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TO THE READER

“I was angry with my friend; 

I told my wrath, my wrath did end.

I was angry with my foe: 

I told it not, my wrath did grow.”

—A Poison Tree by William Blake
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Letter from the World Bringer

Death is not the end. To some, it may be a terrible notion. To most, it’s pure bliss, but bliss for me does not last long. Those who are lucky to know peace get to rest, but not I. My children fight below as the world turns on its head. Even from here, I felt the resurgence of an ancient medallion reformed, one I destroyed long ago. Nismera’s quest for power is never-ending as she attempts to seize things that are impossible to grasp. Kaden and Isaiah stumble closer to a truth I wish to keep buried, and all I can do is watch. 

I felt the rip in Death's kingdom, felt the fear seep into the afterlife, and I knew two things: my son Samkiel had died, and the woman who loved him more than even I threatened to tear worlds apart. I had to go because as horrible as that was, it was not the unleashing of her power I truly feared. With Death’s head turned, I was able to slip past his gates to the land of the living. My mission? Find the woman Samkiel worships and see if she can be the undoing of secrets I wish I had spoken before my demise. I must make her see, or I fear all hope shall be lost. 

—Unir
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PROLOGUE

The town had started to settle for the night as I left my home. I waved at a few shopkeepers as they closed up and sidestepped two drunkards, stumbling and laughing their way to wherever they were headed. The night was beautiful, the sky alive with stars, and I enjoyed the walk to work. I did better working nights, preferring fewer crowds. Plus, the lake came alive once the sun set, with or without the moon.

“You’re early,” my boss said, adjusting his straw hat. His white shirt strained around his lower midsection, the bulge of his belly enhanced by the worn dark pants he’d tucked into his knee-high boots.

The dock was abandoned, the lake empty, and the usual crowds were absent. All the boats were still tied to the pier, and from the looks of it, none of them had gone out. 

“Slow night for lovers?” I asked.

He shrugged. “It’s not that. The moonkrests are nowhere to be seen.” 

I frowned, and he nodded toward the lake, telling me to look for myself. The boards creaked as I crossed them. I stopped at the edge of the pier beside the barrels of sparklers and leaned against the railing. The trees were silent, and no bugs floated around the hanging branches that teased the surface. There were no signs of the moonkrests, even with the full moon casting bright beams of light deep into the inky depths. That was very odd. They were always active when the moon was out. 

I turned to ask him what he thought was happening, but I was alone on the dock. Nothing seemed amiss, the stars twinkling above and the breeze forming soft ripples at the lake’s edge. Weird. Where had he gone? He wouldn’t just leave, and he wasn’t quiet or fast. 

Screams and sounds of fighting pierced the peaceful night, and I spun toward town. I started back down the dock but froze when I heard the thick beat of wings above me. Something landed behind me, hitting the wood hard enough to jar me. When I turned around, I realized why every living thing around the lake had gone into hiding. 

The massive creature folded its four wings against its back, the transparent membranes flashing iridescent in the moonlight. Dark brown, plated armor wrapped his shoulders and molded to his body, stopping just above his backward-bent legs. His lower bony mandible split into pincers and flickered, creating an ominous chittering noise. The sound activated my primal brain, sending shivers of alarm through me. I didn’t know what this creature was, but every instinct I had screamed that I was in danger. 

I took a step back just as another thud sounded behind me, and the dock shuddered beneath my feet. I turned to run and slammed into the hard exoskeleton of a second creature. My ass hit the boards hard, and the creature reached for me with his four arms. Adrenaline surged through me, and I rolled toward the railing, scrambling to get back on my feet. I grabbed a paddle from a stack and swung. The creature blinked and chittered angrily as the wood splintered against his shoulder, but then he was atop me. 

MY CHEST HIT the ground, dust scattering as my breath exploded from my lungs. My wrists stung from where they’d bound my arms behind my back, and despite my struggles, there was no give in the bindings. I groaned as long nails dug into my twisted and tied limbs. He hoisted me up, and I gasped in horror at the carnage around me. I blinked, certain I had died, and arrived in Iassulyn.

Flames crackled off the remains of the tavern and surrounding buildings, the dark smoke acrid and clogging. Creatures ransacked the shops, breaking windows and chirruping in their strange language. Screams rent the air as men, women, and children were dragged from their houses. Some had managed to escape and were running into the woods, creatures following both on the ground and in the air. Those who were able to arm themselves and do what they could to fight were quickly overtaken and consumed. I swallowed hard and closed my eyes as the sound of bones crunching filled the air. 

It wasn’t just a nightmare. My mind could never imagine this horror. The Otherworld had opened up its horrible, rancid jaws, and a plague of demons had descended upon our town. My heart thudded in my chest as the scent of death clogged my nose. The monster dragging me further into town chittered with what sounded like excitement. My feet scrambled against the ground, and my muscles strained in the creature’s powerful grip. But no matter how hard I fought, I knew I couldn’t escape. The beast shook me violently until I stopped struggling, its talons digging into my shoulders. My chest heaved, my nostrils burned, and my eyes stung, terror consuming any hope I had. 

I heard heavy, thick footsteps approach, and dread trickled down my spine, turning my guts liquid. My eyes shuttered, and I started praying to any gods still left in this world, praying to Samkiel himself. I kept my eyes closed, not wanting to see what was coming. The sounds were bad enough. The creature shook me again and screeched in my face, his hot breath hitting me hard enough to blow my hair back. My eyes snapped open, and I wished I had followed my instincts and kept them closed. 

The beast loomed in front of me, his face inches from mine. His pincers clicked a few more times before withdrawing. He closed his bony mandibles and stood straight and at attention. It took a few moments for me to find the courage to look away, and when I did, there was a new nightmare to make my legs go weak. 

He was taller than any being had the right to be. From the deep black pits of his eyes, poreless pale skin, and sharply pointed crown atop his head, it was clear this was not a man standing before me. He wore a dark coat that split into two large flaps in the back, the odd fabric flaring around his feet. He stood inside a double circle, and I recognized the runes within the perimeter. It was a teleportation mark. It glowed weakly and flickered. The power he had infused it with to transport himself and summon the ghastly horrors he’d brought with him was fading. 

