
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      The Surrender

      



    




BOOK TWO OF HER MONSTROUS BOYS

    

    




      
        EMILY SHORE

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2023 Emily Shore

        emilybethshore.info

      

      

      

      
        
        All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

      

      

      

      
        
        This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living, dead or otherwise, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

        Page Edges Design by

        PAINTED WINGS PUBLISHING

        Cover and Interior Design by

        ARTSCANDARE

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Other Works By Emily Shore

      

      
        Author’s Note

      

    

    
      
        1. Their dark dream fulfilled.

      

      
        2. Kyan will be far different.

      

      
        3. “You rode the storm beautifully, Quinny dear!”

      

      
        4. “Oh, how you will fly!”

      

      
        5. I will stop at nothing to claim him, to claim all of them…

      

      
        6. “I am prepared to share.”

      

      
        7. He is the embodiment of carnal desire.

      

      
        8. “They’re fighting over…me?”

      

      
        9. We must punish her for this.

      

      
        10. I can take anything they give me.

      

      
        11. I am just as fallen as he is.

      

      
        12. That’s the wrong way…

      

      
        13. I belong to Kronos.

      

      
        14. In the dark with a stranger.

      

      
        15. They never got to fly.

      

      
        16. “What fools we gods be…”

      

      
        17. "It is our duty to possess you, to protect you in all matters."

      

      
        18. "You were there for me, Merikh. From the beginning!"

      

      
        19. “I need you…”

      

      
        20. Big, big, BIG mistake!

      

      
        21. “Our little Quinny is an enigma...”

      

      
        22. “I am the Lord of the Court of Storms…”

      

      
        23. “It’s…it’s a baby. Babies!”

      

      
        24. A too-delicate, tattered organ of shattered armor.

      

      
        25. Quintessa will bear my child.

      

      
        26. “Show them your light!”

      

      
        27. You love the ink. Now, love your scars.

      

      
        28. Sometimes, you must surrender to sacrifice.

      

      
        29. “Adorn my pet.”

      

      
        30. “Do you know how the world will end, little dove?”

      

      
        31. Merikh is healing me…

      

      
        32. The bond between me and Quintessa has just grown wings…

      

      
        33. “What shall we bring you, Tessie?”

      

      
        34. “It’s not an egg, right?”

      

      
        35. Remember to breathe, Quintessa.

      

      
        36. She will ruin you.

      

      
        37. You cannot save him when I already did.

      

      
        38. I want Kyan and Shadow.

      

      
        39. I’ve fallen right into the belly of the beast.

      

      
        40. Someone took her.

      

      
        41. “Do you know the best way to break a soul is to break the heart?”

      

      
        42. I worship her as I should have done in that throne room.

      

      
        43. “Fly for me, my angel, my Queen...”

      

      
        44. She will carry a piece of me forever.

      

      
        45. “You, alone, can break it and bring Kyanatu back to life.”

      

      
        46. “Would you like to watch?”

      

      
        47. “Present yourself,” he deepens the demand.

      

      
        48. “You will not come, boy. You know the rules.”

      

      
        49. Oh, gods, they’ll drown me at this rate!

      

      
        50. I feel so much smaller in his arms.

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        The End

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To all the monster-fudging good girls who ever snuck those smutty books and embraced their dark side. If you read this, you have joined my skeleton army.

        We ride at midnight! (It sounds cooler than dawn.)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Other Works By Emily Shore

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Post 2020 Author Journey:

      

        

      
        The Twisted Myths Series

        Bride of the Corpse King – Book One (Kindle Vella Bestseller – Now on KU)

        Hell’s Angel Series

        Bride of Lucifer: Hell on Earth – Book One (Kindle Vella Bestseller – Now on KU)

        Bride of Lucifer: The Bride Trials – Book Two (Kindle Vella Bestseller – Now on KU)

        Bride of Lucifer: Mate of Destruction - Book 3 (Kindle Vella Bestseller - Now on KU)

        Bride of the Shifter King – (Kindle Vella Bestseller)

        The Sacrifice and the Surrender (Kindle Vella Bestseller – Coming to KU September)

        The Grymm Beauty (Kindle Vella Bestseller)

        Find all of Emily’s Kindle Vella works where she rebranded after finding her voice

        COURTING DEATH AND DESTRUCTION (Crossover Bride of Lucifer Series) *You MUST read this series before the end of Bride of Lucifer Book FOUR*

        * * *

        PRE 2020 AUTHOR JOURNEY:

        The Uncaged Series – temporarily unavailable

        The Aviary – Book One

        The Garden – Book Two

        The Temple – Book Three

        The Temple Twins – Book Four

        The Aquarium – Book Five

         

        The Roseblood Series

        Roseblood – Book One

        Silhouette – Book Two

        Requiem – Book Three

        Sanctuary – Book Four

        Roseborn – Book Five (WIP)

        The Flesh and Ash Series

        Flesher – Book One

        Flesher: Resurrection – Book Two (WIP)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      If you’re like me, maybe you use trigger warnings as a shopping list. If so, you’re gonna love mine. Please see The Sacrifice page on my website for more info!

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Want the UNCENSORED version? See details below!

      SUPPORT ON KINDLE VELLA *KICKSTARTER*:

      I originally released The Sacrifice onto Kindle Vella where it became my most popular book next to Bride of Lucifer.

      What is it? Amazon’s new serialized fiction platform.

      Why? It helped me rebrand myself and kept our family afloat through 2021 and 2022 with my husband’s cancer and all my chronic health issues.

      How? Please consider voting for any of my books on Kindle Vella and supporting me as an author. The minimum to vote aka Top Fave is less than $2.00 a month via tokens. Consider it like a Kickstarter since it enables me to bring my books to paperback!

      PERKS: ALL my Vella supporters get exclusive super fan group perks like UNCENSORED NSFW art, voting rights, spicy bonus scenes, and even advanced chapters! If you Top Fave, message me, so I can show you how. And I’d love to send you an art postcard as a thank you!

      PROs: NO signup. NO subscription. NO app download.

      CONs: Only for USA. (It’s ok! Radish or Ream supporters still get the perks!

      Learn more at “Emily’s Vella Verse” on Facebook: a public group where I share fun memes, teasers, games, and giveaways.

      Please follow my TikTok: @authoremilybshore and my IG: @emilybshore.

       

       

       

       

       

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Their dark dream fulfilled.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        QUINTESSA

      

      

      I never thought anyone could match Drago’s two dragon cocks until I experienced Kyan’s enormous angelic one vibrating inside me. Too many times, I lost count until I passed out, which was his ulterior motive. Not that it’s a competition.

      Raindrops and the distant clap of thunder woke me a few minutes ago.

      Out of my peripheral vision, I notice the sheer drop. Thousands of feet of distance between me and the earth—with nothing but wispy, dark clouds to offer their protection—send my heart hammering and my adrenaline pulsing violently. Even so, a dark thrill leaps into my nerve endings. Why does some twisted and disturbed part of me want him to drop me? To wonder what it would feel like to fall? Would it be unparalleled, unfathomable freedom in the eternity of a moment? Or would it be the purity of terror?

      I look up at Kyan’s face, his expression so tranquil and focused on the landscape. With the black diamond-like raindrops falling upon his locks that cling to his strong brow and fracture those deep-set eyes, he reminds me of some beautiful and otherworldly creature from the darker side of the moon.

      Wings. Kyan’s wings will be my greatest memory of this journey to the Court of Storms. Before, they were tattered and gray—much like my soul before I entered the Veil of Souls, played with monsters, and became their willing slave. And eventually, their Queen. Now, Kyan’s wings are as iridescent as moonlight on black ice. Not once is he concerned about the blinding rain raging all around us. They do not ravage his feathers. No, those pinions beat steadfast, gleaming like molten glass in the night—unwavering through any weather.

      My pussy still thrums and throbs from when he pushed into it countless times with that vibrating cock. I’ll never forget my first time with Kyan like I’ll never forget my first time with Drago. But unlike with the dragon, which happened in a lackluster tower bedroom, Kyan threw me off a tower. And fucked me in midair!

      At first, I open my mouth to ask him how long our journey will be until I see the tears between the raindrops flowing down his cheek. Ethereal tears falling from his eyes. Each one is as precious as a star. The reverence and honor of these moments undo me, bore into me. Is it truly the first time he’s flown in ten thousand years? Instead of disturbing these treasured moments, I pretend to be gray and invisible. Something simple for me as long as one of them is close.

      I lick my lips, my thoughts drifting to the others: Drago, Mayce, and Merikh. How long before they track us down? Will they come to this Court of Storms that belongs to Kyan? How will their dynamic function now?

      Instead of losing myself in the scrambling of my thoughts, I lean into the moment. I touch my cheek to Kyan’s strong chest, feel those muscles harden ever so slightly, and listen to the pounding of his heart. After breathing in his scent like the mountain wind, damp gravestones, and a hint of snow, I gaze up at his celestial face. Those normally tranquil blue eyes seem to shimmer with a silvery light from the heavens while his cheekbones seem sharper, sharp as truth and seraphim swords.

      What sort of angel was Kyan before he was cursed and fallen?

      I memorize the strong pillar of his neck with its enhanced muscles and prominent veins. I memorize his full and sensual lips. And most of all, those wings. Hundreds of overlapping black feathers with their beat like an ominous war drum as if signaling a doomed fate for myself.

      In and out of an hour later, with me burying my face in Kyan’s chest to offset the sensation of vertigo, the angel lowers his mouth to my ear and whispers, “Look to the east.”

      It’s barely beyond nightfall, but I still gasp at the sight of the dark celestial castle constructed into the very rocks of grandiose cliffsides. Several bridges span from its heart to connect the lesser wings of the castle. Each wing boasts of a formidable tower. Carved from the stone itself, staircases rise in grand arcs to lead to that castle.

      From this distance, I can make out sweeping lower mountain valleys with a few small villages. All belong to Kyan’s realm.

      Lightning fissures the sky, and I startle, but the youngest King of the Waste chuckles and tugs me closer. Right now, he doesn’t seem as young as the others. As if his heritage, his ancestry, extends far beyond them.

      Unlike last time when a host of bone-masked lizard people escorted me to the Court of Ash, Kyan is the only one to carry me inside his castle after pushing two great oak doors. With Drago’s scaled bodice and the mere transparent skirt tresses clinging to my soaked skin, I shiver in the cold embrace of the castle entryway.

      Kyan doesn’t let me go. My chest heaves, my lips tremble with need and fatigue as he sweeps me into a honeymoon hold.

      “Shhh…my Quinny. Thank you for your silence on my flight. You deserve a sweet reward for your restraint.”

      I can’t help but perk up, my chest lifting from his declaration. He chuckles again. That laugh reverberates inside me to flutter warmth inside my belly. It’s nothing compared to the fire he lights within a great hearth one room over from the entryway. A rush of air comes from nowhere to feed the tiny flame from the flint he sparks. Not from nowhere—from him.

      Icy tremors ripple up and down my body as I stand behind him.

      Then, he approaches with those powerful and beauteous wings unfurled to drown me in their shadow. I rub my arms in a soothing manner because he’s all predator advancing toward me. Raindrops tumble off the ends of his feathers. Each one echoes the heated lust radiating off the angel. Before he even touches me, he blows all the butterflies in my stomach away, leaving nothing but a swirling typhoon of antennae and wings.

      The first thing Kyan does is capture each side of my face, tilt my neck, and urge my lips to his. Unlike Drago, he doesn’t demand. I melt. I surrender into the dream that is this fallen angel. I bend and bow without any battle as he presses his lips to mine, folds mine back, probes the seam, and plunders the inside of my mouth. He doesn’t tangle his tongue with mine. He explores. He tastes. Slow and seductive and bewildering until I’m moaning again and again.

      With his claws, he tears the scaled bodice. It takes a mere moment, and I lurch from the baring of my upper half. Except when Kyan cups my chin and gazes into my tear-stricken eyes, he reassures me in one simple, altruistic glimpse that I have no shame to wear. Not from my scars. Not from the ink transcribed upon my skin. Certainly not from where the Kings marked me recently.

      I am the beginning of their dark dream fulfilled.

      When Kyan drags his tongue across my jaw, I arch, tilting my neck so he may bring his hot breath and silky tongue to my throat. I whimper as he cups my breasts and fondles, treasuring the smaller mounds and pinching my nipples, which are already erect from the cold. A flush spreads into my breasts from his attentiveness. And soon enough, I’m clutching his hair, tugging at the strands as he lavishes my breasts with his tongue…and teeth.

      Drago ravished my breasts. Merikh practically raped them. Kyan romances them. He pours a heat of attention from breath to nibbling teeth, from suckling lips to flicking tongue until the tips are swollen and erect.

      He steps back and grins as if to admire his work. Instead of shrinking, I thrust out my chest so he may appreciate the well-earned spectacle. “Kyan…” I murmur, wanting to lose myself in the dark of his eyes like the moon's mysterious side.

      Smiling, the fallen angel closes the distance between us, rips the tresses of my skirt to bare me, then shoves his pants down to free his massive and hard erection. I open my mouth, but he captures it with his, grinds against me, and overwhelms me. It’s not long before my knees buckle, and he’s lowering me to the floor.

      Firelight gilds our flesh. Kyan doesn’t wait for me to speak any words. He simply tunnels into me. I give a series of moans to overlap his deep groans as he pushes and pushes that beast of a cock into me, stretching my wanton and wet lips. His mouth makes love to mine. That tongue tantalizes and seduces until they twirl together. Not out of conquest but out of a desire for a bond that runs deeper than even the soul.

      I want to feel his darkness. I want him to imprison me within his trauma. I want to know every piece of his nightmares and history. Just as I long to know every feather and tendril of a feather. Ultimately, he will not deny me that, all of that.

      I am the ghost binding the four monster gods. I am their ultimate nightmare.

      As I orgasm, climaxing with lightning rushing up my spine, spinning a whirlwind of electric particles into my nerve endings, I scream Kyan's name and remember one significant thing.

      I am not their happily ever after. I am their dark and deadly once upon a time…
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            Kyan will be far different.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        QUINTESSA

      

      

      Pain invades my dreams, turning them to nightmares. As if I’m feeling an echo of the pain, but it splinters into me all the same. I’ve only ever experienced a fraction of this pain whenever I let the boys of the Borderlands fuck me. A little pressure. A little stealing of my breath. Nothing like this.

      A dark force penetrates me, pierces me. Rearranges my intestines, scrambles all thoughts to nightmares. It hurts to stand, so I stumble and stagger to my feet with shadows surrounding me. More pain comes with the second time. Stretching and straining, the flesh is too supple, too delicate, too new. It’s too much pressure. Like thorns slashing and lacerating the raw, spongy channel until it bleeds.

      After, I am burning on the inside but icy cold on the outside, curling into the fetal position, whimpering. In all my years, my body—even in its numb half-ghost form—has belonged to me. Even in the depths of that root cellar where my sire imprisoned me, starved me, I still held myself.

      The first time I truly felt something other than numb was with Drago. I became his willing dragon fruit, And he still seduced and pleasured my body and had my pussy fruit ripe and oozing before he split me open. And I’d loved every monstrous, scorching moment.

      So, when I wake from the dream with nothing but this vague sense of icy pain, I lurch and cry out, “Qora!” Because I know it comes from her.

      Clutching a hand to my throat, lowering it to my chest so I may steady my heartbeat, I take a few deep breaths and close my eyes. Qora made her choice, I remind myself. For twenty years, she was my Shadow. I can’t fault her for going with Kronos, especially not when he predicted I would leave her and choose myself and the Kings, the morsel of happiness I’d forged with Drago and them. Nor could I blame her for pursuing her happiness.

      Now, I can only hope it was nothing more than a nightmare, bred of my subconscious loss of her and not anything real. Not even when she tried to hang me with a noose or shatter me by throwing me into a well could I wish my own Shadow, my own twin, any harm. To this day, I still love her. And…miss her.

      Off to my left, the flames within the hearth have ebbed to mere embers. It’s then I register that Kyan is nowhere near. I shiver and grab the wool throw from the nearby leather furniture and wrap it around my nude body. The scraps of my tattered skirt and scaled bodice lie nearby, along with a couple of iridescent black feathers. I pick one up and study it with a smile. It catches the light of the dying embers, winking at me. Rubbing my fingers across the surface, I imagine Kyan is much like his wings, his feathers with their overlapping layers.

      At his heart, Drago was simple to learn. My trial by fire, he is the great leader of the monster Kings. He is flame and body, heat and lust. And two great dragon cocks. I smirk at the thought of my dragon. Even if he and Thayne sent me into the afterworld for a few moments, Drago was perhaps the most uncomplicated to conquer.

      I have a feeling that Kyan will be far different.

      No sooner do I imagine the dynamic than a rush of wind disturbs my hair from behind, and I flinch, turning my head. I smile at Kyan, who strides into the room, but my smile falls to my jaw dropping and lips parting. The shadows surrounding his deep-set indigo eyes chill my bloodstream as he moves toward me.

      It’s not even his menacing eyes but his wings. So lustrous and black as obsidian gleaming in the moonlight. I damn near fawn over them because they’re spread, ruffling while the muscles in his pinions are tensing to mirror the muscles in his naked body. No raindrops tumble from those feathers, so I would assume the rain has stopped, and he simply needed to take flight. At first, I swallow a hard knot of fear in my throat because he looks like he took a flight like this. Naked and…flying. And I wonder if he's about to do the same with me. I almost widen my eyes at the thought.

      Instead, my eyes flick down to his impressive cock that juts in a straight arrow toward its desire. I blush, knowing the warmth travels to flush my breasts and harden my nipples through the throw I hold.

      “Do you like my wings, pretty little Quinny?” he lilts, and I startle because the words sound like Kyan’s, but not the voice. I scrunch my brows as my insides twist. Because the voice is too high-pitched, too mischievous. Too frenzied and unhinged.

      After he takes a beat and allows me to survey him in a once-over, as if establishing my lust, I open my mouth. And he advances. His shadow steals all my breath!

      He gives me no opportunity to adjust. Kyan jerks me up by my underarms, thumbs biting into the soft flesh. The wool throw falls to the floor before the velvety crown of his cock rubs against my upper belly. Since he’s a head taller than myself, he must raise me up until I wind my legs around his hips.

      Ravenous. It’s in every particle of his possession, from his fingers ravaging the tender flesh of my bottom to his hot breath hovering above my mouth as he holds back, making me hungry, starving for him. Fuck it all, he’s so hard and long, and I shudder as he sends a surge of wind to vibrate that supernatural muscle. And pressure it right against my clit!

      I throw my head back with a piqued moan, “Kyan!”

      “Sweet, dirty girl. Sweetheart. Sweetheart,” he laughs, the tone far too soprano, a maniacal giggle. “Think everyone will have your sweet heart? I’ll eat yours up before the sun rises!”

      I’m already gushing, trembling, falling apart, and soaring from that vibrating crown pressing my swelling nub. “Oh, savage mercies!” I cry out and dig my nails into his shoulders as I climax. Kyan rakes pointed teeth across my throat. I imagine Merikh would pierce the skin, but Kyan doesn’t. He’s not here for blood. He’s here for flesh.

      As soon as I orgasm, he shoves that hot, pulsing length into me, vibrating with the strongest intensity into the soft, spongy inner flesh. I arch my back, holding on for dear life as Kyan slams me against the closest wall and fucks me.

      I never stop screaming.

      Drago might have two cocks, but Kyan has the stamina to last all night long. Anytime I think he’s done, he vibrates that cock and has me tensing, orgasmic tremors exploding throughout my body until I’m limp. And he’s laughing madly and sucking on my lips, my throat, my breasts, and finally my pussy. As if all the fluids we’ve spent throughout the night are his midnight snack.

      And I fall asleep while he’s still feasting, dreaming of Qora and our opposite extremes.
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            “You rode the storm beautifully, Quinny dear!”

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        KYAN

      

      

      She is the wind carrying me, I muse while pumping into her soaked snatch, my whole body shuddering from the impending release.

      But will she be strong enough for our storm? cackles the devil voice inside me.

      “Shut the fuck up,” I growl and wince as she stirs, giving a little moan. “Don’t need you waking her,” I lower my voice to a whisper.

      Instead, I slam harder into her, my eyes dropping to where we are joined. So swollen, flushed, pink, and ripe. Hot and tight and drenched. She passed out an hour ago, but I haven’t stopped fucking her or devouring her. Even in sleep, her perfect, pretty pussy responds with those little pulses that shudder around my cock before those instinctive muscles clench around me. It pushes me harder to my release.

      Erya was the last woman I fucked.

      I’ve spent the entire night replacing the memory of holding my dead bride with her blood soaking into my bed with the memory of Quinny. Her sighs. Her moans. The tender rise of her hips as she met me thrust for thrust. How her eyes fawned over my wings. Her lips swollen from kisses without number. Her body bearing my marks. Not my claws yet. Just my fallen angel teeth.

      "We are a monster, naive Ky. Monsters don't get the girl," his voice slips out of my mouth. I swallow a snarl, cursing the voice. Harden the muscles in my wings, careful not to sweep them out and risk the rush of air disturbing her.

      “She’s not a girl,” I deny and gaze down at Quinny before cupping her neck and lifting her gently to thumb my mark on her shoulder. Like Drago had said, she’s everything. Soon enough, my brothers will arrive at the Court of Storms. We can’t be separated for long, as is the nature of the damned curse. A curse that she broke for Drago. A curse she will break for me.

      Until then, I will have our darling slut all to myself. She may be the Queen of the Ash Court, but she’s not the Queen of Storms…not yet. I kiss her again, opening her warm mouth and tasting her tongue. And grin when she moans beneath me.

      I pull her harder and deeper into me, so my cock fills every part of her slick insides. Sparing her mouth, I lick down her throat and feel her jerk when I nip one flushed and erect nipple. Beyond flush since dawn is almost upon us. They’re ripe and succulent and red as berries. I trace my tongue along the swirls of ink patterning her skin.

      My heartbeat thunders as I drive my cock harder into her, hitting that inner knot and giving her tiny pulses of orgasmic death. Once I channel my power to pulsate my cock again, she will wake. She still has no conceivable idea of what I can do.

      Just as the adrenaline surges into me, and my whole body locks up tight, the damned devil says, "She'll see your mad side and never stay. She'll hate your bad side and run away!" Shrill laughter escapes my throat, followed by my growling roar as I chase my release, release tainted by the fiendish craze inside me. It can’t be helped. I lose all control and surge my wings out, spreading them wide and beating them so hard, I lift both of us off the floor by a few inches.

      Quinny wrinkles her eyes open at the moment that I pump my fallen seed into her. Her brows knit together in an adorable frown of confusion until I turn up the heat inside her. And grin. I strike hard, beating my wings and fucking her in midair.

      “Oh, savage gods!” she screams from the wicked vibration—not my strongest but stronger than any other I’ve used till now.

      I lift her chin, expose her throat, and press my lips to feel those screams resonating from her vocal cords as her well-used pussy tightens like a bowstring to milk the last of my cock. So well-used. My brothers won’t get to fuck her yet. I intend to keep her quite busy.

      Tiny typhoons of gasps flee her mouth, and I gaze down at her flushed body, grinning at the sight of those tattoos. Fuck, they’re moving. Rippling, curving, and twirling in a chaotic dance like dark dandelion blossoms in the wind. Love the sight of her hair all windswept from our journey and messy from how I’ve fucked her all night long.

      “How long was I—” Her words are cut short by her hiss of pain when I pull out, smirking from my cum and her fluids gushing out of her, splashing onto her thighs already stained with my seed and her juices. “Ugh, my skin feels like lightning bolts struck it a hundred times.”

      “And you rode the storm beautifully, Quinny dear!” I compliment her in far too high of a voice and press my lips to hers before the dastardly voice can say anything else.

      “Your wings, Kyan,” she mentions once I break the kiss.

      I wink at her. “Like ‘em?”

      She scrunches her brows again, confused, and I tense as she studies them. What in the bloody hell is going on inside that beautiful, curious mind of hers? She opens her mouth to question, “Why are they bigger? Bigger than when we were flying earlier, I mean?”

      When she raises her hand to touch my pinions, I snarl a warning and lower my voice to a husky murmur, “Because I am aroused, little one.” At the shock flashing on her face before those hearty cheeks blush, I follow with a warning, “And unless you’d care for another full round, I’d advise you not to touch them. A bath and breakfast are in order.”

      “A bath?” She perks up, and I ruffle my feathers, appreciating the gleam in her eyes. “Like the steam pool?”

      “No steam pool here, Quinny dear,” I recognize the demon inside me blending with my voice. “Let the winds of change kiss your face.” I lean in, lower my voice to a whisper, and thrill at the hairs rising on the back of her neck. “I’ll never let you fall when we reach that place.”

      Minutes later, I’ve flown her to the highest mountain peaks, no more than a mile from the Court of Storms. This is my favorite time of day—when the horizon gives birth to the sun. The best ones are the painful ones when it splashes the sky with blood red blotches, burning gold, and wildfire orange.

      Of course, the Waste itself has no such rising or setting phenomenon, but this mountaintop grants a glimpse of the sunrise beyond the Veil of Souls. It’s the one time of day that the Veil turns transparent from that first light streaming through it. At least for a few minutes. Perhaps Kronos designed it as a method of torture. But a glimpse is far better than nothing.

      I pause at the crest of the mountaintop, swallowing a deep welling of emotion that drags tears to sting my eyes. It’s been ten thousand years since I’ve seen the sunrise while the wind pulsed through my feathers. Although I feel Quinny’s eyes on me as I hold her small, naked form, I don’t tear my eyes from the glimmering piece of dawn for one moment.

      She seems to understand the reverence since she doesn’t break the silence. I press my lips to the top of her head in gratitude as I survey the sunrise until the Veil scrawls dark and gray upon the world again.

      “Kyan…” Quinny finally says, her voice soft as she shifts her arms from my chest to wind around my neck. Oh, she will need to hold tighter than that, I smirk. “Is that—are you flying me down there?” She gestures to the serene, still lake hundreds of feet below us. Fed by a narrow waterfall like a thin, rippling ribbon.

      “You’re sweet as a dream, my dear. And wild as a storm. Time for you to meet mine!”

      I crouch and snap my wings shut. Her eyes practically howl when she realizes I’m not going to fly at all. She rakes her nails into the back of my neck. All of me grows hot and eager, and I kiss her cheek and my demon purrs, “Smile when you scream, my dirty darling.”
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            “Oh, how you will fly!”

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        QUINTESSA

      

      

      Wild adrenaline knifes through my blood. My stomach has already said farewell to my body. It’s nothing like flying, I remember from the journey here. It’s more like soaring in reverse—a sheer deep dive through thin gray air that storms my face and hair. No matter how hard I try, I can’t force my eyes to shut from the grueling claws of wind. I imagine I’ve shed blood from how hard my nails have burrowed into Kyan’s neck. Blood taints the tip of my tongue from where I’ve unwittingly bitten it.

      It doesn’t seem to sink in how the force of the water will crush my body from the speed at which we’re diving. In the barest blinks of moments, all I process is the upward spiral of wind…and the memory of Kyan’s tears.

      Wind batters my eyes, ripping tears until I slam them shut. Not even when the fallen angel prepares to plunge right through that surface that might as well be granite. Fear only adds more fuel to the adrenaline burning within me, and I hope it will help to cushion the impending pain. A strange shriek escapes my throat.

      But when the inertia careens me back, nothing hard catches me. It’s powerful and protective. The thrumming inside the soft, downy force assures me it’s possessive. When I open my eyes to discover nothing but Kyan’s feathers—those black and incandescent feathers as strong as iron, I whimper from the well of emotion. He caught me with his own wings. Well-muscled from the great sinew rippling through the pinions, his wings surround my entire body.

      I smile, almost giggling down at my naked self, all white within this dark bubble, apart from all the ink whorls of course.

      Kyan pokes his face through a layer of feathers. “Why are you grinning?”

      I startle, giggling. He cocks his head to one side, showing off a subtle and thin mantle of black tuft. Like owl fur. I remember that fur from the first time I discovered all the monster gods in the Wailing Woods. And how much the fallen angel bore those owl-like features. Beyond the tuft, his eyes are large and mad with pupils both glossy and piercing as they study me.

      He’s no longer supporting me with his hands. I’m curled up, suspended in the center of those great wings, and I swear they grow the more he studies me. With crimson flushing my cheeks and spreading downward since I remember why they grow, I dare to curve my fingers into the feathers. And jump as they quiver and pulse.

      “Your wings are my cocoon, Kyan. You’ve spun a feathery chrysalis all around me.” I circle my finger, tracing them in a hover.

      My skin still tingles from the deep dive with gooseflesh forming, but everything else is warm, from my chest to my cheeks and even my center. Kyan tilts his head more, reminding me of a raptor with his predatory eyes—how they hunger while his feathers surge to life beneath me. I gasp from the power reverberating from his wings to hum into my body like a rippling purr or a soft growl.

      “Yes, Quinny dear,” he agrees, arching his neck to blink at me before his gaze swings downward, causing me to blush more. “And you’re my little spirit moth, aren’t you? Sweet, sweet spirit moth.” I don’t know everything about Kyan, but judging from how his voice has lifted to a near-lilt, I understand this is not just Kyan speaking.

      “Not a butterfly?”

      He shakes his head while I curl my fingertips along his feathers, marveling at how silky the plumage is but how metallic they are, almost like scales. “No, my little one. You are no butterfly. But you will fly for me. Oh, how you will fly! So, do it now.”

      “Hmm?”

      Just like he did before, Kyan gives me no time to adjust. He drops his wings, spreads them in a divide, and I sink into the watery embrace of the lake below me. At first, I panic. My joints lock up as I tense because the lake is deep. And I’ve never learned to swim. Water laps at my chin and splashes the sides of my face. The water is cold and dark and dense…like a cellar closing around me. I sputter, convinced the fear will swallow me as surely as the lake will.

      In the next second, Kyan grips the backs of my knees and anchors my calves around his strong frame.

      “That’s it, Quinny dear,” he assures me in that warm and familiar tenor. “I have you. Calm yourself. Good girl. Now, spread those arms, little one. Spread them and fly for me. The water is your wings, your air. Take a deep breath, fill your chest, and surrender, my little spirit moth…”

      I feel more like some primal creature ascending from the depths where no light ever shines, but I obey—and lean back. Closing my eyes, I harness my breaths and work to calm myself, imagining the upper half of my body riding the current. My ears sink below the water. Oh! My breath rushes to engulf my hearing. It reminds me of the ocean surf from when we visited the Governor’s manor at the edge of the Borderlands.

      At first, I curl my wrists and flutter my fingers, familiarizing myself with the sensation. Years ago, before mine and Sarai’s breasts had budded—well, hers bloomed and mine budded—we’d steal away to the little pond in the woods behind the convent. No deeper than our necks. We’d practice floating, but she’d always look like an angel with rich hair haloed by moonlight. I looked like a spindly gray fish. I’d felt like a numb one. I was aware when I floated, but the water was too light, and my skin…too numb.

      “I don’t feel like a fish now!” I thrill as I spread my arms, swaying them up and down. They’re like willow branches swelling and swinging in a breeze. If Kyan wonders about my thoughts, he doesn’t ask. A pleased smile and serene eyes of pure ice and indigo—nothing more. He respects how this is a whole new memory for me, one he’s gifting me and serving as an anchor.

      More tingles erupt upon my skin from the weightlessness flowing all around me. As if I’m floating upon a current of silk sheets. I alternate my arms, rippling one and finishing with the other, marveling at how it slips through my fingers. My muscles soften as I focus on inhaling deeper, letting the surface carry me, bear me.

      The water becomes my sanctuary. I become magic and wonder and the fabric of dreams.

      Soon, my whole body is gliding. Until white shock bursts through me, chilling me, draining all the blood from my face. Because Kyan has let go of my feet. As soon as my muscles tighten and my body stiffens like a board, I sink. Splashing and thrashing with the water, I cry out his name, but the lake blurs the sound.

      Before the water reaches my nose, he’s there. Gripping my hips and bearing me into his muscled arms, Kyan presses me to his chest. His heartbeat is placid compared to my drumming one. Gasping, I fall against his chest, sighing a moment later from its warmth.

      “There now, Quinny. Breathe in and out. Let my air flow like a ghost to kiss the air in your lungs.”

      His air? I almost question, but he raises up my chin and captures my lips instead. He seals his mouth to mine, but he doesn’t steal my breath. Instead, he gives it to me.

      Whether it’s tears or the lake droplets, I can’t tell, but all I know is this moment’s emotion. His mouth mates with mine in a deep and intimate kiss I know I will covet from him from now on. While binding my legs tighter around his waist, I dive deeper, seeking more of that breath to feed me. More of him to grant me breath…and life!
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            I will stop at nothing to claim him, to claim all of them…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        QUINTESSA

      

      

      He feasts on me. With my legs firmly anchored, he frees his palms to explore, and I whimper into his mouth, knowing I’ll never grow tired of his touch. Or any of theirs.

      I explore, too. His hair is shorter than Drago’s but also not as coarse. Probably nowhere near as soft as Mayce’s. I love the thickness of Kyan’s and the little hints of curls at the ends. They’re only damp from the lake water while mine are soaked. Once I sink my greedy nails into his scalp, the fallen angel squeezes my breasts, fondling harder and biting my lower lip, teeth tugging at the supple flesh.

      “Mmm…” I moan and drag my nails to the back of his neck.

      I remember that night beneath Drago’s castle when Kronos brought the half-souls. I remember how Kyan created the little whirlwinds. And how he could even harness all the others’ abilities. I wonder if it’s the gift of his heart—how he can touch those closest to him and gift them with an invisible bond. I see the effect he has. Merikh is the dark one. Mayce is the smart one. Drago is the leader.

      “You follow them. You’re all around them,” I murmur against his lips and blink back tears as I study his beautiful face. Angelic. Ethereal. Deep-set eyes, sensual, with the color of winter storms. “You’re the loyal one. And you’ll always be there…here.” I curl my fingers onto his chest, feeling the thumping of his heart. “Waiting in the wings. Won’t you?” I glance back at those pinions as they curve around me, already sensing the energy radiating into my skin. I close my eyes, hissing from that energy. It only thrusts my breast into his hand more.

      Kyan chuckles, the sound low and dark before he gives my nipple a light pinch. “Beware of that heart, little darling.”

      My eyes fly open at the new pitch, the new tone—so unmistakable. And that’s when I notice the change in his eyes. My jaw drops. My lips part. While one eye is the color of frost and blue velvet, the other is darker, colder. Two sides to Kyan, so similar to Drago. Do Mayce and Merikh have other sides I can’t begin to fathom?

      While tracing my areola, the fallen angel brings his lips to my brow and whispers, “Your heart is too great, little spirit moth. You’ll fly so high, you’ll leave the sky, and oh, how you will fall!”

      He drops me. I’m leaning back so much, I know my back will slap the water, but his wings catch me again. In a half cocoon, they bear my body along the water. At first, I splay my fingers on those strong yet silky feathers, rise part of the way to face the angel, and shake my head with a smirk. I should tell whoever stares back at me with that lone dark eye that I am well-accustomed to shadows and their tricks.

      Instead, I tilt my neck, tossing my wet hair to one side, wholly aware of my glistening breasts and puckered buds. “Do you have a name, handsome monster?”

      With a side grin, Kyan joins his hands behind his back and lowers at the waist until his eyes are an inch from mine. “Oh, little dear wants to know our name? No, we do not have such time. For now, you may call me Shadow. For Shadow is all you need to know.”

      He kisses me again.

      As he steals my breath with that kiss, I take the moment to explore. Beneath my wandering hands is the masculine body of a warrior. Ever since he’d regained his wings, more muscle had manifested in his body. I fawn over the magic of it all, smiling to myself at how lucky one girl could get. Well, luck had nothing to do with it.

      No, I didn’t choose to enter the Sacrifice. But I chose to stab Drago. And to follow the monsters through the Wailing Woods. I chose to cross through the Veil of Souls. I chose to heal Drago—to touch him, to receive him fucking me, to share his fire. Did I think through every choice? Any choice? I smirk. Of course not.

      But I bonded with Drago, claimed him as much as he’d claimed me. I freed his soul.

      Now, I’ve bonded with Kyan. I will stop at nothing to claim him, to claim all of them…even if it sends me into the next life and back again. Been there. Done that. Came back breathing.

      I open my eyes, and my breath stalls in my chest as this otherworldly monster Kyan holds is now kissing me, possessing me. Once his mouth descends to my chin and lower, I arch for him, baring my throat to his lips. A warm, wet tongue strokes down to my chest. Heat radiates from his mouth as he licks the flat end of his tongue upon my nipple. I sink my fingers into his rich mahogany strands, tug on those waves, and he growls, captures my nipple, and suckles on it with a vengeance.

      “Gods, Quinny!” He snarls, breaking from my breast but not leaving it. I squeeze my eyes, trying to pull him back, but he holds strong against me, and circles the barest tip of his tongue around the erect bud, denying me the tingling thrill. “Drago thinks you taste like some fucking dark rose in winter?” He rises, presses his lips firmly to mine, then grips my neck to command my eyes to his contrasting ones. “To me, you’re no floral. You’re the moon in my blackest night, no matter what form it takes—broken or whole. I’ll take whatever sliver of light you will give me, Quintessa. My brother may have fucked you first, but you shine for me now.” He studies me, searching my eyes while I part my lips, then lick them, and muster the strength to nod.

      Kyan lowers me onto those wings, which remind me of a velvet, feathery tapestry beneath my back. I keep my calves braced around his waist. A jolt rips through me when he stabs two thick fingers in my pussy, rubbing the soft insides.

      “How does it feel, Quinny dear?” the fallen angel asks.

      Puzzled, I knit my brows because I had expected twinges of pain, inflammation, and swollenness. He doesn’t retrieve his fingers, circling them to test the walls before sliding in deeper. The nerves in my body begin to thrum. It’s been clear since the moment I touched Drago’s chest—practically from the moment I stabbed him and felt him for the first time—that I’m an addict to all things related to touch. Especially sexual touch.

      “We all have a healing well, as it were,” he informs me and sinks his thumb onto my clit. I hiss deeply with pleasure. He tenderly pulls on the hood until the soft sleeve of skin is peeled back. I tense, bracing myself as he exposes the bundle of nerves. He takes a moment to stare, gaze stroking my slit, my folds, my clit, memorizing every part of my pussy.

      Tipping my head back against those wet wings, I let out a whine and writhe my hips in a desperate demand. With a growl, Kyan jerks his fingers out, but before I can put up a whimper of protest, he grips my calves, hoists them onto his shoulders, and lowers his head toward my pussy.

      With the lower half of my body suspended in the air and the rest draped across those wings as the lake water kisses the sides of my body, I splay my hands out. Sink them into the first layer of feathers. And smile at the way Kyan twinges from the sensitivity. I sense those wings swelling, growing beneath my body. His arousal sends a proud warmth spiraling through me while Kyan breathes like a monster between my thighs.

      “Darkness will always worship the light as the light will always flirt with darkness. You may tempt the darkness. You may hate it. But it is the only safe place for you to hide.”

      I open my mouth to shake my head in denial. Because darkness has never been my friend. Good things never happen in darkness. But the fallen angel bows his head to breathe in my arousal. “You think I had enough of you, little darling?” he croons in the lilt of the monster. “I promised you a bath and a meal. But I will have my dessert first. Let us see how your pretty pussy will cry when I suck the juice from your ripe, little berry.”

      A shriek ruptures from my throat. Kyan ravishes me. His tongue laves the swollen nub, then taunts in a powerful flick at the clitoris. His groan reverberates deep into my insides. Every bit as skilled and masterful as Drago with his coarse dragon tongue.

      My chest heaves. My heart gives out at the sight of him between my legs. Not once do those supernatural eyes stray from mine. Kyan is beauty and menace. An ethereal danger.

      Where Drago has confidence in his superior muscles, genetics from his two cocks, and that coarse tongue to bring me pleasure, Kyan is all skill. He uses his power to stir my senses, to tickle me, and launch me into a dazed delirium! My nipples pucker from the curls of wind that whirl around them, suck at them, arousing them. Furious pants leave my mouth as whispers of wind coil into my navel and prickle the hairs all over my body. It’s a mere sample of his power.

      All the while, Kyan takes his time to swirl his tongue along my folds, to kiss and taste them. I cry out when he plunders past my slit to lap at the juices of my insides.

      A second later, I’m grinding my back from side to side and discovering that it’s not just Kyan’s wings that can grow. Oh, savage mercies!

