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

For a thousand years, the Etherworld has known peace.

Until now.

Many centuries ago, desperate to save her dying sister, Dianna made a deal with Kaden, a monster far worse than any nightmare. Locked in servitude to him, she is forced to hunt down an ancient relic held by her most dangerous enemies: an army led by Samkiel, the World Ender.

After the Gods War, Samkiel hid from everything, denying his crown and deserting his people. Now, an attack on those he loves sends him back to the realm he never wished to return to, and into the sights of an enemy he had hoped to forget.

With every world at stake, Dianna and Samkiel are forced to set aside their animosity and work together, before all is lost . . .




AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book explores some potentially triggering themes. A list of content warnings can be found on the Rose & Star Website.
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ONE

DIANNA
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“Seriously? You’re supposed to be these ancient warriors, feared by all, and you flinch? The worst part hasn’t even happened yet.”

I raised my fist once more, and it connected with his cheek this time. His head whipped to the side, the bones crunching beneath the force of my knuckles. Cobalt-blue blood splattered across the hardwood floor of the upstairs office in this oversized mansion. The bound celestial in the center of the room shook his head once more before correcting himself. He stared at me, his face bloody and his brow furrowed with pain.

“Your eyes,” he said from between split and swollen lips, pausing to spit blood at my feet. “I know what you are.” He had fought hard, his hair matted to his head with sweat and blood. His hands were bound behind his back, and his muscles bunched beneath the torn fabric of a once decent suit. He slumped in the chair at the center of the once prestigious room. “But it’s impossible. You cannot exist. The Ig’Morruthens died in the Gods War.”

I hadn’t started my life as an Ig’Morruthen, but it is what I had become, and my eyes would always give me away. When I was mad, hungry, or anything but mortal, they burned like two fiery embers—one identifier among many that proved I was no longer mortal.

“Ah, yes, the Gods War.” I tilted my head to the side as I regarded him. “How did that go again? Oh, right: thousands of years ago, your world crashed, burned, and fell into our world, disrupting lives and technology. Now you and your kind pretty much make the rules, right? Now the world knows about gods and monsters, and you are the great do-gooders who keep all the bad guys under lock and key.”

I moved closer, grabbing the back of the chair as he tried to tilt his head away from me. “Do you know what your fall did to my world? While you all rebuilt, a plague swept through my home in the deserts of Eoria. Do you know how many died? Do you care?”

He didn’t answer as I pushed off the chair. I raised my hand, my knuckles wet with his blood. “Yeah, I didn’t think so. Well, you bleed blue, so I guess everything isn’t what it seems after all.”

I crouched in front of him, pieces of glass crunching beneath my heels. The only light came from the hallway, spilling through the door and illuminating the disaster of an office. Several pages from books and other debris littered the floor, along with the broken desk I’d thrown him through.

The celestial was the reason we’d come, and it was a long shot that the one artifact Kaden was looking for would be here, but I checked nonetheless. My bound and beaten celestial said nothing as he watched me search through the ruins of the room. The stoic face he put on was a shield, disguising what he was actually feeling.

Noise flooded the floors beneath us as the others living here screamed their last screams. Gunshots rang out, and a menacing laugh followed. His eyes flickered with rage as I walked back to him and placed my hands on his shoulders. In one fluid motion, I threw one leg over his lap and straddled him.

He whipped his head toward me, a look of pure disgust and confusion edging into his features. “Are you going to kill me?”

I shook my head. “No, not yet.” He tried to recoil, but I grabbed his chin, forcing him to face me. “Don’t worry. It’s not going to hurt. I just need to make sure you are the one we’re after. Bear with me. I need to concentrate for this to work.”

Blood trickled from one of the several gashes littering his face. I gripped his chin and angled his head before leaning forward to slide my tongue over the cut. I was then tossed out of this office and thrown into his memories between one heartbeat and the next.

Blue light flashed across my subconscious as rooms I’d never been to appeared and disappeared. Laughter from a woman years older than him rang in my ears as she brought a tray of food into a small living room. She was his mother. Images converged, and I saw two gentlemen talking about sports and yelling in a crowded bar. Glasses clinked, and people laughed, trying to be heard over several large flat-screen televisions hanging on the walls. My head throbbed as I probed deeper. The scene changed, and I was in a darkened room. Waves of golden-brown hair danced around the edges of a woman’s small frame. Her moans grew louder, and her back arched off the bed as she squeezed her breasts.

Good for you, but not what I need. I closed my eyes tighter, trying to focus. I needed more.

I was traveling the cobblestone streets of Arariel in a large vehicle with blacked-out windows. Sunlight darted behind the buildings, the shimmering yellows and golds enhancing the beauty of the scenery. People hurried along the sidewalks, and bicyclists wove through the traffic. Sunglasses shifted against the brim of my nose as I turned my head, looking at my companions. Three men sat with me in the back, the inside of the truck larger than I expected. Two others were in front, one driving and the other speaking on a phone in the passenger seat. They were young, clean-shaven, and wearing the same fitted black clothes as the celestial whose mind I was currently in.

“Have they heard anything else?” I asked, my voice no longer feminine, but his.

“No,” the man across from me said. His hair was swept to the side and held there with so much gel that I could smell it even in the blooddream. He was lean compared to the guy next to him, but I knew he was just as powerful. “Vincent is very tight-lipped. I think they know the attacks are not just frequent. They have a target. We just don’t know what it is.”

“We have lost a lot of celestials—too many too soon. It is happening again, isn’t it? What they taught us?” the man next to me said. His voice was quiet, but I could hear his apprehension. He was a large mountain of a man, but the way he twitched when he asked told me he was scared despite all that muscle. His fingers intertwined and unclasped several times over before he turned toward me. “If it is—if it does—he will come back.”

Before I could answer, a short laugh caught me off guard. I turned to look at the man in front of me. He had his arms tightly folded as he stared out the window. “I think him coming back scares me more than facing them.” This guy seemed young, too. Gods, how many celestials looked like college frat boys? This was what we were up against?

“Why?” I asked. “He is a legend, a myth at best. We already have three of The Hand of Rashearim here. Anything that could kill them either died in the war or has been sealed away for centuries. It’s just another run-of-the-mill monster who thinks they have power.” I paused, looking each one of them in the eyes. “We’re fine.”