Fear was an overwhelming force that turned me almost numb. I found myself focusing on his chest because I couldn’t look at his face and stay upright. I squinted, watching as the material of his intricately embroidered clothing bunched and moved. Both his skin and clothes were ill-fitting, and I wondered if this wasn’t his true form. Power pulsed from him, and I forced myself to lift my eyes to meet his cold, otherworldly ones. My throat went dry as I finally put the pieces together. I knew who this was.

“I can smell the fear on you. Stronger than the piss that runs in your streets. Stronger than the blood decorating the ground. You know who I am?” he asked, his voice as deep and dark as the realm he’d ascended from. He crouched in front of me, his body moving in a nauseatingly alien way. Even in that position, he towered above me. 

“Y-yes,” I managed to get out. “I heard rumors about the new age, a rebellion amongst the princes, and a newly crowned ruler. You’re the King of the Otherworld. Umemri.” 

“Correct,” he said with a smile, and my stomach churned again. The twin lines that bracketed his mouth bisected his sharp features, ending where his ears should have been in this form. His mouth was way too wide, and I feared what I would see if he truly opened it. His hair looked stark black in the firelight, but when he turned to his general, I saw it wasn’t hair but jagged spikes vibrating with his every breath. He was a genuine horror brought to life. No one I knew had ever laid eyes on any of the princes of the Otherworld, much less its dark lord.

Unable to hold his gaze, my eyes flickered restlessly. Flames crackled throughout the ruined town, and a few feet away, two people lay face-first on the ground, bleeding out from their throats. Whatever answers he’d demanded, they had not given. Hope flared in me. Maybe if I answered his questions correctly, he would spare me. 

“W-what do you want?” I asked, forcing myself to look at him again. “Whatever it is, I can give it.”

“Can you now?” Umemri tilted his head, his black eyes boring into me as if he could pluck the answers from my mind. “I am looking for someone important to me. Her last bit of communication was from this town. Since then, there has been nothing but . . . silence.” 

The way he spoke the last part of that sentence made me wonder if something as horrid as he might have a heart.

I shook my head, blinking. “I haven’t . . . We haven’t seen anyone from the Otherworld here.” 

He flicked his hand open, the long, curved claws tipping his three long fingers clicking against each other. I flinched, even though he had made no move toward me. “Oh, but I think you have. Her scent lingers in this town, and I can smell her blood on these wretched streets.” 

Recollection hit me like a brick wall, and my heart started beating so hard it sounded like a drum to war. Umemri heard it, his cold, dark eyes dropping to my chest. 

“Where is my murrak?” 

Panic clenched my gut, and sweat formed on my brow. Oh gods. I couldn’t lie. I couldn’t hide the fact that she was . . . 

“Dead.” 

I blurted it out, fast and harsh. Some dark and devastating emotion flared to life on his face. The chaos around the town drew closer as if the others sensed his emotions and were preparing to rip me to shreds. Umemri laughed, his dark, thick voice vibrating my bones. His generals joined in his mirth, the sound growing more grating and animalistic. He reached out and grabbed me by the throat, his laughter abruptly morphing into a snarl as he lifted me off my feet. His face split and opened, the transition making bile rise in my throat. I saw the pincers waiting within, and I was certain he was going to eat me. 

“Impossible,” Umemri said, holding me as if I weighed nothing. “No one I have an allegiance with would touch her. Even if they tried, none could stop her if she was in her true form and on a rampage. I doubt a town full of Itians could even scratch her.” 

I struggled against his hold, my heart thudding in panic. He eased up just enough that I could choke out, “Samkiel.” I said his name as if it were a prayer, and it alone could grant me my life, and it did. 

Umemri’s eyes flared, and the creatures halted as if I’d spoken a curse. Everything went oddly silent. The only things I could hear were the crackle of the fire and the whisper of the wind. He suddenly released me, and I fell to the ground. I panted, blood dripping down my neck from the puncture wounds his talons had left. It felt like hours passed before Umemri finally blinked, and I saw realization rip through him. It was as if just the sound of his ancient enemy’s name was enough to prove to him that his murrak was dead. His shoulders bunched and fabric ripped as thick, spiny, dark appendages broke free, curling around him in agitation. 

“You’re lying,” he snapped, his lip curling and his tentacles snapping toward me in agitation.

I wasn’t, but I could tell he wished, above all else, I was. “No,” I said, my entire body shaking with uncontrollable tremors. “I’m not. He was here with a woman. They left after the murrak attacked and he killed it.” 

The sharp point of an appendage pierced my shoulder. I screamed, and Umemri smiled cruelly, seeming to savor the sound. 

“A woman?” Umemri enunciated with a painful twist.

“Yes!” I cried. “I never got her name, but she was an Ig’Morruthen. I don’t know why she was with him.”

The talon twisting in my flesh stopped before it ripped through my shoulder. Umemri’s head snapped toward his cursed army, and he barked an obvious command in a language I did not know. One of his creatures took flight before he brought his attention back to me. The look in his eyes only increased my fear. 

“It seems I do not need you any longer, then.” 

He raised one thick tentacle, the sharp point aimed at my head. Just as he brought it toward me, I yelled, “I can take you to her! Where we buried your murrak!”

He dropped me so fast that I fell forward. One of his guards caught me and lifted me to my feet, arms still bound. 

Umemri tilted his head, his eyes flashing with grief and rage. “Very well, lead the way.” 

I took a shuddering breath and started walking, knowing exactly where her large, twisted body was. A few of the other townspeople and I had buried her. I always knew doing good deeds would eventually fuck me up. His guards fell into step beside and behind us as I led them forward, past the tree line, until we reached the freshly churned dirt mound near the base of a thick, gnarled tree.

A soldier pushed me to my knees, my shoulder aching and seeping blood as he held me there. Umemri stepped forward as his guards formed a circle around the grave. He lifted a hand and squeezed it into a tight fist, the ground shifting and rolling in response. What powers did he possess? I thought only gods had telekinesis. I had heard rumors that some witches had powers to rival the gods, but I didn’t know of any, and he wasn’t a witch. 

The ground split, thousands of bugs and worms oozing from the grave on his command. With a nauseating pulse of their bodies, a head emerged from the dirt. I’d braced for the monstrous, crystallized one with pinchers and large, oval eyes. Only that was not what they delivered. Umemri kneeled and brushed his talons through hair the color of moonlight. The insects retreated, and the guards in the clearing bowed their heads in a sign of respect and shared grief.

