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Some choices shape nations. Others break hearts.

Reya plunges into a world where freedom is a fragile illusion and leadership demands sacrifice. As the physical toll of pregnancy deepens, her soul strains beneath the burden of expectation. Beside her stands Ashur—fierce, loyal, and dangerously protective—both shield and shadow in a kingdom on the brink.

But even love can’t save them from the storm rising within.

Whispers of an ancient prophecy stir unrest, and Quinn recites it like scripture:

“When frost takes flame and the stars fall silent, 

The cradle shall quake beneath blood unbound. 

From the hush between root and wing shall stir the veiled-born.

Neither heir nor exile, but the breath that bends the world.”

Not everyone believes such children should live—let alone shape the future.

The revelation of mingled bloodlines threatens to unravel everything Reya has fought to build.

Now, as expectant parents and leaders of a realm in turmoil, Reya and Ashur must choose: protect the innocent... or preserve the peace.
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THE COLD BLADE BIT into Reya’s throat, a cruel kiss of steel that sent a shiver down her spine. Her breath caught, shallow and ragged, as she locked eyes with Ashur across the blood-slicked floor. His knees had buckled, one hand pressed futilely against the crimson bloom spreading across his side. The fabric of his shirt latched onto him, soaked and dark, and yet his gaze remained fixed on her—defiant, desperate, alive.

Reya’s heart crashed like a wave against her ribs, not from the threat at her neck, but from the sight of him faltering. The agony in his eyes eclipsed her own fear. She wanted to scream, to run to him, to tear the world apart with her bare hands if it meant keeping him upright. But Malek’s grip was iron, his arm tightly wrapped around her, the knife trembling with each breath she dared to take.

His breath curled against her ear, thick with rot and rage. He muttered curses under his breath—each word a venomous hiss that made her skin crawl. The heat of his fury, the tremor of his anticipation, the sick pleasure he took in her helplessness turned her stomach.

“Our magical resources are tapped,” Reya said, threading defiance through the tremor in her throat. The knife pressed harder, a cruel punctuation to her words, and the sting of its edge threatened to break skin. But she didn’t waver.

Malek snarled behind her, his breath hot against her cheek. “Then I have only one use for you.”

She didn’t flinch. Her gaze stayed locked on Ashur, who crumpled to the floor, his hand slick with blood as he reached toward her. His lips moved, whispering her name, but the sound was drowned beneath the thrum of panic in her ears. She willed him to rise, to fight, to defy the death curling around them both. If this were the end, she would meet it with her heart tethered to his.

But the pain didn’t come. No sudden bloom of heat, no rush of blood. Malek held back. Instead, he yanked her toward the door, the blade never leaving her neck.

“Please,” Ashur begged, his voice raw, desperate. He dragged himself forward, fingers clawing at the stone, but Malek didn’t look back. His attention was fixed. His intent sharpened like the weapon in his hand.

The corridor outside her chamber swallowed them in shadow. Reya stumbled, her boots scraping against the hard stone as Malek dragged her forward. The dagger remained flush against her skin, a constant threat, a silent promise. Her mind raced—not with fear, but with calculation. Every step they took was a step away from Ashur, from safety, from the fragile hope she’d clung to.

Malek’s pace was relentless, his grip unforgiving.

He led her to the courtyard, moonlight spilling across the flagstones like spilled milk. The back gate loomed ahead—the one she had secretly enchanted months ago, a hidden passage to the falls beyond the palace walls. She and Ashur had used it often, slipping away from the suffocating formality of court life to breathe, to dream, to be themselves.

Now, that gate felt like betrayal.

Malek must have been watching them closer than she’d ever suspected. Every stolen moment cataloged, every whispered plan overheard. The realization clawed at her—how long had he known? How deep had his shadow stretched across their lives?

Her throat burned with unshed words. Not spells. Not pleas. Just the truth: she would not break no matter what occurred. She would bide her time and wait for the perfect opportunity to strike back.
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ASHUR SILENCED THE SCREAMS clawing at the edges of his mind, each one a jagged echo of betrayal and pain. His chest heaved with rapid, faltering breaths, the copper tang of blood thick in his mouth. Every motion was a negotiation with agony, but he forced his body forward, dragging himself toward the only flicker of hope left in the wreckage—Malek and Janine’s quarters.