The man in front opened his mouth to respond, but closed it as the car came to an abrupt halt. The sun glared down at us as we got out, closing the door behind us. Vehicles filled the curved driveway, and more continued to arrive. Celestials crowded the entry. Some gathered in small groups, others hurrying from place to place.

I adjusted my jacket and smoothed the edges down once, then twice, the nervousness seeping into my very core as I took the steps to the entrance. A large marble-and-limestone building greeted me, the golds, whites, and creams almost gaudy. Several large domed wings swept out on either side, with large arched windows lining every floor. I saw people walking across the stone bridges that connected the various buildings. They all wore similar business clothing and carried folders and briefcases. As I watched, several people exited the building, talking and laughing. They headed down the street as if a fortress did not sit in the middle of the city.

The city of Arariel.

My vision blurred as I pulled myself from the memory. The beautiful streets of Arariel faded, and I was back in the wrecked and dimly lit office. I had everything I needed now. A small smile curved my lips as I turned his face toward me.

“See, I told you it wouldn’t hurt . . . but this next part will.”

His throat bobbed once as he swallowed, the smell of fear clouding the room.

“What did you see?” The voice, thick and heavy, came from behind me. A small thud sounded as he dropped something fleshy on the floor. He strode into the room, his presence almost as encompassing as my own.

“Everything we need,” I murmured as I stood from the chair. I spun it around in one fluid motion so that Peter faced Alistair.

“He is a celestial? We have seen plenty of them, Dianna,” Alistair said as he rubbed one hand across his face. Blood stained his skin and clothing from the destruction he’d wreaked downstairs. His normally perfectly combed silver hair had a few strands out of place and was streaked with crimson.

“I saw Arariel. He was there. They spoke of Vincent, which means he,” I shook the chair with our bound friend slightly, “works with The Hand.”

A grin, sharp and deadly, caressed his features. “You’re lying.”

“I’m not,” I said, shaking my head and pushing the chair toward him. “I’ve tasted it. This is Peter McBridge, twenty-seven, second-tier celestial. His parents are retired, and he has no other connections to the mortal world. The fortress is in Arariel. His colleagues talked about us and what we’ve done so far. They spoke about The Hand of Rashearim and even mentioned Vincent.”

The guy in the chair stuttered as he craned his head, looking from me to Alistair and back. “How did you see that? How can you know?”

We paused, looking at Peter as his eyes bounced between us. I crouched and leaned in closer. “Well, you see, Peter, every Ig’Morruthen has a little quirk. That was just one of mine.”

I patted Peter’s face as he continued to look at us in horror before I met Alistair’s gaze again. He gave me a slow, mischievous smile and said, “If what you say is true, then Kaden is going to be very, very happy.”

I nodded once more. “I found our way in. The rest is up to you.”

I stepped back from the chair as Alistair stepped forward.

“Now, Peter, do you want to see what Alistair can do?”

The celestial struggled, trying to break his bonds, but he was too weak, too beaten to muster the strength. I scoffed. Some warriors these were! Taking this world for Kaden would be a piece of cake.

“What are you going to do to me?”

Alistair stepped forward, standing in front of Peter. He raised his hands, his palms hovering inches from either side of Peter’s head. “Just relax. The more you struggle, the more it hurts,” Alistair murmured.

Alistair’s eyes glowed the same blood red as mine as a black mist formed between his hands, connecting his palms. It rippled and danced between his fingers, passing through the celestial’s head. The screams were my least favorite part; they were always so loud. But I guess it was to be expected when someone was having their brain ripped apart and put back together again. Granted, Alistair had a few celestials under his control, but none with a rank as high as this, and none that had been this close to that damned city. Kaden would be happy for once.

The screams abruptly stopped, and I raised my head.

“You always look away,” Alistair said, a smirk twisting his lips.

“I don’t like it.”

I didn’t mean for that to slip. Kaden did not accept weakness, but I had been mortal before I had given up my life. I had been mortal, with mortal feelings, mortal views, and a mortal life. No matter how far I’d gone or what I’d done, my mortality sometimes snuck back in. Many would say it was a failing of my mortal heart. It was just another reason I had to be stronger, faster, meaner. There is a line you cross for survival—one I’d crossed centuries ago.

“After everything you’ve done, this,” he pointed to the now silent celestial, “disturbs you?”

“It’s annoying.” My hands flew to my hips, and I let out an exasperated sigh. “Are we done?”

He shrugged. “Depends. Did you happen to see anything about the book?”

Ah, yes, the book. The reason we were running all over, searching Onuna.

I shook my head. “No, but if he can get close enough to The Hand, then that’s something. A start.”

His jaw clenched, and he shook his head. “Won’t be good enough.”

“I know.” I raised my hand, cutting off whatever else he was about to say. “Just get on with it.”

A smile, cold and deadly, lit up his face. Alistair reminded me of ice, from his hard, chiseled cheekbones to his empty stare. He had never been mortal, and serving Kaden was all he knew. He raised his hand in a silent demand, and the celestial stood. No words were needed. Alistair owned his mind and body.

“You will remember nothing that happened here today. You belong to me now. You will be my eyes and ears. What you see, I see. What you hear, I hear. What you speak, I speak.”

Peter mimicked the words Alistair spoke verbatim. The only difference was the tone.

“Now, clean up this mess before you have company.”

Peter said nothing as he stepped around Alistair and started to straighten up the office. Alistair came to my side as we watched him. We weren’t even here to him anymore; he was a mindless puppet that Alistair controlled. I fought the urge to shift uncomfortably, knowing I was the same to Kaden. The only difference was that I knew it. Peter was long gone now that Alistair held his mind, and no power on Onuna could break that hold. As soon as he wasn’t useful anymore, Alistair would discard him, just like the others before him. I had helped, just as I had for centuries. A part of me ached as I watched him go about the tasks he had no choice but to perform.

Damn mortal heart.

Alistair’s clap shook me from my thoughts as he turned toward me. “Now help me clean up the bodies downstairs.” He stepped past me, heading for the door as he shouted over his shoulder, “Peter, tell me where you keep those heavy-duty trash bags.”

“Kitchen. In the third cabinet on the bottom shelf.”