      I detonate. A star explodes in my very core. An orgasm as powerful as a storm of fire and ice ripping through me, igniting and chilling my skin until I’m clenching every muscle and screaming my release.

      Kyan drops my legs, and I fall against the mantle of his wings. But a movement catches my vision from the corner of my eye.

      The fallen angel stiffens. And growls at the intruder watching us from one of the nearby ridges on the mountain above the lake. I narrow my eyes, curious at the observer. From here, she reminds me of a woman fused with a crow…or perhaps a raven—I can’t quite tell. Black clothes cover her from head to toe while long black feathers drape in wing silhouettes, though they do not hide her undefinably human arms. But the top half of her head is anything but human with its long black beak, beady bird eyes, and dark head sweeping to plumage sticking out like quills.

      I part my lips, curious at the lower half of her face where she bears a mouth and a chin so low, I know her jaw has dropped from shock.

      All Kyan’s wing muscles tighten. The wings part, and I fall, splashing and thrashing, struggling with the water closing over my head. As soon as he scoops me into his arms, Kyan slaps his wings against the air, vibrating and shaking the water from them enough so he may fly. While he beats them with the power to hoist us into the air, I sputter up more water and cough. My lungs wrestle more air into their depths.

      As Kyan carries me away from the lake, I wind my arms around his neck and settle my cheek against his chest. But I can’t help but peer over his shoulder, wondering why the crow woman’s presence disturbed him so much.

      She’s nowhere in sight.
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            “I am prepared to share.”

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        KYAN

      

      

      The wind ripples through my feathers as I soar high above the mountains of the Waste, filling them for the first time in eons! Did Drago feel the same when he took to the sky for the first time? Or was he simply content on fucking the one who had broken his curse?

      She has not broken mine. Yet.

      After ensuring Quintessa had a proper meal, I’d settled her upon our bed of feather pillows and let her sleep. Since she’ll be out for hours, I take the time to really fill my wings for the first time in ten thousand years.

      After centuries of tattered gray wings, coming back to earth from now on will be torture. Like most things, flying comes naturally to me. I don’t need to play catchup or relearn techniques or hone my muscles. Flying is in my blood, my bones, my essence.

      I hardly give a shit about wherever my goddamned soul is. And whoever has it. I’ll fuck the little gray dear resting in my bed every hour if it means I get off the cursed ground again. Whatever her soul is made of, the transference only works during sex. I chuckle to myself. So fitting for our little queen.

      Heavy darkness fills my chest when I remember the last time a woman slept in my bed.

      Forget that fucking bitch, Kyan. We did what we had to do.

      “You did what you had to do,” I growl at the voice in my head, in my damned soul.

      Mmm...we protected you. We protected us. Unless you would have preferred the treasonous shrew to have slit your throat and doomed your brothers?

      I don’t respond. Beat my wings harder instead. Clench my jaw when I remember the handfasting ceremony from the binding of our blood to the drinking of wine to carrying her to our bed. Erya, her name thunders within my mind and burns my blood like a lightning strike. He never trusted her.

      Poor, sweet, naive Kyan, he taunts me. Does he still love a scar?

      “Shut the fuck up,” I warn him and whirl into a deep dive over the next peak, wishing the wind would lash him from my thoughts. I drive the vortex all around me until I’m lost in its rage, but it’s not enough to wipe out the memories. Or his goddamned voice.

      Pick at that scab some more, old friend. Let it hurt. Let it bleed. Let it fester. She will see, yes, she will. And the mad, little dear will run far, far away!

      Fury quakes through me. I fall back into the wind current and funnel more power into them until they are deafening. But no amount of wind blaring in my eardrums can cull the voice haunting me.

      So naïve thinking I’m your ghost when I’m your ever-so devoted guardian angel.

      I don’t refute him because he’s only half-wrong. But I don’t get the chance to argue more. Plenty of time for that later. Another storm brews—one I’ve been looking forward to as he approaches in the distance, his enormous figure looming through the gray expanse. Heat rouses me, and I grin, eager for the guarantee of bones breaking, bruises forming, blood spewing. It will be a worthy distraction from the current company.

      Oh, you wound me, Ky-Ky. Tsk, tsk, tsk...Shadow scolds me and a deep sigh escapes my lungs. Will I get none of the fun then? I wrestle him down, denying him any urge to rear up and steal this moment. A dark thrill pulses inside me as my brother beats his wings harder once he sees me.

      Relaxing my shoulders, I fold my hands behind my head, splay my feathers, and lean back as if an imaginary bed of pillows props up my body. He might have some pretty shiny wings, but everyone knows I’m the best fucking flier.

      “Fly, fly, fly our muscly dragon man. But you can’t catch me, no, you never can!” his voice slips out, and I heave a groan but follow with a roll of my eyes and a simper crooking one side of my mouth.

      Hovering in midair, thanks to the wind currents I’ve directed to shudder below me, I close my eyes and hum an old tune to myself. Even from this distance, I feel the wind from his body rippling against my power.

      “Come closer, pretty dragon,” croons the damned demon. I grit my teeth and cage a growl. Although he seems determined to stick around, no way in hell will I let him spoil my flight.

      Compromise is a must for any relationship, Ky-Ky.

      “Fuck off,” I mutter under my breath.

      I’d rather fuck her.

      “Top of the morning to you, brother,” I greet Drago, eyes still closed, body still relaxed. “Lovely day, isn’t it?” I taunt, considering the gray atmosphere and the sky seething with clouds pregnant with thunder and rain.

      “Where the fuck is she?” he demands.

      I peek one eye open. Smoke steams from my brother’s nostrils while sparks surge from the clenched skin of his fists. With his flames quivering all around his charged wings and swinging tail, Drago looks every inch the Dragon God of Fire. His muscles bulge, and a tremor erupts in his body while he puffs flames from that powerful muzzle.

      “Mmm...oh, Quinny dear. She’s back at the castle. Sleeping like a baby queen. I’d advise you to let her rest. She needs it after I wore her out all night.” I close my eyes again, already anticipating the blow from my hotheaded brother.

      It’s enough to disrupt my currents, rattle me around until I’m laughing and swinging in a wide arc to combat him. As much as Merikh is our resident psycho, I take great pride in antagonizing our eldest brother the most. There’s a reason why he and Mayce partner better as lovers while I prefer Merikh’s company. At least the vampire knows when to shut the fuck up.

      Blood simmers in my veins, and I clench my muscles, shifting my neck from side to side as my wings beat tempered wind at him.

      “I don’t care how angelic you are, pretty boy. You’re still a fucking asshole.”

      I spread my hands out and nod to him. “Aren’t we all?” Pumping my wings to veer to one side, I start to circle my brother and wink at him. “No need for your theatrics, Drago. Unlike you, I’m prepared to share.”

      Drago is so fucking predictable. His pupils dilate, and I imagine nothing but blood clouds his vision. I roll my eyes and easily maneuver out of the way when the wave of flames surges from his hands.

      Feigning a yawn, I pulse my wings to a quick tempo, the nerves in them hypersensitive, muscles primed for whatever he can throw at me—doomed to miss. Every. Goddamned. Time. I’ll give him props for determination. It’s the fiercest I’ve seen Drago yet, and I appreciate how hard he works me.

      We’re two evenly matched predators thanks to our distinctive powers. Dark energy courses through us both. We’re wild with it. Little more than monsters, and my baser, owl-like instincts rear to the surface. After all, when wind fans the flames, things are bound to get a little...heated.

      “Hover for one second, flyboy, and I’ll roast all the pretty hair from your head,” threatens Drago, surging another hail of fire toward me.

      Swinging out of the way at the last second in a taunt, I applaud him in open mockery. “You almost singed the hairs of my arms on that one, brother. And isn’t her hair lovely after a fucking? Did I mention I had it wrapped around my fist while I fucked her until she passed out last night? And kept going?”

      Another volley of fire. My laugh is high-pitched and maniacal, so I know the demon is having his fun the more I dodge my brother’s flaming blows. A dragon swatting at a dragonfly, but the fly will always be quicker. Sweat streams down our bodies, but I haven’t had this much fun in centuries! A few more well-timed taunts involving Quinny’s tight, little pussy rile him up even more.

      After enjoying the back-and-forth antics and banter for a time, the hairs on the back of my neck prickle to attention. The storm is thrashing its way across the mountains.

      “No need to be such a hot mess, lizard face,” I laugh again and swoop under him, feeling the rush of fire above my head. Missed again!

      As the first of the rain sheets claws the mountains on our one side, I fly back to the earth, knowing Drago will follow. Since I prefer not to tangle with the elements too much, I brace myself, steeling my spine because on land, he has the advantage. Otherwise, I could have gone for hours before he finally dropped from exhaustion.

      Grinning, I land a couple of leagues from the castle with Drago not far behind. His body disrupts the ground to shiver into me. I cock my head to the side, sizing him up since he still hasn’t shifted back to his alpha god state, choosing his half-dragon. For a moment, I almost consider taunting Thayne, but we all know better. Only Merikh at full power could contest Thayne. Or Thiago, whatever the fuck he calls himself now since Quinny named him.

      His chest heaves with labored breaths. They steam in the air, clashing with the icy rain.

      Oh, well. Drago may have fire, a tail, and muscles. But I’m still quicker.

      Both of us sheathe our wings, clamping them tight to our backs. We unleash our claws. Then remove our shirts, given the punishing rain. On the balls of our feet, we circle one another. Slowly. I imagine he’s envisioning all the ways he may crush my bones. Undoubtedly, I’ll have a number by the time we’re done here. I wince at the thought, and Drago spreads his lips into a bone-crushing vow of a smile. I flash my claws at him and wink—my own vow. He snorts, but I catch the telltale quiver in his body because he knows I’ll bleed him more and claim quite a few shredded scales.

      “I’ll wager my psycho and your fairy are a few hours behind?” I ask him and inspect my claws.

      “I get you all to myself until then, pretty boy,” he growls the promise.

      Despite the rain, my angel hairs prick from static energy. I grin and shift into a crouch just as the lightning knifes across the sky. Thunder roars its after-response, never able to catch up. I chuckle to myself at the convenience of the weather—not uncommon but still very convenient.

      Drago grits his teeth, thrusts out his bulging chest, and a deep growl rumbles the air. “My girl, fucker.”

      I almost throw my head back to laugh, but instead, my blood turns to ice, I command the wind to assault my brother. Enough of a surge to shove him back and knock him off balance, so I may sink my claws into his chest, deep into the muscle, and deliver the first strike.

      With a too-sinful smile, I deadpan and lower my voice to say, “My girl now.”
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            He is the embodiment of carnal desire.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        QUINTESSA

      

      

      Something soft tickles my cheek, stirring me from my rest. I hum, too content upon the feathery bed with memories of the past night and morning with Kyan. They stick to my thoughts like oozing, hot syrup—until a new warmth licks my cheek, coarse as sandpaper. I giggle from how it tickles.

      “Aww…Jinxy,” I murmur drowsily before swinging my eyes wide open in recognition. “Jinxy!” I squeal as the little fox yips and pounces on me, licking at my neck and face while I laugh. “How are you─”

      My words stop at the sight of Merikh sitting in the corner of the room, draped in the shadows as he prefers. No, sitting isn’t quite the word. Lounging like a lion but studying with those depthless-hooded eyes roaming across my figure. A distinct bloodshot pupil dilates the moment I meet his gaze. Savage mercies! All breath seizes in my lungs. My body wars with itself from my blood pulsing with a mad heat while my nerves shiver from the spine-chilling presence of the vampire.

      Heart-crushingly dark and masculine, Merikh is dressed to kill in one of his three-piece suits as usual. Black pants, shirt, and tie but with an aristocratic crimson vest. He’s unbuttoned the collar, loosened the tie, and rolled the cuffs of his sleeves up his forearms to expose his pale skin eclipsed with more tattoos than mine. Mine whorl and curl to compliment the fine silver scars from whatever blade was used to trigger my blood-binding. Merikh’s ink smothers his flesh, betraying a hint of his scars. Scars I wish to know more about, though I’m far more intrigued by his greatest ones: on the inside.

      He is the embodiment of carnal desire, dangerous beauty, and violent lust.

      Goosebumps bud on my skin, vying with the eruption of tingles from the dark, predatory energy humming from Merikh’s figure. My nipples pebble. He has the power to bathe the room in shadows despite Kyan’s tower of full-bodied, arched windows. Thunder rumbles beyond the castle while veins of lightning strike, illuminating the rain—an ever-falling gray tapestry.

      I shiver since all I wear is one of Kyan’s shirts. Long enough to reach my upper thighs but so loose and big on me, the neckline scoops low to the tops of my breasts.

      Jinx nuzzles my palm, begging for more attention, but I’m frozen in the vampire’s blood-curdling stare. The fox grows bored and bats at the feathers.

      “Brought you the pup,” Merikh says.

      I scramble out of the bed and rush to him. Flustered, the feathers whirl into a flurry to entertain Jinx while I rush to Merikh. One lift of his hand, and I stop short, lurching. He rolls his eyes as I lose my balance and fall into an awkward spill of limbs, managing to get my arms around his neck before tumbling to the floor.

      I feel more like the little pup of a fox as I touch my lips to Merikh’s cheek. He shifts before I can, so I kiss his jawline instead. “I knew you weren’t so bad.”

      A low growl escapes his throat. I tremble when he hardens his grip on my hips and says in a low, menacing voice, “I’m going to prove you wrong on that, little dove. Right now.”

      Sheer terror surges inside me but with a hint of a thrill from his weaponized words. The unholy glint in his eyes has my breath staggering. And the unrelenting grip upon my hip is a precursor, a promise of pain. I open my mouth to ask if he’s going to take me to some dark crypt again, some dark corner that blinds me as he strips me, then uses me as he did before. Nothing comes out.

      Just as Merikh starts to rise, Jinx springs onto the vampire’s lap, nestling his comforting warmth along my side. I giggle as the pup tries to squeeze his way between us until I feel Merikh’s body harden. Beyond his open collar, the veins in his neck strain, and his breath seethes through clenched teeth.

      “You are quite fortunate she cares for you, pup. Or you would have made an excellent coat by now.”

      Jinx tilts his head to the side and licks his snout, giving Merikh a blank response. After scratching his ears, I nudge him to the floor. Trembling, I turn back to the vampire.

      There’s little point in asking where the others are. If they were here, they would hold Merikh back, but I remember what he said after Kyan healed me with his feather and bonded with me.    Merikh will have his way with me. Will punish me for bonding with Kyan first and not him. Shivers of fear feather up my spine, but I don’t turn tail and run. I know better.

      But it doesn’t mean I’m without all power.

      I skim my hands along his clothed chest, flinching when the muscles tense beneath my fingers. At the collar, I pause, pressing harder, seeking the pulse, my curiosity getting ahead of me. Ink teases the barest edge of skin beneath that collar, but the moment I try to peel it back, Merikh snaps.

      One second, we’re in the chair. The next, he’s plucked me from it and carried me to the door of the adjoining balcony of Kyan’s tower suite. My heart spins, and I don’t know whether to struggle or surrender.

      A simple thrust upon the door handle, and we’re outside.

      I gasp from the downpour drenching me, licking a bone-cold chill into my flesh. Within moments, Kyan’s soaked shirt clings to every inch of my body, and my prediction about Merikh taking me somewhere dark has come true. No amount of light could penetrate the storm tearing across the mountains—as if it has some deep-seated grudge against the rocks.

      At first, Merikh sets me down with his chest to my back and shoves me roughly against the stony ledge of the balcony. Hard enough to knock the wind out of me. My teeth chatter from the icy wind battering my body. On both sides of me are high turrets with iron fixings used to hold torches.

      Not even the thunder crashing upon the mountains can drown out the sound of Merikh removing his belt. I startle from him snapping the leather at my side.

      “Are you going to hold onto the ledge and take your punishment like a good, dirty little dove? Or must I bind you?”

      Squeezing my eyes shut and sucking in a deep breath, I force myself to bend my upper half over that balcony. A tender sweep of the belt along my spine and to my backside sends a tremor rippling through my whole body.

      “Breathe, little dove. Don’t fight it. Or do,” he follows with a piqued breath. “Tonight, you will give me your fear, your darkness, and your pain. I own them. Most of all, you will give me your blood.”

      Crack!

      The first strike lashes a white-hot, shock of fire against my backside. The pain is so great and deep, my nerves feel it all the way to the bone. Unlike Drago, who uses his hand, so he may appreciate the intimacy and control of the moment, Merikh doesn’t give a fuck. He doesn’t dominate. He doesn’t control.

      He punishes.

      All my muscles lock up. My mouth dries. I choke on my own gasps. And bite the insides of my cheeks until I’ve drawn blood. Fire and ice war upon my tender buttocks—fire from the bite of the belt and ice from the assault of the rain and wind. Clouds bruise the sky black and blue. Lightning and thunder punish in their own ways, mirroring the language Merikh strikes upon my flesh. Over and over, he beats the fuck out of me without tiring or stopping. Something oozes along my ass. Something thicker and warmer than the rain.

      And just like before, I surrender to my senses. Arousal seeps into me from my erect nipples scraping against the stone. I let my body rock and grind my clit against the stone. Liquid heat gushes over my folds to trickle down my thighs. I’m in the eye of the storm now.

      Until Merikh grips my wet hair and forces me back into the raging storm walls by spinning me around to face him. What I don’t expect is for the vampire god to grip the fabric of the shirt and shove it down and down till it bunches at my waist, leaving nothing coating my breasts. No thin barrier to protect me.

      Through blurred, tear-stricken vision, I gaze up at him and not the belt dripping with my blood. Everything inside me wants to shield my breasts, protect them. But I focus on him, on his deadly beauty. With his dark hair drenched from the rain and fracturing his face like thin spills of ink, his body postured and still as an ancient statue in a temple, and his breath as serene as a tomb, Merikh is the embodiment of a death god. Though his eyes promise violence and punishment, the hunger in them gives me the strength to slowly bind my hands around my back. And hold my wrists as hard as shackles. While this may be a need for him, it’s also something he craves.

      Pain and pleasure are what I’ve always craved. But there is something about tonight that is different about him. He’s giving me more—vulnerability lingering beneath all his layers of sadism.

      So, I will give him my fear, my pain, my darkness. And my blood. I sink. I lower myself to my knees but refuse to bow my head to him. Instead, I thrust my chest out in full submission…and lock my eyes onto his in a deep deadpan.

      At first, he parts his lips. Not in hesitation…but in want, in need, in awe. As raw as I am now, he’s never been more beautiful.

      I cry out when he strikes my tits. My whole body quakes as he rains down blows upon them, alternating between each one. I give him my vulnerability, my trust, knowing he could destroy me. More tears spill, but I never take my eyes off his, showing him, proving that I know he won’t destroy me. He won’t break me.

      In a split-second pause of the belt strap on my swollen breasts, I catch the bulge in his pants. Does inflicting pain get him off? Or is it the power of this moment? Fire takes power and destroys. What does blood do? I rattle my brain for the answer until I have it.

      Blood becomes. It pierces, invades, and transfuses until it becomes one with its host.

      Shadows seize me, sweep me into a suspended state. I’m floating inside a dark delirium—until the brutal blow to my clit comes. I thrust my chin up and scream through my clenched teeth, but I don’t lose his eyes. Eyes full of the extreme contrast between heart-crushing murder and unstoppable thirst.

      He throws the belt to the ground. I crumble, about to curl onto the ground, but he advances to me in the prowl of a predator, thrusts me to my feet, then presses my back against the ledge. And drags his hot tongue across the line of my throat.

      “So beautiful when you bleed for me, little dove. And whether you like it or not, this slut of a sweet, little cunt is fucking wet,” he says before stabbing two fingers into me. I clench my inner muscles so hard around him, desperate for more friction, imagining the cold kiss of his magic crosses inside my warm pussy.

      My cry of pleasure turns to a whimper as he closes his warm, wet mouth around my breast, sucking and licking at the red stripes he wrought there. He knew the perfect amount of force to give me that would not break my skin.

      His fingers dig into my sore bottom, and I moan from the pain spurring my adrenaline, driving me higher. He collects the blood from my ass and smears it across my breasts, then sucks hard on the nipple, stabbing his tongue at the pebbled bud.

      I rock my hips toward him and rub myself against his pelvis, reintroducing myself to his thick erection. With a deep growl, the vampire god jerks his fingers from my center. I don’t even get to protest before he swings me around, forcing my upper body against the ledge. Forcing me to gaze out at the precipice. Vertigo surges raw adrenaline inside me. Stretching himself across my back, he shoves a knee between my thighs until my legs are spread as wide as they can possibly go.

      And with the storm raging all around us, Merikh pierces me, invades me…and slams so deep into me, he’s buried to the hilt.

      “Gods!” I scream from the blinding, searing pressure, but groan to the pressure bowing to pleasure. The second I try to crane my neck back to meet his eyes, the vampire snarls, fists my hair, and forces me back down, forbidding me from staring at him.

      “Only one god here, little dove,” he coos, nipping at the side of my neck. “I took your blood today. But not in the way I desire most. So, you will take it the way I want it.”

      Merikh doesn’t need two cocks like Drago. Doesn’t need a vibrating one like Kyan. He’s so impossibly thick and forces me to feel every single inch. Those magic crosses chafe their cold kisses into me. He pistons his hips, jerks out all the way, and I shriek, my nails breaking as I grapple with the stone ledge.

      “Don’t move while I fuck you, while I use you…and break you.” His command has all my hairs standing on end, waiting, waiting, waiting.

      He rams me hard. A scream rips from my mouth. Not once does Merikh kiss me. He doesn’t lick me again or whisper any sadist seduction in my ear. He doesn’t seek me with his eyes. No, the vampire is a slave to his darkness, his demons. He’s feeding them now with his ruthlessness. And despite his hands like iron shackles and that hammer of a cock pounding my insides, I press my lips tight and grimace. I won’t let him deny me my pleasure and power.

      It's why it stuns me as I reach down to play with my swollen clit and discover his finger arrive right before mine. I lurch at the unexpected touch.

      As his finger attacks the distended nub, playing with it back and forth, rubbing circles around it, I grip the stone as hard as I can and exclaim, “Oh, savage merc─!”

      Another ferocious slam inside me cuts off all my breath. And one single pinch to my clit. A shockwave detonates inside me. Whole body shuddering and pussy strangling his magic-cross cock, I come. Merikh power-fucks me through it, prolonging my orgasm until I’m damn near bloodying my nails on the stone.

      Still, he doesn’t stop, and I hear his breaths turn to grunts, and finally a long, drawn-out groan. Finally, he snaps. Jerking and pumping everything into me, Merikh roars loud enough to shame the thunder—like some beast who’s caught its prey. And with that final, deep penetrating, he lays siege to my pleasure, claims it, and sends me over the edge again! Soaring into a climax to conquer the storm.

      I sag, boneless, utterly spent against the stone while Merikh shoves himself back in his pants. Another firm fisting of my hair, and he leans over me, his breath warm and heavy across the back of my neck.

      “Remember this, Quintessa. Kyan’s demon belongs to me. I and I alone can sate him. You are no match for him, little dove. He is mine. The first time he tries to take you, all you need to do is call me, little one. And you will. You will cry for me on that day. You will scream. And once he’s finished with me, I will come for you.”

      He doesn’t wait for an answer. Merikh leaves. He is a crueler storm, leaving me to one of wind and rain, thunder and darkness and burning fire. Bleeding and bruised with only hairline cracks upon my heart, I rest for a few moments, letting the rain wash off the blood and cleanse my skin.

      Finally, slowly, I rise to a stand and return to Kyan’s tower suite, grateful when I don’t find Merikh in the shadows again.
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            “They’re fighting over…me?”

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        QUINTESSA

      

      

      My mood has greatly improved by the time I make it downstairs.

      After changing into another tunic of Kyan’s, rolling up his long pant legs, and forming new notches in the belt, so I could cinch up the pants, I’d pulled my hair into a messy braid and wandered the halls.

      The few servants I’ve observed remind me of the birdlike woman I’d witnessed when Kyan took me to the lake. Some even bear whole beaks and not mouths. Or wings but not arms. No sign of Eyn-Amaru though, which leaves my heart a little heavy. But if Merikh brought Jinx, maybe Drago could arrange to have Eyn-Amaru brought here. Or Kyan.

      At last, I find the royal supper hall where Mayce and Merikh have already seated themselves. Raindrops trickle down the high-arched windows at the far end of the hall, but I’m heartened that the thunder and lightning have faded, and the clouds have retreated. Now, the sky is as gray as my hair: its usual Waste color.

      Unlike Drago’s castle, where the supper hall boasted of stained-glass windows depicting dragon battles, Kyan’s simply grants an uninhibited view of the mountain-scape. The floor-to-ceiling windows at the far end open to a balcony overlooking a sheer drop to lower-lying mountains. It leaves me wondering what sort of towns exist in the area...and what sort of people.

      Almost as soon as I enter, Mayce rises from the table, diverting my thoughts. Merikh remains seated in an easy recline. Though he’s lowered his head to canvas his eyes with his dark hair, I can tell by their predatory gleam that he’s studying me. I stiffen but don’t cow before him. The memory of what he did a short time ago is enough to grow frost crystals in my blood. And liquid heat to my center. I read between the brutal warning in his eyes: say nothing of what happened.

      At least Mayce puts me at ease when he sways toward me, arms spread. I force a smile as he closes the distance between us and kisses each of my cheeks. Gods! He casts the bewildering scent of wild violets, warm and ancient spices like myrrh and clove, and even earthy hints like dark and decayed fallen wood and fresh evergreen.

      “Ahh, there is our little gray queen...” he greets me along with a kiss and clasps my hands.

      At first, I choke on my speech as I roam my eyes across his figure. Heat rushes to my cheeks. Between the royal blue velvet of his robes warming me to contrast the cold, metallic buckles sweeping down to his waist where they meet a stunning, polished belt of pure gold, Mayce is a pure Fae god. My heart weeps at his ethereal beauty. His silvery gold locks honor the elegant curve of his neck and compliment the aged yet artful depths of his hazel eyes.

      Despite his pretentious smile at noticing my observance, Mayce taps my nose and adds, “Don’t you fret your pretty head, Quintessa. It’s not the first time, nor will it be the last. After all, I pride myself on being the best dressed of all my brothers, maintaining the traditional fashions of my people. We may be exiled and cursed, but it doesn’t mean we lose all sense of propriety. Or appearances.”

      Merikh snorts from the end of the table and adjusts his cap. Mayce waves a dismissive hand. “Pay him no mind, my sweet.” Mayce takes my arm and leads me toward the table, leaving me no choice but to follow. “Merikh is undoubtedly the modern classic among us. Kyan is the casual one. And Drago is...well...”

      I cover my giggle since Mayce blushes a little. Sometimes, I forget each of the kings has their own partners and had them long before they met me. Even now, I can’t help but feel a prickle of apprehension, of pure terror, wondering when they will finally tire of me. At any time, Kyan could fly me to the highest peak and drop me and be done with me. My insides churn at the thought, and I swallow the rising tears when I think of how my father would have washed his hands of me years before if he could have.

      He would have sent me to the Sacrifice a thousand times over.

      Mayce pulls out the head chair for me. I drop my jaw, confounded by the honor. I still haven’t found my tongue. Too preoccupied studying the gold-embroidered patterns on each side of his robe, musing more on his past and realm. Then again, I still have much to learn about all their pasts, their extensive history in the Waste and before.

      “Where is Drago?” I glance around the entryways of the dining hall, half-expecting him to charge right in, take me in his arms, and pin me against the wall.

      Mayce rolls his eyes and jerks a finger to the east-facing window. “See for yourself.”

      Threading my brows, I approach the glass, my pulse quickening with every step. My chest nearly caves in at the sight of the dragon and fallen angel battering their fists into one another and bashing their bodies against the rocks around them. Blood flows down each side of their faces, and I’d swear Kyan has a broken wing. I wince when Drago lands a solid punch to his jaw.

      The Fae king settles a hand on the small of my back and huffs, “They’ll be finished soon, don’t you worry, little one. Not so unusual when it comes to those two. Drago is quite possessive after all. He was none too thrilled by Kyan’s antics of stealing you away right from under his nose.” He touches my elbow, urging me back to the table.

      “They’re fighting over...me?” I whisper my awe.

      Taking another glimpse, I shake my head out, bewildered by the notion. All my life, I was told no one would ever want me, much less wage a dual for me. A warmth floods my chest at the thought, and I’m more conflicted than ever over their injuries.

      Still, I find my humor as Mayce directs me to the table, thinking back to how Kyan took me to the roof of Drago’s castle, pitched me over the side, and caught me in midair. Well...among other things. “Technically, he stole me right from over his nose.” I smirk at the king from the side.

      Mayce pauses, blinks, then inclines his head to Merikh before turning back to me. And chuckles. “Right, you are indeed, our little queen. Right you are. Now, you must be famished.”

      Once I’m seated, Mayce pushes in the chair for me. No sooner does he sit than a host of birdlike servants usher in with an array of food. It’s clear that they all share equal power even if this is Kyan’s castle and realm within the Waste.

      My mouth waters as soon as the dishes are placed before me, but I’m a little dazed when an older man approaches. Man is a stretch. He bows his head, and I narrow my too-curious eyes. He wears a well-tailored and pressed suit, complete with a warm brown pinstripe tie.

      What intrigues me most is his face. Large beady eyes surrounded by wrinkly rings scrutinize me. Tufts of white fur enclose the rings and fan out toward the sides of his head. From the bridge of his nose, a long beak descends toward his mouth ─ a mouth I cannot see thanks to all the generous growth of white fur that covers the lower half of the old man’s face. So similar to a beard.

      I smile since it reminds me of a butler ghost who once wandered my family’s manor. From the monocle perched on his right eye to his great bushy, white eyebrows that branch off to surround the top of his wrinkly, bald head, he is the picture-perfect butler.

      “This evening’s supper will feature a first course of spirit soup and dew bread.” His voice reminds me of his face—crackly but comforting, and I find myself relaxing in my seat. “The second course will be roasted vegetables with smoky cloud sauce and golden noodles with current cheese. Finally, the third course will invite you to sample the finest honey cakes and fruit. Does my lady have any objection or requests on behalf of the chef?”

      I lick my lips, already eager based on his descriptions. “None at all, but will you tell me your name please?”

      The butler blinks at first, opening his mouth, though the furry white fluff still conceals his lips. “Oliver Shift, my lady. I am the Royal Steward of the Court of Storms and Breath.”

      I barely hear the last word over the sound of Mayce coughing loudly and pointedly while sharpening his eyes upon the Steward. Understanding presses in upon my chest that Oliver Shift just revealed something forbidden. An after-thrill jumps my pulse as I consider what other secrets the Steward might reveal if I gain his trust. For now, I placate myself and fold my hands in my lap as Oliver Shift nods his obedience to Mayce and turns back to me to offer a smile that crinkles his eyes, almost disturbing his monocle.

      “I will inform the chef. And thank you, my lady. We have all been quite eager for your arrival.” He places his hand on his chest and bows at the waist. The servants standing at the wall do the same, and I can’t help but blush and lower my head, squirming in my seat.

      I open my mouth to protest the gesture when the sound of two great doors shutting reverberates through the castle—as loud as thunder. The Steward barks a firm command to the servants, and they leave the room swifter than the wind while heavy, tromping boots invade the halls outside the dining room, growing closer.

      Mayce heaves a sigh but straightens in his seat while drumming his fingers upon the table. Merikh hasn’t moved from his relaxed state, hardly bothered by the encroaching footsteps of his other brothers. I bite my lower lip, unsure of what to say or what to make of them when Kyan and Drago stomp into the room.

      My lips part at the sight of them. I practically lurch out of my seat and grip the back of it as a nest of emotions tangle inside of me. Bruises mar their bodies along with layers of mud, both fresh and old. Kyan’s feathers are covered in dirt, the same as Drago’s scales. Blood has long since caked onto their skin, though a few wounds still ooze with it. The two of them just stand there, gazing at me, but the subtle shifting of their eyes shows a mark of humiliation over their actions.

      So, with a deep breath and gripping the back of my chair until my knuckles whiten, I throw away all misgivings and insecurities. And default to what I know best. “Are you two quite finished fighting over me and ready to kiss and make up?”
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            We must punish her for this.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        KYAN

      

      

      Gods, she’s too adorable wearing my clothes! Earlier, before I went on my joy flight and then met up with Drago for our little dispute, I gave explicit instructions to Shift to treat my little Quinny like the Lady of the Court. The ol’ gizzard was the first to accuse me of madness, considering what had happened with the last lady. But it took one well-placed growling command to silence his protests.

      So pretty and oh, so gray, but she'll break your heart if you let her stay! Shadow taunts me as Drago and I survey our little queen.

      As soon as the first words leave her mouth, Drago flinches and turns to me, curling his upper lip back to reveal a broken tooth. I tense, wincing from the broken ribs he gave me. Out of the corner of my eye, Quinny taps the back of her chair, impatient. More adorable is how she stomps her foot and jerks a finger at us.

      “If you’re not ready to make up, you can go back outside and work it out. I won’t have you spoiling my first supper here in the Court of Storms, Kyan.” Gasps echo from the outer hall, and I roll my eyes, knowing the servants are listening in, incredulous at this wee slip of a girl addressing me, a King and God of the Waste—without title. In my own Court, no less.

      Do not lie to yourself, poor, sweet Kyan. You cannot handle this lady just as you could not handle the last. She will bring you ruin as Erya did.

      Ironic, I snarl at my demon. Weren't you the one telling me to forget the bitch?

      You know me, Ky. I am strange as darkness and wily as the winds, mad as blazes and black as sin. I am the storm of your soul. Not even you know me, Lord of Air.

      Shoving him down to the deepest pit of my mind, I focus on Quinny, on that tapping of her fingers, how her resolve does not waver. In fact, she straightens, steeling her spine and pushing her lower lip out in a near-pleading pout.

      A deep groan works itself in the dragon’s throat, and he gruffly responds, “Fuck it all.”

      It may be my Court, but Drago is still the oldest and the alpha. So, I heave a sigh and surrender to his lead when he practically charges to me and closes the distance between us to grip the back of my head. However forced, he presses his mouth to mine, crushing my lips with his.

      It’s not the first time we’ve kissed, but our mouths are still uncomfortable with one another. Drago’s are far too forceful and dominant compared to Merikh’s. I am more accustomed and partial to the vampire’s dark countenance and sadomasochism. Those, I may temper and appease with my control and the calming eye of my storm. Drago is too fiery for my wind. I prefer Merikh’s icy touch any day.

      At least Drago kisses me briefly without tasting me. And as soon as he’s done, he drops his hands to his sides and asks, “Are you happy now, little Tessie?”

      Her beam is as bright and fresh as a holy breath of heaven. Fuck, it sends a raw surge of lust to my loins, but Drago crosses the distance to her first. A possessive snarl works itself in my throat, but I cage it and allow the dragon to have his moment with her. Nor does she care when he grips her by the waist, swings her into his arms, and covers her sweet mouth with his bloodied and soiled one.

      Quintessa is a wonder.

      Wonder fades. Wonder dries. Wonder charades. Wonder lies.

      “Shut the fuck up,” I mutter under my breath, thankful for Drago’s hungering, masculine growls when he shoves Quinny up against the nearest wall, grinding against her.

      Rolling my eyes, I make my way to my seat. Merikh, Mayce, and I are used to our hotheaded alpha. Now that his curse is broken and his restoration complete, we can hardly blame him for his addiction.

      The servants file in with trays of steaming spirit soup, a delicacy from the Realm of Angels. Another irony of Kronos’s. He believes granting us samples of home is another torture method. In some ways, it is. Especially for Merikh, which is why he returns to his Waste Court so rarely. For me, it is a taste of hope. Hope I’ve believed in more than the rest. Hope that soars in my chest where it was no more than a limping flutter until Quinny broke Drago’s curse.

      Hope lies!

      I ignore the voice as the first course is placed before me. After ten thousand years, the servants of all our courts know us intimately. A few spy a little longer on Drago as he grips the side of Quinny’s tunic—my tunic—and rolls it down her shoulders, so he may feast upon her throat and upper chest. Her breathy giggles turn to heavy, winded breaths the lower he goes, triggering the heated lust in me. It grows as her legs clench around his waist.

      A giggle or two leaves the mouths of the female servants as the dragon acts more like a beast in heat, dry humping our queen. She rocks her hips against his bulging length, moaning her want for him just as much. While Mayce and Drago prefer the art and thrill of exhibitionism and voyeurism most, it’s not as usual for the practice to occur in my Court. Even more unusual for it to occur in the dining hall.

      I don’t put a stop to it...yet.

      To my left, Mayce simply shakes his head with a simper. Merikh, on the other hand, is strangely silent, stoic, and observant but relaxed. Not his usual broody and dark self as I’m accustomed, though his eyes monitor the unfolding scene. Suspicion prickles within me. And when he finally flicks his eyes to mine, and I discover them gleaming, the demon inside me rears up in a storm of rage.

      We must punish her for this, Kyan. We must punish them both!

      Shoving out of my seat, I almost upend the chair and march toward the wall where Drago has tugged the tunic to bunch up at Quinny’s waist and expose her plump tits. I smell the liquid arousal flooding her pussy from how he sucks at her breast, swirling his tongue around the erect, pink bud.

      Anger fuels my desire, and the moment she moans and turns her glazed eyes upon mine, I slap her other breast. Gently at first and on the side. I narrow my eyes, enjoying how it bounces and jiggles. When she licks her lips and thrusts her hips again, I slap her tit harder, grazing the nipple and causing her to throw her head back and part her lips from the sting.

      When she arches her back, I grip the breast hard, pinching the nipple, and lean in to whisper in her ear, “You like that, you dirty girl? You think you can fuck my mate and I wouldn’t know?”

      All the blood drains from Quinny’s cheeks. But her eyes are heavy-lidded with desire. With a low growl and the muscles in my wings cinching tight, I squeeze her breast harder. Before Drago can object, I take her by her underarms, my thumbs biting into them as I steal her away, then rip her jeans with the belt down to her ankles. Quinny’s eyes go wide, and her dainty hands try to cover her pretty pussy. Wings splaying out wide, so only Drago next to me may see her nudity, I hem Quinny in, forbidding her any escape.

      “Take her mouth, Drago,” I command him, gratified when he doesn’t argue, and the eager shimmer in the dragon’s eyes shows his agreement.

      Quinny gasps as I descend to my knees, undo my belt, and unleash my already throbbing hard cock. I don’t prepare her. Nor do I play with her cute little nubbin. I just plow hard into her, turned on even more by her opening her mouth and moaning around my brother’s fat, ridged cock as he thrusts into her mouth.

      “That’s right, Quinny dear. You’ll take him all down, won’t you? Because you’re our good, little dirty whore. Can’t resist a good fucking. Not even on your first day in my Court.”

      “Mmm...” she moans, and whatever words she wants to speak are futile. Her shameful tears are enough. But her lust shimmers beyond the shame.

      I ram her hard against the wall, not caring how rough I am. Drago syncs his thrusts with mine, shoving deeper and deeper until he’s in her throat while fisting her hair and tipping her head back against the wall. Fuck, the sight of her hands scrambling and struggling against his thighs as he uses her is almost enough for me to blow my load right now. But I want her to feel how much we’ve used her all throughout dinner. By the time we’re done here, she will know who the Lord of Storms is.
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      Why should I care if they degrade me…use me…or abuse me? The pain is fleeting compared to the incomprehensible pleasure. If Kyan believes I should be punished for the sins of his brother against me, I’ll take it. I can take anything they give me. I’ve taken far worse from my father—from all the scars the Borderlands dealt me.

      Whether my breath is silenced to the thinnest strand from Drago pummeling my tender throat to the hard pounding my pussy takes, it still means they want me. It means they’ll keep me. If I must take the dark with the light, perhaps I’d rather live on the dark side. I’ll take the walls of the storm as much as the eye. If this is the only way I can feel, then I’ll feel the storm.

      So, I’ll keep them, take them however they choose. They are gods. I am a girl.

      Besides, once he learns the truth, I will make sure he makes it up to me. Drago’s deep groans and how he holds the base of his cock and closes his eyes while pumping my throat is enough to have my pussy gushing.

      “That’s it. Drip all over my cock, you little slut,” Kyan says, claiming my arousal even though it belongs most to Drago.

      My dragon pulls out to give me the relief of air, and he rubs his thumb along my swollen lower lips and swipes away the tears plaguing one cheek. I deadpan with him, giving him my full attention. Regardless of how it angers Kyan, who hammers his rage and lust into me harder to bruise my spine, I fix my gaze on Drago. And smile.

