.

      He grins as Maddox leads me out of the room and to the door to the corridor. I look back once at my family and smile. This is everything we fought for, and it is worth all the pain.

      We head down the corridor, which has some new lights fitted, and I think we are going to the bedroom, but Maddox stops me, and he tugs me down the corridor towards the dining room.

      “Where are we going?” I ask him.

      “I want to show you something,” he replies in a secretive tone. We head through the dining room straight to the massive, lit, stone fireplace. I pause as he turns the head of the dragon on the one side and twists it all the way around, and there is a clicking noise.

      “No way, is this a moving fireplace?” I excitedly ask.

      He laughs at my excitement as the fireplace literally slides to the side, revealing a dusty corridor and staircase at the end.

      “I wanted to show you this for a while. It’s a royal secret,” he explains, unhooking an oil lantern off the wall. “Our father showed me and Reign when we were young kids, but it’s been a while since we used this room.”

      “What’s in here?” I ask, really curious now. Old castles. Moving fireplaces and royal secrets. Sign me the heck up.

      Maddox smirks at me before he lights the lantern with the flame from the fireplace and walks in, offering me his hand. I take his hand, and he guides me into the corridor, the thick stone walls freezing cold to the touch as I brush my fingers against them on the way down the staircase. The room smells untouched and old, but it’s not damp, and there’s no obvious noise as we head inside. Maddox tells me to wait by the staircase and works on lighting all the hanging lanterns around the room, slowly revealing it. It’s beautiful. There were several old red and black gowns at the one side, hanging on the wall, and in the centre is a massive chest filled with gold coins and necklaces and other things. There are dozens of chests around the edges of the walls, and a few of the walls have solid gold ornaments and vases that look delicate but expensive.

      At the back of the room, on a tall shelf, are four crowns, and two of them are tiny, maybe for children, made with twisted silver and little red jewels. In the middle, there are two large crowns. One is very clearly for a king, with jutting gold spikes all the way around and rubies attached to it. The other one is more delicate, smaller and a tiara in shape, with a large red ruby in the middle and small diamonds at the side, holding it up before being encased in silver and gold.

      “This is the Royal Treasury,” he explains. “All the boxes that line the room are filled with ancient gold. This room is filled with enough gold for us to protect our people for lifetimes.”

      “Why have you never used it?”

      “My father didn’t want human interference on the island and believed humans were just food,” Maddox says, picking up a gold coin and flicking it in the air before perfectly catching it. “So, he wouldn’t use it.”

      “We should,” I suggest.

      “I was thinking we could trade for human things to bring onto the island to modernise. More cars would be a good start. We need to catch up with the modern world,” Maddox says. “And I never used this room before because I didn’t see a future. Now all I see is the future with you.”

      My heart warms.

      “I love the idea of modernising the island,” I say with a big smile. “I really love that.”

      With the whole no slavery law we made instantly and with no human slaves on the island to do everything for them, the vampires aren’t happy. Maybe if we gave them more human and modern things, like a TV for instance, they might not try to ignore our rules.

      Or Maddox will kill them.

      I’d take the TV option if I were them. Blood banks have certainly been a thing to get used to for the entire island, but not Maddox, who loves to feed off me, and being mates, my body never weakens. I can’t say the constant orgasms are a bad thing. When we first came back and announced that there would be no more human slaves and that every human on the island was considered free and their own person, it did not go well. There were a lot of murders and a lot of issues. But after Maddox had to carefully sort out a few of them, it became clear that unless these rules were followed, you’d leave the island one way or the other.

      The other way happened a lot when Maddox lost his temper. But then we set up and encouraged the use of blood banks. Humans go and donate once a month, and we plan to import blood from the outside world eventually, which will be easier now that we can pay. The idea of blood banks is so the humans can freely give blood if they wish to, and most do. We also let numerous humans go back to the human world, to their homes they were stolen from, but they had their memories wiped by witches before they left, so they didn’t risk our safety. After a few weeks, we also set up a system of humans being paid to be blood donors, so the humans living here didn’t have to suffer without work. Overall, it seems to work. We left Reign and Katy in charge, so we’ll have to ask them about how it’s been the last few weeks. But we’ve been sending regular texts, and we’ve not had any issues.

      So far, I think we aren’t failing at being their king and queen, and we will keep working hard and keep fixing all the broken parts until it works. Maddox walks over and picks up the small tiara and comes right back to me. He places it on my head and runs his fingers down my cheek.