A sound of despair left the King of the Underworld, but he cut it off as if he’d had no control over the making of it. He stood and turned toward me, his tentacles raised threateningly behind him. My eyes were drawn to the head he cradled against his chest as if it were the most precious thing in the world to him. She stared at me with wide, lifeless eyes glazed a milky white. Her features were feminine and delicate, with the same lines around her mouth that he had. I saw nothing of the monster we’d buried. 

I realized now why the town burned, why he’d slaughtered everyone. He was the same as any being who had abruptly lost someone they loved. The murrak hadn’t been just something to him. She was someone. From the level of his despair and anger, I suspected she was a lover, or worse, his mate. 

“This woman he was with. Tell me more about her,” Umemri demanded.

I didn’t think there was a way out of this for me, but I knew this was my only hope, so I didn’t hesitate. I told him about the boat ride and how they acted with each other. A tremor went through him, and his tentacles lashed the air when I told him how they’d fought for each other, describing how they killed the female he held so close. When I was finished, I swallowed the growing lump in my throat and waited. 

A bird of night landed in the trees just above Umemri, its glittering eyes boring into me. Watching. Waiting. It stretched its wings and cawed loudly, but neither Umemri nor his guards seemed to notice it at all. I blinked up at it. The damn thing seemed curious about our conversation. The peculiar thing, though, was that birds had fled this area hundreds of years ago. 

Leaves crunched, drawing my attention back to the King of the Otherworld. His guards watched me, their eyes reflecting the light from the crescent moon peeking through the trees. 

“Am I free?” I stumbled across my words. “I told you everything I know, and I won’t speak of anything that happened here today. Whatever you wish.” 

A ghost of a smile pulled at his mouth. “You cannot give me what I wish for now,” Umemri said. “But I shall grant your request. I’ll set you free.” 

The warmth of relief spread through my body. I knew some would call me a coward at how I gave up everything to save myself. Some would say that I was without honor, but I wanted to live. Pain exploded across my neck, and then I felt nothing. 

I watched from the forest floor as my body thudded inches away from me, my head missing. I blinked as the last of my life held fast. The ground shook and hissed, splitting as steam rose. Orange runes appeared, casting a bright glow around each being. The beasts sank one by one, the ground swallowing them whole as the king and his army returned to the Otherworld. My mouth gaped open, trying to form words I could no longer utter. I blinked once more as the bird made of midnight spread its wings far too wide. My vision faded as it landed, taking the shape of a man made of darkness.




1

[image: ]
SAMKIEL

A book slammed down on the table in front of me, startling me awake. I sat up and blinked rapidly at my scowling father.

“I have already made my amends with those affected,” I grumbled and stretched before folding my arms across the council garbs I was still wearing. The buttons and tassels twisted over one another as I tapped my foot. He had forced me to sit at council meetings for days, and if I weren’t there, I was here, studying until sleep took me. I knew most frowned upon setting a god’s temple aflame, but it had truly been a mistake. Apparently, it was embarrassing for him, and as a result, it earned me a week’s worth of punishment. 

My father nodded but folded his arms and continued to glare at me. “Read. Aloud.” 

I frowned and sighed deeply, slumping further into my chair. With a roll of my eyes, I slid the thick red and gold-encrusted history book toward me. It was tabbed where I had left off yesterday, and I flipped it open. The illustration spanned two pages, depicting an army of a hundred strong, draped in silver armor, as they lined up for war. I sighed loudly again, making sure he knew just how much I hated this before I started reciting the text describing the battle.

“You are the gory, blood-soaked land,

I wonder how to make peace with these butchers.”

My head snapped up in surprise, and I stared at them in confusion. The text was not the ancient dissertation I had read the day before. Instead of tactics and weaponry, the words bled, seeping into the worn cream parchment. I watched as they disappeared, only to return, the letters dark and thick. 

“Read,” my father insisted. 

“But it’s not as before,” I said, and it wasn’t. I gaped, the image melting as if water had been poured over it. It disappeared, and more text formed. 

“Read,” he demanded again. 

I sat up in my chair and half-turned to face him. Unir stood just inside the balcony doors, framed by massive columns. Outside, the clouds grayed at the edges, bubbling in size and mass. Shadows blanketed the mountains of Rashearim, the darkness beneath them spreading wide like gaping beasts, attempting to swallow the ground below. 

“Read.” Unir’s voice had deepened and gained an edge I couldn’t define.

I shook my head but didn’t dare disobey. I knew he’d keep me in this study until my eyes bled for the devilment Cameron, Logan, and I had gotten into. So, with a shuddering breath, I clutched the edges of the book and tried to read. The words continued to change and twist together on the page before spitting out the verse it wished me to recite.

“You decimate the soul of the noble man. 

Moving through stars, laying curses upon the land.”

The words kept reforming over and over. I ran my fingers over the lines as if I could keep them still. I recognized this poem, having come across it in a book I’d found in the library. It was one nearly lost to time, originally transcribed by an ancient prophet. 

“Repeat it,” my father demanded, standing with his back straight. He was ever the general and less the doting caregiver he perceived himself to be. 

I swallowed. “It’s not the same.” 

“Keep looking.” His eyes held no amusement or anger. 

“The unheard voices, drowned in the cries of the dead.

Men begging, uttered curses and prayers,

Only answered by just and strong hands

Here is our scourge, our salvation, our hope.

Bathed in light with strength and might.

The anguished land sends tremors through all men,

Blood and destruction wear at every soul.

Weapons of horror now familiar.”

My chest heaved as the words all but slammed out of me. I heard his boots against the stone floor, his thick strides changing in both tempo and weight as he moved toward the door. 

“Compassion falls before thy destructive force.”

I shook my head as the words started to tremble. Fear shivered through me, and I glanced up. The royal, bright room had turned a sullen gray, but that wasn’t what made my heart ice over. Nismera stood where my father had been, Dianna clutched in her grasp. My chair toppled to the floor with the force with which I rose. I struggled to move toward them but found I couldn’t.

Nismera smiled, her lips resting against Dianna’s cheek. She clenched Dianna’s jaw, raising the golden death spear in her other hand to point it at her heart. My heart. Dianna’s eyes stayed on me, unmoving. There was a soft glow within their depths that I could not decipher. 