I turned on my heel, following Alistair out of the room and down the stairs. “What are we going to do with them?”

The smile he threw over his shoulder was purely wicked. “There are plenty of Ig’Morruthens at home who are probably starving.”




TWO

DIANNA
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Shadows separated in waves around Alistair and me as we portaled home to Novas. The warm salt air and an eerie quiet greeted us. Novas was an island off the coast of Kashuenia, but it wasn’t just any island. It jutted out of the vast ocean like a ferocious beast threatening to claim the surrounding sea. I’d always assumed it was another fragment that fell to our world during the Gods War. Kaden had claimed it, shaped it, and made it his own. I suppose it was our home, although home was a latent term. Novas never felt like home to me. Home was with my sister, and oh, how I missed her.

I heaved several thick black trash bags across my shoulder and followed Alistair. The sand stuck to our blood-soaked shoes, making the trek even more cumbersome. Trees lined the vast landscape, the sun peeking through the many branches, creating a soft, peaceful glow. It was deceptive. Soft and peaceful were things not known here. The beach itself seemed welcoming. Salt scented the air as gentle waves lapped at the shore. The crystal-blue water was inviting . . . if you didn’t consider what lurked beneath the surface.

“It’s quiet,” I said as our feet hit the pebbled lava rock path. “It’s never quiet.”

“Securing Peter took longer than we thought, I guess,” Alistair said, glancing around as if just now noticing.

I shook my head and sighed, knowing he was right. If we were late, Kaden would be pissed, regardless of the information we’d secured. Unfortunately, the unnatural silence of the island was not a good indicator of his mood.

We kept going, our pace slowing as the large structure came into view. Several wide steps led up to the twin double doors. Iron fences encompassed the front, adding a modern twist to the massive home Kaden had carved out of the active volcano that kept adding to Novas island. We pushed the doors open and entered, heat embracing us as we stepped into the entryway. It was warm and dry inside the house, but not overbearing. Kaden’s home realm was long forgotten, sealed after the Gods War. Where he came from was much warmer than Onuna, and the volcanic island was the closest he could get to the feel of home.

I dropped the heavy bags on the floor and placed my hands on my hips, calling out, “Honey, I’m home!” My voice rang out through the vast open-ended entryway.

Alistair scoffed and rolled his eyes, dropping the large bags he carried next to mine.

“Childish.” The word echoed from above us, and I looked up. Tobias watched us from the large balcony that lined the second floor. Sunlight streamed through the skylights, bronzing his rich ebony skin. He adjusted the cuff links on his dark blue button-up as he regarded us.

Alistair let out a low whistle. “All dressed up, are we? Has it started already?”

Tobias shot Alistair a quick smile that reached his eyes. It was one I never received from Kaden’s third-in-command “You’re late.” His eyes cut to mine, quick as a viper’s and just as venomous. “You both are.”

I blew him a kiss. “Did you miss me?” I had grown used to Tobias’s less-than-friendly demeanor. He had never said so, but I assumed his antipathy toward me was a result of me becoming Kaden’s second-in-command when I was made. That had made Tobias third and Alistair fourth—not that Alistair cared. As long as Alistair had a home and food, he didn’t care who Kaden preferred.

“Oh, but just wait until you hear why,” Alistair said. “Also, we brought dinner for the beasts.”

The beasts.

Tobias’s lips turned up as he looked at the bags surrounding us and back. “They will be grateful, but you two need to get ready. Have someone else bring it to them. We don’t have time.”

As if on cue, the creatures started to sing, and my gaze dropped to the stone floor. A chill ran up my spine at the chorus of laughter. It always reminded me of hyenas, and it freaked me out. I knew how far down they were, and it always astounded me how the acoustics worked such that we could still hear them. Miles of tunnels snaked their way into the mountain, connecting rooms, chambers, and dungeons through numerous levels.

“Is he locking them up while we have guests?” I asked, raising a brow.

Alistair and Tobias shared a grin before Alistair shook his head at me and moved toward the back of the house. Tobias pushed off the banister, disappearing upstairs as I stood there. I wrapped my arms around myself, staring at the floor as if I could see through it.

“Guess that answered that question.” I sighed.

It wasn’t like I was scared of them. Kaden had made plenty of Ig’Morruthens since his time here, but they weren’t like me, Alistair, or Tobias. They looked more like the horned gargoyles mortals plastered on their buildings. I often wondered if they had seen the Ig’Morruthen beasts and copied them in their art, trying to banish their instinctual fear of the monsters. The beasts were powerful and vicious, craving blood and flesh. They could communicate, but saying they could talk was giving them too much credit. They could mimic, but their speech was limited.

Footsteps came from the outer hall as a few of Kaden’s lackeys approached and stopped near me. I kicked the bag closest to me. “Take these downstairs and make sure they eat. I have to get ready for a meeting with the who’s who of the Otherworld.”

THE CLICKING OF MY HEELS ECHOED AS I MADE MY WAY DOWN THE winding obsidian staircase to Kaden’s main hall. I always referred to it as his “ego feeder.” It screamed megalomaniac, from the tapestries to the extravagant furniture.

Voices filled the hallway as lights flickered against the stone walls. I picked up my pace, smoothing the edges of the sleek black dress I’d thrown on. I had known I was going to be late, but I’d had to take the time to wash the blood off of me. The voices grew louder as I got closer. Fuck, it sounded like a full house.

Two more of Kaden’s lackeys stood outside the double doors of the meeting hall. They wore suits I knew they couldn’t afford, but were a part of their uniform for tonight. Kaden had promised eternal life to those that pleased him and bent to his will, but I knew they would likely be reduced to mindless beasts rather than end up as Alistair, Tobias, or I. They bowed as I drew near, and I swallowed a breath to calm my nerves. Without breaking stride, I donned the face of the Bloodthirsty Queen. It was who they were expecting, who they feared—and rightly so. She had earned her reputation over the centuries.

Voices died as soon as I stepped over the threshold and entered the massive meeting hall. There were way more Otherworld creatures here than I had expected.

Double fuck.

The dark waves of my hair draped over my shoulders and back as I held my head high. I strode toward the long obsidian table that dominated the room. It was lined with chairs formed of the same sharp stone that made up this volcanic cavern. Tall cauldrons stood against the walls, each of them holding a small flame.