      “It suits you,” he murmurs. “I’m not surprised. Red is definitely your colour.”

      He picks me up in his arms, and I hug him tightly, kissing him softly, which soon ends with him carrying me to our room. I never wanted to be a queen, but from the moment I met Maddox, I wanted to be his.

      I will always be his queen.
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      The red snow of my home floats around me in a light breeze, and I reach out, catching one of the delicate snowflakes in the palm of my hand.

      “Riona Borealis, daughter of my line,” she says, her hair the same colour as the snow, and I lower my hand as she walks to me through the snowstorm that blocks out the rest of the world. My grandmother is glowing, quite literally, and she is wearing a similar dress as before. I didn’t think I’d see her in my dreams ever again, even though she promised there would be three visits. It’s been ten years since I saw her last and, on some days, I wondered if she was even real or just a dream I’d made up to protect myself and give myself hope in the hellcaster world.

      I look around at all the snow that fills the mountain of my castle home I share with my family. Well, most of them. Reign and Katy moved into the castle five years ago when their third baby arrived, and it was easier for Reign to help Maddox and me, and still be close to Katy. Arlo and Austin have stayed living with us, and Arlo’s daughter now lives with us too after her mum had five more children and she wanted some space and to be with her dad. The castle is full of children, happiness, and joy...a far cry from what it once was. My mum lives half the time at the castle and the other in a house she owns in the city, which doubles as a women’s protection unit where any woman or child in the city can go to find safety. The Onyx has changed so much in the last ten years, and now we have roads, cars (not a lot of them as importing fuel sucks) and modern plumbing throughout the city, along with electricity. With the fortune Maddox had, we made deals with a few governments who already knew about our existence and were happy to keep us a secret.

      It hasn’t been an easy ride with freeing all the humans, but the anti-murder law has held, and we currently have a prison with fifty-two vampires and three hellcasters inside, living a hundred-year sentence with correction therapy.

      Maddox just wanted to end them all, but I somehow talked him down off that cliff. As for being queen of hundreds of thousands of people...it’s been something to get used to. The bowing, the gifts, the title, and crown.

      Maddox makes it all worth it. As does The Onyx. It was once a cold, horrible island with just as horrible vampires living on it, treating humans as slaves. It’s different now, and the last thing I would call The Onyx is cold.

      It’s bursting with life, literally, with all the kids around, and people are trying to learn about humanity.

      “Do you know why the mountain always snows red?” I ponder, more to myself, but I say it anyway.

      She laughs. “I’m dead and, instead of asking what it is like to die, you ask about snow?”

      “I don’t want to know what it’s like to die,” I reply with a small smile.

      “There is a spell on the island that only red snow shall fall. Some witch cast it on her deathbed many, many years ago,” she tells me. “But I am here to speak one more time to you, and we do not have long before your mate will wake you.”

      “You’re here to say goodbye,” I say, a part of me feeling sad. I don’t know her well, but she is family, and she helped me.

      “I am,” she replies and steps forward. “But your child will be born in a few years, with hair like mine and eyes of red flames like your mate. I know a part of me lives on.”

      My child? Maddox will be happy to know there will be an heir around soon. Our own child. I’ve thought about it a lot over the last year, mostly with all the kids and babies in the castle. It’s hard not to. Currently, Reign’s oldest daughter is our heir, but Maddox wants a bunch of kids. I’m hoping he will be happy with one.

      Maybe two.

      “Boy or girl?” I ask.

      She smiles. “You will find out soon, Riona. I am proud of you, so you know. Your dad is too.”

      My heart hurts as I give her a sad smile. “Tell him I love him so much.”

      “He knows,” she softly replies. “And he is with you, as am I until the end.”

      “Thank you. I can’t thank you enough for giving me the orbs; I could never have survived without them. And thank you for sacrificing your life to get them away from Bane. I don’t know where any of us would be if you hadn’t.”

      “Thank you for making me proud. Go and enjoy your life, Riona.”

      “I will,” I whisper back, and I mean it. Every moment I have in my life feels special because I know what it is like to lose everything and everyone you love. This is a second chance, and I will never waste it.

      “By the way, don’t you have a secret to tell?”