“You didn’t finish the words.” Nismera smiled cruelly at me, her eyes darting to the table and the book behind me. 

“I don’t need to,” I responded, my teeth gritting. “I know the poem of Jeremiah.” 

“Hmm, do you, Brother?” Nismera said softly, her lips brushing a gentle kiss against Dianna’s cheek as she lifted her head. If I could just move, I could reach Dianna. I could hold her to me, and we could flee, but I dared not fight Nismera with Dianna in her grasp. 

“Do you know the true meaning? Shall I finish them for you?” 

“Don’t,” I demanded. I didn’t know what would happen if Nismera said those words, but I knew it could be nothing good. She held someone more precious to me than a throne or a crown or the air I breathed. Dianna was more precious to me than any world or realm. I would sacrifice it all for her and not think twice about it. 

Her smile was so cold I swore the warm air frosted around her. “You may have returned, but you did so with a weakness, World Ender. All your enemies will know it now. They will know how to break you, and when you break, so will the world.” 

“Don’t,” I said. I wasn’t denying the words that made me hate myself, but the threat she posed to what she held. My eyes fell on Dianna before they raked to Nismera. “She’s all I have.”

Her eyes were filled with cruel satisfaction. “I know.” As the last word left her lips, she thrust the spear into Dianna’s chest.

Blinding yellow light exploded from Dianna, her head tilting back as her skin burned, flakes peeling off and rising into the air until only ash was left. Dianna’s remains. An empty wail tore from my throat, and the sky cracked open. Lightning flashed like a strobe light, the thunder so loud it sounded like a bomb exploding overhead, the sky echoing my pain.

It wasn’t the building storm that darkened the room nor lightning that sprung from my fingertips. Oblivion burst from my outstretched hand, ripping from me in waves of darkness that quickly encompassed the room. It engulfed the spot where Nismera had stood, but somehow, she’d moved fast enough to elude my grasp. Only her laugh, cruel and malicious, told me she was still in the room. I did not care. I did not care as I fell to my knees and crawled to those ashes, and I did not care when tears spilled from my eyes. My fingers pressed to what was left of my love, my akrai. Nismera’s laugh was victorious as she appeared and crouched before me. She gathered Dianna’s ashes in her gauntleted hand. Her smile was a cruel, ugly thing as she blew the remains of my mate toward me. 

Massive, twisting tornadoes screamed into existence outside the palace at her callous cruelty. The wind whipped hard enough to tear flesh from bone, the ceiling crumbling and falling around us. Nismera looked up, her silver hair whipping around her in waves. She smiled at the dark violence of the sky and began to speak. Somehow, I could still hear her, even over the crash of thunder.

“You, therefore, I, tool of gods, decimator of those who walk or slither. 

Made of light, made of wind. 

Swords so sharp our foes shall bend

For in a war between gods, no one wins.”

My body shook, but not from the raging storm and trembling palace. It was as if I were being pulled and shoved.

“. . . kiel.” 

My head snapped back, and I stared at the roiling purple and black clouds clogging the sky. Lightning struck the ground over and over, punishing and destructive. As the world I kneeled on died.

“. . . iel.”

A sharp pain ricocheted across my jaw, and I sat up, cupping my face. “Ow.” 

Dianna’s eyes were wide and touched with fear. She pulled back her clenched fist and slammed her hands over her ears. Her hair danced around her, whipping violently in the wind. Darkness coated our room, and I realized I had unleashed Oblivion here, not in my death dream. Tendrils of it curled like serpents around my arms, coiled and ready to face and destroy the threat. The ceiling groaned, and I saw the pieces I had already released gnawing at the edges of our room. 

“Samkiel!” Dianna called over the sound of the building storm. It had been her calling to me from the beginning, pulling me back from the edge. She gathered her hair, holding it back from her face as the force of Oblivion grew. “You have to make it stop, or it will consume this room, the castle, and then the town next.” 

My chest heaved. “I don’t know how!” I shouted back, and I didn’t. I had never been able to control my power when it manifested like this. 

Dianna winced as a piece of the outside wall ripped away, exposing us to the growing storm. A massive swirling funnel rotated in the nearest cloud. It descended, and I knew what devastation would follow once it touched down. She clamped her hands over her ears, the roar of the wind painful. “What caused it?” she shouted. 

Rather than trying to speak, I sent the details of the dream down our bond. Her eyes flashed, and I felt realization ripple between us. She had been there for the dreams I’d had back on Onuna and recognized that they were raising their ugly heads again. Only here, it was Nismera who took her from me, not Kaden.

I did not know what I expected, but her dropping her hands from her ears, gripping my face, and slanting her lips across mine was not it. 

“I am here.” Her voice whispered across my subconscious. “I’m with you now and forevermore.” 

The world stilled as if a massive hand had wiped away the storm. The wind ceased to howl, and my skin no longer prickled with dark ancient power. I may wield Oblivion, but it seemed Dianna controlled it. It responded readily when she was in danger, and it had since the first time she was taken from me. Now, it retreated, easing like a compliant beast beneath her touch. 

Our bedroom door slammed open, and both of us turned. Cameron stood in the doorway, his sleep pants hanging low on his hips and his hair a disheveled mess. 

“What the fuck?” he panted, his eyes roaming the room. He took in the missing ceiling and wall before falling to us. Since we had been in the center of the storm, I assumed we looked just as disheveled as he did. “I thought I heard a fucking hurricane, but it was just you two having sex?” 

“Don’t tell him.” My words danced to her. We had more than enough to worry about without this added.

“I won’t,” she replied. 

“Think of the children, Dianna,” Cameron scoffed before pointing to himself. “And the sexless.” 

A small snort left my lips. I hadn’t thought it possible for me to feel humor right now, but given what he saw when he entered and how Dianna was draped across me, of course, that would be what he thought.

Dianna jumped from the bed. “Go back to bed,” she demanded with a scowl, storming toward him. Fire danced over the tips of her fingers, distracting him from the destruction and ash all around us. 

“So violent.” He playfully rolled his eyes before waving to the room right as he left. “And clean up your mess.” 