Eyes bore into every inch of me, but the ones that made me hesitate were the ones that burned crimson: Kaden. My maker, my lover, and the only reason my sister lived. She was why I did every single thing he asked.

Kaden stood at the helm of the table, his hands behind his back. His eyes met mine for a split second. He was gorgeous, the tan-and-white suit contrasting beautifully with his ebony skin. But only the ignorant would not see the monster that lay in wait beneath his handsome demeanor.

I heard footsteps behind me. Good; I wasn’t the last to arrive. I took my place at Kaden’s right as the remainder of the attendees entered. Kaden did not speak or greet me, not that I had expected him to. No, his focus stayed on who was coming and who hadn’t shown. Murmurs and whispers slowly died as everyone filed in. They stood, waiting for Kaden to sit before they would dare.

Tobias stood on Kaden’s left, dressed in a dark blue button-up dress shirt and dark pants. He twirled the silver chain around his neck between his fingers as he surveyed the room. He was always keen and always watching. Alistair stood near him, no longer bloody, wearing a white button-up shirt and dress pants. They were both deadly and had earned their places as Kaden’s generals.

I watched as Alistair leaned over and whispered to Tobias, “The vampires sent a second. Neither he nor his brother showed.”

I looked at where the king of the vampires would normally sit and saw that Alistair was right. The area where Ethan and his people would have been was occupied by four lower members.

Triple fuck.

Tobias nodded, dropping his chain and looking toward Kaden. Kaden’s nostrils flared, the only indicator of his anger.

To the right of the table stood the Habrick Coven. At least ten male and female witches were in attendance, all arranged perfectly around their leader, Santiago. His hair had so much gel in it that my nose burned. His Italian suit fit tighter than the black dress I wore—and that was saying something. He met my gaze and smiled slowly, as if he’d caught me admiring him. His eyes roamed over me like they always did, and it made my stomach lurch. With his good looks, he assumed that no woman could resist him. He was wrong, and he had learned that over the last few years in his many failed attempts to get into my pants.

I shook my head and turned back to face the room. Even with the number of Otherworld creatures that had showed, I felt it still wasn’t enough for Kaden. He was their king—the king of all kings—and he wanted his due.

As if he’d read my mind, he turned toward me and adjusted his suit jacket before giving me a regal nod.

Showtime.

I raised my hands, summoning the power he’d given me. Fire erupted in my palms, circling and dancing playfully. I tossed the balls of energy toward each torch. Flames grew, illuminating the room and casting shadows in the far corners as a hush came over all those present.

Kaden sat, and I lowered the flames to a dull, pulsating dance. One by one, the clans, covens, and their leaders sat. Kaden’s eyes swept the room as he drummed his fingers against the table in a steady beat. No one said anything—not a word.

“I will say I am happy with those who made it.” Kaden’s voice filled the room. To some, he would sound calm and collected. All I heard was rage.

“Santiago. Your coven is as lovely as ever.” Kaden nodded toward him as the witches held his gaze, proud and powerful. I admired them, even if I hated their leader.

“The dream eaters.” Kaden motioned toward the clan of Baku, sitting next to Santiago’s coven. Their eyes seemed to showcase a smile they physically couldn’t. Where a mouth should be, there was just a slit with skin stretching across it in diagonal lines. They were creepy bastards, and ones I tended to avoid. Through the centuries, I had heard stories that some clans were actually peaceful and were called upon to expel and eat nightmares. I had only encountered the ones that instilled terror in dreams for the right price.

Kaden’s voice shook me back to reality as he went on. “The mind-yielding screamers.” I noted the banshees on the left. They were an assortment of women, the clan consisting of only females. Apparently, the gene relied heavily on both X chromosomes. All that attended had very light or very dark hair and were dressed in blazers or fitted dresses that screamed money—no pun intended.

Their leader, Sasha, had her long, almost blue-tinged hair pulled back in a half-up, half-down style and wore a silk pants suit with an open-front blazer. She was nearly a hundred years old, but she looked as if she were in her prime. They definitely had style, but I had seen Sasha use those death screams on someone, causing their head to rupture into several pieces. It took weeks to get the brain matter off of my favorite shoes.

“I see the powerful.” Kaden motioned toward the shades, who only nodded in response. Their bodies didn’t seem solid, their forms wavering like smoke. They were a clan of assassins and tricky creatures by nature. One leader controlled them, and if you took Kash out, it would be bye-bye, good night assassins. The only problem was that you would have to get close enough to him. His family, like most, had risen to power over the centuries, cutting a bloody path for anyone who paid well. I did admire their loyalty to Kaden, though. I’m sure several factions had paid Kash and his family to at least attempt a hit on my scary boss, but the shades had never betrayed him.

“I see the ferocious beasts of legend.” Kaden’s still crimson eyes focused on the werewolves. This pack was led by Caleb and held in high regard throughout our world. He was quiet unless spoken to, but the power he displayed with just a look made goosebumps run across my arms. His dark hair was clipped short, his beard tidy and shadowing his jaw. Maybe he could teach Santiago how to do his hair, so it would not look like a slicked mess. I snickered, and Alistair cut his eyes to me as I tried to cover it with a cough. I liked Caleb.

These werewolves were not the typical horror movie type. Their wolf forms were more wolf, but their size alone would scare anyone, mortal or not. The males tended to be a little more stout than the females of their pack, but the females were more vicious. Caleb kept his family to themselves, but they came every time Kaden called. They were elusive and secretive, preferring to stay out of politics as much as possible, but they were all here.

“I mean, even the mortal council showed!” Kaden gave Elijah and his group a slight nod. Elijah was middle-aged, with a distinguished smattering of gray at his temples. He adjusted his suit as if he were important in a room full of monsters. Kaden had helped the politician rise through the ranks, gaining a great informant and an even better source of money laundering.

The crimson fire in Kaden’s eyes flared as he focused on the three sitting vampires. “And yet, only a handful of the blood stealers show.” His voice dripped with venom, and the energy in the room tightened. Everyone tensed, the quiet a thrum against my senses as Kaden’s fingers stopped drumming against the table.

“Where is your king?” It was a loaded question, and one I knew had no correct answer.