      “Oh, fuck, my filthy little queen,” he purrs over the sound of the fallen angel’s grunts. His eyes are heated and appreciative, and I arch my neck, leaning in to swirl my tongue across the crown of his cock, lapping up the beads of pre-cum. “Goddammit, Tessie!” he groans again, throwing his head back. I love the sight of his messy red locks tumbling down his chest, the scales muddied and bloodied from their battle, and all his muscles bulging with his need to come.

      I take power as he invades my mouth again, besieging my throat. It’s my honor to suck off this fiery god’s monstrous cock. His body is a chiseled temple of masculine, rugged beauty from his broad, boulder-like shoulders to that indomitable chest slabbed with dragon muscle. So, I weave my fingers around to his buttocks, curving them into the thick and rich sinew there—marveling at how magnificently he’s built. I downright swoon from how we’ve bonded, how I’ll never not want Drago, the God of Fire.

      Drago cups the side of my face. Carnal desire fills his deeply hooded eyes as he slows but deepens his pace, freeing me to breathe between the sensual thrusts of his hips. He seduces my mouth with his cock, and I swipe my tongue all along the base side with powerful suction at the crown to taste his fluids. If there’s one thing I learned well in the Borderlands, it’s how to suck a cock. But I’ve never enjoyed myself as much as I have while sucking Drago’s. Well…perhaps Merikh’s with his magic crosses stimulating the inside of my mouth.

      I sense Kyan growing more and more infuriated by the intimacy and affection between me and Drago. Whatever pain he pounds into my pussy pales compared to the heat of lust and love the dragon shows me. As if his heart’s fire is coupled with mine in a mating dance that ripples flames into my veins and ignites my blood. My body melts before the dragon. My soul weeps from him surrendering the most sacred and vulnerable part of himself to my mouth.

      A movement to his right has my eyes flicking there. I twitch my lips into a smile at the sight of Mayce watching his partner while clutching his hard length beneath his breeches. Drago grips his partner by the neck and wrenches him closer, so he may claim his mouth, tongue stabbing past the Fae’s lips. I groan around Drago’s cock, and he chuckles and says against Mayce’s mouth, “I think she likes watching us, my brother.”

      “We shall give her a show sometime,” the Fae king responds before lowering his lips to rub my brow. “Good girl, Quintessa. Take him all. Suck him strong. Make it good.”

      I obey. With my fingers rubbing the iron ridges of Drago’s ass, I take him deeper. Suck him stronger. Tongue him harder. I sink my nails into all that rich brawn, scraping with just enough pressure that he rolls his hips…and clenches those muscles.

      While thrusting into a steady and sinful rhythm, Drago growls, “Such a sweet, dirty girl. My little Queen Tessie.”

      His cherishing words mean as much to me as when he cups my breast and rolls the nipple between his thumb and forefinger. I close my eyes, spilling more tears to show my arousal. Kyan slams his palm against the wall, jerks once, and thrusts deep, finding his release. Unlike Drago, he’s silent and emotionless. And he jerks out, shoving his withering dick back in his pants. With a discontented snarl, the fallen angel drops my hips.

      Thankfully Drago catches me before I may fall. Despite how I lurch, trying to catch his retreating cock back in my mouth, he chuckles, slaps it once against my cheek to wet my skin with his precum and my saliva, then slowly and seductively lowers my legs from his shoulders down, down, down to his hips.

      “Savage mercies!” I whisper at the sight of him unleashing his second shaft from its protective casing.

      He chuckles, leans in to rub my lips with his, then beckons me to look again. I choke on a whimper. Both cocks grow their scaled ridges, and I swoon, remembering the ecstasy those ridges brought the inside of my pussy. He prods both crowns along my folds which are still swollen and inflamed from where Kyan pounded me, his girth stretching me. I’ll stretch far more now.

      “My sweet, beautiful, extraordinary girl,” he utters right before sliding both cocks into my needy slit.

      Arching my neck, closing my eyes, I roll my hips to receive him. Drago presses in, rocking with purpose to bury his shafts to their deepest hilts. The moment he does, he catches my clit with his thumb and plays with it, rubbing and toggling the bundle of nerves.

      “Drago, I’m-I’m─”

      “Not yet, little one,” he hums against my forehead and pinches my nub to delay me.

      Then, he sets to driving into me, pounding both those iron-ridged members harder and harder. Somehow, I find the strength to grip his ass again, marveling at how he groans before the rhythm of his breath changes. More sweat trickles down the sides of his face. I smile, knowing it’s my touch he responds to. They help distract me from going over the edge. But the sound of him slapping against my wet sex is a humiliating turn-on.

      “Feel me ripping through your pretty pussy, my queen?” Drago whispers seductively in my ear, and I clamp my eyes shut and squeeze my muscles all around him. “That’s my girl. You want both these cocks, don’t you? Want me to fill you up with my seed?”

      “Oh, gods, please!”

      “One god inside you for now, my dirty girl. Relax all your muscles and exhale long and slow, Tessie,” he commands, pulling out all the way.

      A number of curses flee my mouth at the same time as I exhale. With a rumbling laugh, Drago gazes at me, grips my hips, and impales me with both dragon dicks—deep and strong. His mouth finds mine, tongue stabbing inside to seize a dominant and demanding kiss. My hands claim his neck, and I moan from that savage, fiery tongue—and the feeling of his wild pulse thrumming beneath my fingers.

      “NOW!” he growls.

      The pressure explodes. Flames charge to life all over his skin…and mine. Body jerking violently, Drago slams his hand against the wall behind me. And I come and come.

      A downpour of screams leaves my mouth as I soar from back-to-back climaxes that send my whole body into convulsions. As he shoots a hot spring of cum inside me, Drago lowers his mouth to my breasts and licks, sucks, and nips at the nipples which only prolongs my orgasms, heightening the pleasure until I’m squirting all over him.

      By the time we’re done, we’re both panting, lost in the torturous beauty of each other’s eyes. But Drago is the one to take both sides of my face, kiss me gently, and say with excruciating tenderness, “I love you, Tessie.”
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            I am just as fallen as he is.
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      I wake in the early hours of the morning with the memories from the previous night like a dazed fog in my mind.

      Feathers ruffle and flurry as I sit up and stretch my arms with a yawn. In some ways, Kyan’s bed reminds me of a large nest. It’s massive but round with an organic frame of numerous, twisted branches. Not to mention the blankets are far more downy fluff and a host of feathers. Hmm...come to think of it, I take a few moments to look around since I’ve been a little too sore and busy and dizzy among other things to notice much.

      Behind the massive bird’s nest and fused into the wall, a great oak tree grows upon the wall with its branches curling all over the high ceiling. Two upper levels, broken only by the great arched windows, also boast of twisted branches for railings. Trees form bookshelves and tables and the wardrobe as if they’ve been magically commanded to grow into such ornamental and practical pieces, avoiding the necessity of blades to chop and carve their bodies. Spiraling branches construct the frames of the windows, too. I gush over everything.

      At the foot of the bed, curled up in a pile of fluff and feathers, Jinx is fast asleep—his little snores sounding far more like purring. I smile but resist the urge to reach out and scratch his ears for fear of disturbing him.

      The bed is empty and cold, and I wonder if Kyan bothered to ever come inside. I squeeze my shoulders and lower my head as a heaviness settles in my chest. Will Merikh tell him the truth about what happened? Would Kyan take my word over his? Does it even matter? Especially considering they all know, including Merikh, how I wouldn’t have refused even if I could have. Like I told Merikh back in the crypt, he can’t break me. Not when I’ve been broken so many times, I’ve pieced myself together with my scars and tattoos.

      If they can take me as I am, I damn well will do the same for them.

      And Drago...his words still blaze in my mind like beacons lighting up all the synapses, firing little echoing triggers.

      I didn’t say the words back.

      Cupping my head, I drag deep breaths through my nose, exhaling through my mouth. Last night, the pleasure was so blinding, and Drago’s proclamation was so unexpected, it left everyone in the room bewildered and silent.

      Kyan spent most of the meal brooding as I nestled in Drago’s lap with him spoon-feeding me every bite of dinner. True to his typical aftercare, the dragon commanded his tower bath be filled with boiling water and weeping roses. At some point, I’d fallen asleep in the tub from him washing all the cum and blood from my thighs.

      Why he placed me in Kyan’s bed and not his confounds me, but I imagine it’s because this is the Court of Storms and not the Court of Ash. Am I even a queen anymore? All the overwhelming thoughts scramble in my brain and leave goosebumps pebbling my skin. It’s too much to think about.

      And I could use some fresh air.

      So, I glance out the windows of Kyan’s balcony. Since daybreak is almost upon us, I imagine he’s left early to view the sunrise. Ignoring the fact that I’m utterly naked, I ease my way out of the feather bed, so I don’t wake Jinx, then wander toward the wardrobe in the corner of the room. Until something else catches my eye—something shimmering as it seems to float like a shining streak of black cloud.

      “Oh, my...” I approach the gown where it rests upon a jutting, overhang of a tree branch. Its ends sway above my head, and I almost swoon over its beauty.

      What stuns me is when I simply lift my fingers to touch those ends, and the gown slips off the branch to cascade into my arms. I gasp from how light and airy the beautiful dress is. Pinned to the bodice of closely-knit, overlapping feathers is a note.

      Unpinning the note, I lift it and read with Kyan’s voice resonating in my ears, “My dearest Quinny, I hope you slept well. No, I did not come to bed, but I watched you all night long. You have no reason to forgive me for my behavior last night. If you wish, we never need speak of it again. I left early to go flying. If you wake before I return, please accept this as an offering of apology.

      “Feel free to wander the castle and the grounds as much as you desire and allow any of the servants and that sagacious snoot of a steward to bask in the sight of you. The others have joined the servants to go hunting in the mountains. We will join you for a late breakfast.

      And because I cannot stop him from voicing his mind at times...

      Tread lightly, pretty darling soul

      When breath is brief, and sun is low...

      You think your scars will make you strong?

      Oh, how you'll leap, but how you're wrong..."

      I shake my head with a breathy laugh at Kyan’s Shadow. Before my chest can tighten from images of Qora, I leave the note on the little table of tangly tree limbs cleaving the wall. Then shake out the gown. It’s so ornate with multiple pieces, I can’t fathom how I’ll ever manage to put it on.

      As if someone has overheard my thoughts, a knock sounds at the door. Careless of my state of non-dress, I scramble for the other side of the room. Gown still clutched to my front, I swing the door wide open and almost drop the item and squeal, “Eyn-Amaru!”

      She opens her twisted smiling grimace of a mouth and curves her talons to me. Gripping her spindly arm—the only one she has since the other is nothing but a decrepit wing—, I haul her inside. Her body stiffens beneath my embrace, but I linger, loving the familiar sensation of the feathers cladding one side of her face. I press my cheek to them and smile when the feathers of her wing ruffle from my action.

      “Ladyyy,” she proclaims in that garbled squawk I love. “Ladyyy Tessieee!”

      “Drago?” I wonder, taking a step back.

      She shakes her head. “Lawwwd Mayccce.”

      I smirk to one side, already considering how I might express my gratitude to the noble Fae king. Well...noble is a stretch, considering how much he enjoys stretching my back hole. Out of all the kings, I seem to know the least of the Fae, especially on the sexual side. He marked my ass. Merikh marked my breast. Drago my mound. And sweet Kyan marked the back of my shoulder. Will I ever get to mark them?

      For now, I’m content with wearing pieces of them. I thrust the gown into Eyn-Amaru’s hands, clasp my pleading hands below my chin, and plump my bottom lip in a pout. “Will you help me with Kyan’s present? I have no idea how to put this on!” I add with a desperate breath and wide eyes.

      Eyn-Amaru blinks, staring at me with those deep, mahogany eyes, warm yet stupefied. I lower my chin and blush, wondering if her role here is different within the Court of Storms. A chill shivers in my blood when I consider what would happen to her outside the Waste. In the Borderlands, her half-gray bird skull would mark her as a Waste folk. They would cast her out, beat her, and dump her into the mud pits at the edge of the Veil.

      A vein of regret twinges through me when I consider the times I looked into the mud pits from a distance—and how many I could have helped with my vym. But aligning with Waste folk was the same as aligning with the monster gods: treason against the god-eater, against Kronos. My father would have been more than eager to cast me into the pits if I’d ever done such a thing.

      Warm amusement ripples into me at the thought of where I am now.

      “Ladyyy Tessie. My ladyyy...” she squawks again but in a softer tone, and my smile spreads into a beam: I am her lady no matter the court. And despite how many times the kings told me I could choose anyone else, someone more suitable like with two hands, I refused. I still refuse.

      As she sets to work on helping me dress, her wing feathers tickle my skin, and I giggle. Naturally, I’m most addicted to the Kings’ sensual and sexual touches, but I love any and all sensations.

      Her bony but skilled fingers rub the back of my neck to seal the throat and upper chest applique in place. Formed of leather and feathers—but the quality is unlike anything I’ve experienced. Once she fastens it to my skin, it seems to bond like magic in delicate scrawling patterns to seal around my upper throat in a snug choker and flow to exquisite curves and ethereal curves that flatter the rest of the tattoos on my body. I love how the applique feathers fan to my upper shoulders and curl into the air.

      Eyn-Amaru applies secondary appliques to my shoulders to fix beneath the throat and chest. The feathers adhere to the leather, but instead of the fine-spun patterns of the former, the latter ones are long, curved, and sweep along the front of my arm—almost leaf-like. They end at my upper arm to overlap the lower drapery sleeves of the gown.

      When I attempt to turn toward the standup mirror nearby, Eyn-Amaru screeches the objection, prompting me to freeze. I blush as she finishes buttoning the gown behind me. Tingles erupt all over my body at the thought of how the Kings will find me in the gown. I trace the plunging V-neckline and finger one of the many tendrils fluttering in the air from the shoulder appliques. The same curling patterns adorn the dress which hugs my body to exhibit my subtle curves.

      After she’s finished with the back, my maidservant attaches the final triumph: long, narrow sheathes of closely packed feathers with four connecting points—two on the shoulder appliques and two shorter ones for the arm sleeves. A thrill rushes into my chest and multiplies to shower me with warmth.

      Before I may consider moving, Eyn-Amaru burrows her fingers into my hair. As anxious as I am, I grind my bare toes into the carpet, bite my tongue, and remain as still as possible as she gathers part of my hair into a bun while leaving a few longer strands to tempt my cheeks. Her skill to braid with one hand and only talons from her dilapidated wing amazes me. She pins dried weeping roses studded with pearls to the side of my hair and even weaves feathers into the thin lower braids to flow down my back.

      Finally, she touches my waist and pivots me to the mirror.

      Something between a gasp and a squeal leaves my mouth. Tears pull at my eyes while my pulse quickens. So much of my skin had shown at Drago’s solstice celebration. He’d gifted me a bodice of his scales, but this...this is different. Despite his apology note, somehow, I know Kyan’s offering, this gift, is the true apology. It was not made in the Waste. A gown like this, a gown of this substance that seals to my skin like black stardust, like magic and dreams, comes from one place: the land of angels.

      Was it something the fallen king managed to rescue before Kronos exiled him and his brothers? Or does Kronos permit items from their homeland to be smuggled in through the Veil? My mind reels from the possibilities.

      “My ladyyy,” echoes Eyn-Amaru, her approval revealed in those liquid brown eyes. The tear shimmering at the edge of one is enough to punch an ache into my chest. I am no lady. I am no queen.

      The gods may be monsters. They may be mad. They may give me darkness and nightmares and new scars from their teeth and claws. But they loved me at first sight. And I have only loved the feel of them.

      A knot twists in my stomach to mirror the one in my throat. They’ve chosen to honor me as if I am a queen when I am nothing but a dark ghost of scars and ink. Kyan gives me a piece of heaven in the depths of hell. After all, I have as many demons in my soul as them.

      The fallen angel king treats me as if I am his salvation, but I am just as fallen as him. How can I possibly win the demon inside of him?
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      If I don’t annihilate the dark storm of thoughts, I’ll go mad.

      So, I turn to Eyn-Amaru, clasp her withered hand in mine, and lean in to press my lips to her cheek. Not the wrinkly skin but the hollowed indent of her gray skull. As soon as she flinches, I jolt and purse my lips, brow wrinkling in concern that I offended her. But when I glance up, her eyes are watery. I muster a soft smile, wishing I could give her more.

      Chewing on my lower lip, I squeeze her hand and question, “Do you have family, Eyn-Amaru? In the castle or a village close by?” I remember the birdlike woman on the mountaintop as Kyan and I were bathing. Does Eyn-Amaru come from these mountains? Could the woman watching have been related to her?

      Despite the tear rolling down her whole cheek, she releases my hand and sets about fluffing the feathers of the sheathes at my sides. “No familyyy. Ackkk!” She squawks again, a side of her lips pressing tight while her eyes narrow.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend─”

      I jump when she puts her half-bird beak in my face and tilts her head to say, “Shh....ladyyy does not offenddd. My ladyyy,” she empathizes, and my cheek breaks out in goosebumps when she curves her fingertips to the skin there. “Friends,” she dictates pointedly.

      “Where?” My shoulders lift.

      “Across the bridge. Down, down, downnn the mountainside where the skyyy dresses the trees.”

      Expectant at the idea of exploring more of my surroundings, I smother any nagging little voices in the back of my head reminding me of how Kyan stipulated the castle or the grounds in his note. “How far?”

      “Three miles down, my lady,” announces the familiar, crackly voice from the now-open door. I turn and smile at the old steward who narrows his beady eyes upon me. “Shall I call for a coach or a horse?”

      Chewing on my inner cheek, I glance out the windows but don’t see any clouds knitting the sky. Just that ever-present gray haze that is the Waste. “No, I think I would like to walk.”

      Eyn-Amaru and Oliver trade blinking stares before Steward Shift steps forward, tugging the sides of his waistcoat. “My lady, are you certain? Of course, the village would certainly adore the sight of a new lady of the Court of Storms, and the way down may be relatively simple to cross, but should a storm come, you would find yourself exposed to the elements with no shelter until you arrive within the village. Were you to catch a cold, Lord Kyanatu would have my head.”

      “Lord Kyanatu?” I question while pushing down any urges to giggle.

      Oliver Shift fluffs his beard down until it blossoms like a puff, and I feel my cheeks redden, knowing he’s aggravated by my simper. “It is the Lord of the Court of Storms' true name, not his fallen one, my lady. Some of us still remember the old ways and choose to respect them.”

      I nod in understanding. “It wasn’t my intent to offend, I’m sorry.”

      His chest grows from a deep breath, and he inclines his gaze back to Eyn-Amaru. She ruffles her feathers in response and the twisted grimace of her smile crooks more. While his expression is one of confusion, hers is far more one of pride and ease—as if her eyes twinkle to say, “I told you so”.

      “I suppose we must take steps to ensure I do not catch a cold during the three-mile trek down,” I say with a smile and ask Eyn-Amaru, “Will you fetch me a cloak, please? And Steward Shift, do you have a small pack you may offer me for some warm food and a canteen for some hot water? Please?” I add.

      Shift parts his lips, so I may see the little dark slit beyond his beard fluff as if he’s surprised by my courteousness. Naturally, my father drilled the Brothers’ principles into my head for how a young lady of breeding must conduct herself. My back still retains the scars beneath my ink. But it was one of our old house ghosts, Mistress Oakley of our manor, who helped me enjoy such propriety. Not that I ever mastered them aside from the basics.

      It doesn’t take them long. After Eyn-Amaru fetches me a cloak—one of warm downy feathers stitched into the long mantle of wool that I learn is waterproof should a storm arise—I step into the hall where Oliver Shift greets me. Instead of a mere canteen, he offers me a vacuum flask. My palms warm immediately upon cupping it.

      “You should eat the dream fruit first, my lady. It will refresh you and sweeten your walk,” he explains upon handing me the sack of food. “Also, the tribulation seeds may be bitter, but should you find yourself in a dark place, please, Lady Quintessa, do not hesitate to eat them.”

      “A dark place?”

      He bristles. “Provided you keep to the causeway as directed, progress straight to the village, and do not cross into the pass, you will be fine. Save the hallow bread for your return. It is consecrated and will not spoil. Everything else will be familiar to you from the Borderlands.”

      “Thank you, Steward Shift. This is all...it’s angel fare, right?” I wonder.

      He blinks, and I notice his chest tightens as he postures. “Yes. The land of angels holds the world’s richest and most miraculous of fares, my lady. I trust you will not find yourself in such a dark place, but if you do, the tribulation seeds will prove our kind are more than fluffy sweet cakes and shiny wings.”

      Our kind? I part my lips to ask, but the Steward clears his throat, bows, and excuses himself. Eyn-Amaru guides me to the nearest exit out of the Court of Storms and directs me to the main causeway, warning me not to deviate from the path.

      “Lorddd Kyan’s mountain is safe and guardeddd, my lady,” she informs me while escorting me to the main bridge spanning a sheer drop-off to a low but narrow valley. “But I coulddd accompanyyy you ifff you wishhh.”

      I lean in to peck her cheek and shake my head. “I’ll be fine. I imagine tending an entire castle after the Lord has been absent for quite some time requires much work.”

      “How diddd you─” I grin, then cover my giggle when she warbles and ruffles her feathers with the corners of her lips curving low. “Cleverrr ladyyy. Yesss, he hasss been absenttt. And I am Headdd Stewardddess of the Court of Storms.”

      I raise my brows, a surprised breath catching in my throat. Regret twinges inside me that I’d considered Eyn-Amaru as no more than a maidservant.

      “Ladddyyy, my ladyyy,” she reassures me, reading my expression. “Lorddd Kyan has his chamberlain. You have yours, too.”

      Bidding me farewell, Eyn-Amaru departs, leaving a warm shock to flood my chest. It lingers as I make my way across the bridge, loving the way the gown sheathes sway with my every move. The appliques upon my upper chest and throat are snug enough to prevent the chilled wind from raking my skin, but they don’t confine me. To think that Eyn-Amaru, who serves as Head Stewardess—a role equal to Oliver Shift’s—accepted the position of a lowlier chamberlain to tend to me. Here and at Drago’s Court.

      Too lost in my thoughts, I hardly realize I’ve strayed right into a puddle until the water douses my ankle boots. I spring out of the puddle, grateful for the thick, reinforced leather. No ice spreads into my soles despite the mud caking the heels and sides.

      Once my belly rumbles, I lean against the rockface on my left-hand side to fish into the sack. The high walls of the rockface progress down the mountain for about a mile. From this distance, I see where they shrink and open to the lowlands Oliver Shift referenced. Finding the tribulation seeds tucked into the pocket of the sack, I inspect them curiously. They remind me of star anise pods back home, but I remember to save them for a dark place—whatever that means.

      Instead, I trudge along the pebbled path and polish off the dream fruit far too quickly. It can’t be helped when it tastes like candy-coated clouds! Next, I nibble the rich and savory hard-boiled eggs, still tender and warm in my sack. Once I make it to the honey-almond granola with fresh oats, I’ve arrived at the edge of the lowlands. And smile.

      My stomach does a little somersault at the sight of the village a couple miles away. “Where the sky dresses the trees...” I muse, loving how the fog clads the low-lying, forested area. And how apt the village is.

      I take a step forward but stop dead in my tracks at the familiar sound of yipping behind me. Spinning around, I thrill at my pup bounding toward me. “Jinxy! Who let you out?”

      I open my arms to welcome the fox, only for him to scamper right past my side, wagging his bushy tails behind him. Except, he doesn’t progress down the causeway toward the village. Panic surges through me, tightening all my limbs, and I lurch, almost dropping the sack. Clutching it like a preserver to my chest, I hurry after my little fox who dashes around the side of the mountain.

      “He’s just a baby!” I remind myself. He doesn’t know any better.

      When he pauses a dozen or so feet from me and scratches at something on the ground, I pray he’ll turn around. My chest aches, and I take tentative steps toward the pup, so, I don’t startle him. “Come on, Jinxy. That’s the wrong way, boy.”

      He sniffs the air, the fur on his back pricking. Holding my breath, I close in on him, my hands prepared to pounce. The tails lifting is my only warning. “No!” I cry out just before he bolts and takes off into the pass—right in the direction of the adjoining mountain near the mile-long rock face that borders Kyan’s Court. At first, I glance back, wondering if I should turn around and hurry as quickly back as I can. If Kyan returns soon, he could fly me to Jinx.

      Until the distant sound of thunder cracks to rattle the sky. “No...” I whimper. A knot forms in my throat, and desperate adrenaline charges into my blood.

      Less than a few seconds, I wait as my little fox scampers toward the darker mountain, hoping he’ll turn around. But my love for him wells up and sends my feet chasing after him. Whether the storm or other predators, I can’t abandon him. He’s never abandoned me.

      While low-lying foothills carpeted in forests and fog make up Kyan’s side of the mountain, this rock face veering sharply to the right is darker and colder. Shadows claw on all sides of me. My limbs shudder, but I heave deep breaths and fix my eyes on the sight of Jinx’s tails bustling well ahead of me.

      Quickening my pace and dismissing any of the foreboding emotions, I hurry after the pup. I’ll be damned if a hawk eyes my little fox for a meal and swoops in to pluck him from the ground. He doesn’t stop. My breath staggers as I stumble over a host of random rocks. I follow Jinx all the way to the end of the pass—at least a half-mile in distance.

      Unfathomable to think of how Kyan’s castle lies just on the other side of the steep rocks on my left,—impossible to climb. And while his territory may be the Court of Storms, the wind on the left side seems warmer, more welcoming. On my right, frost girds the veins of the deep gray rocks. The left side contrasts as a mahogany brown with moss growing all over the steep ridge.

      Once Jinx scurries to that sharp right where the pass ends, I hurry after him before he can get too far from my line of sight. And as soon as I round the corner of the pass, my heart seizes in my chest. I lose all sense of breath.

      The rocky path descends to none other than a ravine—but the most enchanting and beautiful ravine I’ve ever seen. Like something out of a wintry fairytale. Long thin icicles stream down all sides of the ridges bordering the ravine. Crystalline frosted trees grow everywhere with soft starburst-like deposits of ice upon the boughs where fog and mist have frozen. Needle ice and frost beard scrawl delicate, silky patterns all over the tangled thickets on the ground.

      Once the movement ahead of me catches my eye, I shake my head out with a smile and wander towards Jinx who bats at some of the frost beard. I giggle as he leans down to chomp on the crystals only to snort and sneeze from the burst of frost. Just before I reach his side, the earth shakes beneath my boots.

      And caves in.

      I fall through a whirlwind of snow, soil, and rocks—screaming the whole way down.
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            I belong to Kronos.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        QORA/NERAYA

      

      

      “What is your name, child?” demands Kronos in far more of an amused croon as he hammers into me from behind.

      I grip the handles of the bench as he pounds my newly birthed center for the seventh time today. Tears splinter the film of my eyes in their efforts to push through, but I hold back the dam, denying them departure. A wonder that the tender flesh between my thighs can feel so raw, inflamed, and sore while the rest of me is as numb as my prior shadowy form. No tingles erupt upon my skin. No sense of lightning striking my veins. No lust to heat my blood. It’s nothing like Quintessa described.

      And still, my inner muscles betray me and spasm, convulsing around the Emperor’s steel cock. I shriek and moan, knowing he enjoys the sounds, then obediently cry out my new name, “Nereya.”

      With a satisfied grunt, Kronos unleashes himself upon me. My nail cracks from how hard he fucks me, rutting into me and giving my bottom a hard, deep pinch. Bruises still throb and ache from where he marked my breasts earlier, the nipples red from how hard he gnawed on them. Nothing more than a doll for him to use. A doll he created. If he destroys me, he can simply harness my soul and grow a new form for me.

      “That’s right, little mine. You know who you belong to, don’t you?”

      After pulling out, Kronos jerks my hips, and I suck a deep breath, knowing what’s coming when he turns me around to press my back to the bench, so my bottom hangs off the edge. Juices trickle out of me. “Mmm...” he stabs his fingers into my channel, and I wince from him moving his digits inside my burning pussy, swirling my fluids and his cum which he then uses to rub against the dark hole below. “You’re so pretty when you’re covered in all of me, little soul.”

      Leaning over me and gripping the handles, the god-eater hums low in my ear, “But if you think you can fool me, mine, you are sorely mistaken. So sorely, I’ll make you feel it until you believe it. I am your maker. I am your possessor. I am your deity. And you will respect and revere me as such.”

      He shifts the handles until the iron bar anchoring them locks me in place, biting me with its icy metal. Then, he slaps my sex with that massive cock before shifting it lower with a cruel gleam in his eye. Yes, he likes fucking my ass like this. A torture to know I cannot escape his gaze. I can’t fade into the bench while he trains all his attention on my dark hole.

      I bite my inner cheek, mentally preparing myself for the thunderous pain. While I may not have experienced any others but him, I’ve certainly witnessed Quinn’s experiences enough to understand the Emperor is every bit as well-endowed, if not more, than the monster Kings of the Waste. They simply have other additions to their dicks. But what Kronos lacks in adornments or otherworldliness, he makes up with in sheer size...and savagery.

      “You think I cannot break you,” he growls and positions the crown at the puckered hole. “You’re wrong.”

      One push. He shoves what is far too gigantic into too small of an orifice. And as soon as half his dick pops inside my ringed hole, I scream. I scream, loving and hating the pain. Because I deserve it after betraying Quinn, after I led her to Kronos when she had no defense. I deserve it for how much I hate her for the sins of the god-eater.

      No…I remind myself, reinforcing the stronghold of rationalizations and justifications inside me. He’s a deity. He’s a god. If he desired, he could have consumed whatever was left of my soul. If Quinn can consider herself lucky to be the prized slut of the Gods of the Waste, however, they’ve called her a queen, surely, I can consider myself lucky, proud, and honored to be the prized slave of the God of the Five Realms beyond the Waste.

      But the harder he grips the handles and saws back and rocks in again like a fucking bull to defile me, the last thing I feel is pride.

      “That’s right, little soul. You are Nereya. You are mine. Get wetter for me,” he commands and knifes his entire hand inside my gaping slit.

      I arch my back when he scissors his fingers. And choke on a silent scream as he rearranges my insides, driving that thick iron rod deep into my organs. He strips my breath away.

      “I’m going to get all the way in there, and you will take all of me and thank me for the honor I bestow when I fuck you.”

      When he pulls out all the way to his tip, the cold air assuages the smoldering ring, but I know it’s just the calm before the storm.

      “Look at me,” he growls, commanding my eyes.

      I flick my gaze at him. Do my best to imagine him like a window. Stare through him, Qora. I’m not strong enough to meet his eyes. Little use when it’s like looking through a window into my own soul. I’d rather hold fast to him, to the pain he’s giving me than be forced to face the monsters of my soul.

      A feral grimace twists his features. Cold horror washes over me because I already know I haven’t done well enough. He’s not convinced. Instead, he’ll punish me more for it.

      “Kiss me,” is his next command.

      I’m a second too late in arching to meet his mouth. He crushes my lips with his, but instead of a claim of dominance and desire, of soul-consuming and heart-shattering possession, Kronos bites at my lips, stabs his tongue inside, and proves his power over me.

      My heart burns with violent envy when I remember how Quinn felt whenever the Kings punished her and fucked her. Even when they treated her like a slave, they proved that they were just as much of a slave to her. Back then, our senses were still bonded to one another. I felt her reverence. I felt the emotion welling up in her chest from the thought of them punishing her because it meant they wanted her. She belonged to them and they to her.

      I belong to Kronos. Nothing more.

      He proves it when he slams into me and forms a fist, forcing my battered pussy to suck his entire hand. What’s worse is how he forces my pleasure. I’d rather just have the pain, and he knows it, but he forces the walls of my cunt to spasm, tighten, and convulse around his fist.

      “Scream for me,” he demands in a whisper against my mouth. And owns my every climax while he rams my back hole harder.

      I don’t even know if I’m screaming right. Quinn has done it plenty of times, and I use her as a technique, but the Emperor knows it’s forced. Still, my juices splatter as he fucks me. They drown his fist.

      All the blood drains from my face when Kronos jerks his hand out of me, prompting a sharp shudder throughout me.

      Then, he rubs his wet thumb across my lips to utter, “There she is. There’s my little Nereya,” he adds, and I know what he sees from the tears stinging my eyes to the way my whole body quakes as if my skeleton is rattling—ready to shift and seize and rupture to cave in all my skin, flesh, and blood.

      Satisfied by whatever he’s seen, Kronos jerks hard one last time. Not once does he lose his stoicism. If, for one moment, I could see the pleasure burning through him, I could find a sliver for myself. Instead, I freeze as he ejects himself from that depraved hole and spurts his cum all over my body in hot ropes to cover my stomach, my breasts, my neck, and my face.

      “A fissure. Hardly more than a hairline crack,” he says while pushing his brow to mine and rubbing the cum into my nipples. “You’ll give me more tonight, little mine.”

      Before I can blink, much less process what he may mean, Kronos extends his claws and slashes five long and clean stripes across his chest. Blood trickles onto my front. I flinch, cage a whimper in my throat as he rubs the blood into the cum, mixing the fluids to a faded scarlet tint. Horror rips through me. It curdles my blood. I swallow down the fear as he covers me with his essence, digging the blade in deeper with more proof of his power.

      He's fucking with my head, with my soul.

      Tweaking my nipples, the Emperor continues, roaming the fluid-coated hands lower to rub his blood upon my pussy and thighs. Covered in him from head to toe from his sweat to his saliva to his cum and his blood. When a hot, wet stream escapes his dick to soak my lower half, my whole body ruptures into chronic tremors.

      The worst part is the arousal he’s ignited.

      “Yes, Nereya, you understand now, don’t you?” He coaxes while rubbing a thumb across my swollen clit. “There is nowhere you may go that I cannot follow. I can cover you in my blood, cum, and piss, but it’s in here...” he taps the side of my head and presses his chest onto mine, “...where you cannot escape. It’s why I’ve kept you since the moment I created you. All of your firsts belong to me. Your first breath, your first touch, your first fucking, and now this. My essence does not merely cover your skin. I am within your soul, your mind, your blood, in the very fabric of your cell matter.”

      My pulse quickens from his words. And when he brushes his lips across mine in a tender and bewildering kiss, a moan escapes my mouth. He plays with my clit while he seduces me with his tongue. By the time he shoves his cock into my pussy again, I’m panting. And orgasm as soon as he buries himself to the hilt.

      “Say your name,” he commands again.

      “Yours.”

      I’ve said the right thing. Because he finds his release while kissing me. Worst of all is when he picks me up and carries me to the adjoining chamber where his hands are gentle as they bathe every inch of me, tend to all my wounds, and care for all my needs...and wants. He pleasures me until I fear the orgasms will split me apart.

      Even as he dries me with a clean towel, tucks me into his bed, wraps me in his arms, licks away my tears, I remember his prior words: I am within your soul, your mind, your blood, in the very fabric of your cell matter.

      It’s all true, but he neglected one thing. One significant thing that Quintessa has taught me about more than anyone else.

      He didn’t say the heart.

      I close my eyes and pass into the sweet relief of my subconscious, preferring those nightmares to my waking one of wondering: do I even have a heart?
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            In the dark with a stranger.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        QUINTESSA

      

      

      My scream turns into a yelping gurgle when the ground slams into me. I fall, tumbling onto my side, but to my astonishment, I register how much harder I should have fallen. Above my head, the surface is a small “O”. The realization strikes me as I gaze down at the gown and how the feathers themselves hold some small amount of magic from Kyan’s realm: the realm of angels. They cushioned my fall, so I hovered before hitting the ground.

      The ground is covered in skulls and bones.

      Raw fear strikes me with the force of a battering ram. My breaths thunder in my ears because every skull and bone in this massive cavern is small. The horror is so palpable, I can taste it on my tongue. My teeth chatter, and I scramble against the wall, pressing my body against it, only to slip on the slick ice at my back. Tumbling, I splay my hands to catch myself, but they collapse onto a pile of children’s bones, rattling them.

      My lungs burn from how hard I’m pushing out ragged breaths.

      The entire cavern is a dumping ground for the remains of children.

      At first, I sidle up against the wall as far as I may go, ignoring the icy chill against my spine because a deeper one spreads into my blood. Working to steel my nerves against the oncoming panic attack, I close my eyes and take deep breaths. Despite the eerie environs, I take a few moments to pay attention to the scents around me ─ the pungent smell of bone powder, of rot hanging in the air to clot with the aroma of frozen water. Eyes still closed, I memorize the feeling of the gown feathers and the cloak that warms the gooseflesh on my skin.

      My breathing echoes within the cavern. I open my eyes, chest tightening as I find my strength to study the cavern and search for any exits. The only shaft of light comes from the opening far above, which casts a halo around me. Everything else is dim and descends to unending darkness.

      At least I can still taste the honey-sweet dream fruit on my tongue. Adrenaline surges into my veins when I remember what Oliver Shift told me: the tribulation seeds! Scrambling into the sack at my side, I retrieve the seeds and waste no time in cracking a few between my teeth, wrinkling my nose at the bitter taste, then gulping them down.

      Seconds pass with nothing happening. I swing my head in all directions, almost expecting Kyan to pop up like a djinn before me, only to chastise myself for appropriating an angel with a djinn. All my thoughts are scrambled, toppling over one another in my mind. Overwhelmed by how far down I am and uncertain of how to make it out of here, I start to curl into a ball and release the dam of rising tears...

      Until a fresh warmth blossoms in my chest. Peering down, I gasp. My chest tingles from the incandescent glow fanning out from my heart region. The radiance is strong enough to illuminate much of the cavern—enough for me to make out the exits!

      “Dark place indeed!” I marvel, internally praising Steward Shift.

      Hurrying to my feet, I approach the nearest gap in the ice. From what I can tell, it’s smaller than the one on the other side, just enough of a sizable gap for me to squeeze through. The glow from my chest casts a sheen upon the ice, kindling it to glimmer. I part my lips, admiring the sight but force myself to quicken my pace. I have no idea how long the tribulation seeds will remain active with their glow.

      Doing my best not to imagine what sort of creature that feeds on the bodies of children, of babies, may be down here with me, I push my form through the thick slit in the ice.

      “Savage─gah!” I cry out and exhale deeply to release all my air and shove hard, falling onto a wide rocky pathway.

      A cold, wet droplet splashes onto my cheek. I glance up. Stalactites catch the light glamouring my chest to gleam like crystal chandeliers. On both sides of me, the glow of the tribulation seeds reflects upon the crystalline walls of pure ice. So lustrous and enchanting, I nearly forget the dark ruins of baby bones behind me.

      At least there’s a straight and open course before me.

      Flat puzzle piece-like stones forge a crude path for my footsteps. As I lurch forward, I pass by walls of frost and long icicles like gleaming sword blades that wink at me whenever my shining chest crosses them.

      Despite my hopes that the stony path will lead me somewhere, my hopes deflate in my chest and pull down my shoulders. Shivering, I wrap the cloak around myself, grateful for the warmth. If I didn’t have Kyan’s feathery gift, my body may have shut down from the cold. Then again, I am a blood binder. All it should take is a little slice from any of these icicles to heal me.

      After what seems like hours of wandering, the heaviness begins to fade into panic. The only openings I’ve discovered have led to more dumping grounds with those baby bones. Not a single track anywhere.

      And I’m running out of tribulation seeds.

      Soon, I’ll have nothing to light my path, nothing to protect me from the all-consuming darkness. Nausea churns in my stomach, and I try to quicken my pace, only to slip on the ice. I fall hard on my side, knowing a bruise is already forming.

      What will Kyan do once he discovers me missing? Is he already out looking for me? Last time, Jinx led me to the Hag’s tunnel to find Drago, but will he lead the kings to where I fell into the tunnel? I rake my nails into my scalp, chastising myself for leaving the area, wondering if I should have just stayed for help to arrive. Jinx is very lucky that he’s so adorable.

      Scrubbing a hand down my face, I take some deep breaths to steady myself and get to my feet. At first, I try to hug the wall, but too many icicles prod my back. Instead, I stay on the uneven stone path as much as possible. If I move too quickly, I’ll slip again.

      When the light in my chest begins to fade, I let it go as dim as possible before cracking two more in my mouth. Only two left. The lesser the seeds, the lesser the light. But it’s enough to halo a little glow no more than three feet before me. I move slowly.

      The path veers to the right and gently slopes upward to another endless passage. My breath hitches, and it takes all my strength to prevent myself from lurching into a panicked sprint ─ desperate for light, for air beyond this fathomless tunnel of ice crystals.

      I reach the border of another lair entryway when the light dims again. Sucking a deep inhale, I pop the last two seeds in my mouth, crack them, swallow them down...