Dianna closed the bedroom door, and I slipped from the bed, righting the walls and ceiling of the room. Once everything was back in place, I turned toward her. She leaned against the bedroom door, worry tightening her beautiful features and darkening her eyes. The destruction I’d created wasn’t the source of her concern. It was because we both knew Oblivion lived inside me, and I had just become a threat to everyone I loved.
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DIANNA

Three weeks later

To say that I was exhausted was an understatement. In the last few weeks, we had continued the renovations of the town near the castle. This world was so beautiful, and we’d decided to build the small city along the rolling mountains, keeping it in the shadow of the palace where we could watch over it. Waterfalls slid down the cliff faces, forming streams that meandered through the town. Samkiel worked tirelessly alongside the people who had already sought sanctuary, constructing houses, shops, roads, bridges, and even a small recreational area near the beach. I knew he was using it as a way to keep his mind off his new nightmares and Oblivion, but it also meant he was helping people, and doing so eased his soul. 

Only after he was sure the town was stable and they could continue on their own did we venture back out. First, we stopped at the places closest to us, the ones we had seen before. We offered refuge to those Nismera had abandoned and left to themselves. They came gladly once they saw Samkiel, and I knew that turned the tide of his mood. Finally, he felt that he was making progress, and as he settled, the nightmares eased, and so did the uncontrollable surges in his Oblivion power. 

The only dark spot was when we went back to the town with the moonkrests to find that the town was gone, as were the people. Only burned buildings and skeletons remained. Or so we thought. We were attacked as we wandered through the forest, checking for survivors. It was an ambush neither of us had expected, and my side still ached from the bite of the two-headed serpent beast we had slain. Sure, my skin had mended, but it seemed Otherworld creatures made me sore. On the plus side, we at least saved the moonkrests. 

I could feel Samkiel’s mind wandering the same as mine. The uptick in recent attacks had grown almost daily. It was as if something was sending them from the Otherworld to wreak havoc. I suspected that once Samkiel’s powers left the sky, and the realms knew of his return, it pissed off someone with more than a little power. It was another reason, among many, that we were headed toward our current destination. 

Water dripped from my wings as we coasted the wind currents. The portal Samkiel had opened had dropped us straight into an ocean several miles from where we had intended to be. 

“You worry too much,” I sent to Samkiel. “You’ll get grey hairs. It has been three weeks since you’ve had an episode, and we can deal with this stuff.” 

Episodes was one way to describe Oblivion’s outbursts. On the plus side, he hadn’t had to live through any more brutal nightmares, and I hadn’t been awakened by roaring storms and howling winds tearing apart our home. Now, we were dealing with more issues that I didn’t know how to help him with. The only thing I could think to do was continue to support him. 

Samkiel grumbled from atop my back. “Time is of the essence, and our most recent visits have not gone so well. I am expecting much of the same here.” 

He wasn’t wrong. Not only had we had to deal with the increase in attacks from the creatures of the Otherworld and the ghost of his father popping in from beyond the grave, but we still had to visit what remained of the twelve realms. It was essential to see where the twelve rulers, lords and ladies, stood in their allegiance to Nismera. If we were lucky, maybe seeing Samkiel alive could shift their loyalties. Only seven realms remained, and of those we had spoken to so far, none of the royals had any interest in joining us. 

Unir had shown up, and even if he wasn’t currently haunting me, it was a screaming omen to Samkiel. He was certain his father would never willingly leave the afterlife without his mother, and I had not seen Zasyn. Whatever had brought Unir here, whatever was his true goal, it had to be vital.

My wings parted clouds as we approached Shorerock. The realms here were not like Onuna at all. Some planets wouldn’t even register as such, no bigger than some moons, and this one was no different. An ocean spread as far as the eye could see, steely gray waves rolling one over the other. I wondered what lurked beneath the surface and deep below. 

The sheer cliff face came up fast, a towering wall of stone robed in a heavy fall of water. I turned upward, feeling Samkiel’s legs tighten against my scales as my wings beat hard, racing through mist and clouds. The vertical climb seemed to take forever, and then the massive, sprawling city was before us.

It hung off the very edge of the cliff, water flowing all around it to fall into the ocean below. Blue and white stone columns topped with gaudy silver domes thrust toward the sky. Here and there, gardens graced some of the flat roofs. A towering city wall encompassed many of the smaller buildings. I suspected it had been created to protect the city from the violent storms the ocean threw at them.

The only visible road was a covered path outside the wall. It seemed to float in a horizontal arc, suspended above the water. Lord Orble oversaw Shorerock. It was a clever name for the city, considering it was supported by one of the few pieces of land on the planet.

We hadn’t tried to hide, and it would be hard to miss the giant, horned Ig’Morruthen that circled above the city. I assumed they were expecting us by now, and as we descended, I knew I wasn’t wrong. Guards stood straight as an arrow, backs taut as they watched us warily. 

My thick, heavy wings separated the clouds as I settled down at the castle entrance. Blue and white flags snapped in the wind, a constant spray of sea salt misting the air. Shorerock was part of a large trade route, and one whiff told me what they traded. The smell of fish overwhelmed my sensitive senses, and a low growl left me as I sneezed. A small flame burst from my nostrils, singing the stone as I tried to clear my nose of the stench.

Samkiel hopped off my back, his silver armor catching the stray rays of sunshine. His father’s symbol was still etched into the pauldrons. I’d wondered if he’d change it after everything he had learned and all that had happened, but it seemed he had decided to keep them.

The guards wore sea blue armor, their weapons aimed at me. I considered changing forms, especially since I had to wrap my damn tail around me to avoid squishing anyone, but I was a bitch who loved dramatics. If we needed to use little intimidation tactics to get our way, I was okay with that, too. I tossed my head to the sky and roared, the sound piercing the air. I mantled, spreading my wings wide, casting the people below in darkness. When I finally rested back on my haunches and tucked my wings away, the guards closest to us were trembling ever so slightly.

Samkiel stopped and turned to look at me. If I could have shrugged in my beast form, I would have. He shook his head in amused exasperation before removing his helmet. I swore I heard the whole city suck in a breath. 

“I am here to speak with Lord Orble,” he said loud enough that all could hear. 

Soldiers shuffled as we waited for the drawbridge to lower, the rusted metal chains screaming in protest. Nismera was such a bitch. She had all this power and technology, yet she let those who followed her so loyally go without. But, then again, maybe she fortified them elsewhere. 