One man stood, straightening his tie and suit jacket as he cleared his throat. “Mr. Vanderkai was unable to make it and sends his deepest apologies. Others have been testing his current rule, and he is dealing with that at the moment.”

Kaden leaned back in his chair, folding his hands in front of him as he stared at the vampire. It was quiet for what felt like ages. The man shifted from one foot to the other, and if vampires could sweat, I knew he would be.

“He seems to have a lot of those problems lately,” Kaden finally said, his tone light as he resumed his tapping on the table. “When was the last time he showed?” he asked, turning toward Tobias.

Tobias’s eyes bore into the vampire, a smirk edging his features. “It’s been a while, my liege. Months.”

Kaden nodded, his lips turning upward. “Months.”

“Yes.” The gentleman cleared his throat. “But the prince has taken his place at the last few meetings.”

“Yes, the brother. And where is he?”

“He couldn’t make it. Both wanted to be here, I assure you, but they really needed a strong hand to deal with some of the issues we are currently experiencing.” The words felt forced, as if he knew what would happen if he lied.

“I get that,” Kaden said. I heard collective breaths being released, the tension subsiding from some of those around the table. But not for me, and not for anyone who really knew him. “It’s hard keeping balance, especially among others during times like these. When compared to what we once were, what the world once was, our numbers are small in the grand scheme of things. Threats loom, and anxiety and fear get the better of us. That’s why, above all else, we have to stick together.” The tapping stopped as he leaned forward. “You know what I mean?”

The vampire nodded once. “Yes. I agree.”

Lie.

Kaden smiled slowly, a pure white menacing gleam. He slammed his hand onto the table, and the room shook. The doors at the entrance slammed shut, trapping all of us. The table split in half, separating and pushing everyone to the sides as blistering thick steam billowed into the room. No one jumped or moved, staying in their seats. If they felt fear, they didn’t show it. They knew what was coming, and the one thing Kaden hated more than anything was weakness. Kaden stood, a king before his pit, because that’s exactly what it was: a hollow, echoing pit.

I swallowed the lump growing in my throat as I watched, keeping my hands folded in the center of my lap. I could see Tobias and Alistair with shit-eating grins lighting up their faces. The temperature increased, molten lava swirling in the hole at the center of the room. Smoke curled upward as hot volcanic bubbles popped on its surface.

“Go ahead. Get in.” Kaden waved the vampires toward the pit.

“You’re insane,” the female vampire spat as another scanned the room, looking for another exit.

The other creatures made no move to help. They knew Kaden’s wrath wasn’t for them, and they didn’t want it turned their way.

Kaden’s laugh echoed through the smoke-filled room as he placed a hand on his chest. “Am I? Or do I just not like insubordination? Dianna.” My eyes swung toward him. “If you would be so kind as to help our friends.”

I slowly turned my head back toward the vampires, and keeping my gaze focused on them, I stood. My hands flexed at my sides as I walked toward them. The Otherworld creatures tensed as I passed, but their faces betrayed nothing. I was Kaden’s weapon. I was powerful. They knew it, and I knew it. I was a blade made of fire and flesh.

Kaden’s voice echoed as he continued. “Maybe I have trust issues. You see, this isn’t the only time your king has had these inconveniences. Given our time frame and what we have to accomplish. . .” I stopped next to one of the female vampires, and she looked at me with fear in her eyes. “. . . I just cannot have weaknesses.”

She screamed as I grabbed her by the arms and pulled her toward the pit. Her spiked heels caught my shin a few times as she fought against my hold, but the struggle was brief. I tossed her over the edge, her screams lasting mere seconds as she fell. Flames flared around her body as she hit the lava pool and was consumed.

Another vampire ran past me in a panicked effort to flee. I snapped my arm out with blurring speed. Talons burst from my fingertips as I made impact, puncturing his gut. He gasped, his body curling around my hand as he gripped my wrist and met my gaze. Fear and panic filled his eyes as I lifted him and tossed him into the fire below.

The third went much like the second. He tried to escape, tried to fight, but in the end, his screams for mercy echoed off the obsidian walls as I launched him into the lava. I wiped my clawed hand across my blood-splattered cheek and strode over to the last living vampire in the room. He had given up, knowing there was no way out and nowhere to run. He had curled into a ball on the stone floor. I grabbed him by the lapels of his suit jacket, lifting him and turning to hold him over the pit.

A soft shine of tears coated his yellow eyes. “Please,” he begged, “I have a family.”

Family. The word echoed in my mind, and I felt my canines retract. The bloodlust nipped at my heels, begging me to succumb, to let my beast off the chain. Family. The word was like a pulse, reminding me that this wasn’t me. Each beat of my heart was for her, and remembering that she existed brought me back from the edge of madness. Family. This time the word was wrapped in the sound of my sister’s laughter, and with it came the memory.

Gabby shook her head, laughing at me as I tried and failed to land a piece of popcorn in her mouth.

“You have terrible aim for a superbeing.” She giggled as she threw a handful at me.

I kicked my foot out, hitting her softly on the leg. “Hey, I’m the trained killer here!”

She burst out laughing. “Please! You cried at the end of The Locket.”

“That was a sad movie. It had a sad ending. You just pick terrible movies.”

We laughed about that dumb movie for hours. We sat on the overpriced couch I’d bought her as a graduation gift and made a complete mess of the apartment she loved so much. Her graduation was months ago, and I hadn’t seen her since.

The pain of that thought forced me from the memory. I blinked a few times at the vampire I held suspended over the void as the world came back into focus. Family. Beyond the hazy smoke, I met the twin red flames of Kaden’s eyes. The message was unspoken, but still clear. Don’t hesitate, don’t think, just finish it—because if he sensed weakness in me, he would take her, too. Without breaking eye contact with Kaden, I retracted my claws from the vampire’s neck and opened my hand, letting him fall into the pit.

Kaden smiled as the man disappeared. Then he willed the portal closed, and the table moved with the occupants still seated, sealing itself back in place. The creak of the door behind me flooded the now all-too-silent room as the remaining smoke seeped into the hall. A few people coughed and adjusted their chairs, the stone scraping against the floor.

I looked at the crimson stain that decorated my knuckles and nails before dropping my hands to my sides. I held my head high, my feet moving before my brain registered what I was doing as I walked back to Kaden’s side. Alistair and Tobias were watching me, assessing me, but I was careful not to show my disgust at being covered in gore. I stood facing forward, my hands clasped in front of me.