      As soon as the light sparks, I take the stone steps two at a time. Still slow, but I lengthen my strides, hoping to cross more distance.

      On each side of me, more dumping grounds haunt my path. I wrinkle my nose from the stench of the bones. My body trembles from how many little caverns are on each side of me. Barely a wall of stone between each one. Am I just surrendering myself right into the jaws of whatever creature is responsible for the bones?

      I shake off the perilous thoughts. I didn’t go through a dragon fucking me to a literal death and dying all over again when finding Drago’s heart in the Hag’s swamp to die at the teeth and claws of some bastard beast who eats baby flesh.

      Shame darkens my insides. Gnaws on me when I consider how many sacrificed girls lost their lives to the monsters I adore. But I remember how they can’t control their hunger on Hollow Night. Or how the Borderlands chose the Sacrifice and not them. Or how Kronos is ultimately responsible. I grit my teeth at the last.

      A deeper remorse fills me when I think of Qora. I lose myself to the memories of how she haunted my footsteps even before I learned to walk. The images settle like sharp rocks in my stomach, bleeding the lining. She grew up with me. It’s never mattered that she tried to kill me every year that she took shape. Not when she saved me before letting it get to that point. Not when she was the dark chill who soothed my body anytime my father forced me to take a blade to my skin. Or flogged me when I failed at my vym, or chewed too loudly at supper, or when he locked me in deep, dark places simply because he didn’t want to be reminded of me. She was always there.

      Qora was always enough for me...until something better came along.

      As the final tribulation light fades from my chest, I let the tears fall. The passage diverges in two shortly ahead of me. And the glow won’t last that long to give me a view of either direction. So, I press my back against the icy wall closest to me ─ careless over the icicles that tear at the feathery cloak and cut my skin.

      I sink low to the rocky ground and bury my face in my hands.

      “Why do I fucking miss you? Why should I miss you?” I hiss into the darkness swallowing me.

      No, I could never hear her speak until we passed through the Veil of Souls and into the Waste. But I learned to love her hisses, sighs, and her shadowy breath on my skin. I still kissed her cheek even if I didn’t know whether she could feel it. I knew she sensed it. She sensed everything.

      I can’t sense her anymore.

      The irony. I chew on my inner cheek. Ever since I stabbed Drago, ever since I touched him, and ever since he fucked me, I’ve felt rawest and most alive than in my entire life. And now...I almost would go back to being numb if it meant she’d be with me. Almost. Just for a little while.

      Swiping at my tears, I trade my grief and loss for righteous anger. It was not a mistake to leave her behind and go after my monsters. I simply traded one for four. My pulse quickens, and I shudder in vindication. Because she traded me to Kronos so he would give her a body. Even now, I can’t hate her for it, but I damn well reserve the right to be angry, to be hurt.

      “I wish you were here...” I whisper.

      “Wish who was─what the devil are you doing here?”

      The unfamiliar voice triggers dread to rush up my spine. Not because it’s deep and cruel or screechy and demanding either. No, despite the tone, the voice has a melodic note, silky as a songbird...and a piercing tone. So deep that it jolts a chill to rival the icicles behind me. The emphasis on you because clearly, I am someone she knows, but I’m in the dark with a stranger.

      Is she the one who eats babies and tosses away their bones?
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            They never got to fly.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        QUINTESSA

      

      

      “The ground collapsed...” I say, my voice hoarse from the cold air. My teeth chatter the more I try to speak. “I f-fell through the i-ice all the w-w-way d-down here. I’ve b-been w-w-wandering for h-hours.”

      A snort splits the silence, followed by a huff. “Come on, then, and I’ll lead you out. I don’t have time for this.”

      Hopeful, I start to rise while clutching the cape tighter around me. “Y-you kn-now the w-w-way?”

      “Of course, I know the way. Why the devil would I not?”

      “It’s j-just...s-so dark.” Sightless, I move toward the voice, toward whatever presence I may sense.

      “Not for me,” she sniffs.

      At least her body gives off more heat than I expected. But when my hands meet with feathers, I squeal and spring back.

      “Enough of that now,” she lectures and grabs my arm, surprising me more with the undefinably human hand. “You do not belong here.”

      I bite my tongue, resisting the urge to ask why she keeps emphasizing me. Why me personally?

      The few times I slip, she ruffles her wing feathers as if annoyed but still holds me in a strong grip, preventing me from falling. From what I can feel, her wings are long and narrow. They remind me of pixie wings but with thicker feathers. I imagine whatever parts of her that are a bird’s must give her keen vision.

      Hmm...I wonder what Kyan’s vision is like. I smile to myself, imagining what it must be like to have the eyes of a bird, to fly like one!

      “What are you grinning about? There is nothing to grin about here.” Her voice is dark and chastising.

      I feel the heat in my cheeks when I say, “I’m-m s-s-sorry. I w-was j-j-just thinking of w-w-what it m-must b-be like t-to f-fly.”

      She stops dead in her tracks. I freeze. I might not be able to see, but I can tell by her heated, violent breaths and the hint of a growl in her throat that she’s angry.

      “They never got to fly.”

      The guilt is so paralyzing, I swear all the blood is draining from my body and not just my face. I lower my head and purse my lips. I don’t even apologize because no words could make up for the loss.

      Without another word, she tugs me along. So, I quicken my steps as much as I can, slipping once or twice. But the temperature seems to lift. While I can see nothing, it seems like we’re going up.

      “It’s horrible that it happened and that the bones were just abandoned.”

      She stops again, but this time, I crash into her. My bones rattle. She grips my arm harder, and I wince from the claws growing on her fingers to pierce my skin.

      “You think they’re abandoned?”

      I open my mouth, but she steals the breath from my lungs when she hauls me in a sharp right and tugs me into one of those lairs. My instinct is to cover my chest and protect my heart from the crippling horror of those bones. The stench clots my nostrils all over again.

      When she lets go of my arm, and cold air sweeps across my side, I choke. Lock up in terror that she’s changed her mind.

      You said the wrong thing again. You always say the wrong thing. You always do the wrong thing!

      The voice in my head sounds eerily like my father’s.

      A clanking noise to my left interrupts my thoughts. The strike of a match. I stiffen when she lights the lantern, bathing the entire cavern in the glow.

      I blink, adjusting my eyes. And gasp. It’s the bird woman from the mountain, who was watching Kyan and me. The same long black beak, beady bird eyes, and dark plumage-covered head with protruding quills. Up close, I assume she’s far more raven than she is a crow.

      I don’t get the chance to show any hint of embarrassment. With pressed lips, she juts her chin out to the cavern, and I gasp far louder than I did the first time.

      Tears clog my throat. And burn my eyes. A harrowing ache fills my chest, which I clasp even harder. This cavern has bones, but they’re not left in piled heaps. Instead, these bones have been bound into sculptures. Intricate and exquisite sculptures of bones and ice rocks all taking the form of children! It’s enough to rip all the breath from my lungs.

      “Great mercy!” I whisper the exclamation.

      “They are the children they would have grown into. And you should know that.”

      When I turn from the sight and back to her, I chew on my inner cheek, conflicted on whether to confront her. “Did you...did you do all this?” It’s not the question I was going to ask, but it’s the one that left my lips.

      “Yes. They deserve more, but it’s what I do.”

      As I nod, I notice the large swell of her belly. A smile crooks the corners of my mouth. “You’re doing so much. All of this while carrying a baby.”

      “I didn’t expect a spoiled little queen with the stench of monsters nearly catching her death where she doesn’t belong.”

      “I’m not a─”

      One sharp glance from those beady eyes silences me.

      The pregnant bird woman turns to leave but with the lantern clutched in her hand. A firm gesture has me scrambling to follow. It’s clear she’d rather use the light than touch me again. A warmth kindles my blood when I consider the little life growing inside her while wondering if it will ever happen to me. Would it even work with any of the kings? It’s not like I have any experience or know the protocol for monster procreation.

      My heart twists when I remember how many men in the Borderlands rutted into me. I don’t say fucked. They don’t know the meaning of real fucking like the kings do. But I could never get pregnant when I was half a ghost. Does it matter in the Waste? Maybe it won’t ever happen to me.

      I’m so lost in my thoughts and fantasies ─ not to mention working to unravel the twisted strings of my heart ─ that I don’t realize we’ve turned into another passage. A passage with an arched opening to the gray world outside. Not one of ice but of deep, dark forests clad in nightfall.

      “Go on then. Mind your steps. Don’t fall in here again or you will catch your death. From me,” she concludes with clenched teeth and gives me a hard shove for the exit.

      I spin around to say thank you and ask her name, but she’s already a shadow disappearing around the corner. Heaving a sigh and hoping I’m not walking right into a forest like the one where the Hag first attacked me, I make a beeline for the exit. I’d rather face a resurrected Hag than stay another minute in those cold, dark tunnels surrounded by thousands of baby bones...and a raving raven who turns them into pretty sculptures.

      Worse. Much, much, much worse!

      As soon as I leave the tunnel and breathe an insane inhale, I’m plucked from the ground and hauled into the air.

      Kyan’s sharp-edged voice grates in my ear, “Time for your punishment, Quinny.”
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            “What fools we gods be…”
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      “You’ll wear a hole in the carpeting and the floor beneath if you keep doing that.”

      I stop pacing before the roaring hearth of the fireplace, shoot a look at my partner...and growl.

      Merikh waves a dismissive hand and departs from his corner in the shadows to approach me. “Don’t bother, Kyanatu. You possessed more than one feather, but you chose the one with my blood on it. You knew what you were doing,” he reminds me while sizing me up.

      What’s more infernal is how Merikh manages to study me like a sadistic yet sultry predator, touching me everywhere without ever lifting a finger. Damned vampire. Quinny may not know what power he possesses, and while it may be limited, I sense my blood warming and my flesh heating.

      “Didn’t think you would pounce on her on her first night within my Court,” I snarl as he circles me, those chiseled nostrils flaring while his eyes stroll across my wings.

      I hiss as he trails a cold breath across the back of my neck and casts a chilled presence to ruffle my wings. All without touching me. I defy the parts of my body that want to surrender to his will.

      “Strictly speaking, she pounced on me. Well...she fell into my lap, but that’s beside the point. While you were off playing ring around the dragon, I merely reserved the right to fuck what rightfully should have been mine with which to bond first.”

      I crook a smile and lift a brow. “And yet, here we are. The youngest monster god-king of the Waste defying expectations and showing up all his brothers, including the most powerful among us.”

      It doesn’t take long for Merikh to snap. Never does. But unlike the others, he doesn’t apply pressure when he grasps my throat. A dark chuckle rears up in me. I raise my proud wings. “Tsk, tsk, tsk, Merry...” the Shadow chastises his fellow demon of another race. “You have felt quite neglected, haven’t you? What a shame you cannot experience how glorious it is to be alive, to feel the essence of all we once were when we ruled the Four Realms. Tell me...did you experience a little taste when you fucked that pretty pink pussy, which has all of us wrapped around it as if it was her pinky?”

      He leans in with those fathomless pupils dilating, dark energy curling across my body to tease my feathers. All the muscles in the vampire’s jaw clench, and I imagine my blood would be boiling if he bore the power I do now.

      “Mmm...whatever taste I had in those moments, I would wager they rivaled whatever the Lord of Storms allows you to sample, Angelus.”

      My spine snaps. All my muscles bulge from the trigger of the name. A name that is a cursed, fallen one which my demon damn well knows. “If you are truly so desperate as to provoke me in this manner, Merikh, I will allow you to suffer longer.”

      Seething through gritted teeth, the vampire tightens his grip on my throat, his eyes darting to my pulse, thick with the warm blood he desires. “Think you, the little ghostly strumpet has the heart to desire, to endure, to love your scars?” His laugh is rich and throaty, and I curse the vampire god’s paradox of mind-melting beauty and bone-chilling horror. Mayce’s beauty may turn heads and crush hearts, but he does not possess like Merikh.

      “She took the heart’s fire of a dragon, let it burn her from the inside out, and rose from the ashes. If she cannot dance with our storm, that is her fault for playing with monsters.”

      “Perhaps I’ll give her mine again, terrify her enough, and spare her the tribulation of facing yours. After all, we both know I alone have stood in the eye where Kyanatu collides with his demon. And had the strength to fucking kneel.”

      I surface, shoving Shadow down, so I may tilt my head and touch my lips to my partner’s brow. “She will kneel before us tonight, brother. I gave her a lull, wrapped her in feather blankets, and sang her to sleep. After I found her half-frozen and exhausted from hours within the hollows, I knew she would need rest to recover her strength before her punishment. But it is time. You will join me, Merikh. Sate your lust with mine and teach our mad, little spirit moth a lesson on straying from the designated path—damned fox or no.”

      “I lead.”

      At first, I pause and cross my arms over my chest. Stare him down after he used that dark, toe-curling purr of a growl on me. Shadow claws at the layers of my mind in rebellion, but we both know we’d rather him win this battle than the other.

      So, I relent, shift my body to the side, and extend a hand in a gesture for him to go first. Merikh glowers and curls his upper lip despite his lack of fangs. It will always be an inbred instinct just as I tried to ruffle my feathers for centuries with no blood pulsing through my pinions. No developed muscles. And brittle bones to support the skeletal structure of my tattered wings.

      “What fools we gods be,” I quip and follow him out of the library and into the outer hall. “We hate our demons with all that we are. And curse them with our souls. But in the end, they are the only ones who accept us and our scars.”

      “Let us see if she will, brother.”
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            "It is our duty to possess you, to protect you in all matters."
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      The raindrops tumbling upon my naked back are the first sign that I’m no longer in the warm, fluffy feather bed in Kyan’s tower.

      When I open my eyes, terror—bone-crunching, blood-curdling, heart-exploding—rips into my skin. I choke on a scream. A thousand reasons and excuses scramble through my brain. But they’re weak compared to my thundering pulse terrorizing my veins and electrifying my nerves.

      I’m chained. And kneeling. On the edge of a pinnacle. Thousands of feet high.

      Brutal wind lashes me and pulls tears from my eyes. The utter horror of it all would be enough to cripple me without the chains.

      When undefinably cool breath roams across the side of my neck, I almost lurch from the relief. But the chains paralyze my body. I can't...I can't move.

      “Little dove, little dove.”

      I want to face him. I want him to see my tears, the anguish bleeding all over my face. But I’m suspended on the edge of this cliff with my face thrust forward—body arched, so my upper half dangles in midair. I can’t even turn my head on account of the metal bite of the collar and the tight chain fixing it in place.

      “Drago prefers the heat of spankings, but Kyan and I had something much colder in mind for your punishment.”

      “Pleasepleasepleasepleasepleeeeeease—” my panicked words ramble together, and I hiccup from the fear. “I’ll do anything, please!” I try to scream, but it leaves like a raspy squeal.

      It feels like I’m frozen in time, caught in the middle of a suicide jump. And even if I risk my life every second with the king, I’ve never had a death wish. No, it’s the opposite.

      “Yes, you will, Quinny dear,” retorts Kyan from the other side, and while Merikh offers no comfort, no encouragement, the fallen angel at least brushes warm knuckles along my cheek. “You will take your punishment like the good girl we all know you are. You will stay here on the highest edge of the Waste world.”

      Goosebumps, without number, clot my bare skin as he continues.

      “The air may be rarified, but I’ve given you a magical inhibitor that shields you from the thin oxygen. Just as I’ve coated your skin in the oil of the angels to prevent it from freezing, though trust me...you will feel every inch of the cold lashing your lovely, spectral flesh. Nor will any lightning bolts strike your body, thanks to the guardian chains.”

      He pats my bottom and imparts a tender kiss on the back of my head. “I trust this discipline will serve as a worthy reminder of how dangerous the regions surrounding my Court of Storms are, my pet. And to obey the words in any of my notes by harnessing your curiosity and flighty impatience enough to wait for my escort next time.”

      Hot, shameful tears burn my eyes but turn to steam at the collision of icy air. I quake at the thought of him leaving me here and leaving me alone most of all. “H-how long?”

      “That is for us to know and you to find out, little dove,” Merikh responds, his words the darkness of thunder vibrating into my being.

      Out of my peripheral vision, I discover him leaving, abandoning me. On my left, Kyan remains with those knuckles draping my cheek again before they settle upon my lower lip, stilling the trembling and the chattering of my teeth.

      “Do you know why I love the mountains so much, Quinny?”

      I flick my eyes down, then gulp, regretting it with vertigo overpowering every other sense.

      “You become one with the adrenaline, but beyond that primal and visceral thrill that feeds on one, it’s the deep emotion of the mountains. If you close your eyes and surrender, Quinny, they will give you all the power you will ever need. But you must also respect such power. As you must respect my word.”

      He pauses, but the pressure on my lower lip increases, giving me no choice but to open my mouth. I gasp from his claw tapping my tongue and drawing a thin line along the curve without shedding blood.

      “We angels have a code. I gifted you with beauty from my own realm that was lost to me. And the first thing you did in your glee to show yourself off was not to wait for me and my brothers to greet you in your splendor at breakfast. Instead, you left the safety of the castle grounds to explore on your own. The punishment must fit the crime, my sweet pet...”

      A sob breaks from my throat. Nausea surges in my stomach while the stain of self-loathing coats my insides. Drago’s explanations were so blatant and abrupt, followed by such physical fire that I never had much time to think about what I’d done.

      As Kyan’s hand departs from my skin, I sense I’ll have much, much more time now.

      “And fox or no fox, Quinny. You are of the utmost importance. And it is our responsibility to keep you safe. It is our duty to possess you, to protect you in all matters. As great as this grieves me, remember this: you are the strongest and sweetest girl I’ve ever known...”

      I blink snowflakes from my lashes. It’s the only form of shock I may truly express, but it’s enough to dam the fear from sending my whole body into a bone-deep panic. The emotion in his voice, the way it breaks...it’s enough to strengthen me. The words are meaningless compared to the raw emotion behind them. Kyan bewilders me. How he can be so loving and tender with his words, gifts, and care but subject me to such a dark place. Is this Kyan or Merikh who has chosen this? Or someone else?

      “Shadow?” I whisper.

      At first, the fallen angel disappears from my line of sight. The panic swallows me. Rips the air from my lungs.

      “Is it getting dark in your great big heart and soul?”

      Not Kyan. I want to shake my head, but the collar prevents it. The demon leans in so close to breathe me in before laughing. The sound is devilish and cruel and plagues the air, echoing off the expanse.

      “You reek of fear, pretty spirit moth. Now, you will know what it feels like when you cannot fly, when you cannot escape. Not even from the demons within your mind.”

      “No...” it’s caught halfway between a whimper and a whisper.

      Cold air whips across my side, and I dart my eyes to each side. Shadow has forsaken me. Kyan has left me. Merikh has abandoned me.

      I gaze out at the endless curtain of ashy gray clouds. The darkness threatens to devour me whole. It might be the opposite of underground, but the scars still prey on me regardless. I cannot take deep inhales and exhales to steady myself because the wind is too fierce and cold, it surges crystals into my nostrils. I cannot curl into a little ball to shrink myself.

      First, I focus on the sight before me.

      Ribbons of gray clouds curtain the sky—ever-moving. Lower peaks pierce the fabric of the gray clouds like towers of a citadel. Snow piles pillow my knees.

      I shiver from the frost.

      No moon sheds silver light to sparkle upon the nearby mountains. No waxing and waning moon to reassure me of the shifting of time.

      Minutes dwindle into a blur. My imagination transforms the gray clouds into specters to haunt me. Phantasms that whirl little snowstorms to flail my hair and face. It’s not long before the strands have iced over and frozen to my cheeks. The crystalline frost feeds on my naked skin.

      What if they don’t return? What if they decide to be done with me once and for all? Or worse: what if I’m not strong enough to last the night?

      My body locks up tighter than the shackles and collar chaining me.

      Worse than the icy wind slaughtering my form, freezing my veins, and chattering my teeth until I am afraid they will break is the fear of turning numb all over again. Of fading into the darkness, becoming nothing more than a ghost to join the lost specters around me.

      Thunder cracks against the mountainside, stunning me from the plague of dark thoughts. I jump so hard, expecting the chains to rattle, but they’re too strong, too anchored. When the raindrops fall, each like a splinter to cut into me, I whisper silent gratitude in my mind for the storm.

      I’d rather feel every ounce of absolute terror as long as I don’t fade again.
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            "You were there for me, Merikh. From the beginning!"
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      “What the fuck have you done?”

      I curl my upper lip to showcase a sharp incisor, warning the bellowing dragon who thunders his way into my Great Hall.

      “I care not if you are the alpha of us, brother...” I confront Drago as he ascends the steps to the dais where our thrones rest.

      I block his way, preventing him from reaching eye level with me. A low growl rumbles from his chest, but I splay my wings in direct opposition, a show of threat.

      “I am the Lord of the Court of Storms. Not you. It is my will and word to do as I see fit. You may prefer kink dungeons with your array of medieval instruments. But there is more to matters of the heart and soul beyond the heat of blood and flesh.”

      Mayce advances toward Drago from behind and cups his partner’s shoulder, steadying the dragon for a breath. In contrast, my partner remains fixed on his throne, monitoring the proceedings, though I feel his eyes boring into my back. Unlike Drago and Mayce, the vampire understands my every move from the smallest twitch to the slightest alteration in my facial expression...down to the barest feather flick.

      “Drago, you have never questioned, much less confronted any of us when we rule in each of our individual courts. Just as we’ve always paid respect to you in yours,” points out Mayce, attempting to ground us with his intellectualism.

      “It’s different now, and he damn well knows it,” Drago nearly roars, brandishing his flames. Murderous adrenaline spikes in my veins.

      But unlike Drago, I am not of fire. Yes, I am as unstable and temperamental but in a far colder and more subtle manner. Merikh is the darkest winter of us. Drago is the hottest summer. Mayce and I round out our foursome.

      Quintessa transcends all fucking four of us.

      “It is my wind that breathed life into the very first spawn upon the earth. It is what is essential to all life. It is what connects us all, along with blood.” I jerk once—a small demonstration of respect to my partner. Then snivel, darkly chortling at the dragon. “Unlike fire which mankind discovered far after as they beat their chests like naked apes.”

      Drago erupts. As do I. Shadow rises in my stead. For once, I allow my demon to take control of everything, including our form. The iridescence of our wings grows darker—blacker than blindness. Our muscles enlarge. We grow beyond the span of Drago. It’s the only reason that Drago’s flames dwindle for a mere moment. I retreat into the darkest places of our shared mind. Even Shadow’s whisper is deathly.

      True to form, Drago shifts into half-dragon form. Cinders and flames rupture from his nostrils—only to be smothered by our wind because we may choose to feed or to snuff. That is the wonder of our power. The temperament of each scenario depends on me. And Mayce. But he always chooses to ground with his fucking rationality and his insufferable need to parent all of us.

      Even now, he puts himself between Drago and me. If he’d bonded with Quintessa, if he bore his full power, he would be a force to be reckoned with—one even Shadow would find challenging. But in his limited form, he is little more than a pebble easily cast aside.

      “She wears scars upon her flesh and in her heart...” croons Shadow, his eyes darkening as he taunts Drago. “But none can love her like an angel fallen apart. Will she fall or will she fly? You cannot save her even if you try.”

      A vein in Drago’s neck snaps. Shadow crouches. We crouch. Gnash our demon teeth at the fucking cinder-headed dragon. Mayce wisely retreats to the far end of the hall.

      And Merikh fucking plunges between us. The darkest shame and the coldest guilt throb deep inside my heart as my partner, the strongest of us, sacrifices himself to the pain. He surrenders to the violence and wrath of hell itself.

      Eyes widening, jaw lowering, head bowing in reverence, Drago steps back. He shifts into the form of a man with his eyes fixed upon the vampire who doesn’t move a muscle, nor makes a sound. On his knees, he bears with the violence of my demon who rips his clothes, claws his back to bloodied gashes, and renders the flesh to tattered strips. Nothing beyond gritted teeth. Still as icy blood. Merikh takes the punishment, so Drago does not.

      And it’s the greatest reason why Mayce and Drago kneel before him. He may be the darkest of us, but Merikh bears the torture of the worst of us.

      Quintessa has not even scratched the surface of all that we are.

      Mayce and Drago turn their backs. They leave. They give us silence. Privacy. Solitude. Respect. It’s only when the demon grows quiet that the storm has passed. By now, full-bodied tremors ripple up Merikh’s spine which trickles with a river of blood.

      “I am the Shadow. You are the blood. If dark things may be loved, will she fly or drown in our unholy flood?”

      When I surface, I circle to my partner’s front. I know better than to interfere with Shadow. Now, as one, we fall to our knees before Merikh and cup his face, touching our brow to his. We put our lips to his cheeks to taste the salt of his tears and the deep weight of the first and the last of the universe. One of many secrets Quintessa must unlock if she wishes to break us of all our curses. And bind all of us—as one incontestable force—to her resurrection spirit.

      We are all varying forms of death.

      She is our light within the darkness. She is our salvation in the darkness of our sin. While she may have faced demons, she has centuries and leagues to go before she understands the depth of ours.

      I don’t disrespect my mate with feeble apologies. Instead, I bear him up with the strength of my wings, carry him to the lake, and coat the surface of his skin. Centuries ago, I learned to respect his choice to let the pain consume him. In some ways, Merikh possessed more demons than any of us, including mine. Not even I reserve the right to know all his secrets.

      Once the skin seals itself with a new tapestry of scars, I lay my mate upon the cold earth near the lake, hover over him, spreading my black wings to shield us from the insipid light of the moon.

      My wind meets his ice. My breath stills in my partner’s wake. His eyes become the eye. His body, the storm. Nothing simple or superficial about our relationship. Drago and Mayce belong to scorched earth. Merikh and I are deep water and dark blood.

      Our lips crash. I become his scars. He becomes mine. Our demons share tears and trauma. Not once would Merikh ever accept me plunging into him from behind. Only facing him. By now, I’ve learned to keep my eyes on the dark swell of his pupils when I penetrate him. It’s his last form of surrender.

      My heart darkens when I consider all the bloodshed I’ve subjected Merikh to. But it pales compared to what he’s endured. The realm of vampires was...nothing like any of ours. I can’t help but wonder how it’s changed in the centuries since Kronos took control of it.

      Ironically, Merikh is drawn most to one like me. In our young years, I was little more than oil of the angels, unable to mix with his water.

      But once we were cursed...once I fell, fuck!

      “It was you!” I gnash my teeth at Merikh as I pump into him and clutch the velvet heat of his cock that throbs within my hand and kisses my palms with the icy metal of his magic crosses. “You were there for me, Merikh. From the beginning!”

      I remember those days of darkness. Of how we, more so than Drago and Mayce, plunged into the Veil, battled the souls, but we’d transformed into nothing more than primal monsters—bound to our hunger and baser natures. No beauty. No emotion. No life. No redemption. No fucking hope!

      “Fucking love you,” I growl. Accept my partner’s mouth as he kisses his response with his possessive mouth.

      His tongue flicks mine, controlling with his emotion, his intimacy. Now, it’s my turn to surrender. I grip his cock, deadlock with his eyes, and rub him hard in a direct challenge.

      Merikh snaps. He growls.

      So, I don’t balk when the vampire reverses our positions to dominate me. Though a storm thunders upon the mountains in the distance, the same mountaintop where we left Quintessa, I meet his eyes. Our lust crashes together. We both tremble when Merikh pulls me out, so he may plunge inside me instead.

      My cock throbs against his belly. He wraps his hand around it. And pumps. Merikh swings his eyes to mine. I watch all his walls crumble before my eyes. His cock pulses inside me. I come from that surrender alone.

      I fall onto the solid chest of my partner, my wings caressing the heated skin of my back.

      And Merikh and I fall asleep until dawn.
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            “I need you…”
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      Hours upon hours later, ice crystals have grown a labyrinth upon my skin. My eyelids have been soldered open. Frost has made a crystalline bed upon my lashes. Whatever tears have shed from my eyes have solidified into crystal drops upon my cheeks. I haven’t stopped shivering. But Kyan spoke the truth: the angel oil he rubbed on my flesh has kept my body from freezing.

      Whatever primal energy or deep emotion exists within these mountains, I can’t feel it.

      I ached for it. I begged for it. I screamed for it until the storm lashed claws of wind to paralyze my vocal cords. It was all I could do to hold onto the pain, the heart-breaking chill gripping my spine and spreading to freeze my nerves and lock all my muscles and bones. It was all I could do to keep myself from fading away.

      Now that the storm has torn its way across the mountains to clear the expanse, I catch my breath. Deep inhale through my nose. Long exhale through my mouth. The lungs of the mountains push their air into mine.

      A warmer breath whispers across my cheek to shiver the crystals, to crack them, to melt them.

      I cannot close my eyes. I cannot drop my shoulders. I cannot cast a deep sigh to show my relief as the fallen angel kisses my ice-coated cheeks to thaw the tears.

      “Oh, Quinny, Quinny dear...” Kyan’s voice cracks from his disappointment—disappointment laced with grief.

      Because I couldn’t surrender as he’d wanted me to.

      Shame presses in on my chest. A deeper weight than the mountains around me. How can I possibly understand his world, much less surrender to it? Drago makes sense. I make sense with him when we just become fire and flesh, blood and heat. Even Merikh and I make more sense because any time he gives me more scars, he shows me his demons.

      How am I supposed to love Kyan’s demon when I cannot hope to understand him?

      The fallen angel breaks the chains. Relief collapses my lungs and melts my whole body as he catches me, lunges from the clifftop, and flies. Utter power pumps through his wings as Kyan bears me in spiraling wind currents toward the lower mountain pinnacles. He doesn’t stop until he’s arrived at the lake, our lake...where Merikh waits.

      Together, they wash me. Together, they heal me. The frosted fingerprints of the highest peak of the Court of Storms melt into the magical water until my skin is clean and whole again. I still shiver as they take turns kissing me with too-tender lips.

      Silence stitches the air between us.

      Staring into their eyes is like gazing into the dark side of the moon. I blink back tears and focus on their touch instead. That timeworn ache proves how I will starve for their touch for eternity.

      So, I lean back against Merikh, against the solid frame of his build. Not a fortress of masculine heat like Drago. No, Merikh is built more like a tower, a pinnacle—one abandoned and lost to time. One haunted by demons and covered within the cracks of time. I am careful not to touch those cracks, the scars upon his skin. The level of the lake hides much of them, and it’s clear he’s concealing them beneath the protective veil of dark water.

      At first, I tilt my head against his shoulder to gaze up at him, finding no solace within the dangerous and severe beauty of his face. Sharp and chiseled angles. A long-suffering scar invades that beauty, carving a delicate laceration down the side of his face, so close to his hairline. It fades at his jaw. Those full lips bear the sins of a past I do not know.

      With tears burning my eyes, I lick my lips and memorize that scar he hides so much. Hides it behind the mass of dark waves like thick lines of ink scrawling down to the center of his neck.

      I ache to touch that scar, to trace my yearning fingers across it and know its history, know him. The not knowing is a disease infecting me. His heart, their hearts are the cure, But when Merikh draws his naked arms out of the water and settles them beneath mine, I almost fall into the water.

      Tendrils of meaning curl into my chest and bleed into my heart. Kyan remains silent, reverent of the moment. But he’s the one to hold my waist to keep me upright, so his partner and I may share this moment of...of what...?

      "Real," Merikh whispers in my ear and the deep weight, the emotional pain is enough to cripple all my organs. “Touch them, Quintessa.”

      Oh, gods! He said my name!

      I whimper. I fall into him. Through a multitude of tears forming a veil before my vision, I touch my fingertips across the trail of those scars. Bereft of ink to swirl and beautify them. All this time believing Merikh hid his scars. To some degree, he may. But he’s never known what to do. How to reclaim them. How to take them back.

      My fingers grow heavy-laden with every moment they cross the tapestry of puckered gashes and lacerations upon his well-muscled arms of pale flesh.

      “Give me your strength, little dove,” he purrs in my ears. “Give me your strength to feel every fucking little thing. I need it, Quintessa.”

      “I need you,” echoes Kyan—in a deep but ethereal voice that is the unholy union between him and his demon, his Shadow, my...my...my Shadow. A low growl resonates from his throat as if he heard my urgings, my feeble stakes to claim him.

      “You are the only one with the power to bring us back to life again,” interjects Merikh in a moment of pure and powerful vulnerability.

      At this moment, I stop tracing the scars on his arms. Stop at the midway point of his forearm. As much as my body trembles with the secret request lingering upon my tongue, I tuck it into a small corner of my heart. Instead, I slowly and tenderly bring my arms to the outer side of his. I show him. Through touch, through pain, through meaning, I don’t eclipse my beauty over his pain. I simply share it.

      “Touch them, Merikh,” I bid him. “Touch me.” The moment that Merikh curves his strong fingers onto my open palms where the scars and ink have married in a beautiful union, I look up into Kyan’s eyes and urge, “Touch them, Shadow. Touch me.”

      The upper half of his wings lift. They remain powerful without ruffling or tightening. My skin becomes their invitation. More tears fall. Time stands still as they take their time. At first, just my arms. Kyan lowers his upper half, so he may press his lips to my ink-covered scars, transcribing his touch upon my beauty, upon my pain, upon my trauma.

      A million little words contained within the soul of every scar. I haven’t shared the story with them. Which makes me just as much of a mystery to them as they are to me. We are fire. We are storms. We are need. We are blood and heat and fire and flesh and bodies.

      But we are not soul and heart and depth and the utter peace of knowing and accepting. We are not the quiet moment of bliss that comes from staring into the abyss and becoming one with it when it stares back.

      Something deep inside me wants and knows we will be.

      For now, I surrender to their fingertips touching and memorizing the scars beneath my tattoos. They cannot possibly understand how much I longed for the pain in a world that was so numb. Just as they cannot understand the pain I want when Kyan unleashes his hard and throbbing cock to vibrate inside me. He pulls out too soon, and I moan right until Merikh stabs his dick so deep within me, forcing me to feel every inch of his metallic crosses.

      With their fingers caressing my arms, their ravenous tongues curling chaotic patterns along my throat and breasts, and their cocks spearing me one at a time, in and out, switching back and forth, I clench hard. I take my power at that moment. I take my pleasure. They don't penetrate me together. Not yet. But Merikh comes close, squeezing in almost right before his partner pulls out.

      I take control over every moment we’ve shared since Kyan first dipped me into this lake alongside his lover/brother.

      And as they share me, as they each thrust into me to build to their release, I take mine first! The energy of the mountains, that magnetic pull he spoke of comes in waves to crash into my body. It licks its lightning in my blood and thunders its way into my nerves like a storm to thrash upon the mountains.

      All those hours, I could not become one with the storm...until now.
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      A growl stirs me from the languid heat of my subconscious.

      A thin sheet barely covers my back, but I’m hardly chilly since I’m sandwiched between Kyan and Merikh. The vampire’s sharp intake of breath is my signal that he’s more than alert. Once I shift so my backside rubs against his already-hard groin, another growl thunders from a chest...but not his chest.

      I gasp and swing my head up, flicking my eyes to the dragon god seething at the end of the bed, ears steaming, nostrils sizzling with embers. A low chuckle behind me while Kyan shows the evidence of his consciousness...and arousal as he pulls me closer to his chest and hums his contentment across my brow. It’s obvious he’s goading Drago when he flexes his wings, stretching them as they grow.

      Just as Drago stiffens, scales rupturing upon his chest, Mayce sways into the room and cups his partner’s shoulder to calm him. “Steady, Drago.” Mayce glances at me, and I blush under the fae king’s hazel eyes ─ a mirror of the golden dawn upon the mountains. While he heaves a sigh for me, he directs his attention to his brothers on either side of me, pinching his eyes. “If anyone has the right to be put out, it’s me.”

      Yes, Mayce is the only one who hasn’t fucked me. The only one whose dynamic with me is still largely unknown. Every time I see him, I can’t help but shrink from his gorgeousness. Even now, clad in long robes of velvet brocade decorated with gold and silver lace, I feel even more naked beneath his gaze. Like the fae can strip me of skin to expose the flesh and muscles.

      Blushing even more, I bite my lower lip and scooch beneath the sheet until I huddle there. Oh, big, big, BIG mistake.

      Bursts of white-hot shock shoot like geysers into me from how I’ve just removed the thin barrier between my vision and...

      “Savage mercies!” I squeak when each massive cock jerks against the sides of my body, demanding my attention.

      I don’t care how hot it is under here from my burning blood, burning cheeks, burning everything. Or how I can barely breathe when faced with two monster god cocks. The uncontained masculine laughter from beyond the sheet has me scooting even further under the covers.

      “Care to come out, little dove?” Merikh lifts the sheet a little, triggering liquid desire straight to my core from his smoldering dark eyes.

      I press my arms over my breasts and cover my mouth with my fists, hoping he didn’t see my embarrassed smile. Almost eye-level with it now, I could simply lower my head and fold my lips around the crown with its magic cross glinting in the shade. Kyan’s cock twitches against the back of my neck.

      “There’s a reason they call it 'morning wood',” retorts Merikh with a husky chuckle while he rubs the top of my mussy gray hair.

      My smile turns to a grin. Last night was so...different. It was cold, deep, and intimate as we shared the surface of our scars. And now...it’s settled in my heart, glittering like a new sunrise.

      It amazes me how fast the winds can change. Not that I mind riding the current. After all, compared to all the generic twig dicks in the borderland, my monsters might as well have logs for their morning wood.

      “Want some breakfast in bed, Quinny dear?” Kyan quips with a hearty laugh.

      Only now am I aware of my hollow belly softly grumbling its hunger. But under the sheets, my eyes are too big for my stomach, so I shouldn’t let my appetite run away with me too much.

      “If anyone’s getting breakfast, it’s me,” barks Drago, his footsteps thundering closer to the bed.

      I fling the sheet back, surprising them all. “Oh, will you?” I sweetly ask, tilting my head to the side. “I’ve never had breakfast in bed before. Pancakes please?”

      Drago loosens the fist he’s brandished at his side. All the muscles in his neck relax as he gazes at me. He blinks, and scales retreat into his skin.

      Before me, Kyan throws his head back with laughter blowing through his nostrils. His fingers lower to poise on my hips, but I focus on Drago first.

      To drive it home, I raise my hands to cup my cheeks and give my dragon the best pouty, puppy face I possibly can.

      “I am the High King of the Waste,” he forces the weak excuse out while a muscle bounces in his cheek from how his eyes roam across my body.

      “But I’m still your queen, aren’t I?”

      His jaw drops. Mayce shifts toward him and elbows his side. “Our little queen desires pancakes, Drago.”

      “And clotted cream with fruit?” I dare to add and then flick my eyes to Mayce. “If you wouldn’t mind terribly, my lord Mayce, I would love more of the dew bread but with some fresh honeycomb. I promise to share...”

      He lifts a brow, and my heartbeat quickens, flutters ─ like an eclipse of little spirit moths. Just as the fae grips Drago’s collar and practically drags him out of the room, I swing my eyes back to Merikh who grips my throat in a firm warning. Oh, gods, I swallow the aching lump in my throat from how sinful he is with his dark waves fracturing his hooded eyes but not disguising the obvious grimace.

      “Little dove, if you even think about─”

      I lurch and press my lips to his. Smile when his dick twitches along my hip. At first, he digs his fingers into my waist like he’s going to jerk me off him, but the moment I lick the seam of his dissenting lips, he relents. He pulls me into his lap instead, and I wrap my arms around his neck and take him deeper until his tongue lashes mine.

      Ugh, I swallow, forcing myself to deny my inner muscles clenching. And the tiny pulses between my thighs. Instead, I touch my brow to Merikh’s and break from his mouth to plead, “Shift mentioned gold-berries the other day. The most celestial fruit ever to grace the realm of angels.”

      He rubs the magic cross along my clit, and I resist the urge to melt against him. Especially with Kyan kissing the back of my shoulders and tracing the swirling patterns of my tattoos.

      My belly rumbles again. Food. Food. Food. I need food first.

      So, I lean in and kiss Merikh’s cheek. “You like to call me little dove. But did you know male birds will work their asses off to forage for food and bring their mates little gifts of seeds or berries during the mating phase? Well, your little dove is truly, very hungry. If you bring me some gold-berries, I’ll feed them to you one by one and suck the juice from your lips before I have you for dessert,” I hint and lower my hand toward his groin.

      With a deep growl, Merikh seizes my wrist and forces my hand to my back. I love the way the groan in his chest vibrates into my breasts, prompting the flesh to grow heavier and my nipples to pucker.