Two rows of soldiers, spears pointing upward with a shield on one arm, walked out first. A clap echoed off the stone walls, and they all stopped and pivoted to face one another. A tall, muscled man strode between them, his white and blue attire screaming wealth and power. The heavily embroidered cobalt blue tunic was adorned with silver chains that crossed his chest, and tufts of white fur sprouted from his shoulders. Silvery patches in the shape of fish covered his elbows, the scales catching and reflecting the light. There was a lot of flash to him, but it was his hair that caught my eye. It was white with sea foam blue tips that curled up, and all of it was swept to one side. Was this Orble? How could he have been one of Unir’s old acquaintances? This man looked to only be in his late twenties.

“Samkiel,” the man said. “You’re even more appealing in person. The marble statues and depictions I’ve seen did not do you justice.” 

If I could have rolled my eyes in my Ig’Morruthen form, I would have. Please, don’t stroke his ego.

“Settle down.” His voice whispered across my mind. 

I sent back a soft chuckle. 

“My apologies. I am looking for—”

The man held up his hand, cutting my husband off, and I took a step forward out of instinct, wishing to bite it off. The soldiers near him pointed their spears, the energy emanating from them buzzing, but I had little fear they could do anything to me in this form. I was almost as large as the damn castle. 

“I heard, and unfortunately, you have been gone a very long time.” His eyes cut to mine, then back. “Lord Orble had a terrible accident years ago. I am his son Iver. I am Lord of Shorerock now.” 


AFTER THE WARM welcome, Iver ever so kindly invited us in. After a quick wash, we’d changed into matching black outfits Samkiel made for us. Now, we sat around a large wooden table as Iver’s council and guests continued to stream into the room through the thick double doors. The table was designed to elevate the end Lord Iver had claimed, putting him far above everyone else seated.

My eyes damn near stung with how bright the inside of the castle was. If I thought the outside of his castle was an eyesore, it was nothing compared to the interior. It was an array of the same bright whites and blues, varying in different patterns and shapes. Horribly garish decorations stood alongside fine art and stunning statues, none of it appealing. 

Thick columns were embedded into the walls, supporting the domed ceiling soaring high overhead. On one side of the massive dining room hung a painting of a large oceanic battle, with ships clashing and an enormous serpent beast below. The large horned fish that hung on the wall behind Iver glared at us with dead eyes.

“This place will haunt my dreams,” I told him across our bond. “Do you think he has enough fish memorabilia? I get it. He rules a sea-born city.” 

Samkiel’s humor fluttered across my mind, and I could feel his smile like the warmth of the early morning sun. “Trust me, I don’t wish to be here any more than you. I’d much prefer we were home in our bed with you sitting on my face and your thighs squeezing the sides of my head as my ton—”

I slammed my knee against his leg, stopping him from finishing that sentence and the illicit images filling his mind. Heat pooled low in my belly, fueled by his knowing, sexy chuckle that caressed our bond. Outwardly, he smirked at me with cocky arrogance, desire sparking in his eyes and turning them into molten silver. I knew that look. Perhaps he wasn’t in such a foul mood as I thought. 

Iver paid us no mind as the servants entered and placed steaming plates of food before each of us, starting with him. Iver smiled greedily and lifted his hand, allowing the others of his court to indulge. He and Samkiel soon began exchanging pleasantries. 

I was listening to their conversation, but I smiled softly at the woman who sat next to Iver. Her thick blonde hair was artfully twisted into two separate buns, and she wore a white and blue dress that gathered at her shoulders. She deftly took a fork from the small child on her lap. The little girl couldn’t be more than a year old. Undeterred, the baby squealed and reached for a spoon, her bright blue eyes filled with curiosity. The woman glanced at Iver and then offered me a small, quick smile in return, nervously tucking the little girl’s dark curls behind her ears. I got the feeling she was afraid of the consequences of being caught interacting with me. 

The woman didn’t reek of salt and fish scales. Instead, I caught the scent of a comforting floral fragrance surrounding her as if she were a flower plucked and plopped in this oceanside city. She had positioned the baby on her knee furthest from Iver and had subtly shifted her body to shield the child. She was obviously apprehensive, and I soon learned why. 

“If you cannot shut her up, then I request your presence to be elsewhere,” Iver snapped without looking up, fish scales clinging to his bottom lip.

The woman pressed the child closer to her, but it only caused the little girl to struggle and squeal louder. Iver raised his hand, and the guard standing to his right flinched. I saw it, and I felt Samkiel’s awareness sharpen. The guard’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly on the woman, not in anger but in defense. I wondered if, under his blue-tinged armor, his hair was as dark as the small girl’s curls Iver’s wife held so lovingly. The guard relaxed a fraction and quickly volunteered when Iver only waved an imperious hand, indicating he wanted his wife and child escorted out. No one else paid any mind to the interaction. 

“Your face.” Samkiel’s voice flooded my mind. 

I didn’t need a mirror to know that my expression was twisted into a snarl of disgust at how he spoke to her. 

Iver seemed to have a gift for being oblivious because he let out a throaty chuckle and said, “I guess I am lucky to even have that brat. The last two she could not keep.” He stabbed the steaming vegetables on his plate, food spraying from his lips as he said, “I wished for a son, you know?” He shrugged. “I can always try again.” 

He spoke of her as if she were just some broodmare. I already hated this man, if he could even be called a man. 

I refused to look at Iver, instead watching his wife’s retreating form. Tears welled in her eyes, but the child seemed to ease at the nearness of the guard, even reaching for him. As they left the room, I wondered how long it would be before Iver lost his life to the man sworn to protect him.

“If I ever give you children and you speak to me or them that way, I’ll cut your cock off, fry it, and feed it to you.” 

Samkiel coughed around his hand at my very vulgar threat. 

“Is everything all right?” Lord Iver asked, turning fully to us as his wife and young child left.

“Yes,” Samkiel said, his leg brushing mine. 

“I’d kiss the ground you walk on if you gave me such a gift.” 

“You already do. Do something else.” 

Laughter drifted across our bond, his foot playfully nudging me under the table. 

“Can I burn him?” I said. “Just a little. Maybe he’d be nicer.” 

“No,” he said. “You promised no maiming.” 

It was my turn to grumble. “I am regretting that decision.” 