No weakness. Ever.

“Now that you have taken care of that, why have you called us here?” Kash, the leader of the shades, asked. His accent was thick as the shades shuffled behind their puppet master.

“Simple. I have word of the Book of Azrael.”

Several gasps and whispers filled the room as Kaden finally sat. Alistair, Tobias, and I remained standing. We were always on point, fearless and destructive.

“Impossible,” the leader of the Baku hissed.

There was a moment of silence, and then everyone began talking at once, all agreeing with the Baku, arguing that the book was nothing more than a myth. The sound of so many raised voices was overwhelming in the stone hall. The werewolves were the only ones not speaking. They just sat, watching and listening.

It didn’t surprise me that the mortal politician, Elijah, was heard over the rest. “Even if this text is found, it’s been thousands of years since the Gods War. How would we read it?”

“Read it?” Santiago scoffed. “If it’s even real, you know what it brings with it.”

Silence fell as they all looked at Kaden.

“The World Ender,” a soft feminine voice said from the left corner.

Everyone turned to look at Sasha and her sisters. The banshees had been quiet since this started—almost as quiet as the werewolves. Sasha’s eyes glazed over as if she were lost in thought. It wasn’t until someone tapped her on the shoulder that she realized she’d spoken aloud. Her long blue hair shook with her head as she straightened her white suit coat and cleared her throat.

“Ah, yes,” Kaden said, rubbing his chin before placing his hands on the table. “The fabled World Ender. The legend. The Son of Unir. Wielder of the Blade of Oblivion. And where is he?”

No one spoke.

“Exactly. He hasn’t been seen or heard from since their home world, Rashearim, blew up. Destruction that was caused by him, correct? Isn’t that how the story goes? He is the boogeyman of the Otherworld. Tales to keep you all in line.”

“They aren’t stories. They are true. The Otherworld itself is outside of our reach because of him, because of them,” Santiago interjected. The witches with him nodded, staying close. Their eyes were fixated on us, waiting for us to strike or make a move against them for Santiago speaking out of turn. “Celestials still walk this plane. The Hand still walks this plane, and if The Hand still exists, then it has a body, a head. The World Ender is that head.”

“And heads can be severed.” Kaden’s words were venom.

Silence fell once more, the words sinking in. I smelled it before the rest did: fear. My life and time in Kaden’s world had not been as long as most, but to see how they feared this World Ender more than Kaden spoke volumes.

“I get it. You all fear him. But he is not what you think he is, even if he lives. He has not been seen for centuries. Pay no attention to the fables others have built in his image. If he was as strong and skilled as they say, where is he? I have destroyed hundreds of his kind, yet he does not show. He is a coward, weak, damaged. This World Ender is not a god like the ones before him. He has no real power—but we do. They tell you their lies, trying to shove them down your throats. They want to bend you to their will. Once I have that book, we will rule, all of us. No longer bound to the shadows or repressed by those who deem us unworthy and less-than. Change happened the minute they spilled their own blood in their own world. And now?”

He stood and leaned forward, his hands splayed against the table. He met the gaze of each leader, and only a few of them shifted in their seats.

“Now it’s time to take back what is ours, what was stolen from us. We had no choice before they sealed the realms. None. How many of your people are beyond those doors? Hmm?” He pointed towards Santiago, then the others. “Or yours, or yours? Do you wonder if they still live?”

Those words hit their target.

“And this book? You have it?” the leader of the shades asked.

Kaden clicked his tongue. “That’s the next part. I do not have it yet, but soon. Elijah,” he pointed toward the mortal and his council, “has been kind enough to provide intel on the celestials. We have infiltrated their ranks, which is the reason I called you all here. We need to be united. Once I start the process of opening the realms, we can’t be seen as weak.” He looked pointedly at the empty seats of the vampires. “Not even for a second. I need you all with me, and if you’re not. . .” He glanced at the center of the table, letting the threat hang above them.

One by one, they all agreed by saying yes in their native tongue. The werewolves were the last to speak, and I knew I wasn’t the only one who noticed.

THE WATER RAN BROWN IN THE OBSIDIAN SINK AS I WASHED THE GORE from first my face, then my hands. Ever since Kaden had turned me, I had scrubbed blood from my body every day. I had become a creature that could rip memories from blood, summon flame in an instant, and shift shape into any beast I wished. Every single time I had to feed, I felt less mortal. But it was the price I paid for her life. The sad part? Compared to the alternative, I didn’t hate it. For the first time in a long time, I’d slipped up. I’d hesitated, and he’d seen it.

I turned the water off and grabbed a hand towel from the shelf, wiping away the specks of blood that still clung to the side of my face. My reflection showed me a shadow of the person I used to be. My face was harder now, the lines of my cheeks and jaw sculpted. The sharpness of my features was alluring to everyone, except me. I remembered my face as softer, kinder maybe. The edge of the cloth grazed my lips, the plump softness that shielded canines sharper than steel when the monster inside me clawed its way to the surface.

I was described as “beautiful” and “exotic.” The words made me inwardly flinch, as if I’d been slapped in the face. I knew I was deadly, cruel, and lethal. For her, for us, I had allowed Kaden to leash me. I had carved her a place of peace with claws and broken bones, paying for her safety with rivers of blood.

“Please, I have a family.”

The desperation in his voice echoed in my head. I closed my eyes tightly, drowning it out. I tossed the cloth to the side and grabbed the sides of the sink. My fingers dug into the granite until I felt pieces of it crumble. Were they not the same words I’d whispered that night years ago? I’d lain on the floor, holding her hand. As the cold feel of death had gripped her skin, I’d begged someone, anyone, to help her, save her. I’d been willing to offer my body, my life, my soul, anything to anyone who would answer.

“Everything okay?”

My eyes flew open, and soft brown irises looked back at me, no longer those iridescent embers. I stared at Kaden through the mirror as he leaned against the bathroom door, seeming to take up more than his fair share of space. He was taller than me, which was saying something, since I was well over average height for most women. I wasn’t a cute, petite little thing like every movie or book craves. I was lacking in the breast department, but made up for it in my hips. They were the only curvy part of me. I was lean, with strong, supple muscles, a fighter in every sense of the word. After my turning, I’d trained every day with Alistair, Tobias, and even Kaden. I’d been beaten until I passed out more times than not. It had taken years before I’d learned to hold my own. Kaden wanted warriors, and I’d soon learned why.