      At first, his eyes darken with intensity. All his ridged muscles cord tighter. I wonder if he’s about to turn me over his knee and spank me for my impudence. Even the scars on his body seem to throb. And the unholy madness in his eyes almost makes me want to drop to my knees, fold my lips around his crown, and slowly and steadily worship his cock like the unworthy slut that I am.

      “I’ll get you the damn berries,” he says through clenched teeth, but I recognize the gravelly timbre in his voice.

      My heart does a leap in my chest, and I couldn't care less how Merikh shoves me at Kyan before getting up with every inch of that impossible rod bouncing. I lean into Kyan, feeling a delightful pleasure twinging inside me at the thought of these kings, these gods waiting on me hand and foot.

      One left.

      I turn to Kyan and swallow, parting my lips. I try not to swoon at how beautiful he is in the morning with his messy dark hair, the shadow of stubble upon his sculpted jaw, the masculine tower of his neck, and those full lips pressing into a tight seam.

      He snaps his wings against his back and cups my chin. “Tread carefully, Quinny. It is my Court of Storms you reside in. And there are worse disciplines than the mountaintop.”

      “I-I just wanted to thank you...for last night.” My lower lip trembles from my pronouncement because I can’t drop my face with him clutching my chin.

      Kyan toys with the ends of my hair, but the shadows swarming around his eyes and the pulsing of his wings speak volumes. “For what?”

      “For coming back.”

      Before I can even blink, Kyan has me pinned. He straddles me, forcing my wrists to each side of my body. And...oh, savage mercies, he splays his wings. Their great, vast shadows nearly eclipse the entire room. The early gray light streaming through the windows conspires to paint him in a dangerous silhouette. Like some phantasm of an ancient angel god.

      Tears sting my eyes as he presses in on me, and I swear he’s feasting on my vulnerability. “Listen, Quinny. I know every one of my feathers. I know their shape. I know the measurements of their length, width, and circumference. I have memorized each pulsing muscle I’ve honed within my wings. I understand the celestial essence of my blood that fills them...and the nature of my very wing bones, the divine skeleton. So, when I swear upon my very wings that I will always come for you, you must trust me.” He traces my lips, and I blink back tears from the emotion welling up inside me as he finishes, “You must believe with every fiber of your spirit. Don’t fight it by thinking you are unworthy...”

      When he leans in to kiss me, I close my weeping eyes and part my lips to receive him ─ only to hear the maniacal lilt and labored breath across my mouth. "Poor darling, poor soul, how the fallen angel lies so. He believed one once and paid the price. And your ghost will never suffice. How could you ever share their paradise?"

      Icy fear terrorizes my veins as Shadow rubs his lips across mine, a kiss far too tender and genuine for his words to be a lie. “And what of you, Shadow? What do you believe?” I redirect, jutting my chin out to accuse him. “What do you want?”

      Those deep-set eyes shift between mine, and I wonder if his stare could level me until I implode in on myself. It’s the first time I’ve ever witnessed him faltering.

      But I don’t get to respond as Drago and the others file into the room, bearing silver trays heaped with all the food I requested.

      Not allowing me to escape, Kyan draws me onto his lap until my back presses to his heated chest. And with his possessive wings curving around my body, I eagerly lunge for the nearest silver tray and stab my fork into the pancakes.

      No matter what Shadow said about this other “one” in Kyan’s past, I won’t let him, either of them, spoil my ravenous appetite.

      I devour every morsel of food. And the Kings watch me the whole time.
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            “Our little Quinny is an enigma...”
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      I didn’t get to see her expression the first time. But I will forever treasure this one.

      After her breakfast in bed, followed by some dessert, I decided it was high time to escort our little queen to the village. After Steward Eyn-Amaru attended to her, I told my brothers to wait in the hall while I fetched Quinny.

      I approach her from behind. The gray light of the Waste morning streams through the windows to touch the edges of her body, nearly haloing her in its glow. If this were my land, the starlight would eclipse everything else but her. She would become its blinding light.

      Such a pretty soul, a delight for the eyes, but so was Erya, why are you surprised?

      I cage a growl while the muscles in my wings harden and my spine bristles. If Quinny notices the disturbance in the mirror’s reflection before her, she says nothing. For centuries, he hardly bothered with me, content with giving in to our basest and carnal natures. But ever since Erya, the fallen one inside me has become a venom to poison every scrap of my being, including my heart. Or at the very least, its lining or strings. I cannot dream like I used to.

      Instead, I focus on the dream before me.

      A hum of approval vibrates in my chest as I approach her from behind and cup her shoulders. My wings showcase my growing desire, and she dips her chin ever so slightly, blushing at her notice.

      “Kyan, this is...,” she begins, her voice soft and treading, the corner of her mouth creasing in a hesitance bred of emotion, “...too much,” she finishes in a whisper.

      What is perhaps worse than whatever deep-rooted well of dark emotions her response stems from are her tears. They could never taint her lashes by wetting the delicate strands. But they drive a fucking devil harpoon right into my heart.

      Stiffening, I lock my jaw and press my fingers harder upon her shoulders to firmly state, “A queen must go to her subjects in style, Quintessa.”

      She purses her lips, and as much as I narrow my eyes and hold back the annoyed sigh, I flare my nostrils and wave a hand, permitting her to speak.

      “Forgive me, my Lord, but I do not believe you have given me a crown...yet.”

      Oh, she dares to lift her eyes to mine. Eyes glinting. One corner of her mouth teasing into a beguiling smirk. This is where she feels safe—returning to lightening what is dark just as stars shine greatest in the deepest of nights.

      Hmm, sweet Kyan. Erya did not desire a crown. What a curious, dastardly soul this one is! What games she plays with us monstrous immortals!

      Of course, Erya did not desire a crown, I almost bark at him. She had far other things in mind.

      Posturing to my greatest of heights, I resume my authority. She will not dethrone me. “I may punish you for that impertinent and assuming comment later, Quinny dear.” Gods, the way she lifts her shoulders, her entire countenance perking at the idea, sends a wealth of heat surging to my groin. I clear my throat and thread my fingers through a few of her strands that Steward Eyn-Amaru coiled with silver sprite thread. “You may not bear royal blood, but you represent the future of the Court of Storms. Such a future remains but a breath, but I will still attire you in the finest gowns from the winged peoples of the wind of my ancient realm, however lost to me.”

      “I know better not to ask how you come to have these, but will you tell me more about your realm sometime?”

      Her glowing eyes, adorned in black and silver liner, plead with mine, and she holds her breath. Her quickening pulse catches my attention, but my gaze roams lower to her lithe throat. At its base, celestial appliques seal winged patterns spiral and curl to frolic with the ink beautifying her scars. Her chest tightens from her unconstrained breath. With how tightly she holds herself, feeble hopes hovering between us, her breasts plump. My cock throbs. My demon seethes.

      Fuck, I have no base of comparison for this. Erya told me countless stories of her life, dreams, and her passions. Our little Quinny is an enigma wrapped in ink and scars with a burning desire to match the lust of four gods.

      Guard the deepest wounds of your heart. Lest she sink her teeth in and rip you apart! he cackles, resonating the laughter in my mind.

      And with those simple words reminding me of my dark past—

      Our dark past!

      —I offer a meager nod and brush my knuckles across her cheek. “Someday, Quinny.”

      “At least tell me more about the gown!” She gushes and twirls at her reflection in the mirror. The winged tresses bound to the dress backing flick at my cheeks from her action.

      Gods, this girl is relentless! But I can’t resist as I admire her in the attire of the angels. So, I adjust my hard cock beneath my breeches, trace a finger along the chest seals, and say, “These are saint seals. They are a sign and symbol of great honor. Some angel artisans will spend one hundred years crafting them. The greater the sacrifice, the greater the seal.”

      Threading my brows in concern that she will retreat into herself once again, lose herself to whatever thoughts exile her to an isle of isolation or unworthiness, I meet her gaze in the mirror. Find her lips parted in awe. But her blushing cheeks and wide eyes and the sway of her hips show her sweet wonder.

      Spirits, take me! Whatever adjustments I made to my lower regions backfire. Unchecked arousal prompts more blood to my cock, and I imagine it would take a fucking battering ram to tame it from her adoring expression alone. I think of the sacrifices she has already made. How she paid with her life on more than one occasion with Drago. Her trial by fire.

      But air is a different entity.

      “The gown itself is seraph silk,” I indicate to the near-transparent swathes sweeping from the off-the-shoulder gold bands around her upper arms. “The feathers are also seraph. It is a great transgression to steal the shed feathers of our highest clan. But as I still retain the title of their god, these are both sacrifices...and gifts.”

      Quinny fingers the gold feathers stitched into the tresses at her sides while I move closer...and press a firm hand to her bodice beneath her breasts. A smile tugs at my lips from her little gasp. With one finger, I trace the delicate scrawling patterns all over her chest, humming my approval as she leans back while her nipples pebble.

      “This is angel hair,” I tell her as her breath hitches in surprise. “Yes, Quinny dear. The finest of cherubim donations as they only sheer their locks once in a millennium. Your bodice is stitched angel hair, sprite thread, and starstones.”

      It would be a bustier bodice if not for the fine tress of seraph silk connecting the base of the bodice to the crest of her skirts resting upon her lovely round hips. I’d swear they were not so round last week. I don’t hesitate to creep my fingers along that silk until I arrive at the belt.

      “The finest and purest of gold refined in the kilns of heaven.” I grip it with my chest warming from the thrill of her heartbeat thrumming quicker from the intimate moment we share. “And your sumptuous skirts are formed of a combination of constellation satin, embellished with celestial stones forged into the shape of a six-pointed star. Last of all...”

      I turn her toward me. Her chest heaves from her swift, shallow breath. What I love most about our little queen is how raw and real it is, every emotion. Any of us could chalk it up to her years as a 'half-ghost' as she called herself, but that would be a gods-damn lie. It’s within her nature, her very spirit to feel. She reaps the embodiment of emotion in its purest form.

      Oh, what she could teach us, he gushes in a sarcastic taunt. Think you that she may thaw the cold and dark around our hearts? Or find us our soul?

      “Shut up,” I growl, forgetting myself. I tighten all my neck muscles, bracing myself for her expression. But Quinny merely blinks. Then stares. What she does next shrivels all the breath in my lungs.

      She throws her arms around my neck, presses herself closer to me, and whispers, “I once had a Shadow, too.”

      Before I can allow this to sink into me, I fortify that wall of ice around my heart. I don’t tell her about the lodestar gems forming the sacred pattern of the ten-pointed star to represent the Ten United Cities of Angels. At least there were ten before Kronos...

      I don’t have the strength for that now. Not when every expression, every gesture, every word, or whimper seems determined to drive a hot, star-forged spear right through my marrow.

      Instead, I grip her wrist and lead her to the door where my brothers await. “Come now, little queen. It’s time for you to meet your subjects.”
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            “I am the Lord of the Court of Storms…”

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        QUINTESSA

      

      

      “I look like a princess!” I nearly squeal while twirling in the outer hall before the other kings.

      My vision whirls as I take my last twirl too fast. And collide right against Mayce’s chest, instantly blushing when he catches my wrists to steady me with a deep chuckle. As usual, Mayce presents like a fae god with gold whorls gracing the black velvet of his robe, which is open to show his strong, broad chest beneath his trim and tailored tunic. Strands of his golden hair eclipse my cheeks as he leans down and gifts me with a chaste kiss upon my brow.

      “Well, now...” He inclines his head to Drago next to him, and my blood itself ignites at the sight of my hot-blooded dragon god in a long coat—open to exhibit all his ridges of muscle. “What was that old tale about the princess and the dragon?”

      Drago snorts, rolls his eyes, and quicker than an eye flick, he has me in his arms. Pressed against all that corded power. Raised, so I’m just below eye-level with the heavy cowl of fur on his robe tickling my cheeks.

      Oh, gods, his heartbeat beats against my chest, pounding like horse hooves.

      Pressing my fingertips against his scaled chest, I bite my lower lip, then beam at him to say, “I prefer whatever version has the princess saving the dragon.”

      “Hmm...she saved him so he could return the favor,” he purrs against my lips, referencing our history.

      I skim my fingers across his strong and rugged square jaw. And traipse them across his defined cheekbones to cradle the side of his face which dwarfs my little hand. I don’t care if I haven’t seen any other dragons for comparison. It’s set in my mind and branded in my heart: Drago is the most beautiful. And it steals the very breath in my lungs to know he gave up part of his soul, ripped it in half, and seared it onto my half. My will was strong enough to save him. Not my body.

      “Both of you will need saving...from me if we don’t get a move on,” Merikh grumbles low and deep from the shadows.

      I lift my chin to peer over my shoulder, offer the vampire a flutter of my fingers. “Do you need some attention, Merikh?”

      He curls his upper lip, showing off the wealth of white teeth that even the shadows can not hide. Nor can they eclipse his strong frame. I smile. Because he strides from the corner of the room. Because in contrast to his usual black attire, Merikh has chosen white. Crisp collared shirt, ghostly white long coat, and even white breeches.

      Drago pecks my cheek and sets me down so I may pick up my feathered silk skirts and scamper toward Merikh.

      “What do you think?” I twirl again and sway from side to side.

      Merikh blinks. If a vampire could blush, I’d swear it’s happening to him. Or perhaps all the blood drained from his face. Do vampires have blood? My thoughts run away so much, I don’t register Merikh crossing the scraps of distance between us to grip my hips and slam me against the nearest wall. Between the wings and fabric, the gown cushions any blow. But Merikh mutilating my mouth with his and driving my wrists against the wall above my head is well worth the loss of any wall-battering.

      My heart thrums wildly in my chest as he kisses me. All teeth and claws and predatory need.

      Scraping his sharp teeth along my throat, the vampire god purrs against the skin, “Such insolence at addressing me by name and indecorum from lack of bowing. One pretty gown does not turn a sow’s purse of a peasant into a princess. And if my partner had not adorned you so much in his feathered finery, I’d have ripped this right off your person and fucked you from behind against this very wall for your shameless impudence,” he ends with a growl.

      “Mmm...” I hum against his cheek, then rub my lips across it, thrilling in the muscle bouncing in his cheek and the tightening corded muscles of his neck. “You always say the sweetest things to me, Merikh,” I drive it home.

      His pupils dilate. All his muscles bolster. Spine snaps straight with his desire, though I can’t fathom if he’s envisioning fucking me or...stripping my skin to lovely, inked tatters he may wear upon his scars.

      Kyan grips his partner by fisting his hair and hauling him away from me. “Enough! I am still Lord of the Court of Storms. You may disagree, but I have chosen to adorn my little Quinny with the honor of the angels. And if any of you have a damned issue...” The fallen angel preys his deep-set eyes upon his partner first, followed by the other kings. They are so foreboding, the tranquil blue has deepened to a midnight hue as he finishes, “...I’ll be more than gratified to snatch you up, fly you to the highest peak within the Waste, and drop you.”

      Lips parting in awe, I shrink back against the wall, holding myself together, winded by Kyan’s sharp threat. He wouldn’t truly, would he?

      Drago is the first to break the tension with his dark, rumbling chuckle. “She surely would not be so heavily clad in my realm. But for you holy hoverers with your gold palaces and heads in the clouds, I’d say she is the very definition of heavenly.”

      I smile at him, doing my best not to gush.

      I’m still reeling when Mayce strides toward me, takes my hand, and rubs his lips across my knuckles to pronounce, “The saintly seals become you, Quintessa. You have already carried a great sacrifice upon your shoulders. But let us hope you will not fall to the seal of martyrdom, honor or otherwise.”

      Chest tight, I muster a smile. And relax my shoulders when all four kings come around me to escort me beyond the Court of Storms.
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            “It’s…it’s a baby. Babies!”

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        QUINTESSA

      

      

      “Where the sky dresses the trees...” I say with a soft smile as Kyan touches down upon the border of the sprawling village.

      And how vast it is!

      The eerie fog sighs upon the forests, but it can't conceal the houses constructed into the very trees. Ivy lurks upon the houses while long tangles of lichen sway in the breeze from others. The closer we advance, the more I may make out the frost patterning each house and how it’s transformed the forest into a crystalline, dark entity. I gush from the otherworldly beauty of it. We never had such places in the Borderlands.

      No procession greets us. No pomp and circumstance. A shiver skitters up my spine until Kyan drapes his wing around my back, warming me with his feathers.

      “I decided upon a surprise visit this time. What better way to gift my people with the honor of their queen?” He lowers his chin, and I part my lips to accept his tender kiss.

      Right before he nips my lower lip, his pupils dilating as he adds in that defining lilt, “Think this little spirit moth is a queen? She could never rule your demons so unseen.”

      Narrowing my eyes, I thrust out my chest and chin to taunt that demon, “White is my skin, but black are my thoughts. Tell me, Shadow, can you love my scars and my knots?” I finish with a smirk crooking one corner of my mouth.

      He blinks. I can’t discern whether it’s Kyan or Shadow, but all I know is he falters. Setting a hand on my hip, I drive it home, stand on my tiptoes, and kiss his chiseled cheek. Surprise flickers in his eyes, but I can tell his breath has quickened by the movement of his chest and his nostrils pushing it out more.

      I’m even more grateful that the other kings have chosen not to intrude upon the reverent conversation but remain behind us, surveying the unfolding moments.

      Without another word, Kyan coils my arm into his and leads me toward the village.

      No city gates mark the border. No walls to fortify it. But the great trees and their labyrinth of formidable limbs prove enough of a border as we enter the shaded canopy of the forest. Ragged suspension bridges form a crude road system to bind many houses, but Kyan keeps us on the ground level.

      My thoughts run wild at the sight of the people. Everyone is similar to the raven-woman with various bird parts from beaks of differing sizes and shapes to a kaleidoscope of feathers. Some even have talons in place of feet.

      The sight of all four kings entering the treehouse village prompts high-pitched whistles, trills, and chirps. A thrill leaps in my stomach when more and more people issue out of their homes. Many even sweep down from the upper levels, flapping wings and shedding feathers so they may sink to their knees.

      Aside from all the bird-like anatomy, the first thing I notice has my chest lurching, and my feet straying closer to the first line of villagers. When Kyan makes no move to stop me, I pick up my skirts and tear forward. The feathery tresses flutter behind me, and however colorful the plumage of everyone here, I am the only one adorned in gold...and angel wings.

      Excitement hums in my blood while tears clot my throat from the deep, longing ache in my chest. The image of the baby bones in the ice caverns glimmers in my vision, but it can’t darken the sight before me.

      As soon as I arrive at the ragged edge of bird beaks, Kyan raises his voice to thunder through the trees, “You may rise!”

      Eager for a new feeling, a first beginning, I thread my yearning fingers. By now, the tears have formed a veil in my eyes as I gaze upon a few women before me. They blink their beady eyes, reminding me of stars twinkling. And why wouldn’t they be glowing? With such little ones in their arms!

      “Quinny...” Kyan says softly with a tender touch to the small of my back.

      I wouldn’t need to see the lowering of heads and trembling feathers to know the other kings are behind me. But I’m too preoccupied with the few inches of distance between myself and the tiny bird baby in the woman’s arms. A beautiful blend of mousy brown and pale blue feathers covers the infant’s skin, but they are far more fluff. The same tufts of fluff cover the edges of his ears, but other than that and the small, flightless wings, the baby’s features are human. Glowing, chubby cheeks with freckles! Huge, round eyes of deep blue with lashes as fine as gossamer! Those lashes blink as the babe regards me with curiosity. But it lasts for a mere few moments before he turns his head and rubs it against his mother’s feather-cowled neck.

      “Quinny?” Kyan prompts again, cupping my shoulder this time.

      “It’s...it’s a baby. Babies!” I gesture around the village where countless mothers move about with little ones held to their chests by fabric slings.

      “Have you not held a child in all your years?” Mayce wonders, straying closer to my side.

      Drago and Merikh are the most imposing of my four boys, so I’m grateful they’ve kept their dangerous shadows behind us. No need to alarm the poor mothers more than they already are. A fleeting thought has me wondering if they would have rushed to hide their babies, but they are far more intrigued by my presence. It’s not lost on me how their eyes roam along my figure, settling upon the seraph feathers and saint seals.

      Tears escape the corners of my eyes, wrenching me back to Mayce’s question, which seemed but an echo on the wind. I shake my head and say, “In the Borderlands...I was not permitted because...” I lift my arms, gilded by silk and lace. My skin tingles while my blood pulses with life now, but my empty palms with their ink-clad scars are enough to speak of my numb history.

      “One time, I healed a mother shortly after she’d given birth. She offered because she didn’t know, but I couldn’t—” My voice cracks as I share the memory, remembering how much my arms had ached to hold the babe. I was too terrified of dropping the child. So, I ran out of the house as quickly as I could and left my father lashing out at the husband, haggling over payment for the blood I shed to heal her.

      Firm knuckles brush my cheek, but I can’t bring myself to lift my chin to meet Kyan’s gaze. The baby gurgles. His chubby fingers play with his mother’s cowl while she keeps nudging him as if hoping he’ll stop.

      “Mother Gwynara,” Kyan addresses the woman before me, and my belly flutters from him knowing her name. Does he have them all memorized?

      I meet Gwynara’s sharp eyes. She turns down her beak at me, and my hopes deflate in my chest even before Kyan follows with, “Will you surrender your child for a few precious moments to honor your future queen?”

      Heat floods my chest at the pronouncement. While I may be their unofficial queen in private, the knowledge of Kyan’s faith in me strips the breath from my lungs. My knees wobble.

      “No, my lord. I beg your forgiveness, but no.”

      The words feel like a blade skewering my heart. A whimper lodges in my throat as Gwynara wraps her child tighter into her sling, lowers her head in a bow, and offers, “I must return to my home to feed him.”

      At first, hope has me lifting my shoulders and dismissing her refusal as simply her need to feed the babe. After all, he was rubbing his face into her chest and biting at her cowl. But hope proves far more harrowing when several more mothers clutch their babies to their chests, hiding them in their bosoms. They all offer respectful bows before turning away.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I notice Kyan’s wings tightening while his jaw hardens. But I know the fallen angel. He would never harm any of these mothers, much less tear a child from their arms to appease me. And I’d sooner drink poison than accept.

      My stomach knots from dread and confusion while the villagers return to their daily lives. My limbs give out, and I collapse against Kyan, who wraps his wings around my back, cocooning me inside them.

      “Quinny dear. Oh, if I could have spared you this!” he sighs against the top of my head and binds his arms around me as I shudder against him.

      I sniff and rub my head against his chest, feeling far more like a baby bird. This is silly. It’s not as if I’m bleeding or in mortal danger. Carrying on this way over such a small wound...“I shouldn’t be—”

      Merikh is the one who growls behind me, his chilled breath skittering close to my ear and sending fear to congeal my bloodstream. “Hold your tongue, little dove. Those words do not exist when we have seen who you are.”

      Drago rumbles his agreement while finding my wrist beyond Kyan’s wings. “You should know by now, Tessie, never to hide from us.”

      “The Waste is a cold and desolate place,” Mayce echoes off to the side, offering far more with his rationality. “And the people of the Court of Storms have not had such a blessed experience with its queens. And you have waltzed in wearing their long-lost heritage. Take that as no fault of your own. They do not understand...yet. The gray of distrust is the most common emotion here. And you, little queen, are blessed and cursed with showing the full spectrum of your colors to shame their very plumage.”

      More tears fall because all I can think of is that moment I ran. And how I’d be called to heal so many pregnant or birthing mothers—the most common for my vym. Each time it happened, and my father shook his pouch of clinking coins, he’d quip about how I’d fill his purse while my womb would remain forever unfilled.

      Kyan raises his hands from my waist to cup my face and stroke my tears. But as soon as I stare into his dilated pupils and catch that telltale smirk, I know the lilting croon is coming.

      “Poor little spirit moth. She cannot fly with wings so bent from our storm. Will our darkness break her and snuff out her light forever?”

      I thrust my chin at him and press my lips into a hard seam. But before I respond, a familiar voice, piercing and silky, breaks through the air to proclaim, “You may hold my baby!”
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            A too-delicate, tattered organ of shattered armor.
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      Always be seen. Always be used. But never be heard. Never be wanted. These were the lessons I learned young.

      One moment, I’m lost in the darkness with my monsters surrounding me, comforting me, including challenging me—far better than the neglect in my life before the Veil of Souls.

      The next moment, her melodic voice interrupts and tears through my anxiety, my trauma-born grief. At once, the Kings of the Waste shift to my sides: Kyan nearest to me with the edge of his wing skirting my back, Drago on my other side with a possessive, scaled hand around my waist, Merikh breathing his calm ice upon the back of my neck, and Mayce standing on the furthest flank, though he’s positioned himself a step or two ahead of them.

      My breath hitches, mirroring my heart lodging in my throat as the raven woman from the ice caverns approaches with a tiny dark bundle in a sling bound to her chest.

      I drop to my knees with tears like cascading ribbons down my cheeks. If Kyan is offended by my soiling the seraph feather skirts with frost and dirt, he doesn’t say anything.

      But something that is caught between a snort and a high-pitched caw releases from the raven woman’s throat.

      “I knew you were a spoiled queen. I should have assumed you were a dramatic one, too,” she huffs and flares her feathers while advancing closer.

      The growl from Merikh, huff of smoke and embers from Drago, Kyan raising and curving his wings in a warning, and even Mayce retorting, “While her deeds in the Land of Ash have not yet spread to the Court of Storms, rest assured she has earned her saintly seals, Mother...”

      “Zephella,” she snipes while lifting her beak, which serves far more as a nose than a mouth, considering her lips are pressed to a thin line.

      Closer up, I survey how the wing silhouettes on each side of her are not mere attachments to her shoulders. No, they’ve fused into the very skin upon the side of her arms. I swing my eyes to the little bundle in her arms, how she rocks the babe over her shoulder while supporting the head. Ripping apart on the inside, concerned she will change her mind, I muster the strength to meet her eyes and nod my gratitude for her name.

      “Quintessa,” I say softly.

      Her eyes fall to my palms, and it’s the first time anxiety over my scars pulses my blood quicker. As if she’s focused more on the telltale aged wounds beneath the swirling ink adorning them. She sees the pain before the beauty.

      My heart knots in my throat all the more until she closes the distance between us, rolls her eyes, and jerks her head to the village. “Stop your fussing, Quintessa. Come to my home, and you may hold the child while I prepare some brunch.”

      Eyes watery and expectant, I whirl my gaze to the four gods around me, but Kyan speaks first, “I will enter with her. My brothers will keep watch outside your house.”

      “Do as you will, my Lords. You will anyway.”

      Kyan’s brows thread low, shadows around them brewing. I blink, overwhelmed by the exchange, wondering how she speaks to them like that. A flicker of possession sparks inside me because only I reserve the right to respond like that.

      In any case, I accept Kyan taking my hand and raising me up since the gown feathers are heavy. I don’t hesitate to lean my head on his chest when he wraps an arm and wing around my side.

      Along the way, I’d swear my scars must scribble their way right through the silk and lace and feathers girding me. Because the eyes of all the villagers...they are the eyes of the Borderlands people. Suspicious, oppressive with each orb so cold, they prickle a frost sensation upon my skin and grow gooseflesh. As much as Mayce’s words ground me in an explanation, as much as I may understand and even pity them, it doesn’t stop the demons of my birthland from rearing their heads.

      But the treehouse...I ache from how quaint and lovely it is. It’s clear Zephella takes much pride in her home. An organic staircase, constructed into the base of the tree, winds in a half spiral to the treetop level where Zephella leads us. A sweet fragrance drifts through the air, and I close my eyes to inhale the essence of myrrh and incense.

      As if sensing my thoughts, Kyan leans in and murmurs, “Spices from my homeland.”

      When he brushes his knuckles across my cheek, the second time today, and ruffles his feathers, I consider the glint in his eyes. Something lies within that glint. It’s beyond his appreciation of my responses. Beyond the layers of torment from his exile. Inside the glint, it’s more than longing. It’s hope. It hasn’t blossomed into a ray yet, but I feel its twinkling heat regardless.

      Zephella tugs on the rope latch of the heavy oak door to welcome us into her treehouse. Well, welcome is a stretch since she narrows her eyes upon me, sniffs at Kyan, and reminds him, “Your Lordship alone as you’d avowed. Not to make a stink, but I’d rather not have my cottage reeking of flouncy Fae, ruffian dragon, or a debauched bloodsucker.”

      The possession grows with my annoyance until I’m pinning my lips together, balling my hands into fists, and nearly lurching. Kyan grips my elbow, forbidding my movement and holding me back with a chuckle. More amused by me than he is by dismissing the statement. I still blow wind through my nostrils even as he plants a kiss upon my brow and says, “Let it go, Quinny dear. It is not named the Court of Storms for the weather alone.”

      I whip my gaze to him and read between the lines, wagering it’s the temperament of the people. Again, that hopeful glint shows in his eye.

      “Be still, our wild and pretty soul. Of the many things you do not know.”

      I do still. And rise on my tiptoes. Because it’s the first time his eyes have not darkened. The first time Shadow’s eyes have betrayed that glint. The first time he has not crooned or lilted. It’s enough to shake my blood, heat it with curiosity. But the burning in my throat and my arms aching to hold a baby for the first time are far more powerful than my curiosity.

      So, I relax my shoulders and heave a sigh. Then, I notice how Zephella’s hardened chin, shrewd eyes, and tense shoulders soften. The flared wings of her arms settle, and she gestures inside while her other arm cradles the sleeping babe.

      As soon as I enter the treehouse, I gasp, gushing over the surroundings. I don’t care if it’s nothing like the castle, either of the castles. It’s nothing like my former family’s manor in the Borderlands—a manor I earned in blood but took no pride in.

      “It’s beautiful!” I do a little twirl and bring my hands to my lips, uncertain of why the moment overwhelms me so. Or why unbidden tears are falling.

      Since Zephella doesn’t seem to mind my wandering, I rush to the great tree growing through the center of the treehouse. I touch its bark and smile, marveling at the initials in the bark “Z + E” and already wondering about the history behind them.

      On the cusp of the massive tree, a couple steps lead to a large dais, cushioned, with a little library of shelves filled to the brim with books. I don’t dare touch the golden spines, understanding somewhere deep inside me, they are sacred. They are of the angels!

      With Kyan muttering something incoherent to Zephella and chuckling, I clamber down the little dais and to the other side of the room where three great arched windows stream the gray day of the Waste to offer the room plenty of light.

      Zephella embarks into the kitchen through a high rounded opening. I take one step onto the winding staircase but stop in my tracks, thinking better of invading her more personal areas.

      The next thing I know, Zephella approaches me, bird beak straight and poised at me, her eyes warm, her smile soft. By now, she’s unwrapped the baby from whatever sling she’d used. For the life of me, I can’t tell why her demeanor has changed, but when she jerks one finger to the little settee behind me with cushions prepared to prop up my back, I don’t hesitate. I scurry and sit with the feathers flicking the air.

      Kyan stands a few feet away, eyes glinting. It’s enough to steal my breath. No, that’s wrong.

      Zephella levels with me while lowering the baby toward me, pausing only to gesture to my arms. “Form an oval, Quintessa. Support her head with the inset of your arm.”

      I hold my breath. I’ve never been more certain of holding my breath than at this moment. My heart is too delicate. A tattered organ of shattered armor and threadbare strings. Pumping blood by what otherworldly power I can’t fathom.

      And then, she lays the baby in my arms.
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            Quintessa will bear my child.
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      “Oh....my...gods...”

      I love how Quintessa exhales one long breath as if she’d held it for eternity. In some ways, I’d wager she has.

      Again, I stroke my knuckles down her cheek. She flinches. Then, one corner of her mouth curls in the softest and sweetest of smiles as she stares at the sleeping babe in her arms. Fuck, my chest aches. With the ashen light of the Waste haloing her, I almost delude myself into believing she truly is an angel. One I’d have been expected to wed and breed to continue a long line of god-spawn.

      My entire being trembles with the knowledge that I could never wish for anyone but her to wed, to bed, and carry my offspring. Regardless of her lack of wings, she is still just as precious and sweet to me.

      Tsk, tsk, tsk, naïve Kyan. You said the same about Erya.

      Shut up, I growl the warning.

      Wind is so fickle. Moving this way and that. From north to south and east to west.

      She will fly with me as Erya never could! I roar at him while maintaining a stoic expression within the treehouse while Quintessa studies the child, her tears forming tiny wells on the blanket. Whatever your fuckery, I swear by all the souls in the Veil, she will surrender. And she will destroy you.

      It’s the first time he’s ever been rendered silent by my threat. Perhaps it’s more than a threat this time. With how she’d offered herself like a burnt offering as a sacrifice to Drago’s fire, restored his soul, and rose from the ashes after he’d sacrificed half of his soul to save her, it’s the first true spark of hope we’ve had in thousands of years.

      I turn back to Quintessa where she rubs her cheek against the babe’s. A reverent euphoria washes over me as I study her. Once her lips touch the infant’s soft brow, the image of her doing the same to our child ignites all my nerve endings. I peer down at the newborn’s eyelids that seem like velvet, eyelashes soft as fine shadow lines, tiny and puckered heart-shaped mouth making little sucking motions. Dark feathers, so newfound, they are little more than fluff.

      A girl. A daughter, I determine and harden my jaw. One who would look just like our little queen. I let the image sink into my mind, brand an irrevocable seal upon my heart, and swear to all the kingdoms of my lost heavens: Quintessa will bear my child. A god chooses who he wishes, and none may contest him. And this is my realm in the Waste, confound it all if it’s cursed, it’s still mine.

      She doesn’t speak. She simply cherishes and treasures the moments with the child.

      Three massive shadows darken the light around Quintessa, but she doesn’t seem to notice, much less care. A piqued caw leaves Zephella’s throat, and I chuff a laugh from the sight of my brothers standing at the window to catch their glimpse of my little spirit moth holding the babe.

      The moment Zephella lifts her feathered arm and reaches for the curtain rope, all three widen their eyes in alarm and shake their heads wildly. Crooking my mouth into a smirk, I watch Drago shoving the others out of the way, so he can get the last look.

      Right until Merikh claws at his prized, crimson locks and lunges in front of him to spy Quinny. Ruffling my feathers, I blow him a boastful kiss and revel in his seething. And the curtains close, casting her in a warm shade.

      “Come along now to the kitchen. We may not have the angelic delights they have in your fancy fortress, but my adequate fare will fill your belly,” she emphasizes while scrutinizing my girl.

      When Quintessa doesn’t respond, her eyes too lost in the slumbering softness in her arms, I smile at Zephella and press a hand to my chest in thanks. “I believe her trance may be too strong, Mother. But if you will be so kind as to serve the food here, I will feed her.”

      What has my brows threading in surprise is when she stiffens and blows a snort through her mouth. “I will not. You gods and you mollycoddling of your pampered pets!” All my muscles tighten as she advances toward Quintessa and tugs on her chin, wrenching her eyes from the child. “Now, then, I won’t have you spending all day all starry-eyed on my settee. You will come to the kitchen now, so I may feed you. Gods know you need it to keep up with four rakish rulers. All that moaning and groaning,” she quips, beak turned down and pointing like an arrow.

      Quinny turns a delicious shade of red, and her bedroom eyes have me wanting to skip brunch and go straight for dessert. Especially when she purses her lips, swings her eyes to mine for a moment before redirecting her attention to the sleeping form.

      “Could I-could I use the sling?”

      Fuck, her question is so soft, cracked, and pleading. Her silvery eyes glisten while she cradles the newborn’s head, caressing the fine fluff sprouting there. Blood rushes to my cock, but Shadow thrashes in my being and surges a host of memories of Erya into my consciousness. Gritting my teeth, I wince and tighten my feathers, hoping Quintessa didn’t see. Thankfully, her eyes are still on the infant.

      Heaving a piqued sigh, the mother fetches the sling and helps my little pet to secure the babe inside it and binds it tightly to her chest. Quinny rises but keeps one hand on the child’s back. Then, she turns to me, her eyes glowing and glassy. Gods-damn! Yes, damn me, damn all of us! I’ve spent hours memorizing all her expressions. Her adorable anger when she wants to defend us. Those quiet, deep moments of introspection where she parts her lips with a vacant expression, though the inside of her mind is anything but. And her brows lifting to bare her curious wide eyes right before a shy blush paints her cheeks and suffuses her lovely breasts. I’ve followed the path of all her scars and the trails of ink upon them.

      Nothing compares to this moment—to her eyes shining like diamonds beneath black moth-wing lashes, her smile soft and aching as she swallows. Every time I think of this, it will tear my pulse to thrash through my veins like a windstorm.

      So, I have no qualms about touching one finger beneath her chin, lifting her face, and humming the vow, “I will put one inside you soon, Quinny dear.”

      Her eyes light up all the more, but she doesn’t respond before Zephella huffs, takes her by the arm, and leads her into the kitchen. I draw my wings tight, following and learning the mother has not yet prepared anything.

      For the next few minutes, I simply lean against the wall, observing as Zephella puts our little pet to work. Cutting slices of crusty bread, frying fresh fish on the mother’s stovetop, and even fetching an assortment of nuts and fruit from the nearby closet. I imagine my brothers must be wearing holes in the treehouse balcony with their pacing. Now and then, my feathers flutter whenever Zephella scolds my pet if she cuts the bread too unevenly, leaves the fish too long on one side, or brings the wrong fruit.

      Quintessa cows every time, lowering her head in a meager nod. My chest tightens, and I screw my brows low because I want to banish those insecurities and gift her with the freedom she needs to fly as she was meant to. The multitude of scars is evidence of her excruciating need to please while her ink proves how relentless she is in her pursuit of beauty and reclaim. More impressive is how Quintessa minds the babe the entire time: hand supporting her head and careful not to get the bundle too close to the fire.

      And then, Zephella jerks a finger to the rope handle in the center of the floor with a faint, rectangular outline surrounding it. “You get some eggs from the root cellar,” caws the mother.

      Quintessa freezes.

      I come off the wall, reading that expression of wide-eyed, white shock, goosebump-inducing fear. A nightmare storming her waking thoughts and shuddering her limbs. A painful burning in my throat confirms that I am not the one who may help with that. My partner is the one who will drag her down into the darkness of her soul, so she has no choice but to face her demons.

      Drago is for fire and fun, Mayce is for roots and relationship, Merikh is for blood and baptism, and I—

      “I’ll fetch them,” I insist, distracting Quintessa from whatever demons gnash their teeth in her mind.

      Her shoulders relax. Thankfully, Zephella doesn’t object to my help. And we soon sit down at her small oak table to eat.

      During the meal, which Quintessa practically wolfs down despite the grand breakfast we treated her to earlier, the babe sleeps.

      “I fed the fledgling before your arrival,” Zephella explains at the meal’s end while my pet strokes a finger across the child’s cheek.

      “She’s amazing. Such a sweet sleeper. She─”

      “She is named Sylie.”

      Quintessa beams from ear to ear. And my cock throbs to hard life in my breeches. Damn it all to hell, if she does that again, I’ll need to fly her right out of here and fuck her on the nearest clifftop.

      “I was there at so many births,” Quintessa shares, and my heart fucking stumbles in its beats as her eyes fill with tears of regret, of misplaced shame. It makes my stomach sink to the fucking floor. If only she could see herself as we do and not as the demons written into her scars.

      Before she may continue, the door to the treehouse bursts open. I rise, stiffening all my muscles from the unannounced visitor: a brown-winged man, young, striking eyes filled with alarm and breath quickening. My first instinct is to move closer to my girl, and I register how I was never so protective, nor possessive with Erya.

      The man freezes in his tracks at the sight of me. And bows. Then, he pins those eyes to Zephella and nods frantically.

      She gets to her feet and juts her chin at Quintessa. “Would you like to be at one again?”
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            “Show them your light!”
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      From the first moment that I welcomed the babe into my arms, I stitched the tattered strings of my heart together.

      A new memory, a first feeling to rewrite the history of my empty arms whenever I’d yearned to hold a child. These moments are the needles scrawling delicate ink upon my skin.

      When Zephella invites me to a labor, to a birth just after the man with brown hair, brown eyes, and brown wings has burst into the treehouse, I freeze. Caught halfway between my whole body lurching with willingness and my heart retreating into the barest recesses of my chest like a frightened creature.

      “I am a midwife,” explains Zephella as she gathers a sack bound to a strong rope she heaves over her shoulders. “You are welcome to come.” She doesn’t mention the Kings.

      The brown-winged man lingers near the door left ajar, his fingers tight, shoulders edge. His throat bobs, showing his anxiety even more than his eyes.

      Licking my lips, I gaze down at little Sylie. It would be safer to stay here. Safer to simply be in this place with the life in my arms. I consider the small handful of births where I failed...and the price I paid for that failure. Invisible icy fingers crawl along my spine. An unseen force I’ve been running from my whole life spreads into my veins to poison my blood. I’m frozen in that place.