He couldn’t reconcile the image of Janine—the soft-spoken nurse who had smiled while confirming Reya’s pregnancy just hours ago—with the carnage that now stained their bedroom. Surely she hadn’t known. Surely she hadn’t been part of this.

The hallway stretched before him like a gauntlet. Each inch demanded more blood, more grit, more denial of the searing wound in his side. His vision tunneled on the door. He reached it, knuckles scraping against the wood in a weak knock before gravity claimed him. His cheek met the cool stone floor, and he let it cradle him.

The latch clicked. Light spilled out. Janine’s gasp sliced through the haze.

“Oh, God—Ashur!” Her hands were on him, tearing at his shirt with practiced urgency. Her fingers were firm, clinical, but trembling. The air reeked of iron and panic.

“Who did this?” she demanded, voice tight as she stripped off her own shirt and pressed it against the wound, her bare arms streaked with his blood.

“Malek,” he rasped, locking eyes with her. He searched her face for cracks—for denial, for shock, for guilt. Anything.

Her jaw clenched. A muscle twitched near her temple. “Damn fool,” she muttered, not blinking, not flinching. No questions. No hesitation.

She vanished into the room, leaving behind the stench of antiseptic and adrenaline. Ashur lay there, the silence pressing in again, heavier now. He didn’t know if he’d just found salvation—or stepped into another betrayal.

Janine returned with a flurry of motion, her arms burdened with supplies—three blood bags, one dark and viscous, the other a brighter crimson, and a clear pouch of fluid that shimmered like moonlight; a small rolling IV bar that rattled with each step; and her medical satchel, worn and streaked with old stains. She dropped beside him, her breath shallow, her hands already moving with clinical precision.

Ashur barely registered her grip on his arm before the needle sank into the crook of his elbow. The sting was sharp, immediate—a bite of metal and intrusion. He hissed, the pain snapping him into the moment.

“What are you doing?” he rasped, his voice raw.

“Giving you an IV. A mix of fae blood and human blood,” Janine said, her tone clipped, focused. She taped the tube to his skin, her fingers steady despite the tremor in her breath. The bags were hung, swaying, and the drip line fed into his arm like a lifeline—or a fuse.

The chill hit first. Ice in his veins. Then the power surged—violent, electric, like a storm detonating inside his chest. His heart seized, then pounded, erratic and furious. His side throbbed in response, the wound pulsing with fresh agony as if the blood itself was trying to claw its way out.

Reya’s face flickered in his mind—her smile, soft and radiant, the way her fingers had brushed his cheek that morning. The memory was a cruel joke now, distant and unreachable. She could heal with a touch. He couldn’t even stop the bleeding.

“Can you heal yourself?” Janine asked, her voice cutting through the haze.

Ashur shook his head, jaw clenched. Reya could mend flesh with a touch, but he had no such gift—only pain and the burning need to act. “Reya can. I can’t.”

Janine nodded, her expression unreadable. “This is going to hurt,” she warned, peeling his shirt back from the wound. The air hit the torn flesh like fire, and Ashur bit down on a groan.

“I need to stop the bleeding first, then I can stitch you up.” She reached for her bag, the scent of antiseptic rising like smoke. “I’m going to give you a sedative.”

“No.” His voice was low, but laced with steel. “Malek has Reya. Do what you have to—fast—so I can go after them.”

Janine paused, her eyes locking onto his. Something flickered there—grief, maybe. Or guilt. Then she looked away, jaw tight. “You’ll need to rest once I’m done,” she said, but her hands were already moving.

She tore open a sterile packet. The sound was sharp and final. Needles and sutures gleamed under the dim light, tiny instruments of pain and salvation.

Ashur’s thoughts spiraled—Malek’s betrayal, Reya’s capture, the sanctuary in ruins. Every heartbeat was a countdown. Every breath a reminder of what he’d lost—and what he still had to fight for. 

Janine leaned in, her focus narrowing to the wound, and Ashur braced himself for the next wave of pain.
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MALEK DRAGGED REYA THROUGH the tangled underbrush, her feet stumbling over roots and stones as he forced them both forward. The forest pressed in around them—dense, damp, and whispering with unseen things. Branches clawed at his arms, slicing through fabric and skin, but he didn’t slow. Couldn’t. His grip on Reya’s wrist was iron, not out of cruelty, but desperation. She struggled, cursed him, but her voice didn’t register over the roar in his ears.