He stood with his arms folded and a look of intrigue on his face. It wasn’t the look of worry, like normal people would understand. I knew he didn’t care about my well-being, only that I was still in line, still obedient.

“I’m fine, just a little tired,” I responded, standing a little straighter.

His eyes narrowed slightly. “Hmm.”

“I want to go see my sister.”

He pushed off the doorframe as his lips turned down in a small frown. “Not now.”

I’d known he would say that. It had been months since I had seen Gabby, and I missed her. He used her as bait. Do what he asked, and I would be rewarded with visits, even as they became fewer and further between.

“Remember that I love you.”

She had said those words just before we’d hung up the last time I’d spoken to her on the phone. Damn, I couldn’t even remember when that was. It seemed her voice flooded my head often these last few weeks, keeping me grounded, and more importantly, keeping me mortal.

Kaden’s footsteps were light as he came up behind me. I watched his reflection move closer. He stopped a few inches away from me, his chin resting above my head. He gathered the strands of hair from around my face, gently pulling them back. His fingers slid through the silky mass as if he enjoyed the sensation, his gaze holding mine captive in the mirror.

“You hesitated.”

He knew.

His right hand slid down my hair once more before reaching the ends and drifting over my bare back. “Something you want to tell me?”

“Not for the reasons you think.” I kept my eyes on him through the mirror, refusing to look away. Just like with an animal in the wild, if you took your eyes off your prey for a second, it was over.

“Mm-hm,” he murmured as he traced my spine, stopping at my lower back. His fingers dipped beneath the thin seam of my dress, and I shivered against him, still not breaking eye contact. A small smile softened the curve of his lips before he dipped his head toward my neck. “You’re so beautiful.” His words danced across my skin, his breath quickening the pulse thrumming beneath his mouth. His tongue flicked against my skin, sending another shudder through me as his hand moved higher to cup my breast. He teased his thumb across my nipple slowly, deliberately dragging a soft moan from me. I leaned back against him, rocking my hips, feeling the hard length of him pressed against my ass.

His lips trailed from my neck to my jaw, leaving a blistering trail. “You belong to me. You are mine in every way.” He kissed and nibbled every place he touched. “Do you understand?”

I nodded and let my head fall back against his shoulder, allowing him better access. The thin line between pleasure and pain always elicited a response from me, and he knew it. He reached up with his free hand and fisted it in my hair, tilting my head to the side. Then he leaned into me, pushing me harder against the sink, leaving no room for me to escape. My eyes flew open as I felt the touch of talons against the curve of my breast. He opened his eyes and kissed the shell of my ear. His burning red gaze bored into me as he dragged those sharp claws to the center of my chest.

“But I can’t have weakness, even from you. Not now, not when we are this close. Do you understand?”

I nodded as his nails pricked my skin. Ig’Morruthens were strong and almost impossible to kill—almost. We all had a weakness, one thing that would destroy us. The trick was trying to figure it out before we ripped you to pieces. I had been decapitated, lost limbs that grew back, and even had my neck snapped, but none of it had killed me. The only thing that had not been destroyed was my heart. So, through the process of elimination, we had deduced that I would die if my heart were removed from my body. My stupid mortal heart was my weakness.

“Yes,” I said through gritted teeth, “I know that.”

His fingers pressed harder, digging into my chest. I didn’t scream. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

“Then why did you hesitate?” His voice was a breathy whisper in my ear.

Lie.

I couldn’t tell him the real reason. If he thought for a second that I prioritized anyone above him or his cause, he would end me here and now.

“Because,” I hissed, “he has a family. By killing him, you are only creating more enemies for yourself.” I panted again, trying to breathe through the pain. “It is a complication with how close you are.”

He held my gaze for what felt like eons before his eyes melted back to their hazel shade and he released his hold on my hair. I felt his fingers ease from my chest, and he slid his hand from beneath my dress. He gripped my hips and spun me to face him so quickly that I almost fell to the side.

His body pressed into mine as he leaned forward. “You care for me?”

“Yes.” I reached up, rubbing a hand over my chest. The skin had healed, but the wet stain of blood coated my fingers.

It wasn’t a complete lie. I had cared for Kaden in the beginning, until a few hundred years of excusing his behavior had grown old. He had never shared his secrets with me, but I knew there were parts of Kaden that were deeply damaged, and I felt for him. Kaden wasn’t always as vile as he seemed. There were moments—fragments, at least—where I could see something deeper within him. Something in his past had turned him jaded, cold, and vicious. So, yes, I cared for him, but it was never love. It wasn’t like those stupid movies Gabby insisted on making me watch. It wasn’t the emotion the poets wrote sonnets about, or the way forms of literature describe it, but I cared. I would never be free of Kaden, and even in this limited way, caring made it easier to stay.

His lips brushed my cheek. “Good. Don’t hesitate again.”

I nodded, my hands still clutching the fabric of my dress. Kaden still had me pinned between the sink and his hard body.

“Let me go,” I whispered. It was a request and a silent demand, one that meant more than where he had me now. One I often dreamed about when the fighting and violent nature of my life got to be too much. One I knew would never be granted. I ached for a life outside of this. A life with my sister. A life where I was loved and could be loved. Just a life. But I knew his answer before he spoke, and I knew without a shadow of a doubt that he meant it.

Kaden leaned back, his eyes dancing over my face before he lifted my chin, forcing me to meet his gaze.

“Never.”




THREE

DIANNA

[image: ]
I flew through the crisp night air, high above the clouds, above civilization, above it all. Sleek black wings beat against the current, propelling me forward. One of my favorite things about being an Ig’Morruthen was the ability to shapeshift into whatever and whoever I wanted. Kaden had told me the ability came from the ancient ones, who could bend their bodies into any form they desired. Some could change into terrifying, magnificent creatures so massive that they blocked out the sun. They didn’t have the prestigious royal blood, but they were gods in their own right. They were feared and respected. Well, they were until the Gods War had wiped them out.