      

      I wake up slowly, the dream like a movie in my mind I can repeat over and over. Warm, toasty sunlight beams down on me, covering nearly all of my body as I breathe in the salty, warm sea air of Greece in the middle of summer. I rest my arm over my forehead to block out some of the light as I sit up and stretch and look around for him. My king. My lover. My mate. I find him instantly, his soul calling to mine in a way only mates can do. I could find him anywhere on earth, and he could find me, too. Maddox is in the water right in front of me, facing the ocean and watching the yacht floating in the sea, attached to the nearby dock.

      Droplets of sea water, the emerald green and sea blue droplets, fall from his wet hair. His hair is long enough that it now hits his neck and shoulders, in locks of dark brown. I’m glad he’s decided to grow it out again after cutting it, as I love running my fingers through it. The red crystals woven into his hair shine in the sunlight and catch my eye. There are three blue ones woven in, and Reign wears the other three. They both might have bad memories of their parents, but they did bring them up, and they chose to honour them in that small way.

      The beautiful sunlight of our private beach in Greece shines down on us as I watch my mate in the sea. It’s one of his favourite places in the world, and it’s definitely in my top three. Maddox bought a villa and the private beach that goes with it five years ago for me as an anniversary present. We come here at the same time every year, and it’s our way of getting away from the responsibilities of our life. We spend most of the year looking after the monarchy and being the king and queen they need. We spend a week or two sometimes being normal pretend-humans and mixing with the crowd. I spend most of the days on the beach, and we spend our nights in the cities, dancing and enjoying everything the world has to offer. The Greek people are the kindest in the world, or at least I think so.

      Maddox is relaxed here...in a way I love to see. On The Onyx, there is always the pressure of so many people needing us, and here there isn’t. We get to be free, for a moment, and it’s something we treasure. Maddox looks back, spotting that I’m awake, and I watch his lips tilt up in a devious smile. I watch him as he starts to walk out of the ocean towards me, and I swear I don’t know how to breathe for a moment. He’s only wearing tight black shorts, and water drips all the way down his muscular form, between every muscle and groove, teasing me, I’m sure. His powerful thighs have him walking right up to me, and he crawls onto the sun lounger. Sea water drops onto my bare skin, my red bikini doing nothing to protect me from him.

      Which is kinda the point.

      “You’re getting me wet,” I tease. He laughs and shakes his hair, splashing me with water, and I giggle, pushing him away, but he is like a rock and moves nowhere. Maddox cups my cheek before kissing me softly.

      “Did you sleep well?” he asks, looking down at me.

      “Yes, and I saw her again. My grandmother,” I say. “But I forgot to ask her name again. I feel like I’m never meant to know it.”

      “Perhaps not,” he replies. “What did she tell you this time?”

      I enjoy the fact this will surprise him. “That we would have a child with bright red hair and eyes of flames that look like yours. That we will have a child.”

      I ramble on as he doesn’t say anything. “She said that it won’t be long until he or she is here. Not right now, but in the next couple of years, perhaps… Say something.”

      He kisses me deeply and I moan, arching my body closer to his. “This is brilliant news, sweetheart.”

      “I think so too,” I say. It’s always been me who’s more hesitant to have a child, and it’s not from not wanting one, but more I wanted to make sure The Onyx was a safe place to bring a baby into. The truth is, it’s been at peace for four years, and not much has changed. The people are happy, they adore us, and I know they would protect any child we had.

      “I want to see what our child would be like, and I want to do it right. I see how Reign and Katy are with their children, the stark difference to how my father brought us up. He was cold and unfeeling, and there was no laughter, no joy, nothing. I like watching Reign chase his children around the castle, laughing as he hangs them over his shoulder and telling them their shit stick paintings are masterpieces. We always laugh around the dinner table, and it’s filled with the opposite of what I was used to. I want all of it with you. I want that for our child, and I know that we can have that together. There might be more pressures with the crown and everything else that comes with it. But I want us to have that family, and I swear to you, I will be the best father I can be.” He pauses with a smile. “I will love listening to them play violin as you try to teach them and we all go deaf in the meantime. I will love teaching my child to paint, even if they paint on every wall in the castle. I will read them a fairy tale every single night as I hold you both. I want all this, Riona.”

      Tears fill my eyes as I imagine it all with a small redheaded little girl. He will be an amazing father, I just know it. “I want that too.”

      In fact, hearing about the child that we will have makes me want to try for that child already, but maybe I can make that a surprise for us when we get home. I want our baby to be conceived in our home and born there too.

      Maddox is already on the baby-making plan as he runs his hands down my arms, stomach and thighs.