The falls were close now. He could hear them—thunderous, relentless, like the pulse of the mountain itself. Mist hung in the air, cool and sharp against his fevered skin. Each step toward the crashing water ticked like a time bomb, a narrowing of options. He didn’t look back. He didn’t dare.

His mind was a storm—guilt, fury, resolve all colliding. The sanctuary was lost. Ashur would never forgive him. Janine might never speak to him again. But none of that mattered now. Not compared to what lay beyond the falls.

The passage.

The secret vein carved through the mountain’s heart, hidden behind the curtain of water. No one inside the fae’s cursed walls knew it existed. Not the fae. Not the blood slaves. Not even Reya, who now stumbled beside him, her breath ragged, her eyes wide with confusion and betrayal.

He’d found it by accident—months ago, maybe longer. A day when the burden of his wife’s silence and continued absence had grown too heavy, when the walls of the sanctuary felt like a coffin. He’d wandered, aimless and angry, until he heard the echo behind the falls. A hollow sound. A whisper of emptiness. He’d crossed through the water and into the dark, and for the first time in years, he’d imagined something like freedom.

Now, that possibility was all he had left.

They stepped into the fringe of the falls. The ground trembled beneath them, slick with moss and spray. Reya tried to pull away, but Malek turned on her.

“You ruined my entire life,” he said, voice hoarse. “Now it’s time for payback.”

She didn’t answer, but the glare she sent in his direction was full of the fight within her.

With one final breath, he stepped into the torrent, dragging her with him. The water slammed into them like a wall, blinding and deafening. But he knew the way. He remembered the stone beneath his feet, the narrow ledge that curved just so. He pressed forward, heart hammering, until the roar gave way to silence.

They emerged into the passage—dark, cold, and waiting.

Malek didn’t stop. Not until the mountain swallowed them whole.
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REYA STUMBLED, HER BOOTS skidding across the slick stone floor as the wild cry of the river’s descent faded behind them. The cavern swallowed sound, leaving only the rasp of her breath and the echo of Malek’s footsteps. Her vision swam, disoriented by the sudden shift from blinding water to suffocating dark. The air was damp and metallic, thick with the odor of moss and old earth.

He hadn’t killed her.

Not in their bedroom, not when he had every opportunity. That fact gnawed at her, confusing and infuriating. Her heart ached with the last image of Ashur—crumpled on the floor, blood pooling beneath him, his eyes searching for her even as they dimmed. The memory stabbed through her chest, but she shoved it down. There would be time to mourn later. If she survived.

Her muscles screamed with exhaustion, each step a battle against cramping limbs and fear. She yanked her arm back, and for a split second, Malek’s grip slipped—his fingers grazed her skin but failed to hold.

She didn’t hesitate.

She spun, adrenaline surging, and bolted into the darkness. Her feet pounded against uneven stone, her breath ragged, her pulse a drumbeat in her ears. She made it three steps—maybe four—before Malek’s body slammed into hers from behind. The impact knocked the wind out of her lungs. Her face smashed into the cold ground. Pain exploded across her cheekbone, and blood filled her mouth.

Before she could scream, he was on her—rough hands yanked her arms behind her back, a plastic zip tie bit into her wrists with a sharp snap. She thrashed, but he hauled her upright like a rag doll, dragging her deeper into the cavern.

Then came the rope.

It looped around her neck with brutal efficiency, and coarse fibers scraped her skin. She pulled back, panic flaring—but the rope cinched tighter, digging into her throat. Her breath hitched, vision blurring at the edges.

Malek leaned in. “It’s a slipknot,” he said. “The more you resist, the tighter it becomes. Until you either comply...or choke to death.”

Reya froze, heart hammering. The rope pulsed against her neck like a living thing. Her body screamed to fight, but her mind sharpened with terrifying clarity.

She couldn’t afford to die.

Not with a child growing inside her. Not with Ashur bleeding somewhere behind her and no one else left to stop Malek.

She swallowed hard. The rope pressed in with every movement. Her eyes adjusted to the gloom, searching for anything—an exit, a weapon, a miracle.

All Reya saw was stone, shadow, and the man who had broken everything they’d built. Her heart pounded—not from fear, but from the betrayal that clung to him with quiet desperation. 

“Has life been so awful for you since we made the deal?” she asked, her voice struggling to bypass the rope around her throat. She shifted her stance, not out of weakness but strategy. If she could peel back the layers of his resentment, maybe she could reach the man beneath the bitterness.