Stars danced above me and in every direction. I beat my wings harder, rising toward them. Surrounded by such beauty, I wondered what would happen if I just kept going. I felt true freedom at that moment, and I reveled in it, never wanting it to end.

The shape I’d taken was one Kaden had shown me centuries ago, and one of my personal favorites. Mortals would recognize the beast as a wyvern. They were similar to the mythical dragon, but I was bipedal in this shape, unlike those four-legged, fire-breathing beasts. My hands and arms were stretched, forming the massive wings. Horns and scales swept over the crown of my head, ending in fine, sharp points. My skin was thicker in this form and covered by armored, scaled plates. A long razor-tipped tail swung behind me as I dove and danced between the clouds.

The stars were my only company, and I savored the solitude. I closed my eyes and spread my wings as far as possible, riding on the wind. The plus side to Kaden’s mortal connections was they wouldn’t shoot down a flying, fire-breathing beast. So, for the moment, I was at peace. I was not Dianna, the fire-wielding death queen, or Dianna, the loving and thoughtful sister. I just was.

“Bring me the head of the brother.”

Reality intruded as Kaden’s voice echoed through my subconscious, the memory of the night before playing like a movie behind my closed eyelids.

Kaden stood from the bed and grabbed his clothes, dressing quickly. He’d never stayed, never held me—not once.

He paused at the door, his hand on the handle, and turned to look at me. “And Dianna, make it messy. I want to send a message.”

“As you wish,” I replied as I sat up, pulling the sheets toward me. Kaden didn’t speak or say anything else as he left the room. The slamming of the door echoed throughout the volcanic home. I covered my face with my hands and sat there for a few minutes longer.

He hadn’t just asked me to bring him a prince’s head. No, he was asking me to kill a friend. Drake was one of the very few beings I trusted completely. And I knew without a doubt that I had no choice.

My eyes snapped open, and I concentrated on propelling my streamlined body faster through the night sky. With each powerful beat of my wings, I shoved aside my feelings, locking them away once more.

I smelled the seawater from the Naimer Sea before I saw it. Music and the sounds of a vibrant city soon filled my ears, telling me I was close. Tirin was a beautiful city in the heart of Zarall and currently owned by the Vampire King. Actually, the entire continent of Zarall was owned by Ethan Vanderkai, Vampire King and the sixth son of the royal bloodline. Every vampire that spawned from the eastern to the western hemisphere was under his rule, but he wasn’t the one I was looking for tonight. No, I was here for his brother, the Prince of Night, Drake Vanderkai.

Kaden had introduced me to many beings through the centuries, and there were very few I would call friends, but Drake was different. I did consider us friends. His family had worked closely with Kaden for years. They had their hands in almost everything, so they often knew how to obtain the artifacts and items Kaden sought. That was the main reason Kaden was so angry. He wanted that book, and he knew they would be a great source of help in finding it, but then they had stopped showing up to the meetings.

At first, Ethan had sent Drake in his place. I hadn’t minded. It was nice to have someone to talk to, laugh with, and not be on guard with all the fucking time. But then Drake had stopped coming, and this last time was enough for Kaden. He wanted blood—and what Kaden wanted, I provided.

I knew it was another test of my resolve. When I had hesitated in front of Kaden, his paranoid brain assumed I was slipping. I had to show him I wasn’t, regardless of my friendship with Drake. I couldn’t risk my reputation and position. If either were called into question, I risked her. That was unacceptable, so I would prove my loyalty, starting with Drake.

I dove beneath the clouds, focusing on the valley below. Multicolored lights were scattered over the land, mirroring the stars above. People were out enjoying the night, and the sounds of voices, car horns honking, and music floated to me on the balmy air. Bright white beams of light were beacons, calling all who were willing to the inner city. There was a party tonight, like all nights, and I was headed into the heart of it.

The ocean danced off to my left, gentle waves lapping at the shore as I soared above the mountains. I glided around a neighboring cliff before pulling my wings back slowly, beating them against the air to slow my descent. The music drowned out any noise they made, and the mortals were too drunk and preoccupied to notice me.

Black smoke curled around me as I shifted shape in midair and dropped to the street. I landed in a crouch, several people jumping out of the way. They spilled their drinks and shouted at me to watch where I was going. I ignored them and adjusted my thick twin braids so they hung over my shoulders.

Lights varied from silver to red to gold as I reached the inner city of Tirin, known as Logoes. It was a popular neighborhood, renowned for its beauty and historical monuments, but most notorious for its nightlife. Everything you could want or need was available in Logoes, with numerous bars, pubs, and upscale lounges. Tourists and locals flocked to it, seeking to unwind and let loose, unaware of what awoke as the moon crested in the sky.

I moved through the crowd easily, looking like just another mortal out for the night in my black tank top, leather pants, and heels. It only took me a few minutes to reach my destination. The club was in the heart of Logoes, and a long line of people waited to pass through the massive entrance. The red neon sign above the door cast a crimson glow over everything. This was one of Drake’s favorite places—something he owned that wasn’t his brother’s.

The mortals cursed and yelled as I pushed past them to reach the front of the club. Twin bouncers folded their arms and shifted to form a wall before me. They were the overly muscled, idealistic types made to intimidate people, usually the drunk and stupid, and keep them from trying to enter. One had a shaved head with tattoos decorating the back of his neck, and the other sported a long, dreadlocked ponytail. Their eyes glowed gold as they recognized me, but I didn’t give them a chance to move.

“Sorry about this, but he should have shown.”

I slammed my hands against their chests, forcing them back. Fire erupted where my palms had connected, their bodies ash before they hit the floor.

The doors burst open, splintering into a thousand tiny pieces as I entered. Behind me, the people in line screamed and ran for their lives. The crowd inside didn’t even notice, continuing to dance and gyrate against each other.

The inside of the club was larger than what it seemed from the outside. Yellow, blue, pink, and red lights danced off the walls. The dance floor separated the DJ booth from the large circular bar that took up the middle of the room. People shouted at the bartenders, trying to be heard over the music.

I’d taken a step toward the soft red glow at the back of the club when a hard object smacked into the back of my head. I flinched, but my body didn’t move. Another perk of being an Ig’Morruthen was that our bones were thicker, meaning we were harder to knock unconscious. I turned to see
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