Silverware clanked as people continued to feast, but Samkiel did not touch his food. We had decided that after the Jade City queen poisoned him, he would only eat what was prepared for him at home by me. 

“I noticed when we flew in that your city has grown substantially,” Samkiel said. 

“Ah, yes, the consort you rode in on,” Iver said around a mouth of steaming fish meat. “Do you usually ride your consorts into battle?” he asked, snickering at his own joke. A woman on his right gazed at him coquettishly from behind her wine glass, giggling along with him. Others at the table joined in. It was obviously forced, but it was becoming alarmingly apparent that his so-called advisors were more interested in pleasing the lord of the house than advising. 

“Can I burn him now?” 

“I’m contemplating the fallout as we speak,” Samkiel said, glaring daggers at the man’s jest. 

A slow smile spread across my face. “How badly do we actually need allies?” I replied, but kept my physical mouth shut, my hands resting in my lap.

“My wife,” Samkiel said, throwing that last word at Iver like a dagger. It was a challenge to see if he would disrespect me once more and present Samkiel with an opportunity to show him what he’d lose if he did.

Finally, Iver seemed to remember who was sitting at his table. He swallowed hard and dropped his gaze, unable to meet Samkiel’s glare, much less hold it. The council members surrounding us murmured soft whispers of disbelief. 

“I don’t find quips or innuendos about my wife humorous, Iver, and if you make crude comments about her again, I will no longer concern myself with being your ally. I will have your head, and then I will have your city.” 

The silence grew, only broken by an audible gulp from an older gentleman to the fair right, but no one spoke. Samkiel had addressed Iver without using his title, and it seemed to have blown their minds. They kept their gazes fixated on their lord and away from us. Everyone watched as Iver slowly lowered his fork back to the half-eaten redfish on his plate. 

“My apologies to you, Your Highness,” Iver said, and I didn’t detect a hint of sarcasm.

“Don’t apologize to me,” Samkiel said, his lethally calm tone at odds with the powerful storm building outside. “Apologize to her.” 

The wind grew, pressing against the glass of the dining hall with enough force to make them creak. The atmosphere shaped itself, preparing for his command to split the skies. My mind reached for his, hoping to calm the growing storm, but I was not met with a maelstrom at all. I blinked and dug deeper. The silence and stillness I found were scarier than the chaos I had expected. Instead, I met Oblivion, hungry and waiting. It was pure darkness, coiling upon itself like a serpent, glaring through Samkiel’s eyes and waiting to strike in my defense. 

I blinked and reached for his hand under the table, his thumb worrying over the emptiness on his finger where Oblivion’s ring had been. He squeezed back, completely unaware of what I’d seen. At my touch, the temper he hid so well slowly dissipated. If he were lightning and death, I was the grounding rod. 

Iver bowed his head toward me. “I apologize. My comment was in poor taste.” I nodded, and his gaze flicked toward Samkiel once more. “I was unaware you had claimed one in such a manner. Please forgive me. This is so shocking to us all. You must understand, given your reputation,” Iver said, his previous sass restored to his tone. 

“My reputation,” Samkiel said. He said it as a statement, but the question was there. 

“If I may speak freely.” Iver folded his hands in front of him. “You are the Slayer of Beasts, Peacekeeper, Unir’s bright and dutiful son. You are a legend among the realms, and now you’ve returned from death with not only a wife that is not your betrothed Imogen but an Ig’Morruthen one at that. She is the same breed of being who destroyed Rashearim. But if this union offers a greater allegiance than the celestial beauty, I would understand. The power she possesses could make Nismera falter.” His eyes cut to mine. “With all due respect, of course.” 

I had forgotten our return would raise the question of his betrothal. I had honestly forgotten about it after interacting with Imogen and seeing her and Samkiel together. It was painfully obvious that there was no romantic love between them. The betrothal had been forced upon them, and Samkiel had more than proved his love for me. Thinking of Imogen filled me with sadness, not jealousy or anger. I desperately missed my friend. 

“To answer your first question, my union with Imogen was strictly political and orchestrated by my father in an attempt to temper my wild ways. My marriage to Dianna was not arranged. I married her because I love her. Whether she be Ig’Morruthen, god, celestial, or mortal, my love and devotion to her would not change. So, no, it is not for power. And might I remind you, my sister and her rebellion destroyed Rashearim,” Samkiel said. “She and other traitorous gods who wished for Unir’s throne, not my wife.” 

I knew it wasn’t the time or place, but my heart thrilled whenever Samkiel proudly claimed me. Even when the allies he wished to recruit to his side turned up their noses at the very sight of me, he never faltered. Warmth seeped into every cell of my very being. Treasures and gold and artifacts seemed so meaningless when being loved so wholly was far more valuable. 

“Speaking of your sister. As you’ve mentioned, she wears your crown, sits atop your throne, and works tirelessly to expand her kingdom.” Iver raised his glass, sipping loudly. “This has been so for a thousand years.”

“I’m aware.” Samkiel took a deep breath, steeling his nerves for what he knew was coming, and I had to give him credit. Over the last few weeks, we had either been in battle or visiting as many of the lords and ladies of the realms as we could. He hadn’t said anything, but exhaustion draped across his shoulders like a second coat. Some had drawn their weapons at our approach, turning us away as they waved Nismera’s damned banner. Others greeted us warily. They would listen, but in the end, they remained pledged to her. Iver was our last stop, and it was clear that all hope of an alliance was lost here.

“Yet, you visit not only my borders but those of the few remaining houses that still stand fortified and stored because of her? Correct?” 

“Yes,” Samkiel said with lethal calm. “My birthright was taken from me while I sat behind closed realms. Your ancestors all vowed oaths before my father, and as his successor, that means your loyalty lies with me.” 

Iver reached for his goblet of wine and took a long sip as he studied Samkiel. He placed the glass back down with a heavy sigh and folded his hands on the table in front of him. “With all due respect, we have fulfilled those. You were presumed dead for a thousand years. Nismera is from Unir’s line, just as you are. Her legitimacy is just, no matter your return, and we cannot break our allegiance to her.”

Samkiel was quiet for so long that I wondered what he was planning. Was he reassessing how to approach the remaining houses in these realms? But as I brushed against his mind, all I felt was disappointment. 