He didn’t answer. Just glared and stalked away, boots grinding against the stone floor like a warning.

“I’m trying to understand how I ruined your life,” she pressed, her tone sharper now, edged with disbelief.

He spun, sudden and furious, stepping close enough that she could see the flecks of gold in his green eyes. “I had a life before you sentenced me to a year of servitude.”

She didn’t flinch. Instead, she stepped into his space, her chin lifted in defiance. “I had a life before the goblins turned it to ash.” Her breath trembled, but her gaze didn’t waver. “I had a kingdom. A family. A future.”

“I had a wife,” he said, voice cracking as he pressed his lips together, as if the memory itself burned.

“And I have a mate,” she snapped, her voice rising. “One you left bleeding on the floor of my bedroom.” Her fists clenched behind her back, nails biting into her palms. The fury was no longer a flame—it was a storm.

“I lived through the downfall of our world!” he roared, his voice echoing off the stone walls.

“At least you have a world!” she screamed back, her voice raw, ragged. “Tell me—did you watch your parents bleed out just to keep you alive? Were you handed the burden of keeping your entire race from extinction?” She slammed her chest into his, not to hurt him, but to make him feel the force of her truth. “Did you lose your magic? Only to discover the only way to sustain it was through the blood of your enemies? The same ones who would happily slaughter your people?”

Tears welled in her eyes, hot and unrelenting, blurring the edges of her vision. Anger and grief twisted inside her, a cruel braid of emotion that threatened to unravel everything she’d held together for so long.

Malek slammed her against the wall, and the cold stone bit into Reya’s spine like winter’s breath turned to shards. The impact stole her breath, but it was the proximity—the rigid press of his body—that made her pulse spike. His eyes were inches from hers, wild and gleaming like a storm ready to wipe out the world.

“Poor queen of the fae,” he sneered, his voice thick with venom, each word a lash. “Such a tragic life you’ve had. But answer me this—did your mate sleep with a woman you hate and get her pregnant while you were off playing handmaid to some royal pain in the ass?”

The words hit harder than the wall. Reya’s breath caught, her heart stuttering beneath the venom of them. Her mind reeled, grasping for clarity in the chaos. The air between them electrified, charged with betrayal and something darker.

“Who got her pregnant?” she blurted, the question tearing from her throat before she could stop it.

Malek’s jaw clenched, the muscle twitching like a warning. “Vander,” he spat, the name curdled with disgust.

Reya’s brow lifted in inquiry, but her expression remained as cold as ice.

“He fucked my wife,” Malek growled, voice low and bitter, “and then fucked all of us by making a deal with the military assholes who want to cage us more than you do.”

The accusation hung in the air, thick and suffocating. Reya’s throat tightened. “You had nothing to do with the attack?”

“When the hell would I have had a chance to betray you?” His glare bore into her, sharp enough to draw blood. “I’ve been too busy surviving your damn sentence.”

“Then why did you hurt Ashur?” she snapped, stepping forward, fury rising like a tide. “Why threaten me with demands to release the prisoners?”

His eyes darkened. “Because she’s in the pen you built.”

Reya blinked, her mind scrambling to connect the dots. She cocked her head, brow furrowed, trying to make sense of the sudden shift. The woman he’d risked everything for—was locked in her cages?

“She made her choices,” he muttered, stepping back, the tension in his shoulders unraveling just enough to show the exhaustion beneath. “And I hate her for them. But I don’t want her to die.”

His voice cracked. “And I knew asking you after all that went down would end with me on the chopping block too.”

Reya stared at him, her breath shallow. The cavern walls pressed in. “What kind of leader do you think I am?”

He looked at her then—past the crown, past the fury, past the grief etched into her bones. “Ruthless.”

The word landed like a verdict. But beneath it, Reya heard something else: fear, admiration, resentment. A tangled knot of emotion that mirrored her own.
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MALEK STARED INTO REYA’S eyes—those damned blue irises threaded with lavender, like frost laced with fire. He hated that he noticed. Hated that even now, with her bound and defiant, something in him still responded to her presence like a moth to a flame. She was the queen he’d sworn to undermine, the woman who’d carved his pride into ribbons—and yet, beneath all the venom he spat, admiration curled like smoke in his chest.