      They all fade from Kyan’s touch when his knuckles stroke my cheek again. A reminder of how I’m not a half-ghost anymore. Chest warming, blood thawing from the simple caress, I muster a faint yet strong smile and nod my acceptance to Zephella.

      “Come, then. We have no time to waste.”

      As soon as I step outside behind Zephella, the three Kings waiting for me smile. Well, what passes for a smile from Merikh which is more of a softened frown. The shadow of Kyan’s wings eclipses me and the sleeping child at my chest. I don’t have the chance to offer them more than a passing glimpse.

      Not when I must quicken my steps to keep pace with Zephella and the man with the brown wings. While they may not fly, the feathers fused into their arms give their bodies more lightness. Now and then, I notice how they flutter above the walkways—an interconnected system of bridges and staircases and paths to bind the treehouses as one village.

      Several feet ahead of me, they cross another bridge and turn another corner, disappearing from sight. I may have feathers, but I simply wear mine. I’ve never felt more imprisoned by gravity. Then, Kyan plucks me from the ground with his strong arms, raising me higher. His wings striking the air and stirring the branches of the trees. I breathe a relieved sigh. He bears me in a honeymoon hold, so I am free to cradle the sling housing the precious cargo. The other Kings have no trouble keeping pace.

      The fallen angel must dodge and swing to evade the branches clawing at one another from the thrust of his wind. Wherever he flies, villagers retreat into their homes or close their curtains. I’d swear they reserve their icy features with narrow-slitted eyes for me...not Kyan. My pulse hammers. I part my lips and look at the babe as the wind ruffles the dark fluff on her head. If I remind them of some ancient torment, would it have been better for me not to have come? Or...

      Something flutters in my chest like frantic moth wings. Could I possibly gain their trust? Have I even gained Kyan’s? As he bears to the left, making for a larger treehouse in the center of the village where Zephella and the man enter, I look up. Meet his eyes even as he curves his wings to prepare for a landing.

      He lowers his chin. Pupils dilating. Grip strengthening. Claws extending. And I tilt my head to the side to welcome whatever words Shadow has for me.

      “Show me those wounds in your soul so dark. Show me those scars and your pretty cursed marks,” he bids me in a whisper, a breath like cold feathers caressing my skin and raising the hairs on the back of my neck.

      I swallow hard, understanding what he wants. But he’s landed before the treehouse, and Zephella has entered. Eager for a gap of distance between me and Kyan’s demon, I take longer strides and hurry into the larger house. The layout is similar to Zephella’s but only more expansive. And more clutter, more books, more plants, or what serves for plants in the Waste. I smile at the weeping roses. And the bigger tree in the center.

      “Make haste!” caws Zephella, her beak and eyes targeting me as she makes her way up the winding staircase to the second floor.

      Out of the corner of my eye, Kyan and the other Kings linger beyond the doorway, understanding they are not invited to this moment. Without a second’s hesitation, I clamber up the stairs, supporting Sylie’s neck with one hand while I grip the railing and watch my footing on the strong but crude wooden steps.

      The second floor leads to a large rotunda of a bedroom with six arched windows and a bed against the far left wall. The quiet groans and labored breaths are familiar sounds, but each one pierces through the fabric of my consciousness to dredge up a thousand memories. I stop a few feet short of the bed. Struggle to control my breath from the sight of the birthing mother lying upon several thick blankets.

      On one side of her, the brown-winged man holds her hand. No, more like she’s locked his palm in a death grip—strong enough to break knuckles. But despite his strained neck muscles and the color drained from his face, he doesn’t voice one peep of a complaint. On the other, Zephella advances toward the bed where a tall man stands nearby with his hands folded as he speaks tender, encouraging words to the mother.

      Curious, I lift my brows as I take a moment to study him. Soft black strands of his hair cascade down his back in a neat plait. His skin is pale but not sickly. The muscles in his cheeks are calm as he stares at the birthing mother with thick lashes framing his deep-set eyes. When he shifts them to my figure, I almost shrink from their color—a mirrored version of mine. The icy gray of his spectral orbs could pass for the twins of my eyes. They pierce. A perception so sharp, I feel his gaze knifing right to my core. And then, the corners of his lips curl into a welcoming smile. One that seems to hum its warmth into my belly. He nods a silent greeting.

      I break first. And swing my eyes to the bed.

      “Damn!” hisses Zephella, and my chest tightens in concern from how she’s pressing upon the mother’s belly. “The baby turned. Fine naught a few days ago. Quintessa, come here,” she commands.

      My feet have sealed to the floor. A tremor shudders through me. My breath hitches. My heart rate gallops while my blood thunders in my ears. A baby in breech. The cord wrapped around the boy’s neck. Skin so white. Lips too blue. Eyes hollow. Soul stripped away. My vym was not enough to save him. I failed. The terror tears through me. My trauma ices my veins with the essence of tragedy. And the sleeping child in my arms feels heavier than a millstone.

      I’m ready to run again when a firm nudge upon my back jolts me out of my memories. I spin to find the Lord of the Court of Storms behind me. His massive wings splayed, skirting each wall. Despite the shadows surrounding me, his sudden presence steadies my spasming chest. I suck a deep breath to fill my struggling lungs as he curves his wings around the edges of my body.

      “Time to show me your pretty haunted heart. Time to show them your pretty binding art,” Shadow croons, but his brutal eyes suggest no humor. They and his wings hemming me in allow me no escape.

      “Kr-Kronos,” I begin, but my voice is so hoarse and cracked from raw fear, I must try again, “Kronos said he devoured my vym.”

      Yes, I survived the Hag’s trial, found Drago’s soul, and died in the process. Our spirits met in that shadowland in passing, but I can’t possibly know what happened in those moments. Drago didn’t speak of it. And we’ve had no time to discuss it here in the Court of Storms. Did my vym return when he gave me half his soul?

      My mind scrambles through the questions and possibilities. In the background, the mother’s groans deepen. Zephella curses, alerting me to the urgency.

      Kronos said the gods ate my half-soul he was saving for himself. Pieces of my soul and pieces of theirs come to me every time we couple. Does that include my vym? I gaze down at my trembling palms, at the scrollwork of ink over the scars.

      I haven’t tried since before that night.

      “You broke the darkness of ash and flame. Now, break the darkness of your own name.” He lowers his head, and all of me stills as Shadow, not Kyan but Shadow, claims my mouth in a kiss of deep hunger, of thirst, of need. He doesn’t explore with his tongue like Kyan. He doesn’t woo me. No, this kiss is starved and monstrous and filled with everything dark and delicious. He kisses me like I am his air. The very breath in his lungs.

      My spine nearly buckles from the aching power of that kiss.

      “I’ll show you the dark soon, my little spirit moth,” he purrs against my mouth. “Show them your light!” he finishes in a whisper so ferocious and a storm so violent, he doesn’t need to lift one finger.

      I turn. And rush for the bed with Sylie still bound to my chest.
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            You love the ink. Now, love your scars.
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      “Does anyone have a knife?” I dart my eyes around the room.

      It’s the first time I haven’t kept razor blades sewn into any of my clothes. My ink itself seems to tremble when the father hands me a small paring knife—concern etched in his eyes. I don’t know if people in the Waste have binders since this is a cursed world. Magic doesn’t work the same.

      Fear clots my throat as I move toward the bed. The cutting is the simple part. I jerk a little from the pain when I slice a fine line upon one of my old scars, opening the old wound. Not something I normally do, but I hope my vym will awaken through the familiarity.

      My scars are my demons. The ink upon them are my angels.

      The mother unleashes a deep long groan as Zephella gets between her legs and urges her to breathe out a few times. I wince from the sight of the feet crowning from her swollen and stretched slit. The scent of sweat, iron, and salt beneath the fragrances of...my stomach clenches because no familiar sage burns. Nor does lavender oil perfume the sheets.

      Instead, dried bundles of weeping roses linger in vases and dangle on short threads from the ceiling.

      “Gently now, not a big push. Little one,” caws Zephella.

      Up close, the mother is younger than I assumed. The older man standing next to the bed cups the back of her neck, supporting her as she follows Zephella’s instructions. I close my eyes and call to my vym. Panic shudders down my spine when I don’t sense its presence. My ink doesn’t shift or swirl to signal its approach from my blood essence into my veins.

      “Good, Nyrielle,” I learn the mother’s name. “Don’t move. The buttocks are out.”

      I remember the last time I was close to this. How Sarai was suffering from the pre-term miscarriage, how my vym helped deliver the stillborn and healed my friend. I understand the great risk of this birth. If the baby so much as draws a breath in the birth canal...

      Grateful baby Sylie is still asleep in the sling, I cut open a scar on my other palm, waiting. No tingles erupt on the tips of my fingers. No static prickling the hairs to life. The man with gray eyes and dark plait studies me with head tilted much like an owl. Similar to how Kyan’s studied me in the past. Except, he deepens his eyes in suspicion, in apprehension.

      “Elder, fetch me another towel?” Zephella calls to him.

      He offers a firm nod, kisses Nyrielle on the brow, and departs without a word. It’s not lost on me how the mother winces if only through the slightest narrowing of her eyes.

      A few more breaths. A few more grips of the father’s hand.

      More memories strike my brain and launch hot embers into my throat. My mouth is too dry. I can’t swallow.

      “His body hangs,” announces Zephella the moment I slash my arm, and I still. “Nyrielle, you must not move an eyelash,” warns the midwife.

      The legs and feet dangle. Unmoving. My heartstrings unravel. Painful tears splinter through my eyes. Blood oozes down my arm, drips from my palm to stain the bed sheets. I bring the paring knife to the curve of my shoulder when Kyan seizes it, wrenching it from me. When I look up, I gasp to find his pupils dilated. Those eyes bruise me. The great force of his inner predator is on full display while gusts of wind—coming from nowhere—tangle with his feathers and blow his dark hair so wildly, they remind me of black, writhing shadows.

      “You have shed enough blood,” he dictates in an unholy fusion of his own and Shadow’s voice.

      “I have his body,” Zephella says quietly. Out of the corner of my eye, the Elder stands next to the midwife, so I must have missed his entrance when Kyan confronted me. The towel he brought is now wrapped around the baby’s body.

      “Bone and blood and flesh and heart. The dark and demons love your scars. Blood and blade became your bane. Ink and light and beauty from the pain.”

      “Now, push as strong and hard as you can, Nyrielle!”

      Zephella’s voice and the mother’s groaning wails fade in the wake of Kyan and Shadow brutalizing me with those eyes—as dark as craters hewn deep enough to touch the underworld.

      Something lurks beyond that monstrous nature. Something that seduces me through the demons and darkness he’s spoken of.

      “You have shed enough blood.”

      The words resound into the depths of my being. Like a tempest thrashing and tearing through all the jagged memories of my past. All the blood I shed and the babies I could not save. More blood will not bring my vym back.

      With his hand still gripping my wrist to share in the scarlet drops trickling from my palm, I read between the lines to the beautiful threads inside them. This is not my time to sacrifice. This is the time to wait. The time to see the broken parts of me that could not break all of me.

      You love the ink. Now, love your scars.

      I swear the words echo in my mind. But not like a tempest this time. Instead, they whisper. A soft, still, penetrating whisper that breathes into my soul.

      Surrender...

      “Damn!” Zephella curses behind me. “He doesn’t breathe.”

      I close my eyes. And travel deep into my mind.

      Somehow, I summon each and every memory of the failures of little, cold corpses turned to blue. Of mothers crying, of fathers raging. I give them the power to hurt me. Like the walls of a hurricane bruising and battering and bleeding me. And in the eye of their storm, I stare them down and kiss each one. I thank them.

      In that silent eye of eternity, something tingles in my fingertips. More potent than ever. The static courses through my skin like a twinkling of lightning.

      When I open my eyes, every whorl, every pattern, every speck of ink upon my skin dances in beautiful, chaotic whorls. My chest aches because my heart has spun into my throat. I open my mouth to gasp but don’t get the chance.

      My vym sings in my veins! For the first time in all my years, it doesn’t simply flow beyond my skin. It gushes. Every thread of vulnerability surges with it—the power and beauty of the vulnerability in my scars.

      Shining gray ribbons swell and burst from my bloodied hands, sealing the wounds on their way out of my body. As those ribbons arrow toward one source, I arch my back from the overwhelming force.

      The baby.

      They lock onto his little corpse slumbering in his mother’s arms. Pour forth into him. The first of many convulsions rip through me, and I know I’d collapse if Kyan were not anchoring me. His heartbeat pounds against my spine, his heat sealed to my back as I seize with every shimmering strip of vym that escapes from me.

      One strip plunges down the baby’s lifeless throat and nostrils and pulls blood and fluid from each opening. Awed, I part my lips, not daring to take a breath. My vision blurs. But it doesn’t matter. Not when the baby twitches. Not when his chest rises. Oh, gods! Not when he cries! A glorious sound of full, ear-splitting cries from strong, pumping lungs.

      Vym fleeting, fading to a whisper now that its labor is done, I fall against Kyan. The fatigue is not unknown, but it’s more intense than ever. My vision fades. Darkness pulses on the barest edges of my mind.

      A howling blare of bells discharges a fresh round of adrenaline into me. Jerks me from the subconscious. Loud shouts of alarm resonate beyond the walls.

      Kyan hardens at my back. My breath hitches as his wings tighten and curve around me, limiting my vision. But it’s enough to see the strong brown-winged father raising Nyrielle and her baby into his arms and moving toward a large hollow on the side of the room.

      Zephella hisses and practically leaps for me, demanding Sylie. Trembling limbs moving as fast as possible, I give her back the sling with the sleeping baby.

      The Kings plunge through the downstairs door at the same time that the little family closes the heavy oak doors to the hollow, sealing them inside. Kyan stiffens but gathers me into his arms. I cling to him, my fingers practically clawing.

      Confusion mixed with fear pricks the back of my neck as he charges out of the upstairs bedroom and into the main hallway that opens to a view of the main area.

      “Roc attack!” Drago bellows from the first floor, shaking the very foundations of the treehouse.

      The word is sharp and piercing. I can’t begin to fathom what it means. But when Kyan growls and pumps his wings to launch us clear over the balcony to land on the floor while all his muscles bulge, I know it’s nothing good.

      “Merikh,” he commands in a quiet but deep voice while handing me to his partner, “you’re the fastest. Get her back to the Court of Storms.”

      One moment, the vampire’s pupils are black as pinpricks. In the next, terror knifes through me at the sight of those pupils dilating to a bloated, flushing red. A guttural growl lashes from his throat.

      “Blood on her skin,” he snarls.

      My chest tightens from the declaration. It’s true. Despite how my vym healed the wounds, fresh blood still lingers, drying by the second.

      Kyan doesn’t stop when I grapple with him as he transfers me to the vampire. Instead, he coils one firm hand around my throat, leans in, and whispers the spine-chilling words, “Surrender, Quinny. Do not fight it. Do not fight him. Mayce...” he signals the Fae king and gestures to the outside. “Get as many of the villagers inside as you can. Dispel their fears. Drago!”

      Merikh solidifies his hold on me. His pupils do not diminish. Predatory energy radiates off of him in waves to silence my protests. He does not hold me honeymoon-style like Kyan. No, he binds me like a leech to his chest, forcing my arms around his neck, and pressing my cheek to his skin. I breathe in his familiar scent of deep and dark water congregating with his masculine and deadly musk. Sin and suffering tint the edges of that scent.

      “With me, dragon,” proclaims Kyan behind me, his words fading as Merikh makes it to the door.

      He moves.

      I feel nothing but cold and piercing rushes of wind tearing my hair from the braids, feathers from the silk, and even my shoes from my feet. All that remains is Merikh’s shadow devouring me until we arrive at the castle where he deviates to a shadowy alcove tucked behind tangles of thorns and weeping roses.

      I hardly get a chance to breathe before he slams against the stone wall, lashes the blood trails on my hands and arms with his tongue, and grinds against me with the hardest and thickest erection of all four kings. And nothing but those blood orbs gazing back at me.
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            Sometimes, you must surrender to sacrifice.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        KYAN

      

      

      “With me, dragon!” I growl with wind writhing in my hands, ready to release. “Let us show this demon bird what the gods of fire and air can do.”

      Scales rupturing and muzzle forming, Drago follows me into the nearest clearing where we shoot through the gap in the trees. Branches claw at our wings but not enough to delay us. The moment we soar beyond the canopy of the forest, Drago explodes into his full dragon form. Fire stokes his belly. Spikes form along his great tail. I grin to one side. Not just Thayne, then. Thiago has risen to join me in battle.

      I retrieve my longsword, formed of the very stars, which I always keep in the scabbard at my back. Wind thrashes around my wings and flesh at the sight of the roc. The creature beats its wings in a hover, sizing up the threats before it.

      I narrow my eyes, staring down the predator who dares to invade and threaten my people. Gargantuan with layers of white fur and feathers to camouflage itself within the ice region. 300-foot wingspan. Edging out Drago’s 250. Beak as large and deadly as a sword ready to pierce. Talons like great black thorns as large as a grown man and ready to tear. The monstrosity opens its beak, vowing silently to grapple with our flesh. Its most formidable defense is the crystal spikes at the edges of its wings.

      Its hackles rise. Its wings pulse quicker, disturbing the forest, felling whole trees from its force. The bird studies us with bestial eyes, but I know they don’t lack intelligence.

      So, I cover the sound of mine and Thiago’s conversation with a sharp, biting wind surrounding us. “We must drive it from the village,” I tell him, not wanting any destroyed treehouses or casualties, saints forbid. Not that the saints have ever been on our side.

      “I’ll let you be the point man with your pretty toothpick of a blade, provided you don’t end with a quick drop and a sudden stop,” he quips.

      I roll my eyes. “Yes, no need to play fast and loose as you always do, dragon. Make fun of my sword again and I’ll shove it so far up your ass, you’ll be shitting stardust for the next century.”

      I don’t give him the chance to respond. Summoning a forceful gust of wind, I pump my wings in one hard, quick thrust to give me more momentum. The roc lets out an angry screech as I skirt between its legs, narrowly avoid its talons, and swing my sword along its underbelly. Much to my chagrin, all my sword does is slice off a layer of hard-packed fur.

      Out of my peripheral vision, Thiago unleashes a stream of fire. Not a roaring offense. This is just to spread a little heat and get the bird to move where we wish. Away from the village.

      The roc is faster than I expected. It beats its wings, spinning to evade the flames. I curve one wing in a downward thrust to hurl out of the way of its enormous body. One hit from all that packed muscle and hard bone would be enough to crush my body.

      Gathering a fresh gale of wind to trigger the bird, I direct it at its tail feathers, grinning as it opens its beak, screeches, and pursues me across the mountains. I launch a burst of downdraft to slow it while Drago pursues, saving his fire for when he knows he can deal a deadly blow.

      I catch an updraft. And propel a greater force to surge it into another gale. I crest the first peak beyond the village and plunge into the roc’s territory of ice-capped mountains and valleys laden with jagged crystals. I pass over a gap in the valley where the ground caved in. The area where Quintessa fell into the caverns.

      Luring the bird closer to the nearest canyon, I narrow my vision, enhancing my pupils to confirm the labyrinth of countless crystals as keen as any blade. Adrenaline spikes within me at the challenge of navigating through that labyrinth. Of course, the roc will plow through all the crystals, but it will give me the chance to contain it in a narrower space. And get the upper current, so I may attack from the top. Drago won’t be able to pass through.

      So, when I dive between the cliff walls, I’m not surprised to hear my brother’s maddening roar of protest. The roc’s screech drowns out any more. I feel its hot breath far too close to my body. But I harden my jaw and focus on the tangle of ice.

      In a split second, I contort my wings in an uplift, sweeping and rolling into an upside-down flight. Thinner and fewer ice spears closer to the clifftops vs. the broader ones below where the air is darker and colder.

      Rocs may be humongous and fast when soaring, but they can’t soar between cliffs. And as I suspected, the demon bird crashes through a multitude of spear-like crystals. They fall to the ground, clattering and breaking like cold musical notes. Smaller ones prod its wings, but they may as well be frost for how thick those pinions are.

      One long crystal snags on my tunic sleeve, ripping it and slashing my skin. A superficial wound. But the single minor diversion is enough for my body to clench and for another ice blade to slice the tips of two feathers. I growl at the damned bird below me, grip my sword, and weave through the wintry maze. I need one opening for my body to deep dive, so I can drive that sword right through the back of the roc’s neck. One stab through its nervous system.

      All my nerve-endings burning, blood racing, and my heartbeat roaring in my ears, I find the gap fifty feet ahead. And just as I curve my wings, preparing to tuck them and my body into a dive, the roc shifts course.

      “Damn!” I snarl from its great form nearly battering me.

      A volley of flames singes the side of its body, devastating some feathers. At the encroaching end of the canyon, Thiago hovers, pounding the air with his wings. But the damned roc has so much packed muscle with its body climatized to the cold. Unlike my brother who works harder to warm his scales from the frosted wind nipping at them. Wind currents created by me.

      “Damn it all to hell!” I beat my wings harder, stronger, collecting and creating all the wind I can.

      The roc plunges through the opening, talons, and beak primed. Thiago roars flames again, but the roc takes the hit. It flies right through the fire. Not caring how the flames burn off the first layer of fur and feathers to expose some of that slabbed muscle. If Thiago takes the time to turn, the roc will be on him again.

      The monstrous bird closes the distance, opening its beak in a howling screech to signal it’s ready for its prey.

      Then, I surge a strong gale at the base of its body. Throw it off its fucking balance before it can find its mark. My winds prove strong when the roc’s lower half tumbles, its wings struggling to stay upright. It’s enough time for Thiago to ascend, get higher above the mountains. I launch wind at his back, giving the dragon more speed while the roc catches up.

      I reach him first.

      “Any more bright ideas, featherhead?” Thiago fumes, knowing how much I hate the mocking nickname.

      I grit my teeth as we crest the next peak. I could take the creature through a dozen more canyons with the same results. Horror splinters through me when I realize its breath doesn’t heat the air at our backs. When I sweep my body in a full revolution, I curse.

      “It’s circling back to the village!” I shout, hurling myself forward, striking the air.

      Even as I throw another fresh gale at our backs to give us speed, I sense the fatigue in my pinions and in my blood. I’m fucking wavering. Too long since I last bonded with her.

      "She has not saved your soul," he cackles through my vocal cords. Anger vibrates through my chest. He’s the last thing I need. "No, I'm the perfect thing you need," he insists, dominating my voice again as if to drive his point home while I rush toward the roc. Bile rises in my throat. "I'll remind you what you told her. You do not need to shed more blood, Ky."

      “I won’t let that fucking bird attack my people!” I argue.

      The roc is less than a hundred feet from us now. And soaring toward the trees that mark the tree house city. Guilt twists inside me because they wouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t for me—if it wasn’t for my weakness.

      "Sometimes, you must surrender to sacrifice..." hints the fractured part of my being.

      “If I sacrifice, I’m fucking dead!” Anger foams at my mouth.

      My wind dwindles with every second. Thiago gains on me, surpassing my smaller form.

      "Not your sacrifice, Kyan. Not yours...not yet."

      His words pierce my chest. I struggle to breathe as Thiago rushes for the roc. But I recognize the creature’s flight patterns, its muscles tensing. It knows the dragon’s nearly upon him.

      "Much pain. But not death," he assures me.

      “And how can I trust you?” I spit the demand with rage breaking through me. “Our vision is darkened. We cannot see. And you have wanted her to fail since the moment we laid eyes on her in Drago’s court. From the moment we helped her to her feet after our partner had tormented her. And you want me. Suffering in the darkness with you. For eternity.”

      He thrashes in my mind, howling a host of curses like a violent storm. But the closer the dragon encroaches upon the roc from behind, the lower and quieter his voice becomes. Like a goddamn whisper in the eye of the storm.

      Surrender. Surrender, Kyanatu.

      “Thiago!” I yell at my brother and redirect every last iota of the natural wind currents to thrust me up, targeting the precise location I will need to deep-dive.

      The dragon falters, jerking its head back to me just as I knew he would. The roc spins on the frontal currents as I knew it would. It sinks its talons into Thiago’s side and digs its mighty beak into the dragon’s back. Thiago roars from the pain. A roar I’ve never heard the likes of before—more of a high-pitched wail. My brother’s agony pierces my heart, but I silence any regrets, remorse, or throbbing guilt.

      I’m in position.

      Rocs don’t carry their prey back to their nests. They hook on. They grapple until they can gut their food. I’ll gut the bastard first.

      Spinning my wings into the tightest cocoon around my body, harvesting every gust possible to surround me with more momentum, and gripping my sword with two hands, I attack from the top. The monster is too busy grappling with my brother to notice me. Wrath rips through my being. A tempest tears through my veins.

      I don’t make a fucking sound.

      Bringing my sword down, I stab, tunnel, and bore through layers of fur, flesh, and muscle. Down, down, fucking down, I force it! The roc screams. Beak opening. Talons unlocking. But it’s too late for the demon bird to confront me.

      One. More. Thrust.

      The scream slices off before it can finish. The roc’s eyes turn vacant. Its wings give out. All its muscles, lifeless.

      With my sword still buried in the back of its neck, the roc falls hundreds of feet within moments. Crashes against several great trees, felling them in seconds. Great cracks of thunder echo throughout the land from the fall of the monstrous bird. I smirk to myself when I consider how my people will make good use of its corpse.

      But my brother falters. Staggers in midflight. Blood gushes from several pinpointed wounds.

      “That was your plan?” he huffs in a weak voice before the dragon shimmers at its edges, scales disintegrating.

      I know what’s coming. One wing-thrust, and I’m below my brother. Catching him in his man form while his eyes roll to the backs of his head. The wounds remain the same, just smaller in this form.

      Hauling my brother over my shoulder, I pump my worn wings in a downward spiral, aiming for the village.

      We won’t reach the Court of Storms in time.
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            “Adorn my pet.”

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        QORA/NEREYA

      

      

      “Good mine, little Nereya,” Kronos commends me, reasserting his hold upon me. Beyond a claim, it’s ownership that transcends the blood and flesh. He doesn’t say good girl. I'd settle for good whore.

      I try not to tremble upon his approach, but I do anyway. I’ve surrendered into the proper position as he prefers me whenever he comes to his suite at the end of his day. Always tense and strained from ruling the Five Realms. And despite my knowledge he has a host of women in his harem, ever since he brought me to life and gave me a body, he hasn’t touched them once.

      He always uses me.

      With my knees on the floor, my hands palms up, and my chin down, I’ve completed the subservient position required by him upon his entry. Nude. Ever ready for him. Gooseflesh pebbles my skin. What I hate most is how my nipples respond to his presence. And how my pussy grows hot and dampens my folds, oozing down to my thighs.

      I try to excuse it as my body’s association with him. A mere fleshly obedience to his command. But it’s beyond this. While he uses and abuses and degrades me like his favorite toy, I am still his favorite. He wants his toy to last. He takes great pride in his creation. And how he may command my body in any way, including my pleasure. He takes his time in my aftercare, cleaning the cum, blood, spit, and urine from me each time.

      I shiver at the thought of it all. How it’s become an expectation. And an expectation for which my body is prepared. He knows how much I hate his attentiveness. It’s the one thing I hold onto. Hatred. It doesn’t burn unlike all of Quintessa’s emotions which are hot with passion, cold with fear, warm with contentment, and cool with tranquility.

      Hatred is all I feel. Regardless of how my body responds, the ice of sheer hatred lines my veins and crystalizes my very soul.

      “Rise, Nereya,” Kronos commands while removing his heavy outer robe. Lined with fur because it is now winter in his floating isle capital.

      Not that I’ve ever seen snow. I’m imprisoned within a glass globe. But all the snow falls on the outside. And the glass is dark and opaque. Why didn’t I pay more attention to the snowfall in the Borderlands? On Hollow Night, the pure phenomenon would honor the ground and crystalize all the tree branches. Quinn loved it. She could always find joy in the darkest places.

      Perhaps that’s why I didn’t. Because I hated her back then. Hated her but hated myself more, especially for hating her. The closest I could come to love.

      Now, my hate has found a new source.

      Once I rise, he stiffens, neck muscles tightening. I remember to raise my hands and place them behind my neck for his viewing pleasure. The role I assume whenever I stand before him.

      The way his eyes roam across my figure, lingering in my most private of spaces chills my spine while kindling heat in my center. Fluids trickle more from my slit. So damn uncomfortable.

      “Come.” He smiles and wags a finger while moving to the next hall where the supper table ─ as great as any royal hall table ─ rests.

      He doesn’t require a leash for me. His bond upon mine mandates an invisible chain bound to that collar. The first thing I notice in the adjoining hall is the presence of multiple chairs. All my body tenses.

      The Emperor seats himself in his chair, which is far more of a throne, then beckons me to his lap. While I may sit on the barest edges of his knees, he simply chuckles, grips my hips, and forces me back until I feel his iron erection beyond his breeches.

      “Your attempts to resist me are adorable, Nereya. Pitiful but adorable.”

      He cups my chin and directs my eyes to his before tapping my nose as if I’m an impudent child. I want to shrink into myself more than ever, but instead, I find myself arching the second he cups my breast. I lean toward him, desperate for attention, for affection.

      “Rest assured, after tonight, that rebellious chip on your shoulder will fade. Little mine, now you will understand how lenient and attentive I have been with you compared to what will happen.”

      I cannot speak unless he commands. I know better than to since the last time, I spoke without his permission, he locked me in the opposite of a womb room. It was a tomb. Complete with the bones and rotting flesh of whatever poor servant soul had pissed him off. But fear prickles all the hairs on my body.

      With his gloved hand stroking my belly, and my small, pale body overshadowed by his massive one, all the more intimidating by his black robes, I am little more than a luna moth. He is a black reaper.

      “But…” he leans in, collects my hair, and sweeps it to one side of my neck and shoulder, breathing against my jaw before nipping my earlobe. He purrs against my ear and continues, “It will not do for my prize to be so bare. After all, if you are my treasure, you should reflect as such.”

      I can’t fathom what he means until he commands the servants into the room. These are more than just the dressmakers who have come for his fittings from time to time. No, these…these are artisans. I can guess by their individualistic and expressive clothes.

      Two large soldiers advance toward the Emperor.

      Thighs clenching, I hold my breath, as the Emperor dictates, “Adorn my pet.”

      At first, I fool myself into believing a hint of affection graces those words. But he gives permission to the soldiers to hold me down while he brushes my cheek and says, “Make me proud, mine. Show me your beauty as I bestow it upon you.”

      I’m thankful he is not aware of my greatest secret. How I grow more silent the deeper the pain goes. Tonight, I don’t make one sob, one whimper, not even a whisper. In and out of an hour, the servants follow his command to “adorn” me. If it were for his pleasure alone, it would be a lighter burden. But as he’d stipulated: this is to break me down more, to carve away at the rebellious chip inside me.

      Inhaling a deep breath, I close my eyes and lean into the pain as the servants sear the diamonds and rubies into my flesh. No doubt, Kronos has countless technologically advanced methods to do this, but he has arranged for a slower technique. One he claims is to signify a bond between artist and flesh. The erection tenting his breeches suggests his other reasons for this.

      Acid rises in my throat, but I swallow it down and hold back the burning tears as they burn my skin. I can’t deny the beauty of body modification. On my back, they branded larger gems and tiny diamond ropes to create the illusion of a chandelier. They have done the same with my front, but they’ve seared alternating diamonds and rubies beneath my bustline.

      The first time I flinch is when they pierce my nipples. Blood rose diamonds—the rarest in all five realms—fixed to a barbell decorate each side of my buds. My nipples are snug between them. They pierce my navel, and it stings. I hold onto the pain.

      Kronos admires once the artisans have finished and thumbs and pinches each nipple despite how erect they already are. “Such a good, little mine. Now, for your sweet nub…” he eludes, and my breath hitches in my chest.

      My lungs burn from how long I hold my breath during the process. I go deep into my mind, into my soul while they pierce my clit with a ring formed of tiny blood rose diamonds. I only come back once Kronos smiles and plays with my distended clit and pulls back the lips of my swollen pussy.

      “The cream…” he demands of one of the servants who oblige him.

      I arch as he takes a squirt of the cream and works it into my slit and beyond, injecting it into my channel. The effect is instantaneous, tingling and tightening until I realize what’s happened even before he confirms.

      “This tightens and narrows all your inner walls and provides a new lining for your cervix. You will bleed any time I fuck you or command another to do so.”

      My chest tightens at the last words. What does he mean? Another? I have the beginning of my answer once he orders the artisans out and the servants to escort his guests into the dining hall. Guests mean high-ranking officials and nobles within his realm.

      Each studies me with hungry eyes, predatory expressions.

      And when I’m spread and chained to the table, fear surges through me in the understanding: I am the banquet tonight.

      Kronos seats himself on his throne and gestures to the nobles to feast.

      I brace myself, but I can’t fight it when three men battle for my sensitive breasts and stab their tongues against each hard and tender nipple. All their faces, their bodies blur. Unwitting pleasure heats my blood and prompts my body to rise when the men cover my body with their tongues and mouths, working their way down. Tears splinter through my eyes. Breaths stall in my lungs. My throat burns with hot embers.

      Kronos surveys me the entire time from his throne, fist propped on his chin, a malevolent smile creasing his lips. Because I understand now just how far he will take this, how much he wishes to break me. Nor will he let me escape to some deep place in my mind. Any time I try, he tugs on that invisible bond chaining me to him and forces me back to the present.

      Instead, I surrender to the pain. I take my pleasure when they swirl their tongues around my clit, taste my wet folds, and plunge their tongues into my soaked and aching slit. They alternate between laving the flat of their tongue along my clit and tasting my pussy beyond the slit. I orgasm twice.

      Then, they begin to ravage me. They sink their teeth into my breasts. They pull on the still-stinging, pierced nipples. But it doesn’t work out on Kronos’ end. Instead, I get off on the pain and the ownership of the piercings, pretending I am a prized possession, a precious pet like Quintessa is to her monster gods. When my chains are loosened enough to bend my knees and thrust my thighs wider with my feet planted solidly on the table, I imagine the older man disrobing before me is a god. When he spits on his dick, fisting it, I let my vision go blind, fantasizing about someone else, anyone else. He buries himself inside me, and my scream catches in my throat.

      Another gets under me. My eyes burn from tears as I feel his spit while the fluid slides between my ass cheeks. Another shoves his cock without warning into my mouth, deep and hard enough to penetrate my throat. Despite my practice with Kronos, I gag. But he doesn’t care about the saliva streaming out of the sides of my mouth. Just like the other doesn’t care when he rips through my back hole. This time, a whimper escapes. He laughs, gets his arms under mine, and grips my shoulders. I see stars. And feel every inch of the burning pain when he pulls me down hard, so his entire cock can fit inside my dry hole. The scream comes, but it’s muffled by the cock in my throat.

      “Move her head,” one snarls and straddles me. “I’m taking her last place. Love those tits bouncing with those pretty gems.” He positions his dick between the valley of my breasts.

      They all laugh as they fill everything, leaving no part untouched. Pain radiates into all my nerve endings. I can’t lose myself in the dark places in my spirit. So, I hold onto the pain. I rationalize it as karma for every time I tried to kill Quintessa, every time I left marks on her throat or broke one of her limbs. Or how I watched every time she cut herself, shed blood, and healed others with her vym even though she could never heal herself.

      They take turns until each one gets a new hole. As if the Emperor wants to reduce me to the definition of an orifice. I can make believe I am her.

      Not once does he allow me to orgasm. Not until I’m drowning in their sweat, salt, saliva, and cum. And my own blood.

      With all the sated nobles watching from around the table, Kronos forces my arms and legs around him, then shoves his cock into me, fucking me so hard, the table nearly breaks.

      When he commands, I kiss him. When he commands, I moan and scream. When he commands, I climax.

      “Say your name, Nereya,” he growls low in my ear on the last dredges of my orgasm…my little death. Pieces of me splintering and shredding to become tattered echoes.

      Stars bleed, burn, and become black holes to steal my vision.

      I collapse against him, my body shaking, my mind fading.

      And regardless of the punishment to come, I call my name, my true name, the one she gave me, "Qora!"
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            “Do you know how the world will end, little dove?”

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        QUINTESSA

      

      

      “Merikh,” I breathe the whisper with my eyes closed, neck arched, and skin panting from his tongue laving at the blood crusting my skin.

      Merikh rises to tower over me. A bitter chill knifes up my spine from those blood orbs pinning my whole body in place. My lungs claw and claw but find no breath from the vampire who looks more like the dark and wild monster I beheld in the Wailing Woods the first time.

      Wind from the mountains all around the castle howls just beyond the alcove, transforming it into a wind tunnel. But they cannot hope to suffocate the deep, silken growl releasing from his throat. It launches frost into my blood.

      I don’t realize I’m pressing so hard against the back of the alcove until the thorns pierce the skin of my lower back. Pain splinters into my nerves. I shift against his marble-hard body, but he’s immovable, and the thorns are too thick. Too dug in. Like barbs. Tears prick the corners of my eyes.

      “If you value your life as I do,” he whispers in my ear, voice growing louder but deeper and lower to mirror his hawkish glare, “you won’t fucking speak or move. I don’t even want to hear one little sexy whimper out of your throat.”

      My heart does a little somersault, and I say dryly, “My whimpers are sexy?”

      He spins me around to face the wall. So fast. Too fast, I don’t have time to adjust before my hands flatten...right onto more thorns. Still, I bite my tongue and choke on the sob in my throat when his fingers caress the seraph-silk fabric at my lower back where it clings to the blood trickling down to the crack of my backside. My cheeks turn red from mortification.

      His hands come down on the belt, the belt Kyan said is “the finest and purest of gold refined in the kilns of heaven”. One barely-there touch, and he unclasps it. The sumptuous skirts of starry satin with its silvery stones of six-pointed star designs fall with the release of the belt, bunching around my bare feet. The cold, shaded air hits my thighs and my backside covered in little more than thin lace.

      I hiss deeply from the icy pads of Merikh’s fingers tracing the wounded skin where the thorns have embedded. When he seizes one of my wrists, I tug back on instinct until he twists it painfully to see the cluster of thorns pricking my palms. Before, the rain had diluted my blood. Is it stronger to him now?

      His chilled breath feathers the side of my face. I gulp down another sob, but frenzied breaths rush from my nostrils. Those fingers travel lower. He releases my wrist. My nerves spin the second he rips the bloodied lace from my rear. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice him shoving it in the pocket of his waistcoat. Oh, gods, I’d be so turned on by that if crucifixion-worthy thorns weren’t rooted in the flesh so close to my spine. Especially with no other diversions.

      Or with the monster god all others fear breathing his icy hunger along my spine, down, down, down.

      His nose rubs the skin right above the top thorn. I stiffen.

      Merikh pauses there—snarls, “Too much fear in your blood, Quintessa. Deep breaths,” he finishes in a lower, steadier, silkier voice.

      As much as I want to speak, I bite my tongue because...the emotion clots and swells throughout my blood to burn my throat with more tears...he called me Quintessa. So, I draw breaths through my nose, exhale through my mouth. And shiver when he brushes his bitter cold mouth all the way up my back to my shoulders.

      “If I had my venom, I could lick the wounds closed.” He touches my shoulders, digs his fingers into my neck muscles beneath my hair, and peels off the saint seals from my throat and chest.

      I swallow, hands unashamedly shaking with the pain flaring from the thorns. All I want is to hold my quivering stomach where nausea threatens to sear my throat with bile. My chest heaves with dreaded breath. Best to just freeze and let him have what he wants. Like Kyan said, don’t fight. Just surrender.

      “Do you know how the world will end, little dove?” he purrs in my ear while he rips at the stitched angel hair and sprite thread of the bodice. The star stones clatter to the ground, each one like the rapid beat of my heart. While fingering the thin lace of my bralette, Merikh tangles his other hand within my hair and utters, “The poets say it will end with fire or ice. Others, a dying, cold star. And others say a twilight world between death and life. Not with a bang as when it shattered into being. No, a whimper.

      “I despise poets...” his voice hardens to a cruel, diamonded edge before softening again, “But I imagine, little dove, it will sound much like your whimpers.”

      I gasp when his mouth rubs the space just below my ear and down the side of my neck. He settles on my jugular.

      “Do you know it’s the loudest who are the least powerful? Those who need to roar to usurp their dominance?” His fingertips caress my naked arms where gooseflesh has already blossomed. I shudder when his thumbs nip at my underarms, prompting me to lift until he palms my lace-covered breasts. “It is not the hot and monstrous ready to burn the world down. No, little dove, it’s the cold and dark and unfeeling.”