      “I have to tell you a secret first,” I say, and he pauses.

      “Have you been keeping secrets from me?” he asks, teasing. He knows the goddess told me something important, but it wasn’t about me, and it was never the time to tell it.

      “Ember is my sister,” I say, and Maddox raises an eyebrow in surprise.

      “Father’s side, I presume?”

      “Yes. One of the bastard children he had,” I reply. “My grandmother whispered it to me. I won’t meet the others, but she told me that Ember was the only one that I will meet in this lifetime and have a close connection to.”

      “So her adoptive dad is really her brother, and her queen is her sister. It also makes her a hellcaster princess by right,” Maddox replies, thinking on it. “I can see why you kept this to yourself. It’s complicated.”

      “I kept her as my ward to keep her close and to give her a place in the world that is right. She is a princess and should be in the royal family,” I reply.

      “Do you want to tell her?” he asks.

      “Yes, I want to tell her when she is a bit older. I felt like she had a really messed up childhood, and things have only been normal for a short time. But she’s older now, and I think it’s probably about time I have a sit down and tell her the truth. I might tell Austin first, and we can tell her together.”

      Maddox nods in agreement. “He should be told first and Arlo too.”

      “Are you sticking up for your best friend?” I ask, referring to Austin.

      Maddox pulls a face that is cute even when he isn’t trying to be. “He’s not my best friend.”

      I laugh because the truth is they really are best friends. They hated each other when they first met. But somehow, over these ten years, they have bonded. Ann and Katy are the women I’m closest to, and I consider them both my best friends. I miss Sophie, but she mourned me, moved on with her life and is happy now. It wouldn’t be fair for me to turn up in her life. Truthfully, she is human, and she will die one day. Arlo was changed to a d’vampire eight years ago, and now all of us are going to live long lives, together, the way it should be.

      “Oh, so you both love spending time together for no good reason?” I tease. “It’s okay to have friends.”

      “He is a great help with the hellcasters,” he replies, scowling. Austin loves to help us out with the more political side of running the island and to set himself up as almost like a people’s person for the hellcasters and vampires who don’t have a voice. He goes into the towns and villages to listen to what the people say and what they want, and retells that to Maddox and Reign in the meetings. We can’t change everything, but sometimes changing a little thing makes a big difference in the life of many. It all just works. The first time I realised Austin and Maddox were actually friends was six years ago when I found them both drunk and laughing about Reign’s terrible attempt at a romantic gesture to Katy by singing through her labour.

      Then it became a regular thing for Maddox and Austin to sit together, talking and drinking. They do like to drink together, and I kind of love to see my brother and mate being friendly. They fix each other with this friendship, and it was something Austin desperately needed as much as Maddox. Austin somehow got Maddox into actually having a friendship, something I never thought he would have.

      Changing the subject, he tickles me for a bit until I beg him to stop, and we both lie down side by side, our faces close.

      “Are we done with your trips?” he asks me. I nod. I made it my personal thing to give closure to all the families that I could find of humans taken in the auction. It started with me finding Lucy’s boyfriend. I will never forget what Lucy asked me to do when we were on that boat traveling here together, and I always thought a part of her knew she was going to die right there and then in that cage. I promised her I would find him, and I did.

      Lucy didn’t give me much to go on, a beach house in California and a name, but I found him, and I went and told him everything. At first, he didn’t quite believe me, and then Maddox showed him his fangs and a little orb of magic, and then he definitely did believe me. It turns out he’d been looking for her all this time. Never gave up, but he knew somewhere deep down that she wasn’t here anymore. It’s just it was hard to break his heart, but it was the right thing to do. I know Maddox regrets killing her, and he said sorry, but we both agreed not to tell her boyfriend that he did it.

      He is human, and he couldn’t understand Maddox if he tried.

      I went down to all the humans and took over a year to make a very long list of anyone who knew anything about the families of the humans that have been killed. I made a list of over four hundred, and I found three hundred and sixty-two of them. The others, I will continue looking for, but I know there are thousands that will never get that closure. Never know what happened to their family members.

      The only thing that I repeat to myself is that the auction is a horror of our past and will not be repeated. For now, we’ve still got people working on finding the others, and I hope that we do, but maybe they just can’t be found. I sit up on my sun lounger and gather the towel underneath me to dry Maddox’s hair. The towel is black, and it has our new royal crest in the middle.