She was beautiful, but it wasn’t that. It was the way she held her ground, even when the ground was crumbling beneath her. The way she could bleed and still look regal. The way her silence could slice deeper than any blade.

And despite the viciousness he had seen her display, she also exhibited mercy. Seeing her faith and belief in Ashur even when the others scoffed at him as if he was lesser made envy crawl into his blood. Reya was a walking contradiction compared to his wife, who fled into another’s arms as soon as the opportunity arose.

His mind flicked back to the moment his admiration had bloomed through the anger of his imprisonment. The moment she called for him to offer his blood to restore her strength. The way she flinched when she sliced his arm and the moment her lips covered the cut. The warmth of her breath against his torn skin and the soft pull as she sucked a mouthful of blood from him and then yielded. None of it had come across as clinical. It was something dangerous. Something that clung to him, impossible to shake.

Heat had surged then—low, unwelcome—and it pissed him off more than anything. Because it meant she had power over him in ways he couldn’t name.

“Why did you never feed from me again?” he asked, voice low, almost curious. Almost vulnerable.

Reya’s jaw tightened, her gaze flicking away like she couldn’t bear to look at him. That stung more than he had expected.

He yanked the rope, tightening it around her throat—not enough to break her, but enough to remind her who held the reins. Her body jerked, breath hitching, and she shot him a glare that could have turned bone to ash.

He smiled, slow and cruel. “Comply or die, remember?”

She gasped, the words scraping out between strained breaths. “Too intimate.”

The answer hit him like a slap. Not because it was wrong—but because it was true. It had been a sacred act. One that blurred lines they couldn’t afford to blur. And yet, he’d wanted it. Still wanted it. Not just the act—but the connection.

He’d told himself it was manipulation. That she’d fed from him to keep him loyal, to bind him in ways words couldn’t. But the truth was messier. He’d wanted her to feed again. Had waited for it. Had imagined it—her mouth at his wrist, her breath warm against his skin, the momentary collapse of all the walls between them.

Those two words echoed in his head, bitter and sharp. She hadn’t just rejected the act—she’d rejected the connection.

She was still his enemy. But he didn’t know what he’d do if she ever looked at him like she did that day. Stripped bare, vulnerable, and in need of what he offered.

Malek blinked the past away and reached out, his fingers scraping her throat as he loosened the rope just enough for Reya to breathe. He watched her chest rise and fall, each breath a reminder of how close he was to crossing a line he wasn’t sure he could uncross.

He had already compromised everything he believed in by attacking Ashur. But desperation breeds action, and the farther in the cavern he went with Reya, the more he knew this was it. He needed the freedom beyond, because staying in this protected sanctuary meant a cruel death at the end of Ashur’s blade.

Malek’s fingers twitched on the rope. He could sense her watching him now, calculating. Not with panic—but with precision. She was reading him, recognizing the fractures cracking his resolve.

Reya’s voice came low, hoarse but steady. “You expected a different answer?”

Malek’s jaw clenched. “Don’t flatter yourself.”

But the words rang hollow.

She leaned forward just enough to test the slack. “You think I don’t see it? That flicker in your eyes when you remember what my lips on your skin felt like?”

He hated how true it was. Hated that she could reach inside him with nothing but words, especially after only knowing him for less than a year. She read him more accurately than his wife ever had.

“You want me to think you are afraid of me,” she continued, her voice gaining strength. “But I believe you’re afraid of something else entirely.”

He stepped back, the rope slackening further, as if her words had burned through his grip. “Before the war, I used to run into burning buildings to save people. I am not afraid of anything.”

“You’re afraid of being alone,” she said, and the mark hit deeper than he expected.

Malek turned away, but not fast enough to hide the flicker of doubt in his eyes.

Reya didn’t smile. She didn’t gloat. She simply watched him, a queen in chains, holding power in silence.

And Malek, for the first time in days, didn’t know what the hell to do next.
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ASHUR GASPED, A RAGGED, involuntary sound that tore from his throat as agony surged through every nerve. His eyes flew open, wild and unfocused, and for an instant he couldn’t tell if he was still alive or trapped in some cruel echo of pain. His body felt like it had been flayed and stitched back together with fire. The air itself seemed too sharp, too loud, scraping against his skin as he tried to breathe.