      In one split-second, Merikh tears the flimsy fabric from my chest and turns me to him, leaving me naked and trembling with his shadow devouring my small white body. After his bloody pupils descend, his nostrils flare, and a vein throbs in his brow, Merikh seizes my throat in what is possibly the softest, most delicate grip ever.

      A sob lodges in my throat from how he studies me with those eyes. Like he’s about to reach into my throat, yank out my heart, and hold it pumping in his hands. My blood would trickle down his arm while he debates on whether to squeeze it to a pulp and drink it—or whether to open the hollow of his chest where he may feel its warmth, any warmth for the first time.

      “Merikh...” I say in barely above a whimper, the ones he claims to love.

      I take a tentative step toward him as I try to hold the stitches of my sanity together. With dread swelling everywhere, I stretch a hand toward his chest, quaking more when he doesn’t blink or so much as flick his eyes down. But my fingers find their strength when I curve them onto his white tunic, loosening one button to press my fingertips onto three of his scars.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I circle my thumb upon those scars but don’t rip my gaze from his once as I whisper, “I know what it’s like to be cold. To be dark. To feel...unfeeling.”

      The grip on my throat tightens as those eyes catch fire. What sort of storm twists inside him? A storm of scars and ruin. I can’t believe it’s nothing more than a rotted corpse. Not with the way he looks at me. Not with the way he...unravels me. But the way he’s frozen still like a corpse sends a soul-shattering fear into my veins.

      “Who holds the most power to protect you when this world ends, Quintessa? Who will hold you when your whimpers shame the apocalypse? Can you put your hope in the monsters? When you wish to claim every shard of our damned souls but offer nothing in return? Nothing but the lily-white ghost of your flesh and the pretty roses in your blood?”

      I lick my lips, “Merikh, I—”

      “Have it your way, little dove,” he growls, and I brace for him to strangle me. “Don’t you know better than to tempt angels and dance with demons in the dark of night where moon and stars can never shine, and sun will never rise? You want a glimpse beyond the scars while you share none of your own? Have. It. Your. Way!”

      He rips all breath from my lungs when he seizes my body into his arms and carries me within seconds to the other side of the Court of Storms—to the great black stone bridge. No, he carries me under the bridge, lower and lower until we arrive at the edge of the bank where the icy water rushes over frost-gilded black rocks. This time, I don’t whimper when he shoves me to my knees upon the snows.

      But when he grips the first of the hand-sized thorns and rips them from my spine, I throw my head back and scream!
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            Merikh is healing me…
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      My scream slices off.

      Choked by my throat convulsing. Then, Merikh applies large shards of flat ice to my lower back area. Sweet relief fills me from the ice soothing the burning in my lower back. Thunderstruck, I arch my neck to the pale skies, blinking back tears from his tender care. The edges melt from my body heat. They sluice water to mix with the blood, tainting it. Most of all, the ice reduces the swelling.

      The vampire is...not drinking my blood. Merikh is healing me.

      Shivers, fathomless shivers, crawl through my body and tickle the surface of my skin like moth antennae. I cross my arms over my shuddering chest—my palms on my shoulders. Hold back the cries. Surrender to the tears from the undeniable care in his fingers as he holds the ice to the wounds.

      “If you’d bound yourself to me, constricting the blood vessels would not have been necessary. I could have instantly clotted the blood, eliminated all inflammation and swelling. Closed the flesh.”

      “And would you have?” I murmur, eyes daring to trespass over the curve of my shoulder where he studies my lower back.

      At first, he doesn’t respond. That’s when I notice the blood droplets on my shoulder—from my hand. A couple thorns have transferred to the skin, tumbling onto my collarbone. I barely feel the heat scorching my palms from the smaller thorns.

      At least not until Merikh grips my wrist and picks apart the thorns—one by painstaking one. Each sliver removed splinters a fresh burst of pain. His nostrils flare. Those blood-blotted pupils still have not faded to their usual black. The fear holds me as a frozen captive when he draws my palm to his eye, when he parts his lips of seductive cruelty.

      Nothing like Drago’s full and wicked mouth always bearing a stubborn and knowing upward curve that comes from being the alpha. Nothing like Mayce’s full and sensual mouth with intelligence and charisma stitched in the noble lines. Nothing like Kyan’s shapely pillowed mouth with its hint of sweet lust that can turn dark in a split-second.

      Ten thousand nightmares exist in the seams of Merikh’s mouth.

      Nightmares that all bow to beauty in despair when he drapes a collection of fresh snow onto the wounds in my palm.

      I swing my gaze to his, a gasp shaking loose while my nipples bead to attention beyond the cold wind puckering them.

      “No, Quintessa, I would not have done such a thing,” he answers my question while pressing the tips of his fingers to the snow in my palm until scarlet stains the snow. “I prefer to have you alive, so you may bleed for me later.”

      Collecting a new handful, he replaces them. My hand trembles, but his is steady and even. “Nor did I carry you to Kyan’s healing lake. Or inside the castle where I might call for a host of servants to bring all the healing implements desired and necessary.”

      He lowers his head to my palm, closes his eyes, and inhales the stemming blood scent. One I know must drift into the air beyond the infinitesimal snowflakes. “I have not experienced this depth of pain in centuries. No matter how long, no matter how far I and Kyan’s demon have carved my flesh in the vain hopes the blade might go deep enough to cut my soul.”

      My soul hangs onto every word. My blood, the beat of my heart, my entire being is lost to whatever mystical force exists between us. I may share the gravity of Drago’s soul and a bond with Kyan, but another energy pulls me toward Merikh. A fusion of his dead heart and my live and heated and gushing one. I’m convinced the bottomless sea of who the vampire is, and the power of his need, will wash me away and consume me in his undertow.

      Tears run cold, clinging like frosted salt to my cheeks.

      “The mastery of this thirst, of this desire, of this pain...” he adds. The lust thickening in his voice triggers me to tremble, deeply, soulfully, from his knuckles brushing along my spinal cord, “...is the truest source of power. And the first time I have felt alive in centuries. How could I deny you the opportunity to share in this when you desire my scars so much?”

      Without realizing it, I’ve turned my front to him. With him kneeling before me, his clothed body, his masculine lower chest is close enough for the fabric to rasp my pebbled nipples if I lean in. My legs below the knees have turned numb. The pain of my wounds stings and burns. But none of it matters. Not with how my heart overheats in his presence. Not with my nerves firing on all cylinders even as my blood congeals.

      The moment the vampire lifts his lips to press them to the barest traces of blood left upon my shoulder, the moment the crimson thirst in his pupils fades while they contract, I inhale a deep gust and arch my neck, hoping to claim him.

      He dives down. Captures my mouth. Claims me first. Crushing my lips, crushing my body with my back to the snows now, I bow beneath his attack. It’s the only way to describe it when he chases all the edges and curves of my body with his lips and tongue. He sets fire to my blood and strikes lightning into all my senses.

      I don’t feel the cold anymore. Just the maddening fever coupled with his.

      Fully clothed, he hunts my flesh with his mouth, his tongue, his teeth. Back-to-back whimpers, the kind he loves, flee my throat as he covers the pale swell of my breast with his mouth and suckles. Velvet tongue licking and kissing and circling my nipples. He rouses a healthy inflammation to the peaks when he closes his teeth around each bud and tugs. He nips and nibbles then trains his tongue lower and lower.

      One dip into my navel before he divides my thighs, fingers printing onto the flesh. Wider, he spreads me with my knees thrust to my shoulders where he finds me a panting, flush, and wet mess of craving.

      One collision of our eyes. His don’t swell with bloodthirst, but the hungry glint in one is undeniable. A muscle bounces in his cheek—right before he lowers his mouth between my thighs.

      “Savage mercies!” I cry out, clawing at the ground from him burying his mouth in my pussy.

      With the underside of my legs on Merikh’s strong shoulders and the blood fully stopped from the press of ice and snow, he drinks from me. He drinks the sensual, heated juices of my cunt. Blood craving bowing to flesh-craving. He sucks at my labia, twists his tongue along my folds, probes at my slit, and descends lower to tongue the dark ring until I’m writhing. The ends of my hair fall into the icy rushing water below the bank. All the rest of me is enflamed. Hot tears burn my vision from the attention he trains on my sex—how he circles the swollen clitoris, closes his lips around the plump nub to suckle. He sucks and nibbles the sensitive bud until it’s fat and throbbing. No part of me is unlicked, untouched.

      When his deep groan rumbles into my cunt, it spirals me toward an oblivion of pleasure. Of release he snaps the second he pulls away, flooding my pussy with a cold burst of air. Dragging me back from the precipice just as I jumped.

      “No!” I whimper, but my cry is quickly covered by his mouth.

      And then, he’s filling me.

      By the time he stabs the magic crosses of his unholy vampire cock inside me, he’s prepared me for the feral and cold, steel kiss. He’s turned me inside out. Where my blood was ice, now it’s a lit fuse. My drunken flesh is hot and starved. All for him.

      With my pale, shivering body on the hard ground and his fully clothed, dark form shadowing me, Merikh fucks me right there. Under the bridge. On the bank. In the snow.

      I am faced with the full gravity of the vampire bearing down on me—of brutal thrusts followed by him pulling out, then slamming back in.

      Merikh grips my wrists, fucks me harder and harder until my hair drapes across the frosted rocks of the river. He’s curved my body over the downward slope of the bank, so I must grip his cock as hard as possible with all my inner muscles.

      “That’s right, little dove. Suck me in deep.”

      He looks down to where we are bound and from this angle, I can see his cock pulling out slowly. Inch by excruciating inch, he forces me to feel every last cold, hard lick of his magic cross. And see my arousal coating his thick and rigid length.

      “You’re tight, hot, wet for me. All for me. My fucking, soaked little dove.” The vampire grows harder. Then slams into me. Stretching my flesh wider until I’m burning.

      I’m faced with the devastation of his beauty and savagery with how he fucks me. How his severity sharpens the exquisite lines of his sculpted cheekbones. How he widens me more, fucks me deeper. Kneading my hips, my belly, my breasts, my throat, he replaces every drop of bloodlust and satisfies a flesh one.

      He power-fucks me down to my soul. He carves me open like he’s done to his scars.

      Raiding and ravishing me, Merikh coils one hand around my throat, taps my jugular in the most delicate reminder of what he surrendered, and grinds his mouth against mine. My heart ricochets in my chest. Every last drop of blood smolders. I clench tight around him, feeling my inner muscles spasm and my nerve endings spiral again.

      He swells inside me, grows harder, hotter, thicker. The magic cross is chafing the walls of my inflamed pussy, fueling the pleasure to sing into me. Tears sheen my vision. But they’re not enough to disrupt the vision of him fixated on me. Mouth sealed to mine, all that cold, hard-driven emotion in his eyes bores into me. A million splintered words as those orbs fuck the windows of my soul.

      A cold sweat breaks out on me. All his chest heaves. His hips shooting forward in the throes of his release and his silent eye-fuckery send me over the edge. All my inner muscles clamp down as he drives himself deeper than ever.

      Jaw of iron. Body stiff as ice, he pounds me like the god he is. Snaps. And growls his release. Lower and deeper, the growl vibrates into me, intensifying the electrifying fever storming through me.

      Dark ice surrounds me, but liquid fire erupts inside me. I scream into his mouth as the orgasm ruptures through me and shakes my heart loose until it collides with his.

      And while I know it may be a delusion, wishful thinking, a figment of my imagination, I’d like to think I hear one, withered, telltale beat in his chest.

      With our crushed and unified breath thundering all around us, Merikh pulls out, secures himself back in his breeches, then kisses me again.

      Next, he sweeps me into his arms and carries me to the castle where he commands Eyn-Amaru to bathe me and dress my wounds. Because while he may lower himself to fetching me gold berries, Merikh is the last of the Kings who would ever participate in after care. Nor would I expect him to.

      Under his watchful eye, as he drinks wine, she does all of this and helps me into a thin gold and silver gown, high-waisted, and adorned with more feathers. She braids my hair, and he’s just rising from his chair by the hearth and prowling toward me when Kyan crashes through the door of the bedroom—with Drago in half-dragon form and bleeding all over his scales.
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            The bond between me and Quintessa has just grown wings…
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      She may look exhausted, but Quinny’s eyes are alert and desperate the moment I haul Drago’s bloodied body into the room. “Didn’t have enough time to get him to the lake,” I snort and as the dragon shifter goes boneless in my arms. “No more second honey-cake helpings for you.”

      Quintessa rushes to his side while I dump his ass on the floor. It took a blood transfer from me and him shifting into half-form for me to get him this far.

      Drago doubles over but falls onto his back, coughing, rumbling his anger, “You used my ass for bait, feather-boy. I’d say you owe me all the honey cakes I want.”

      “Drago!” Her exclaimed whisper echoes through the room, enough to silence us all.

      As usual, Merikh lingers in the shadows, but judging by the subtle tension in his shoulders, I know he didn’t drink her blood. I offer him an approving nod as my Quinny kneels before the dragon, careless if he bleeds on her new gown.

      “No carrying on now, Tessie,” he purrs huskily and cups the side of her face with his hand, smearing blood and soil onto her pearly gray skin. “Come! Sit on my cock. Or both of them. That will make me feel better.”

      Her tears are a torment as she cradles his head and narrows her eyes. “Burning gods, Drago!” she whimpers and touches her sweet lips to his brow. Gets the bastard’s scales flexing even if the action just triggers more blood to gush.

      I snap my wings tight to my back and harden my stomach, unashamed of what I had to do. Drago could last long enough to get back to Quinny. The villagers, my people would not have. And they deserve better than the miserable existence they’ve been cursed to bear.

      “I’ll be burning soon enough once that tight, pretty cunt is wrapped around both my cocks and dripping all over me,” growls the asinine alpha while nudging her with his muzzle.

      She blows irritated breath through her nostrils and palms the deep gash in his side where the roc gored him. “I’ll sit on your cocks all you want after I heal you, you damn dragon!”

      I chuff a laugh but flex all my muscles the second she purposefully drags her palm along the keen edge of one flaring scale. Steeling my spine, I set my jaw, hoping she won’t default to her prior instincts. But the tension in my muscles alleviates because she only cuts herself once.

      Gods, she looks gorgeous. Even with my brother’s blood soaking into her gown, she arches her neck up to thrust out her lovely, plump bosom and closes her eyes with the host of her delicate dark gray lashes feathering her upper cheeks.

      Even Merikh is not untouched by her. As the thin streams of vym spiderweb from her skin, my partner advances toward her from the shadows. I mark him. How he’s tilted his head to study her.

      Only Mayce has not returned yet, but I expect he will soon since the roc is taken care of. Fucking Fae in all his fashionable finery is probably soaking up all the attention as he designates portions of the roc prize to each sector in the massive village. Not that it’s uncommon for us gods to delegate minor duties to each other in the event of the main ruler’s absence.

      No sooner do I speak than the Fae bursts through the door, his hair a golden flustered storm. Looks like the messenger I sent about the tragedy of his partner’s injuries reached him. I raise my hand, signaling to him not to disturb Quintessa. Drago has passed out by now, but one gesture from me assures Mayce that his partner is very much alive.

      With the very threads of his robes frazzled, Mayce pauses to zero in on her. Her lips continue in silent prayer while she surges her vym to repair Drago’s internal organs first. Sweat sheens her brow as she moves to his muscles.

      Damn, I love how those shimmery gray ribbons gush from her veins and kindle all the ink on her flesh. Love the way her tattoos swirl like the threads of a flying tapestry. No denying how her essence—all that glorious energy—is like a siren call to me and my brothers. Possessive aggression grips my spine at the thought of anyone harming her. I’d kill them slowly. Torturously.

      Drago fell under her spell the second she stabbed him. Mayce maintains a good front, grounded as always, but it wouldn’t take much for him. Merikh is hot and cold. But his infatuation is unshakable...even if he wars between fucking her and ripping her apart bit by bit until he reaches the sacred chamber of her warm-blooded, scarified heart.

      And I...

      I am the storm that possesses her and protects her in the eye.

      Sensing the rise of the demon inside me, I press my lips into a hard seam. Ironic since he rarely announces himself.

      She is the storm who will destroy you, Kyan. She will take everything from you as Erya did. And you will be left with nothing but yours truly once again.

      Shut the fuck up. I grit my teeth and ball my hands into fists.

      Nothing but your ever faithful and loyal advocate.

      Or perhaps, she is my truest test, my leap of faith.

      Oh, what a leap you must do, Kyan. And we both know you are too broken to leap such a height...and survive.

      Shoving him down, grateful when he decides to stay there, I turn back to Quinny, brow creasing in concern.

      Fatigue weighs her down as she finishes the muscles and knits his perforated flesh. I sense she’s saving the last burst of her vym for his blood. My chest caves in when her head lulls forward. Throat constricting, I step forward, but Merikh crosses the distance between us in less than a second. And seizes my arm, thrusting me back. Damned vampire and his speed. I sharpen my eyes against his but lose the battle before it’s even begun.

      Merikh could stare down the devil himself. And make him shrivel like a worm.

      When I swing my eyes back to her, I understand why he forbade me. A sudden surge of power has engulfed her. I know the source well. I feel the smirk tugging at the one corner of my lips, but the demon inside me is not impressed with how Quintessa has coupled my power with hers. My chest throbs like the damned Shadow is battering it. But my smile grows at how she plays my blood like a beautiful harp, calling my wind to her. I’ll give her my strength.

      You gave her your strength. You gave her your heart. Then you took her to your bed. And she almost ripped you apart! I am your savior, Kyan. Not this little imposter with her pretty gray plumes of light.

      I don’t respond.

      Quintessa’s vym strengthens. It shoots through her pores like thousands of tiny ribbons, targeting the dragon’s hot blood. Yes, one of his most important attributes on account of how often it must leave his brain to fill his two cocks.

      All strands of her moonstone gray hair unravel from their intricate braids from the vym, and I chastise myself internally for giving my brother grief when my insides tighten. And…enough blood swells to my cock to rival his two. Even my breath is fucked from how her vym has coupled with my power, triggering wind to swirl around her, pulling at the feathers and thin silk of her gown.

      She’s wrecking me.

      The Shadow and the deeper reminders of all the ones in my fucked-up mind return the darkest pain into my chest. The betrayal that gave power most to my demon. And the knowledge of how I lost myself for an age. Shoved down to where I felt nothing, no scars of the past. How Shadow became my armor, my fortress while I left my partner to satisfy the demon’s need for sadism.

      And still, I can’t deny my pulse exploding as Quintessa heals my brother. How she’s eclipsed us all with her sacrifice.

      The moment Drago’s people dragged the girl who stabbed him right into the Court of Ash, she dragged my sorry self to the surface. Driven first by unbridled curiosity when they dumped her at our feet. Second, came the need to protect her from the monster we—I created in Merikh by unleashing my monster on him for a millennium.

      And finally...I hadn’t hesitated when I saw her. Shot my hand right into the Veil of Souls, damning it to a skeletal hell until she bonded with me. Restored in full when I fucked her and felt my wings, my true wings for the first time in thousands upon thousands of years.

      Quinny’s eyes open. A glimmer radiates right through them, and I’d swear I behold starlight for the first time since before our curse. The beauty of those eyes, of the way her body softens and melts.

      Fuck, she’s the eye of the storm.

      My winds whirl all around her like the walls of a little tempest. A Quintessa-shaped squall to worship her blood-binder body.

      Until nothing remains to heal. The winds still. Strength returns to my blood. Heat powers through me. And I can hardly wait to sink into her tight, soaked—

      Quinny falls right onto Drago’s unconscious form.

      “The hell?” I rush to her, but Merikh arrives first.

      Mayce strides forward after, his voice chiming in, “Passed out, I presume?”

      “No shit,” I snarl at him. “But she and Drago are soul bonded. It should not have required so much for her to heal him.”

      I haul her into my arms as my partner combs her hair away from her face while flaring his nostrils. Bastard is scenting her.

      “What the fuck are you—”

      “Shut up, Kyanatu.”

      I clamp my mouth shut at his citing my true god name but set my teeth. We will have words later. For now, I bend to the vampire. Stiffen as he jerks up the skirts of her gown, still drenched in dragon blood.

      Unholy wrath bulges all the muscles of my body when he spreads her thighs, gets between them, and pushes his fingers into her center. Not that somnophilia is uncommon for us, but it should be the last thing on our minds...and cocks. A vein throbs in my brow. More strain in my neck. He has two seconds to get his fucking fingers out of my bonded pussy.

      It takes him one to withdraw his fingers coated in her slick. He rises. And with a heavy sigh, says, “I had my suspicions when she was bathed. It took all I had to resist scenting her when she was covered in blood.”

      My heart rate thunders in my ears as I look down at her. Her parted pouty lips. Her soft eyes. Her body and expression utterly serene—apart from the exhaustion crippling her consciousness. Fear rips through me at the thought of any internal damage. If my wind was too much for her and tore a storm inside her.

      “With all the other scents in the village, it’s hardly a surprise we didn’t catch it,” explains Merikh, his eyes traveling higher even as I lower the ends of the dress to cover her. “Especially when we know I bear the sharpest senses even in my cursed state.”

      “What are you blathering on ab—”

      He shoves his fingers so hard toward my nostrils, I flinch before he gives me a bloody nose. But the scent of her slick on his skin is undeniable. The difference in the chemical composition. The unmistakable shift of hormones. The overall increase in her blood supply.

      Blind disbelief tunnels my vision. Followed by that sense of possessiveness gripping my spine again. Except now, it’s an unstoppable venom. It burns through every other emotion and lights a fucking fuse right for my heart.

      Shadow rears up inside me with every shade of rage coloring his hollow, black essence. Because the bond between me and Quintessa has just grown wings. It’s blazed right through the one I and my demon share and rises from the ashes on those fiery wings to soar into the gods-damned sunrise beyond the Veil of Souls.

      I plant my palm on the small swell of her belly. The emotion smolders in my throat as I turn to my partner and confirm in the barest of whispers, "She's pregnant."
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      The second I open my eyes and find two faces jutting their noses an inch from mine, I yelp. But it comes out more like a squeak.

      “Savage Waste, Drago! Mayce!” I blow out frazzled breaths and cup my forehead while leaninginto the pillows. “You scared the stuffings out of me.”

      I dart my gaze between them, confused as to why Drago lies on one side with Mayce on the other. A thin nightdress is all I wear beneath the blankets, and with them so close, it’s little wonder that my nipples pucker. They can’t disguise their desire for attention thanks to these two hemming me in.

      Snorting a chuckle, Drago props his elbow onto the pillow above my head and leans in to kiss my cheek. “We wouldn’t want that now, would we, Mayce?”

      My skin tingles from his chafing stubble as the Fae god combs my strands away from my other cheek to purr low in my ear, “Certainly not when it’s the stuff of which dreams are made of.”

      Warmth spins into my blood with the heated onslaught of Mayce’s deep-set hazel eyes like molten brown earth kindling a flame straight for my pussy. Oh...my mouth waters at his godly beauty, breathtaking down to the cell matter. Like waterfalls of gold, his silken hair ripples down his chest while the exquisite lines of his face perfectly compliment Drago’s slabbed muscles and smoldering energy.

      The only reason I lean closer toward the haven of iron heat, dark red hair, and rakish breaths is due to the soul bond we share. Drago doesn’t give a damn about showing off when he covers my mouth with his. Mayce is too grounded and patient to envy us as the dragon steals my breath and surrounds me with his familiar masculine scent. All smoke, musk, and sweat. More heat riddles through me, kindling moisture along my folds.

      Still, I can’t deny how much I love the hints of possessiveness from the Fae. How his desire manifests with a simple squeeze to my ass. Or rubbing himself against my backside where he marked me. The Fae also prints his lips upon one side of my neck as Drago conquers my mouth. It’s a slow conquest. Not what I’m used to from him. It’s still every bit as deep, but something else lingers beneath his normal fire. A caution and care in his fingers where he grips my hips but doesn’t dig. A tenderness in his tasting tongue.

      He stops the kiss sooner than I expect and cups one cheek. Flushed and wet from their attention, I lick my swollen lips and lower my eyes to the subtle bloom of scales on the dragon shifter’s chest.

      Despite my rumbling and hollow stomach clearly wanting food, I squeeze my shoulders and smile up at him. Sigh when Mayce kisses a trail to my shoulder and palms my rear. “I promised you I’d sit on your cocks after I healed you, didn’t I?” I ask Drago.

      “After you eat, Tessie, my love,” he hums against my lips.

      “Indeed,” agrees Mayce while sliding a hand around my waist to rub my belly. I turn back, threading my brows low at the sly gleam in his eye and the knowing upturn of his lips. “Your stomach sounds like it carries a little dragon in it.”

      Drago chokes on his sudden surge of back-to-back chuckles, and I swing my eyes back to him. Confusion pulses through me.

      “What shall we bring you, Tessie? Pancakes again? Honey straight from the comb? Golden berries? If you desire something spicier, I’ll fly with Thayne to the very ends of the Waste itself to Merikh’s underground realm, trespass into his territory, and bring you back a blood fruit right from his reserves.”

      “And I would travel the distance across the mountains to my Waste-realm to collect my land’s sweetest saffron pudding,” adds Mayce with his hard cock against my spine, competing for territory with Drago’s that throbs against my thigh.

      I almost lurch at their statements. Especially after I had to put on my best pouty face and beg the Kings to bring me some breakfast last time. Now, they volunteer to dote on me. And despite the tantalization of a repeat breakfast, the sky is almost dark. So, I won’t tempt fate.

      Smiling at each of them, I shrug. “I’ll be thrilled with whatever Ollie planned to prepare tonight.”

      “Ollie?” wonders Mayce.

      “Steward Shift, sorry...” I glance down, chewing on my inner cheek, wondering if I’ve made a deep impropriety by giving the Steward a nickname.

      Drago chuffs a rumbling laugh. “I can’t wait to tell him.”

      Panic leaps in my chest, and I reach for Drago, “No! Please don─”

      He kisses my lips, cutting off my fearful words. Now, this kiss is far more like Drago.

      After my third helping of fruit compote, adorned in edible gold leaf, and my second helping of resurrection rice, and my fourth helping of halo honey cakes, I snuggle against Drago, suggestively rubbing one bare foot against his leg.

      By now, they’ve informed me of the reason behind Kyan and Merikh’s absence—how the two Kings had left shortly after Drago and I passed out. Satisfied with the knowledge that I was simply exhausted from two deep blood bindings in so short a time, they left to root out the source of the roc attack. And ensure no others would invade the village. It puts me at more ease for the villagers, but I can’t escape the worry prickling my nerves.

      I’ll feel far more at ease when they return.

      “Another cup of fruit wine, Lady Quinny?” Steward Shift’s ember-like voice crackles behind me.

      For the third time during the meal, Drago steals the cup and downs it whole before I can snatch it up. At first, I throw him an accusatory look until I remember how they brought the food to me and served me.

      “Thank you for the meal, Ollie,” I express with a soft smile.

      He ruffles the abundant feathers around his collar. Oh, if his white fluff could blush...The first time I’d mentioned the nickname, he was taken aback, but I could judge it was not an unpleasant surprise. Now, I’ll just need one for Eyn-Amaru.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t eat the main course of the guardian game. It just...” I cover my mouth at the thought of the pungent scent of the meat, the smoky spices, and the ripe, bloody flesh.

      “Apology accepted, Lady Quinny,” he concludes with a bow while draping a silk cloth over his shoulder.

      The second he’s gone, I flinch at the loss of dragon heat on my one side. “What are you—oh!”

      I moan from Drago capturing my bare feet at the base of the bed where he lowers himself. Not just capturing. My blood warms and slows languidly as he buries his fingers into the tender soles. He’s massaging my feet?

      As I lean back against the bed, closing my eyes as my body grows languid, Mayce shifts my shoulders. With his heady breath casting the scent of sweet herbs, the Fae lifts me up and gets under me until my back is draped across his frame. Nowhere near as ridged with boulders of muscle like Drago, but the Fae still bears the sculpting of fine-rippled sinew. Sinew I feel down to my core as he caresses the knots in my neck and shoulders.

      Moans and sighs without number escape my throat from how they excel at this brand of torment. Mayce’s perfect nails massaging my scalp, Drago’s large fingers caressing my calves with aching tenderness. All my being pulls toward them and their affections. But most to Drago. A gravity in my chest that seems to deepen with every moment.

      I shudder from their reverence, from the heat swelling until sweat breaks out on my skin, and I’m nearly gasping annoyed breaths from the nightgown clinging to my frazzled flesh.

      I inhale deeply when Drago hurls off the heavy blankets while thrusting my nightgown up to my thighs. Fresh air engulfing my legs gives me sweet relief, but it does nothing to ease the tiny spasms between my thighs. Or the heated ache. Or the dampness plaguing my pussy.

      “Oh!” I moan again as my scaled monster adds to it by rubbing his lips along the inside of my knee and roving them up along my inner thigh.

      “Drago!” Mayce growls, and Drago pauses with the heated heaven of his mouth a breath from my sad and desperate center.

      I stiffen from the rare sound issuing from his throat like subtle rolls of thunder. It vibrates into my spine, lighting up my nerves with the Fae god’s dominant impatience.

      “You promised, brother.”

      With a deep grunt, Drago rises while tapering his brows. “Fine, Fae. Your turn.”

      Relief has me relaxing even as Mayce’s chest rises with his anticipation. A smile teases my lips at the feeling of his heartbeat quickening against my back. It nearly pounds out of his chest as he raises my nightgown to bunch at my hips.

      “She needs a little something first.” Oh! I know that tone that has dipped to a sultry, conniving octave in the Fae’s voice. At first, I tense, bracing myself until Mayce kisses down the side of my neck and palms my breast. “Relax your muscles, little one.”

      “Yes, Tessie.” Drago simpers. “Let Daddy Mayce take care of you now.”

      Another low snarl from the Fae, but the telltale curving of one corner of his mouth doesn’t escape me. Or the way his cock jerks behind his breeches at the term. Or how a muscle bounces in his cheek.

      Regardless, I do as he says, take a few deep breaths, and relax the muscles around my sphincter ring. Daddy Mayce, I muse on the word, rolling it around in my mind as the Fae rubs one cheek, squeezing it, and pulling it to one side.

      “That’s it, sweet girl...” he commends me and rubs my erect nipple through the fabric. “Like that, don’t you, Quintessa?” He slowly probes my tight ring with a familiar, cold metallic object. “Like it when my brother calls me “Daddy”, don’t you?”

      As the cone-shaped plug slides in, I understand it’s bigger than the last.

      “Mmm...” I close my eyes and try to lean into the plug as he wiggles it, pushing with the gentlest slowness. The pressure drags burning tears to clog my throat.

      “Mmm, indeed you do, little one. After my ruffian brothers, you need someone like me to take care of you.” More pressure until it’s burning, and the plug pops in.

      I hiss from the hot pressure. Tears sting my eyes, but I’m too preoccupied with Mayce’s words and his attention on my peaked bud. The pressure might hurt, might burn, but the wetness is oozing from my slit.

      “Rest assured, I’ll be the first to fuck this sweet, tight ass. But I’ll take care of you, sweet girl. All of you. Just as I’ll take care of some of you now,” he hums in my ear and nips the lobe, prompting me to whimper while he pumps that plug in and out. A tender but powerful fucking.

      Drago towers over me at the base of the bed, studying his partner. His eyes, like emerald jewels, cast into flame. I tremble as Mayce palms my backside, pushes the plug in deep, then trades places with his partner.

      “Oh, burning gods!”

      I squeal from the Fae king spreading my thighs and kneeling before me in all his heartbreaking beauty. Those cheekbones alone, higher than the Court of Storms spire, higher than the Waste’s highest peak, are the epitome of insanity. I court insanity with one brandish of his full, sensual lips and the subtle glint in his warm and deep eyes that lock on mine.

      “You will feast on the juice of my Fae fruit someday, Quintessa. But tonight, I shall feast on your sweet and dripping juice.”

      I gulp. And he dives. Lightning strikes my nerves with the first flick of his tongue. That’s when I discover Mayce’s true strength.

      “Ohbloodyburninggodsofsavagemercy!”

      I try to squirm, but it’s no wonder why the Fae god wanted Drago behind me. His powerful hands anchor my hips to the bed, forbidding movement. No choice but to surrender to the inexplicable torture of Mayce’s tongue.

      Drago has two cocks and muscles and his fire. Kyan has a vibrating cock and his wings and his...demon. Merikh has a magic cross, his psycho eyes, and all that dark energy with its power to reduce anyone to a melted puddle.

      But Mayce! He has finesse. And gods know what else! I bow to his exquisite mastery of my pussy. He kisses. He worships. He hunts every sensitive nerve in my cunt with that tongue as if he can taste their very location. I gasp from him circling my distended clit with his sinful tongue. He peels back the hood, winks at me, and toggles my swollen nub with one finger, playing me like a finely tuned instrument.

      “Ohhhhhh!” I cry out as he pulls away, knowing exactly how to drag it out.

      “How does she taste?” Drago wonders as his partner laps at my soaked pubic lips, tangling his tongue around my folds while all my inner muscles swell and spasm with need.

      “As heavenly as never-blood berries.” He sucks at my folds, at my swollen nub.

      Drago throws his head back and laughs. The sound reverberates into my spine, heightening my nerve endings. “Just as dangerous I’d imagine. I could get lost in that sweet cunt for centuries.”

      Why would he ask that? Drago knows how I tas─

      I lose all coherent thought when Mayce ravishes my pussy—with his weaponized tongue. Just when I think the pressure can’t intensify more, Drago takes over with the plug, pumping it in and out. Nowhere near the feral grace the Fae has, but it works its power all the same.

      I’m liquefying. Drago’s fire and Mayce’s finesse birth a whole garden, beautifying the blossoms and bringing me to fruition. He drags it out like a world-famous artisan of pussy-pleasuring. Every time the fuse seems ready to ignite, he stops, yanking me away from the cliff. The Fae reduces me to a soaked, throbbing, hot, and pathetic mess of need.

      Mayce increases the fever in my blood with his eyes. Unlike Drago’s deeply hooded, wolfish eyes, Kyan’s depthless blue, or Merikh’s black brutality, Mayce knows how to command, how to mesmerize—I can’t possibly look away. So much passion lies beneath his political persona. Somehow, I know I’m only scratching the surface of what must be a diamond mine buried deep inside the Fae god.

      And he is just as monstrous as the rest of them!

      “Oh,” I release a long and languid moan, my vision darkening and narrowing to nothing but Mayce’s hunger.

      I lose track of how long he’s denied me the orgasm. An hour? My body has broken out in a sweat that feels more like baptism. Two? My limbs have shuddered for so long, I doubt they will ever regain solid mobility. Three?

      Once more, in what I can only pray is the final time, he teases my slit. And gently, excruciatingly, he slides three fingers into my starved and soaking center where my inner pulsing muscles instantly squeeze and strangle those digits.

      Drago rumbles low purring growls, pumps the plug in and out with one hand, and rubs my heavy breast with the other.

      “Pleaseohpleaseohplease...!” I gasp for breath as the Fae closes his lips around my extremely swollen clit. And sucks like he’s spent this whole time extracting all the flesh and juice to arrive at his favorite fruit’s innermost center.

      Hotter and higher than ever, I feel all my muscles contracting to the rapid, fluttering heartbeat as I approach the edge. He doesn’t stop.

      “Now, Drago.”

      The dragon follows his partner’s command and plunges the plug in as deep as possible.

      I leap, charging for the very stars.

      With tears bathing my face and all my nerve endings flooding with rapture, I clamp my inner muscles to their splitting point. And combust! What unleashes from my throat is a screech but also a groan. Deep and shrill and low and long. I kiss my sanity goodbye, erupt with golden tingles to light up every nerve in my spine, and shatter into a shower of falling stars.

      Mid-orgasm, Drago shifts once to unleash his cock and sheathes himself deep inside me. I throw my head back, spasming all around him as he just prolongs the climax. He groans with me, thrusting in one charge to fill me with hot ropes of seed while I burst over and over again.

      I come so hard, I’m convinced my very cells split. Cannon thunder explodes inside my pussy. When the smoke and ash clear, I realize it was a tiny sea that gushed to splash Mayce’s gorgeous face.

      As much as I want to turn away from the mortifying sight of my fluids dripping down his chin, I’m certain I’ve lost all basic motor functions. No resistance when he kisses me and swipes his tongue in a sinful spiral, forcing me to taste myself. Drago removes the plug, massages my sensitive breasts, and kisses the side of my cheek where sweat has soaked my hair. The strands have likely imprinted a permanent pattern on my skin.

      “Hmm...” Mayce muses and peels apart my hair while gazing into my heavy-lidded eyes. “I believe she’s my masterpiece, wouldn’t you say, brother?”

      “Our most precious treasure we shall protect and keep under lock and key if we must.” Drago’s voice is like a low clap of thunder on his last words.

      “I see you two couldn’t keep your cocks to yourself during our absence.”

      I flinch at Kyan’s familiar voice, flushing even more. My vision is blurry, but I can make out his and Merikh’s figures as they advance toward the bed.

      “I beg your pardon,” objects Mayce, lowering his mouth to kiss my brow while showing his fully clothed robes. “You’ll need to address any grievances you have with Drago. One of us is at least made of stronger stuff to keep a clear head.”

      Drago snorts and jerks out of me while rubbing his thumb along my parched lips. “Given the tight grip of that sweet cunt, not even the strongest man could keep a clear head.”

      A giggle ripples through me, but I close my eyes with a sleepy sigh. When a heavy shadow falls over me, I recognize Kyan’s wings lifting and curving toward me.

      “Any luck?” asks the alpha behind me.

      “No,” Merikh says. “No sign of any more rocs or nests anywhere in the territory.”

      “She is safe. That’s all that matters,” adds Kyan before his voice lowers to a sharp octave, “I fully expect you two to clean up your mess while I command fresh sheets and blankets for her. I won’t have her sleeping in such a state,” he says in that authoritative Lord of the Court of Storms voice. “And you will not engage in such behavior at the grand ball we will host this weekend. I won’t have you exhausting our honored guest.”

      “What has gotten into all of you?” I manage to gasp out, finding some strength to lift my head.

      "More like what's gotten into you," chuckles Drago.

      Swiveling my gaze between all four, I meet their blinks, set jaws, and…proud, knowing press of their lips. I thrust my chin toward Mayce and glance at him and Drago, fitting pieces together as that prickling apprehension grows.

      “Serving me food...” I bring up first, remembering how I’ve been hungrier, consuming more helpings than usual.

      “You didn’t let me have the wine...” I add, gesturing to Drago, scrunching my brows.

      I nod to Mayce whose knowing smile complements the liquid hazel warmth of his eyes. “The massage, all this attention...” Turning again to the dragon shifter, I hurl him an accusatory look, “And you have never fucked me so gently. Not ever.”

      A frenzied rush of breaths leaves my throat. I gather the closest blanket I can around myself and cup my forehead as the revelation washes over me and fills me with unspeakable warmth. Emotions storm to the surface—fear and disbelief and enthusiasm and a raw and profound madness—and I’m suddenly crying and laughing and crying again. Breaking down as all four of my monsters surround me in their own ways...

      Drago with his rough, grunting hold while Mayce slides a cunning hand around my waist to rub my belly. Kyan lowers himself to the bed next to me with his feathers tickling the one side of my body, and Merikh...grips my neck to command my eyes to his.

      They are my beautiful monsters. And while someone might look into their souls and see nothing but rot, I look into those darkest parts, those most depraved parts, and I want them. I feel them. And now, I share them in a deeper way than I ever believed possible.

      Because someone like me is not supposed to—shouldn’t be able to—doesn’t bear the right type of womb to—

      “Yes, little dove,” Merikh commands my eyes to his. “Say the words. For yourself. And know when you do, you may surrender the part of your past that defined you as nothing more than a half-ghost and never-feeling gray girl of scars and ink.”

      I touch my belly, touch the bit of plumpness that was not there before. Through never-ending tears, I suck in the deepest inhale I’ve ever needed to fill my lungs and say, “There’s a baby inside me! I. Am. Pregnant.”

      I promptly pass out.
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      “I look like a princess, Ama,” I gush at my reflection and catch the twist of a smile on Eyn-Amaru’s macabre features. The feathers on one side of her face ruffle from my affectionate nickname.

      “A queen,” she corrects while fluffing the skirts around me.

      The beauty of the court gown is enough to melt my heart. Even grander than the last. While the bodice is a partial one, comprised of saint patches in the finest gold and silver sealed over my breasts, it cuts off in a delicate V at the edge of my navel to expose the new swell of my belly.