      We’ve gotten rid of the old crest, deciding that his father’s rule and the crest that went with him just instilled fear in our people. We need to be fresh and new. So now there’s a line of roses on a stem with thorns, a blue dagger and a black snake woven around the dagger in the shape of an infinity symbol. We think it represents everything to do with The Onyx and its mix of people under its rule. It represents freedom, a new way for our people. The snake is for the witches. The dagger is blue for the sirens. The roses represent the vampires, and the thorns are for the hellcasters.

      Maddox brushes his hand down my cheek. “I know you’re wishing you could find closure for all of them. If someone took you from me, I wouldn’t stop searching the whole world. In fact, I’d just burn it all down for you in your memory, so they’d all know who you were and that you were gone. We can’t change the past.”

      “Do you ever think about the people you killed?” I ask him. “I don’t judge you for it. I know where you were and what was going on in your heart—”

      He stops me and looks down for a second. “Yes, I do think about them sometimes. But I was a monster who was created, and I didn’t know better. I was taught that was the only way, and I was taught that loving someone would kill that person. Quite truthfully, it nearly did. So I pushed everyone away, and I killed those that ever got close. I used and did whatever I could in my pain. The truth of all of it is, I just wish you were there sooner. My mate. I won’t ever go back to that darkness.”

      I softly smile at him, loving his growth and the changes he has made to improve his outlook since we met. Who knew the villain could change and end up the good guy?

      “Not unless someone threatens you, and then I will enjoy my old ways,” he purrs with a dark undertone.

      Not all that good.

      I love him.

      He is my villain, and I am his heart.
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        I knew nothing about mates until the alpha rejected me...

        Growing up in one of the biggest packs in the world, I have my life planned out for me from the second I turn eighteen and find my true mate in the moon ceremony.

        Finding your true mate gives you the power to share the shifter energy they have, given to the males of the pack by the moon goddess herself. The power to shift into a wolf.

        But for the first time in the history of our pack, the new alpha is mated with a nobody. A foster kid living in the pack’s orphanage with no ancestors or power to claim.

        Me.

        After being brutally rejected by my alpha mate, publicly humiliated and thrown away into the sea, the dark wolves of the Fall Mountain Pack find me.

        They save me. The four alphas. The ones the world fears because of the darkness they live in.

        In their world? Being rejected is the only way to join their pack. The only way their lost and forbidden god gives them the power to shift without a mate.

      

        

      
        I spent my life worshipping the moon goddess, when it turns out my life always belonged to another...

      

        

      
        This is a full-length reverse harem romance novel full of sexy alpha males, steamy scenes, a strong heroine and a lot of sarcasm. Intended for 17+ readers. This is a trilogy.

      

      

      “Don’t hide from us, little pup. Don’t you want to play with the wolves?”

      Beta Valeriu’s voice rings out around me as I duck under the staircase of the empty house, dodging a few cobwebs that get trapped in my long blonde hair. Breathlessly, I sink to the floor and wrap my arms around my legs, trying not to breathe in the thick scent of damp and dust. Closing my eyes, I pray to the moon goddess that they will get bored with chasing me, but I know better. No goddess is going to save my ass tonight. Not when I’m being hunted by literal wolves.

      I made a mistake. A big mistake. I went to a party in the pack, like all my other classmates at the beta’s house, to celebrate the end of our schooling and, personally for me, turning eighteen. For some tiny reason, I thought I could be normal for one night. Be like them.

      And not just one of the foster kids the pack keeps alive because of the laws put in place by a goddess no one has seen in hundreds of years. I should have known the betas in training would get drunk and decide chasing me for another one of their “fun” beatings would be a good way to prove themselves.

      Wiping the blood from my bottom lip where one of them caught me in the forest with his fist, I stare at my blood-tipped fingers in a beam of moonlight shining through the broken panelled wall behind me.

      I don’t know why I think anyone is going to save me. I’m nothing to them, the pack, or to the moon goddess I pray to every night like everyone in this pack does.

      The moon goddess hasn’t saved me from shit.

      Heavy footsteps echo closer, changing from crunching leaves to hitting concrete floor, and I know they are in the house now. A rat runs past my leg, and I nearly scream as I jolt backwards into a loose metal panel that vibrates, the metal smacking against another piece and revealing my location to the wolves hunting me.

      Crap.