He blinked rapidly, vision swimming, and saw Janine at the sink, her back to him, calmly scrubbing her hands. The mundane motion surreal—grotesque, even—against the backdrop of his suffering. Had she done this to him? His mind clawed through the haze, trying to recall what had happened, but all he could find were flashes: Malek’s face twisted in fury, the cold floor beneath him, the vileness of his own blood bubbling up his throat.

Janine glanced over her shoulder, her voice steady. “You are all stitched up, but you need to rest. Otherwise, the stitches will break.”

Stitched up. The words landed with a dull thud in his chest. He tried to move, but the pain anchored him with a cruel tether. His gaze drifted across the room, catching on the dark smear of blood trailing from the door to the bed. His blood. The realization hit like ice. She must have dragged him here. His stomach turned. If she’d wanted him dead, she’d had every chance. But that didn’t mean he was safe.

He swallowed, throat raw, and forced himself to study her room. Sparse. Functional. No obvious weapons, but no comfort either. A place built for necessity, not kindness.

“I cleaned up the hall so no one would suspect anything had happened to either you or the queen,” Janine said, drying her hands with a towel.

Ashur’s heart thudded harder at the mention of the queen. Was she alive at this point? He tried to speak, but his voice was nothing more than a rasp.

Janine turned toward him, her movements deliberate, her expression drawn taut like a thread stretched to its limit. Ashur watched her closely, every detail amplified by the rawness of his pain—the way her jaw clenched before she spoke, the flicker of something unreadable in her eyes.

“I’m sorry Malek did this,” she said. “He’s been very grumpy lately, and he disappeared during the mayhem today.”

Grumpy. The word was absurd, almost laughable in its understatement. Ashur’s ribs ached with the memory of Malek’s fury—grumpy didn’t leave a man bleeding out on the floor. But he said nothing, letting her words settle like dust over the wreckage of his thoughts.

She hesitated, her gaze drifting toward the window. Ashur’s eyes followed, though the motion sent a fresh wave of fire through his side. “I thought he might have been killed or made a run for it,” she continued. “But there really is nowhere to go out there. Not without being recruited to join the armed forces, and that comes with a guaranteed death sentence.”

Ashur stared at the window, but it offered no comfort. The world beyond was a smear of gray and menace, a landscape stripped of mercy. Her words echoed in his mind—killed or recruited. Two paths, both ending in oblivion. The air thickened with the knowledge that escape was not just unlikely, but suicidal.

He tried to shift, to test the boundaries of his broken body. Pain answered immediately, sharp and unforgiving, but beneath it, something else stirred. Not just fear—something colder, more debilitating. He couldn’t let himself drift into despair.

Janine’s silhouette stood framed against the bleak light, her posture unreadable. Was she telling the truth? Was this concern or performance? Ashur’s instincts, dulled by blood loss and trauma, clawed for clarity. She’d saved him, yes—but why? And what did she want in return?

He closed his eyes—not to shut her out, but to anchor himself. The pain was a relentless throb, a drumbeat beneath his skin that refused to fade, but it was no longer the only thing living in his bones. Beneath the agony, something colder stirred. A pulse of resolve. A flicker of clarity. He couldn’t afford to drift. Not with Janine standing there, her hands clean but her motives still murky.

He opened his eyes a millimeter at a time. The light stabbed at him like needles. Janine hadn’t moved. She stood at the counter, her shoulders slumped, her posture no longer clinical but weary. Human. Or at least, trying to be.

“What is out there?” he rasped, voice raw. The words foreign in his mouth, shaped by a tongue not used to asking. The humans never spoke of what lay beyond their walls. His only glimpse had been when they came through the portal into the barren wastelands of scorched earth, and then this strange mountain oasis that seemed more like a mirage than sanctuary.

Janine exhaled and leaned back against the counter, arms crossed tight over her chest. “Ravaged lands,” she said, her voice low. “There are survivors in remote areas like this, tucked into the cracks the war didn’t quite crush. But the cities...” Her gaze drifted toward the window again, as if she could see through the glass and into the ruins. “The cities up and down the coastline were devastated. Reduced to ash and twisted steel.”

Ashur’s breath caught. He didn’t have to imagine it—civilization turned to rubble, the hum of life replaced by silence and smoke. They had lived it. Which was why they were in this realm. He had never seen their cities, only heard whispers of their allure. Now, that power was dust.

“What happened?” he asked.

Janine let out a short, bitter laugh. It carried no warmth. “World War Three,” she said. “Started with a cyber-strike. One country blamed another. Then came
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