Anger raced across my skin like a scalding flame. The Ig’Morruthen in me raised her head toward the perceived threat, my willingness to protect him second nature to both sides of my being. The words were on my lips, but Samkiel’s fingers squeezed mine. 

“If we threaten violence, we are no better than her,” Samkiel said.

“He’s a fool. They all are.” 

“He’s loyal to her as they all have been. Fear does that. I would want them to follow us with such loyalty as well.” 

A low growl vibrated in my throat. “I’d rather he followed her into a grave. He’s a waste of air.” 

His soft chuckle flowed across our bond even as our faces remained stoic. 

“They are allowed their choices. This is why we have traveled to ask. Loyalty gained out of fear can be lost as easily as it is promised. I just have to figure out how to get them to trust me.” 

I huffed but said nothing because, as always, he was right. Samkiel forced a smile and rose, his hand still in mine as he pulled me up with him. The guards’ shields and spears clattered as they drew closer to their lord. Iver waved them off and stood, realizing we did not rise in threat. 

“I appreciate the honesty and hospitality,” Samkiel said with every bit of kindness I did not possess. Cold food, dirty silverware, and snide comments were not hospitality. 

Samkiel squeezed my hand again as he heard my every thought. “We shall take our leave now.” 

Iver bowed slightly, his lips quirking in an evil grin as if he knew something we did not. Samkiel only interlaced his fingers through mine and led me from the castle. As we left the waterbound city, I worried more about the woman behind those walls than the alliance with Lord Iver.
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We made it back right at sunset. Samkiel had been quiet, and although I knew he wasn’t mad at me, I still felt bad. I shifted fully back to my mortal form and grabbed his hand, raising it to my lips to pepper kisses against the back of it. He tossed me a half smile, but I could tell his mind was a million miles away. He wanted so badly to restore these realms to what they used to be, and it felt like every time we turned around, his hopes were doused like water on a flame. 

We made it through the front door with barely a peep. The enormous castle seemed empty, but rattling from the kitchen and the smell of roasted meat proved that at least one person was home. We rounded the corner, and I strode into the kitchen. Cameron was half-slouched at the large wooden table. I playfully shoved at Cameron’s shoulder and hopped up to sit beside his plate, swinging my feet. Samkiel stopped at the entry and leaned his shoulder against the doorway. 

“Hey, people eat here,” Cameron joked, gesturing toward my sitting form. 

“Oh, if you think this is bad, you should have been here when Samkiel first showed me this kitchen.” 

Cameron made a face and quickly lifted his plate.

“Dianna,” Samkiel said.

I shrugged and waved him off. “It’s been cleaned. I was only joking. Sort of.” 

“Well, now that I am scarred by that mental image that I am sure will haunt me for the rest of my days,” Cameron said, “how did it go?” 

Samkiel grumbled and rubbed his hand over his face. 

“Not well, I take it?” Cameron asked, taking a huge bite of his sandwich. 

“No,” Samkiel said. “Regardless of my wife’s chipper mood, not well indeed.” 

I stuck my tongue out at Samkiel. 

“Why are you so happy if it went terribly?” Cameron asked, around a mouthful of food. 

I shrugged. “I blame it on the whole not having a soul thing.” 

No one in the room thought that was the least bit funny. 

Rolling my eyes at their lack of humor, I tried to explain. “I don’t know. We’ve made a city here, a home. People feel safe enough to breathe here. Miska seems to be getting along and making friends, even dragging Reggie out with her. Plus, I have you guys, and I know we’ll find a way to save the rest of The Hand and bring them back. That’s what matters to me, everyone here and our family, not the cranky or rude royals. I’ll protect this home with my life. So, if they don’t want to be allies, well, they can burn, and anyone who threatens us can join them . . .” I shrugged, letting the sentence trail off. 

“That’s actually really sweet,” Cameron said around another mouthful, nodding toward Samkiel. “Minus the part where I just pictured a dozen realms on fire. But it was nice, nonetheless.” 

Samkiel shook his head and smiled softly at me before rubbing at his brow. I knew the headache had to be bad if he was showing outward signs of it. “Dianna will not be lighting anything on fire. She was actually on her best behavior, not a single flame in sight. Even when we were met with weapons or closed doors everywhere we visited. Lord Iver was the only one who spoke to us face to face, and a part of me wished he hadn’t.” 

“Iver?” Cameron asked. 

“Yes, he now rules Shorerock.” 

A small whistle left Cameron’s lips. “I assumed Lord Orble would have lived forever.” 

“As did I,” Samkiel said. “Apparently, this is his son.” 

Cameron frowned and sat back in his chair. 

“Vena was nice.” I shrugged. “Well, mostly.” 

Cameron’s brows went high. “Vena? I haven’t seen her dunes in ages,” Cameron said, taking another big bite of his sandwich.

I snorted softly and said, “I hope you’re speaking about her sand dunes.” 

Samkiel rolled his eyes. “You two.” 

Cameron grinned. “Hey, I am innocent this time, I swear. We only went with The Hand one time. The weather was amazing. You’d think it would be hotter with how close they are to their small sun, but I enjoyed it. What about you?” 

I had to admit I loved Highsand, at least what we saw from overhead. It had a rolling landscape of dunes and desert as far as the eye could see, dotted with pyramid structures that would put the ones we had in Eoria to shame. It would have been gorgeous if it weren’t for the screams of people fleeing to their homes as I flew overhead. The hundreds of guards who had rushed out and Vena screaming at us from the highest point of her gates were also detractors, but besides all that, it was marvelous. 

“From the short time we were there, yes. It reminded me of home, only their sand sculptures were far larger than ours. Gabby would have liked it if Vena wasn’t such a bitch.” 

Cameron laughed again. “The lords of this realm are not ready for you.” 

“At least she attempted some dialogue.” Samkiel scratched at his ear. “It was behind locked and guarded gates, but it was something. I just wish they understood that I am trying to avoid war. I want that at all costs.” 

“Everyone in this room knows Nismera will not give up that throne without a brutal and bloody fight,” I said.

“Fighting here will only end with thousands, if not more, dead. There are other ways to win wars. Meeting with houses and gathering loyalties are the first steps to claiming victory without ever lifting a blade. There are ways to subdue an enemy before war ever starts. War should be the very last option. It’s violent, bloody, and destructive, and innocence is its greatest casualty. They may
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