      My hands shake as I climb to my feet and slowly step out into the middle of the room as Beta Valeriu comes in with his two sidekicks, who stumble to his side. I glance around the room, seeing the staircase is broken and there is an enormous gap on the second floor. It looks burnt out from a fire, but there is no other exit. I’m well and truly in trouble now. They stop in an intimidating line, all three of them muscular and jacked up enough to knock a car over. Their black hair is all the same shade, likely because they are all cousins, I’m sure, and they have deeply tanned skin that doesn’t match how pale my skin is. Considering I’m a foster kid, I could have at least gotten the same looks as them, but oh no, the moon goddess gave me bright blonde hair that never stops growing fast and freckly pale skin to stand out. I look like the moon comparing itself to the beauty of the sun with everyone in my pack.

      Beta Valeriu takes a long sip of his drink, his eyes flashing green, his wolf making it clear he likes the hunt. Valeriu is the newest beta, taking over from his father, who recently retired at two hundred years of age and gave the role to his son willingly. But Valeriu is a dick. Simple as. He might be good-looking, like most of the five betas are, but each one of them lacks a certain amount of brain cells. The thing is, wolves don’t need to be smart to be betas, they just need the right bloodline and to kill when the alpha clicks his fingers.

      All wolves like to hunt and kill. And damn, I’m always the hunted in this pack.

      “You know better than to run from us, little Mairin. Little Mary the lamb who runs from the wolf,” he sing songs the last part, taking a slow step forward, his shoe grating across the dirt under his feet. Always the height jokes with this tool. He might be over six foot, and sure, my five foot three height isn’t intimidating, but has no one heard the phrase small but deadly?

      Even if I’m not even a little deadly. “Who invited you to my party?”

      “The entire class in our pack was invited,” I bite out.

      He laughs, the crisp sound echoing around me like a wave of frost. “We both know you might be in this pack, but that’s only because of the law about killing female children. Otherwise, our alpha would have ripped you apart a long time ago.”

      Yeah, I know the law. The law that states female children cannot be killed because of the lack of female wolves born into the pack. There is roughly one female to five wolves in the pack, and it’s been that way for a long time for who knows what reason. So, when they found me in the forest at twelve, with no memories and nearly dead, they had to take me in and save my life.

      A life, they have reminded me daily, has only been given to me because of that law. The law doesn’t stop the alpha from treating me like crap under his shoe or beating me close to death for shits and giggles. Only me, though. The other foster kid I live with is male, so he doesn’t get the “special” attention I do. Thankfully.

      “We both know you can’t kill me or beat me bad enough to attract attention without the alpha here. So why don’t you just walk away and find some poor dumbass girl to keep you busy at the party?” I blurt out, tired of all this. Tired of never saying what I want to these idiots and fearing the alpha all the time. A bitter laugh escapes Valeriu’s mouth as his eyes fully glow this time. So do his friends’, as I realise I just crossed a line with my smart-ass mouth.

      My foster carer always said my mouth would get me into trouble.

      Seems he is right once again.

      A threatening growl explodes from Beta Valeriu’s chest, making all the hairs on my arms stand up as I take a step back just as he shifts. I’ve seen it a million times, but it’s always amazing and terrifying at the same time. Shifter energy, pure dark forest green magic, explodes around his body as he changes shape. The only sound in the room is his clicking bones and my heavy, panicked breathing as I search for a way out of here once again, even though I know it’s pointless.

      I’ve just wound up a wolf. A beta wolf, one of the most powerful in our pack.

      Great job, Irin. Way to stay alive.

      The shifter magic disappears, leaving a big white wolf in the space where Valeriu was. The wolf towers over me, like most of them do, and its head is huge enough to eat me with one bite. Just as he steps forward to jump, and I brace myself for something painful, a shadow of a man jumps down from the broken slats above me, landing with a thump. Dressed in a white cloak over jeans and a shirt, my foster carer completely blocks me from Valeriu’s view, and I sigh in relief.

      “I suggest you leave before I teach you what an experienced, albeit retired, beta wolf can do to a young pup like yourself. Trust me, it will hurt, and our alpha will look the other way.”

      The threat hangs in the air, spoken with an authority that Valeriu could never dream of having in his voice at eighteen years old. The room goes silent, filled with thick tension for a long time before I hear the wolf running off, followed by two pairs of footsteps moving quickly. My badass foster carer slowly turns around, lowering his hood and brushing his long grey hair back from his face. Smothered in wrinkles, Mike is ancient, and to this day, I have no clue why he offered to work with the foster kids of the pack. His blue eyes remind me of the pale sea I saw once when I was twelve. He always dresses like a Jedi from the human movies, in long cloaks and swords clipped to his hips that look like lightsabres as they glow with magic, and he tells me this is his personal style.

      His name is even more human than most of the pack names that get regularly overused. My name, which is the only thing I know about my past thanks to a note in my hand, is as uncommon as it gets. According to an old book on names, it means Their Rebellion, which makes no sense. Mike is apparently a normal human name, and from the little interaction I’ve had with humans through their technology, his name couldn’t be more common.

      “You are extremely lucky my back was playing up and I went for a walk, Irin,” he sternly comments, and I sigh.

      “I’m sorry,” I reply, knowing there isn’t much else I can say at this point. “The mating ceremony is tomorrow, and I wanted one night of being normal. I shouldn’t have snuck out of the foster house.”

      “No, you should not have when your freedom is so close,” he counters and reaches up, gently pinching my chin with his fingers and turning my head to the side. “Your lip is cut, and there is considerable bruising to your cheek. Do you like being beaten by those pups?”

      “No, of course not,” I say, tugging my face away, still tasting my blood in my mouth. “I wanted to be normal! Why is that so much to ask?”

      “Normal is for humans and not shifters. It is why they gave us the United Kingdom and Ireland and then made walls around the islands to stop us from getting out. They want normal, and we need nothing more than what is here: our pack,” he begins, telling me what I already know. They agreed three hundred years ago we would take this part of earth as our own, and the humans had the rest. No one wanted interbreeding, and this was the best way to keep peace. So the United Kingdom’s lands were separated into four packs. One in England, one in Wales, one in Scotland and one in Ireland. Now there are just two packs, thanks to the shifter wars: the Ravensword Pack that is my home, who worship the moon goddess, and then the Fall Mountain Pack, who owns Ireland, a pack we are always at war with. Whoever they worship, it isn’t our goddess, and everything I know about them suggests they are brutal. Unfeeling. Cruel.

      Which is exactly why I’ve never tried to leave my pack to go there. It might be shit here, but at least it’s kind of safe and I have a future. Of sorts.

      “Do you think it will be better for me when I find my mate tomorrow?” I question…not that I want a mate who will control me with his shifter energy. But it means I will shift into a wolf, like every female can when they are mated, and I’ve always wanted that.

      Plus, a tiny part of me wants to know who the moon goddess herself has chosen for me. The other half of my soul. My true mate. Someone who won’t see me as the foster kid who has no family, and will just want me.

      Mike looks down at me, and something unreadable crosses his eyes. He turns away and starts walking out of the abandoned house, and I jog to catch up with him. Snowflakes drop into my blonde hair as we head through the forest, back to the foster home, the place I will finally leave one way or another tomorrow. I pull my leather jacket around my chest, over my brown T-shirt for warmth. My torn and worn out jeans are soaked with snow after a few minutes of walking, the snow becoming thicker with every minute. Mike is silent as we walk past the rocks that mark the small pathway until we get to the top of the hill that overlooks the main pack city of Ravensword.

      Towering buildings line the River Thames that flows through the middle of the city. The bright lights make it look like a reflection of the stars in the sky, and the sight is beautiful. It might be a messed up place, but I can’t help but admire it. I remember the first time I saw the city from here, a few days after I was found and healed. I remember thinking I had woken up from hell to see heaven, but soon I learnt heaven was too nice of a word for this place. The night is silent up here, missing the usual noise of the people in the city, and I silently stare down wondering why we have stopped.

      “What do you see when you look at the city, Irin?”

      I blow out a long breath. “Somewhere I need to escape.”

      I don’t see his disappointment, but I easily feel it.

      “I see my home, a place with darkness in its corners but so much light. I see a place even a foster wolf with no family or ancestors to call on can find happiness tomorrow,” he responds. “Stop looking at the stars for your escape, Irin, because tomorrow you will find your home in the city you are trying so hard to see nothing but darkness in.”

      He carries on walking, and I follow behind him, trying to do what he has asked, but within seconds my eyes drift up to the stars once again.

      Because Mike is right, I am always looking for my way to escape, and I always will. I wasn’t born in this pack, and I came from outside the walls that have been up for hundreds of years. That’s the only explanation for how they found me in a forest with nothing more than a small glass bottle in my hand and a note with my name on it. No one knows how that is possible, least of all me, but somehow I’m going to figure it out. I have to.

      Read more here…
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