      I shiver when Eyn-Amaru traces the outline of my swirling tattoos in a delicate gold scrawl of my skin. The quill feathers sprout tingles along the barest space on the side swells of my breasts, my belly, the upper curves of my arms, and even my bare feet,

      My belly flutters from her touch. Kyan said angel pregnancies don’t take as much time as human ones. Whether it’s his child or Drago’s or Merikh’s, none of their supernatural births do. The deep-seated knowledge of how I will hold my child in less than a couple of months is enough to unravel all my heartstrings so the fickle muscle can freely dance in its cage.

      Eyn-Amaru interrupts my thoughts with the object in her fingers. The royal jewels catch the lantern light, their gleam winking at me. My breath staggers at the thought of the violet gems signifying protection with the cleansing gold setting.

      After pinning the broach to the center of the bodice between my breasts, the Stewardess adheres a second broach-like seal just above my navel. Warmth engulfing me head to toe, I stand taller as the gems dangle in a gentle cascade over my belly. I smile at the moonstones of fertility.

      Next are the angel bloodstones. The rarest and most powerful gems of the race of angels. These are far tinier, but Eyn-Amaru strategically seals them like shimmering teardrops, following the lower curves of my eyes. A final jewel, a large ten-pointed star, Eyn-Amaru binds to my brow with a scintillating gold and silver spiraling circlet.

      What I love most about the thick layers of seraph silk and feathers forming the skirts is how they are slit up the center to show my thighs. So heavy on the sides, I’m grateful for the breathing room. Especially if Kyan or any of the Kings, for that matter, decide to chase me around the grounds of the Court of Storms after the ball. Considering how little they’ve touched me over the past two days, I expect them to make up for it tonight.

      “You lovvve the gowwwn, my ladyyy,” she squawks softly while spreading the abundant sides of the gown. Then, she double-checks my legs where she’d first used the gold and silver quill to outline my whorls. One of the shoulder swathes, the wing-like attachments, skirts her cheek, but she flings it away.

      “Of course! I love everything you’ve done,” I lower my hands to clasp hers, not hesitating to peck her cheek on the half bird-skull. She even curled my bone-straight hair and wove it into exquisite braids to crown my head.

      “My Ladyyy...” she pauses, tilting her head, lifting one side of her mouth.

      “Ama,” my voice cracks from the emotion in my throat when I notice the glistening tear at the corner of her eye, “are you...?”

      “Oh, my feathers!” She throws up her hands with a ripple of annoyed squawking breaths. “No time. No time. The Kings are cominggg.”

      Before she can fuss over me more, I brush my hand along her wing. She tenses, sucking a deep hiss. Daring to fold my fingers into the feathers, I take advantage of her stunned pause and wrap my arms around her. At first, she stiffens, but the next thing I know, a rolling, soprano purr issues from her throat, vibrating into my chest. I recognize the affectionate warble.

      “So, this is the reason for the delay,” Kyan’s familiar rich tenor resonates behind me.

      Releasing the Stewardess, I spin on my heel.

      With a beam of a smile and the heated glow in my chest growing, I pick up the skirts and scurry toward him in a fluster of feathers, lace, and gems. The sight of Kyan is almost enough to have me freeze mid-scamper and fall to my knees, but I quicken my steps and lunge for him instead. Eyn-Amaru squawks behind me, but I spring into the air, knowing he will catch me.

      “Now, now, Quinny,” he scolds after I’ve coiled my legs around his waist. “I won’t have you overexerting yourself.”

      I give him a pouty look as he slowly lowers my legs back to the floor. “I’m carrying a baby, Kyan. Not an egg.” Alarm jolts up my spine, and I widen my eyes. “It’s not an egg, right?”

      He rolls his eyes, but the fallen angel doesn’t respond. I’m almost surprised Shadow doesn’t pop to the surface as I admire Kyan in his well-tailored white tunic that seals to his broad chest and stomach, and splits into a V-cut at his lower thighs. Everything he wears is white—apart from the gold filigree along his chest and sleeves. And the armored epaulets covering his shoulders.

      The high collar of his tunic can’t disguise the noble tower of his neck. He’s bound his dark waves into a low knot to accentuate his deep-seated eyes of deep crystalline blue. My lips part at his regal jaw, shadowed in stubble, the strong and sculpted nose, and full, stately lips. Most of all, I gush at his wings. Grand, black, and polished, their tips tinged in gold luster.

      A mischievous smile forms on his mouth as he curves them toward me, prompting me to blush from the protective gesture.

      “Tsk, tsk, tsk, our little queen fawns over the fallen angel when she has a far-worthier vessel in the room.”

      I peek beyond Kyan’s wing, jaw dropping as Mayce sweeps into the suite. My mouth waters from the swoon-worthy royal blue robes spangled with golden stardust shimmer to complement his hazel eyes. His hair is also bound in a masculine half-bun, leaving his pale gold strands cascading down his chest. Enough to show his sculpted godly beauty. Charisma thickens around the beautiful Fae.

      “I believe you’re referring to me, your royal prettiness,” adds Drago, coming in hot on his trails.

      Any more dangerous masculinity, and I might combust. Kyan doesn’t protest when I part from him to scamper toward the Fae and dragon.

      Mayce lifts a cunning brow when I stop before him with a deeper heat reddening my cheeks. After all, he was the last to give me undivided attention. Two days of nothing but the Kings fussing over me, serving me. They’ve accompanied to and from the village and every inch of the castle. Massaging and bathing me—even reading to me.

      But nothing more.

      If they intend to carry on this way for the next two months, I’m going to break something. Like a bone. On one of them.

      “I meant your lovely reflection, little dear,” Mayce corrects me with a simpering tease of a grin.

      “With an even lovelier glow than usual,” Drago confirms with that devilish glint in his eye while flexing his muscles. Muscles on full display thanks to the black long coat with the ends falling to the floor. Open to exhibit his scaled and muscled chest.

      I open my mouth, but any words die in my throat as Drago circles behind me and draws me into his arms until my back hits his lower chest. “I’d say one worthy of hmm...dragon-fire.” He palms the swell of my belly, fingers gliding across the amethysts. I whimper from the possessive touch of his smoldering palm.

      Kyan growls a low warning, advancing toward the dragon shifter. I frown at them. They’ve been insufferable the past few days with their chronic squabbles over whose child I am more likely to be carrying.

      At least Merikh breaks up their heated tension with his icy reminder of how he could also be the father. The vampire, despite all his brooding and brutality, is a welcome relief. At least he doesn’t playfully pull away from me when I try to kiss him. No, he always fists my hair and forces me back so he may initiate any touch.

      “If we were bonded, little dove, there would be no question,” he reminds me, voice dark with a razored edge as if indicating he will be next.

      “I suppose it will remain a mystery for now. Much like you,” I tease but can’t resist exploring him in the sinful three-piece suit.

      A long coat much like Drago’s but without the flame elements. More cape-like, the coat fits looser. With the collar popped, it echoes a standing collar of vampiric fashion. The kind in those dusty vampiric books my father hated me reading.

      The vampire’s blood-red tie, silver chains arcing from the base vest buttons, and elaborate silver belt are flawless pieces to the black fabric elements. The silver buckles fastened to each side of his breeches would warn any assailants from disrespecting him by raising a cross to the vampire.

      “Come, Quinny,” Kyan interjects and brushes his knuckles upon my bare waist, sending a shiver up my spine. “It’s time to introduce my Queen of the Court of Storms. And announce the life growing within you that will serve as a beacon of hope for the entire world of the Waste.”

      When the Lord of the Court of Storms extends his arm, I coil mine around his, swearing my heart must grow feathers with how light it feels. But just as we progress into the hall with the three Kings flanking us, memories of the last ball return to me. Along with a sudden surge of adrenaline in my nerve endings.

      While I can’t be certain if it’s from fear or thrill—probably both—, I still find my voice to ask, “Will there be orgies at this ball?”

      Drago snorts behind us. Mayce chuffs a laugh. Merikh simply grunts.

      Brows tapering to cast shadows around the blue serenity, Kyan shakes his head. “No orgies in my court, my Queen. Unlike the salacious Fae and dragon race, angels still bear an age-old sense of nobility. And propriety,” he emphasizes, jutting his nose toward Drago and his partner. Both shrug.

      “And vampires?”

      Kyan stiffens as his partner touches my other elbow, casting chilled goosebumps all over my bare skin. “When you are revealed to my court in all your glory, Quintessa, there will be no dispute as to who owns you.”

      While it may not exactly answer my question, the glimmer of bloodlust in his calamitous black eyes is enough to silence any more questions. But it could never silence the host of fantasies playing out in my mind.
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      When you spend your life as a half-ghost with no sense of touch and a pariah among your family and homeland—with only a voiceless shadow who tries to kill you once a year for company—. it makes experiences like this overwhelmingly, breathtakingly, heart-splittingly beautiful.

      Everything about Kyan’s Court is macabre but enchanting. Dark and ethereal. A mere echo of the courts of his realm. Chills sweep through me the more I study the surroundings, which are nothing like Drago’s Court of Ash but equally as cursed and disturbing. And yet, otherworldly in their beauty.

      It’s not the broken crosses decorating the Court that send ice crystalizing my blood. Not the grandiose arched stained glass depicting angels with their celestial and sacred features twisted into perversions. Or the two great cages on each side of the dais where the four great thrones sit.

      It's the eyes. Scarlet-scrawled eyes upon the walls, the pillars, the glass, the floor. And every last one is closed—crying tears like blood.

      Merikh breathes a deeper chill across the side of my bare neck to confirm, "Blood, little dove.”

      Questions scramble through my thoughts of what the closed eyes represent. I also notice ten pillars, five on each side, hold the foundation of the Court of Storms. And lead directly to the dais. While I haven’t learned the specifics of the number, it must be significant since Eyn-Amaru marked my brow with the ten-pointed star.

      Last but not least, the villagers, the hundreds of villagers, so many holding babies, are the most beautiful sight. Dizzy at the sight of them kneeling with the arrival of the Kings, I touch the base of my bodice to steady myself. Remember to breathe, Quintessa.

      My hands turn clammy with my nerves, especially considering my monsters have donned their masks. It makes me more aware of the eyes scrutinizing me. And expressions of chagrin, contempt, annoyance, and more. As if the celebration Kyan has arranged tonight is far more a feast of woe.

      He offers no explanations. I shrink closer to him as he leads me up the dais and to his throne, which is the foremost one. Swallowing a fearful gulp because he doesn’t sit but faces the assembly, bidding them to rise, I lower my chin. Too intimidated by all those contemptuous gazes. One, alone, is familiar. So, I turn my eyes to Zephella. Her expression is stoic, which is far preferable to the cold storm of the others.

      I guess it was too much to hope that the baby I saved through my blood-binding would be enough to win their hearts.

      Kyan shifts until I stand before him. Terror bolts up my spine because the gasps and shrieking protests all over the Court of Storms assure me this is a grievous injustice. A tremor shudders through me. The dizziness swells, and I worry I might dry heave. But Kyan’s hands touch my waist, sliding slowly, tenderly, excruciatingly to cup the small swell in a precursory announcement. And wings begin a slow, subtle ruffling.

      “My people! Even as you have tested her, judged her, and scorned her, the purity of the life growing inside her is a testimony to the redemption of the past. And not a repeat. If any have cause to treat my Queen with anything less than the honor she is due, I will hear your protests as I fly you to the highest mountaintop in the Waste. And with my fullest assurance of mind and heart, I will throw you off its peak.”

      Rippled murmurs of awe, of wonder erupt through the Court. And finally, reverence. My own mirrors theirs when countless citizens curve their wings toward me and bow their heads. Mothers bearing babies, rise and approach the dais to present their newborns.

      As tears burn in my throat, Kyan leans closer to hum in my ear, “It would be rude to reject this form of a gift, my Queen.”

      My heart catapults in my chest. My skin breaks out in warm tingles.

      I dare to stray from Kyan’s arms to descend the steps of the dais to greet the mothers gathering to offer me a closer look at their babies. And perhaps...more?
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      Oranges for her first ball at the Court of Ash. Now, her hands are preoccupied with babies.

      I take my place on the foremost throne alongside my brothers. Other than Drago’s, mine is the largest, as it was constructed to accommodate my wings. To think, it’s the first time in thousands of years my people bear witness to their King taking his throne with his true wings in all their glory. As usual, we all wear our customary masks.

      A delirious heat spreads in my veins, kindling my blood and rousing my feathers to ruffle—as so many others ruffle at the sight of her. I chuckle darkly at Drago on my left. How he’s slumped on his throne, elbow propped on the armrest and chin in his hand as he regards Quintessa while she rocks another baby and taps the child’s nose. Those glimmering emerald eyes practically growl his desire to fuck her within my very ballroom.

      “No,” I snarl at him.

      He stiffens. “I didn’t say anything.”

      “You were thinking it.” I posture on my throne and thrust my chin higher, reminding him who rules this Court of Storms. On my other side, Merikh grunts low and shifts in his throne, far more comfortable in the shadows.

      “All of us are thinking it,” argues Drago, and while I can’t refute it, given the nature of the blood rushing to my groin, I can forbid it.

      “It’s the first time the people are showing their acceptance. I will not jeopardize that with our possessive lust,” I solidify with my fist braced on my armrest. And jut my chin toward her, “Tonight, she will feast. She will laugh. She will dance. After, we may each fuck her to our heart’s content.”

      It settles the dragon and his exhibitionist nature for the present. He and Mayce have that in common as lovers. Fae and dragon races are known for their flamboyance and showing off, especially when it comes to their lovers. Not that Quintessa is unwilling as we’ve discovered. Something that stems from her ultimate need for attention—for someone fulfilling those deep-seated, unquenchable desires after her life spent numb and neglected.

      We will share parts of our lives later this night. If she wishes us to quench those unquenchable desires, she will open herself to me first, then to us.

      My heartbeat quickens as I watch her. It does me good to see her interacting with the people and how they accept her. How they’ve surrendered to her because she is nothing like Erya.

      But she will be, dear sweet Kyan. Erya did not get a chance to end your life. This one will. Oh, how you will fall!

      I turn my chin to the side to keep my face hidden in the shadow of my wing so I may snarl a warning. The last thing I need is for him to ruin her night.

      As she will ruin you...

      Needing the distraction, I do my best to shove him to the back corner of my mind and rise to a stand. Little surprise that my people drop to their knees. My little Queen turns to the side upon my approach down the dais. Gods, she looks exquisite in that gown while bearing a child in her arms. And with the sweet tears glistening in her eyes to roll their emotions down her cheeks. I read overwhelming relief, peace, and even bliss.

      The day she shows these emotions when she holds my child, our child will be the ultimate thrill and bond. Perhaps strong enough to save my very soul and free me from this curse.

      After bidding her to return the child to his mother and excusing her for a short time, I announce the official commencement of the celebrations. Countless servants issue into the court bearing trays of angel fare while the dances begin.

      I invite Quintessa to join me on my throne.

      Much like last time, she’s only too thrilled to sit on my lap, though all her shifting and wiggling has my cock throbbing more. Despite servants bringing her whatever her desire of a delicacy—mostly gold-berries and honeyed pancakes—she doesn’t stop squirming. Now, I suspect our little one is doing it on purpose. The sight of all her pearly pale skin from the divide in the gown, her flushed cheeks, and her lips sweet and ripe from the berries do nothing to aid in my suffering member.

      Finally, I snap, seize her hips and sweep her into a stand.

      While my people’s incessant need to cling to tradition and bow every time I depart from the dais grates on the other Kings’ nerves, hope sparks in my chest. Hope that one day, perhaps sooner than we expect, all my people will bow to me and my Queen in the Ten United Cities of Angels. No longer fallen. I will claim my rightful throne in the Tenth City. And while I may not fuck her on my throne, I will take her in midair over the Vestal Mountains and upon the highest pinnacle of my palace.

      With those fantasies playing in my mind and hunger swelling in and heating my blood, I lead Quintessa into a dance and whisper in her ear, “It’s time I shared with you some history, my Quinny. Her name...was Erya.”
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            You cannot save him when I already did.
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      My breath hitches, and I swear my body goes numb upon Kyan’s profession. Thankfully, he’s good at leading in this dance. His wings are a sight to behold. Curved toward me with all their muscles flexing to exhibit his power, they accentuate the nobility of his bearing and the monstrous and gorgeous fallen angel effigy that he is. My body has no choice but to gravitate to his. And feed on his energy.

      “She came through the Veil of Souls,” he introduces me to some of his history and twirls me once before bringing my body back to his. “But nothing like you, Quinny. She did not have a shadow being to help her through the Veil. She had an…enchantment upon her.”

      “Just call it what it is, Kyan,” Shadow lilts in place while tightening his hold on my waist and hand. I part my lips as I study the shift in his features. How his pupils dilate. How his veins strain against the tension in his neck. How his very wings harden more and curve as if to possess me more than he already is. “It was a curse. Nothing more than a mask.”

      “A mask like the one you wear?”

      My question prompts him to stop. I collide with his strong frame. And stare into that demonic bone mask with its bird-like features. In the middle of the Great Hall, with the host of seeing and unseeing eyes upon us, Shadow stops. His eyes lower to the swirls of ink at my neckline, prowling to study me. I flinch when he traces a finger across the skin there, and I can’t help the shiver slicing through my nerve endings.

      “More like the mask you wear, pretty Quinny, our little spirit moth,” Shadow defines before swooping his hand up to cup my chin. “What a lovely disguise she wore. A lovely guise of deception...and obsession.”

      My ears nearly bleed but not from the words—from the raw emotion shadowing his features. The hurt washes over him. Tension, born of trauma, has coiled all the muscles of his body and darkened the serene blue of his eyes. He lowers his wings, revealing Kyan again.

      “She entered my territory through the Veil,” the King reveals while carrying me into a dance again. “Because I was the easiest target.”

      “Because you are a fool,” argues Shadow, with a gnashing of his teeth.

      Pressing my lips into a tight seam, I rake my nails into the demon’s hand and demand, “Let him speak.”

      Those blade-like eyes are sharp enough to strip me apart. At first, fear punches my stomach when he thrusts his pelvis toward mine while wrenching me closer with an insidious growl. But I tilt my head to the side, offer him a soft smile, and touch my lips to his in a tender gesture of a plea.

      “She came to my court just after Hollow Night,” continues Kyan, embarking into a slow and sensual dance that should kindle warmth in my veins. But the thought of Hollow Night triggers so many memories of Qora, of the trauma that followed from my father whenever she tried to kill me. It forces a thousand aches closer to the surface. Old wounds reopening. But ones I’ve no skill to heal.

      I’d rather distract myself. So, I force myself to focus on his story, his history, not mine.

      Swallowing a hard knot, Kyan strokes the bare skin of my waist and reveals, “She blazed into my Court of Storms like an unstoppable tempest during our Solstice celebration. And I do not exaggerate when I say she blazed. Because everything about her, from head to toe, gleamed with the light of the angels. The light of a halo in her chest. And the promise of freedom within her wings. Yes, wings, Quinny. The first of my own kind from beyond the Veil. A glorious, ethereal angel, a high-angel seraph bearing the gloriole of the heavens in her celestial chest.”

      I purse my lips and lower my chin, swallowing a lump myself as I imagine how beautiful she must have been. How irresistible to Kyan.

      “She came at the “perfect” time as the aftermath of the Hunger upon Hollow Night still heated our blood. The torture wailing in my heart. The fire smoldering through me. And my aged and timeworn longing for connection to my people, to my true home swept into my Court of Storms like an echo of the stars, a breathtaking vision, and the stuff that dreams are made of. It was the only time I have fucked a woman on my throne, Quintessa.”

      I tremble from the gravity of his confession. And wince from the imagery in my head, considering how well aware I am of his need to maintain some sense of hallowedness in a land where he is cursed.

      “So sweet, so sweet as she recognizes our hunger and need,” Shadow chimes in while folding the majesty of Kyan’s wings around me, forbidding all from view and locking me in the darkness. He rubs my lower lip with his thumb. My pulse misfires, and I freeze as he lowers his head to open my mouth beneath his. “We did not care for things like desecration and degradation. Not when we are damned for eternity. Not when it was the first time we’d felt a blessing.

      “And it was a nightmare wrapped in a blessing. Because Kyan grew wings. Yes, little spirit moth. Great, glorious wings. A fanciful trick of magic and manipulation.”

      Nausea churns in my stomach as he traces my lips with his index finger. Those wings at my back forbid me to escape ─ from doing anything but listening as Shadow rumbles a low chuckle. “How Kyan grieved after the Hunger was gone. How he mourned because he’d stripped her and fucked her on his throne before all. Oh, how Erya twisted his grief and mourning into penance and desire to please her. It was she who exiled the people to a village within the trees.” Remorse stings my throat. Choked by that remorse, any meaningless words die.

      “Then came the Kings.” Shadow grips my chin, yanking my eyes higher, wrenching my body closer. “Whenever they approached her—Drago, Mayce, Merikh—she broke down into panicked fits until Kyan came to her aid and took her away from them. Eventually, she claimed they attacked her, so Kyan banished them from the Court of Storms. In the time she spent with him, they never went to the other realms of the Waste. Retreated so deep in the Court of Storms, Kyan’s obsession with her had no choice but to grow.”

      “H-how long were th-they—?” I trip over my words, but my breath stalls in my lungs as I blink, studying his features, the subtle growl in his throat.

      “The most miserable year of his life in the Waste. Until I fucking ended it. I saved him on their wedding night when she tried to slash his throat and proved she was nothing but a pawn of Kronos. I, alone, was there when he held her corpse as the magic died with her and left him flightless.”

      A bitter violence rips through the ache inside me. I’ve never hated a ghost so much.

      Shadow chuckles darkly, noting something about my expression that has hardened. “Do you understand now, pretty Quinny? Time doesn’t heal old wounds. They simply scab, then open at the most inconvenient time to fester and cause pain. Merikh and I are the only ones who divert him from those scars. You cannot save him when I already did. As I will do again.”

      Somehow, I strengthen my voice beyond the tremors in my body, “I don’t want to hurt him. Or you," I finish in a whisper so quiet, I almost worry he doesn’t hear it.

      “But you will.”

      His statement splinters all the resistance in my body. The emotions surging through me are more powerful. The shock of horror howls inside my chest, demanding for me to defend myself. Fear ices my blood from the way he looks at me—with cruelty, predatory hunger—but there’s something beneath its surface. A longing to rip open all my scars so we can bleed together. My knees almost buckle until the hysteria overpowers everything, and my heart becomes a panicked beast ramming at its cage, desperate for escape.

      But other than my shivering knees longing to buckle but forbidden, thanks to Shadow locking me in his grip, I’m frozen. I’ve always known something is broken within me when I run to danger and not from it.

      "Let it hurt. Let it bleed. Let it stay. She will see, yes, she will. And the mad, little dear will run far, far away!"

      All I can muster is a weak shake of my head. He’s sucking me into a spinning vortex. I’m dizzy and want nothing more than to claw my way into the eye. Could this be what love is? This irresistible urge to hold onto something I can’t see but only feel?

      With a crazed cackle, Shadow turns me and unfurls his wings, so the first thing I see is that throne. Like a scar. And as he pushes me up the dais, the pain thunders through me, striking my nerve endings like lightning. I can’t even focus on the other Kings or their responses.

      “You will ruin him,” he whispers in my ear while dragging my body toward the throne. “You will run. And he will fall. Falling for you since the day he raised you in the Court of Ash. Now, I’ll bring you low in the Court of Storms. I’ll give you a new scar. I will ruin you first.”

      The torment trembles through me. I default to meeting him when he sits upon that throne and rips the belt from his breeches. I touch the sides of his strong neck and gaze up at him through a veil of tears.

      “Please don’t, Shadow. Merikh will—”

      “Let’s see how many feathers I pluck from your wings, little spirit moth...before he comes.”

      I can’t force myself to turn numb. I’d rather feel every iota of his violation than return to deadened nerves. Instead, I burn. Heart racing, I open my mouth when he claims it. When he parts the gown to each side and reaches down to tear my panties right off, the deeper pain grips my spine more than his fingers stabbing into me.

      “Already wet for me,” he purrs against my lips, “that’s my pretty Quinny.”

      He lowers his wings as his fingers slide up my arms to the off-the-shoulder sleeves of the bodice.

      “Thought you had a no throne-fucking rule,” Drago growls on one side.

      “That is not Kyan.”

      The sound of the deep and possessive baritone, much closer than his throne, rushes adrenaline into my blood. And hope to flood my chest. The dark, predatory energy, his carnal masculinity, and violent possession and power roar against us the moment Merikh grips the edges of Shadow’s wings. And pulls!

      His response to the vampire’s attack is instant. Split-second, white-hot wrath at the invasion of the most sacred part of him explodes. All the veins in Shadow’s neck throb as he throws his fist into Merikh’s jaw. The vampire flinches but doesn’t release his grip on the wings. I gasp on the throne as the Great Hall erupts into chaos. With all his muscles swelling, Merikh picks Shadow up by his wings and hurls him at his throne. I feel the crack as I’m frozen in mine.

      “Tessie, get out of here!” commands Drago, shifting into half-dragon form, muzzle already sizzling with flames.

      My chest lurches. I don’t think twice. But the second I leave that throne, stumbling to my knees, Shadow launches for me. Brings me down. Blood batters my ears, dulling the sound of my scream as he claws wildly at me. Merikh’s upon him in less time—gripping the back of his neck, hauling him off me, and throwing him again. In that one moment, amid the storm, I register how it’s the second time the vampire has protected me. He deadpans with me. Bloated black pupils roar at me to get out.

      Terror has me scrambling to my feet and searching for the nearest exit as the sound of bones breaking echoes behind me. Breaths seizing, tears flying, heart withering, I run from the Great Hall. The rush of fleeing bodies outside has me spiraling more, fighting against the crowd just to escape them. Because I can’t face them. Feathers tear from the gown, but I’m certain I lose pieces of my sanity with them.

      I don’t stop running until I find the closest door and tear out into the middle of a raging storm.
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      Sheets of rain soak me to my skin. Claws of wind crystalize my very core.

      I haven’t stopped running…except when I snuck onto the crude coach of one of the villager families. I wasn’t above hitching a ride.

      By the time I plunge into the forest bordering the village, the beautiful gown skirts are tattered and torn, feathers drenched and bedraggled. Adrenaline still pulses in my veins. So, I break into a run despite the branches raking at me from all sides.

      As the woods thicken and deepen, I realize the rain doesn’t pour so much here. It can’t squeeze through all the clumped branches sharing their meager warmth. My limbs grow heavy. Nausea swirls in my belly from too much activity following the golden-berries and honey cakes.

      At first, I’d considered going to the opposite side of the Court of Storms, but the thrill of the unknown hasn’t trumped my other desire.

      I want them to find me. I want him to find me.

      Agony bunches in my stomach, much like the tree branches. A split second later, I’m gripping a tree for support as I retch all the contents from supper. The acid scalds my throat, and I moan from the ordeal. Well, I guess that’s normal when you’re pregnant.

      Clutching my belly, holding myself at the seams, I slide down the length of that tree and sob uncontrollably. I chalk most of it up to some ludicrous hormones. But it doesn’t matter.

      I want Kyan and Shadow. I want to believe some prickle of light can pierce the dark veil of our last encounter. That’s all I need. A slit. I’ll stretch it from there like I always do. Turn tears into laughter. Horror into beauty. And if dawn can’t arrive, I’ll howl at the stars until they shine.

      I press the heels of my hands to my forehead, startled at the reminder of that ten-pointed star. Miraculously, the circlet hasn’t fallen off and taken the jewels with it. I touch the moonstones on my belly. Then the wet seraph feathers. A heavy sigh leaves my throat as I consider all this...finery.

      Did it remind Shadow too much of her? Or was he thrilled at the echo of a queen in the Court of Storms? Since I know she was raised higher, it hurts more to be brought lower. To fall from such a great height.

      I feel like a doll playing dress up. You can’t turn a sow’s ear into a silk purse. I’m no queen. Not a prized pet. Not anything but a cold, gray girl covered in scars and the tattoos she used to beautify them.

      It might be a sin, but I don’t give a fuck when I start ripping at the feathers, tearing the jewels off my skin too early. Skin goes with them.

      Kronos carried half my soul for years before the Kings stole it and consumed it. What if I am just one curse-in-waiting? An ice storm chills my insides, confusing the emotions welling up in my chest. The horror grips my spine with the question: what if Shadow is right?

      Raking my nails into the frost and grit below me, I grip a handful and release a feminine snarl as I hurl it. I won’t let him break me. I won’t let anyone break me.

      The gray girl of my past haunts me. Numbs me. I can’t return to that. So, I do what I’ve always done. I remove the broach fixed to the bodice. Unclasp the pin. Lower the pin to my arm. And open an old wound. All I need is one.

      Pain reminds me I’m still alive. And this isn’t a dream. Tears pour out of me because some dreams become nightmares. I found Drago’s soul, but why should I believe I could find all the others? Blood mates with the raindrops on my skin.

      Drawing in deep breaths, I study the slit on my arm and the abrasion on my belly. The thick, crimson liquid falling down the sides of my brow assures me I took off a layer of skin with the star.

      As the extreme facets of my psyche war with one another, I let one win. And imagine salt in the wounds. Let them hurt. Let them fester. Let them bleed.

      And. Let. Them. Go!

      The ones with the greatest scars are the ones with the deepest hearts. I’ve just buried mine deeper. Down, down, down where they can never find it, much less touch it. Shadow can’t touch my heart. None of them can. It’s safe and sound where it can’t break.

      Nothing but endorphins and hormones and pain and pleasure from now on. Oh, they can make me their pet again. They can touch my skin and flesh. They can own my blood and bones. They can gaze into the windows of my soul.

      But I’ve painted the windows black.

      A new thrill lights up my nerve endings. I’d swear my blood itself is shining.

      When they throw punishments at me, I’ll whimper and smile as I collect the lovely bruises and marks with all their darkness and shadows and demons. Let their scars fill me up to overflowing. If the lows are lower, the highs will be far higher. It’s what I need to stay alive and raw and real.

      Because I’m the mad and wild girl who followed the monsters through the Veil of Souls.

      I’ll kiss their chaos and dance with their shadows. I’ll burn with their demons and touch their claws and teeth. No fear of the bite.

      Not a queen. Not a savior. Not an angel.

      I’m just the gray girl who plays with monsters while the true monstress hides in a heart...so lovely, dark, and deep.

      With this familiar and rooted sensation stirring my blood, I curl up next to that tree. My small, shivering, cold, and bleeding body.

      I’m faintly aware of the sound of boots crunching in the forest.

      “Holy saints, child!” a hearty, rich baritone proclaims. No, I'm pretty certain they'd want nothing to do with me.

      I look up to find black hair, pale but not sallow skin, and those gray phantasms for eyes...just like mine. The second after he touches me, I pass out.
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            I’ve fallen right into the belly of the beast.
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      I wake to warmth cocooning me, the crackling of a fervent fire, and a heavy wool blanket rasping along my naked skin.

      At first, I want to believe I’m in the Court of Storms again. I’ll wake up to Drago on one side, Kyan on the other—or between any of the Kings—and they’ll bring me pancakes and golden berries.

      But when I blink my eyes open to find a humongous tree in the center of a small cottage, I know I’m still in the village. And on the main floor of a house. At least the bed is tucked into the far corner of the treehouse, away from the largest windows. I peer around, studying the area, searching for my fallen angel gown, but it’s nowhere near. A crude dresser on one side, a bookshelf on the other, a broad sitting chair. The firelight flushes my cheeks.

      I stiffen as a familiar figure ushers through the arched entryway into the bedroom carrying a wooden tray with steam rising from a bowl in the center. His dark plait rests on one side of his chest. He regards me with a warm, approving smile contrasting his icy gray eyes and long, dark robes, which remind me of the Brothers in the Borderlands.

      “I noticed you were rousing. And thought you might be hungry after such a monstrous time in the woods,” he says while lowering the tray to a bedside table nearby. “If you had been left to the elements any longer, well...let us thank the little fox who led me to you.”

      “Fox?” I nearly squeak.

      “I just gave him some cooked hare and berries from the meal. He should be along soo—”

      Jinx’s excited yips interrupt the elder as he bounds into the room, licking his chops and swishing his tails. Warm glee bursts into me as my little rook springs onto the bed and pounces on my chest, rasping his thick, sandpapery tongue against my cheeks.

      “Missed you, too, Jinxy.” I kiss his snout and burrow my fingers into his fur while keeping the blanket sealed around my frame. “Thanks, my pup.”

      It makes up for the one time he nearly led me to my death when I plunged through the ice and into the cavern of baby bones. My fox licks his chops again, cleaning himself from dinner, then jerks his head to the side. I smile as he tries to catch the edge of one bushy flicking tail until he yips again and launches into a spinning chase.

      Still, my heart sinks to my stomach when I consider how Jinx found me. And not...I swing my eyes to the elder, hopeful breath filling my chest when I ask, “Have the Kings come to the village yet?”

      The elder shakes his head and gestures out the small corner window of the room, indicating it’s still night. “You weren’t out too long, my Lady. And the village has been in quite a tizzy speaking of the Queen of the Court of Storms.” The subtle lines around his eyes crease. Shadows grow as he parts his lips, as if conflicted—unsure how much to share. He clears his throat and continues, “How it was announced she is with child before King Kyanatu’s monster attacked her. And how the other three Kings defended her.”

      When he steps forward so his shadow swells to engulf me, I shiver. Not from his height or his standing—but from those spine-chilling eyes. With him in this position, I feel smaller. Not the Queen of the Court of Storms.

      “Such a feat has never been done, my Lady,” he adds, placing his palm against his chest. Lithe muscles ripple in his arms that seem out of place in his clerical robe. “My commendations. Not once in centuries have the Kings found a partner they could all share. Nor one who bears their child.”

      A faint smile teases the corners of my mouth, but I squeeze my shoulders and meekly say, “I don’t know whose baby it is yet.”

      “You should eat, my Lady.” He nudges the tray closer to me. “I healed your wounds, but you went through quite an ordeal in the woods. You need strength for yourself and your child.”

      Although my nerves twist, I nod, picking up on the light trembling of my stomach, the subtle growl signaling my hunger. Movement on the bed distracts me as Jinx finally tires of chasing his tail and curls his warm little body at my side.

      “Oh, my dress?” I wonder just as he turns away.

      “The gown was beyond repair and fraught with blood stains, but I placed one on a hook in the closet for you. I hope it is to your satisfaction.” He folds his hands behind his back and lowers his chin.

      While scratching Jinx behind his ears, wishing I could get rid of the itch prickling my skin, I clutch the blanket to my neck and call out, “Wait...will you tell me your name?”

      The elder pauses in the entryway. My lungs shrink, siphoning my breath. His spine is straight but not stiff. And the muscles in his neck don’t strain from my second question. His energy is the opposite of a storm. It’s calm as still, deep water. So, why do my nerve endings riot whenever I look at him?

      “Elder Nuriel,” he responds with a subtle turn of his head. “Please enjoy the meal.”

      As soon as he’s gone, the air feels lighter. A weight lifted off my chest. My lungs swell to normal again.

      The first thing I do is check my body and screw my brows low when I find no evidence of any fresh scars from my time in the woods. As he said, it wasn’t long ago. I should have raised flesh on my brow from where I tore off the circlet. I should have abrasions on my belly. And a slash on my arm.

      As much as my chest pinches with anxiety, I dismiss it. Perhaps Elder Nuriel has a healing ability. Or he could have brought me to Kyan’s healing lake. The second option seems far-fetched since it’s in the opposite direction as the village.

      I give Jinx a little push, so I don’t upset the table on the one side. It takes a few tries before he snorts and stretches, arching his back. Sliding across the bed, I climb out and make my way to the closet. A gasp leaves my throat as soon as I open the door to the replacement dress.

      It’s no simple dress. It reminds me of the angelic gowns in the Court of Storms, but more simplistic. A plunging v-neckline, off-the-shoulder narrow sleeves, and black translucence of silky fabric hugs my figure to the slight flare of the skirts. Thin silver filigree decorates the gown.

      After I’ve dressed, I study my reflection in the closet mirror on the door. And wonder why an elder would possess such a gown.

      Raised voices from beyond the room divert my attention. Recognizing the second, I scurry toward the hall to eavesdrop.

      “You cannot keep her here,” the familiar smoky voice protests.

      “Watch your tone, Zephella,” warns Nuriel, his baritone deepening. “Or I will revoke the terms of our arrangement.”

      From here, I can make out the figure of Zephella from behind. The ruffled feathers of her wings suddenly shrink from his statement. It’s the first time I’ve seen her shrink. A chill shivers up my spine.

      “It’s different now. She carries a child, their child. Will you take away the one glint of hope our race has seen and felt since—”

      “Since what?” he growls, and Zephella flinches, cowing again. “Since when? Since who, Zephella?”

      A pause. My pulse picks up, and I grow dizzy from the tension impregnating the air. And from my lack of food.

      “The Kings are scouring the village for her,” Zephella points out. “It won’t be long before they find her.”

      “I’m counting on it.” I hear his breath quickening in eagerness from here. “Let them come. It’s high time Kyanatu paid for his sins.”

      My chest lurches, a gasp caught in my throat. I ridicule myself for running too far from the Court of Storms, for going into the forest.

      I could have bled out in the bedroom, and Kyan would have found me and carried me to the lake. All four of them would be punishing me now. The last thing I want is to be used as a pawn or bait.

      I scan my surroundings. Nothing but a little window. Too high to climb and too small for me to fit through. Out of the left corner of my eye and down the little hall, a staircase winds to another level.

      “They’ve all paid for their sins for thousands of years. Their curse is greater than ours, Nuriel.”

      As their voices fade to the opposite side of the house, I don’t look back. Breath bursting in my chest, I tear off down that hall and up those stairs as quickly as my bare feet can carry me. Much like the other treehouse, this leads to an expansive upper room. One with floor-to-ceiling windows between large bulbous tree walls.

      I grab the latch of one only to find it locked. Panic ruptures through me. Shuddering, I spin, searching for something...anything I might use to open or even break the window. I bolt for the nearest dresser and rummage through the drawers, finding little else but trinkets and underclothing.

      One tug of the smallest drawer at the very top. Horror cripples me at what tumbles out. I press my back against the dresser as hot tears scald my throat. Spasms seize my chest. My heart melts.

      I let go of the drawer. It tumbles to the floor. Scattered all over like trinkets, like trophies, are hundreds of tiny baby bones.

      “You should not have done that, my Lady.”

      Blinking back tears, trading the woe for defiance, I turn my burning eyes upon Nuriel. Only for bile to churn my stomach while I hold my quaking chest. His spine is snapped so straight, and angry veins rise in his neck. I forget everything. Nothing but my blood hammering in my ears as he unleashes those great winged beasts on his back.

      Not feathers.

      These wings are black and membranous. Sinew. Muscle. And skin. More veins manifest in those wings like thin fissures of lightning. My fingers tremble in the recognition. My chest constricts. Full-bodied tremors consume me.

      Nuriel is a demon. I’ve fallen right into the belly of the beast. And into his hell.
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            Someone took her.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        KYAN

      

      

      “This is your fault,” I chastise Shadow and ignore my partner’s spine that locks up. Merikh knows damn well I’m not referring to him, but the conflict between the demon and me still grates on his nerves.

      “Such a bad shadow who wanted to play and chased the little spirit moth away,” he lilts, throwing a wink to Merikh but addressing me, “I told you, sweet Kyan. She'll see your mad side and never stay. She'll hate your bad side and run away!"

      Violence overtakes Merikh’s eyes. “You will see my bad side if you two don’t shut the fuck up.”

      Does he have a bad side? wonders Shadow, heeding the warning on some level by keeping our conversation private. All delicious scars and darkness from my angle.

      Don't push it, I warn and grit my teeth as the rain drives harder around us. Not until we find her.

      The storm has slowed our progress. It took hours before the brawl inside the Court ebbed to the point where Shadow could unleash his wrath upon Merikh—which always ends in healing and a good fucking. It was simply briefer than most. Cut short once Drago and Mayce alerted us of Quintessa’s absence. And how they searched the castle and its grounds but found no trace of her.

      Thanks to this accursed storm, her scent was masked to us. Much more difficult to track. We sent Mayce and Drago to the west on the other side of the Court of Storms. Merikh and I bear to the east—closer to the village.

      We’ve tracked her bare feet. So faint due to the rain almost washing them away. They faded to coach tracks. Ones that led into the village, but her footprints picked up outside the border. And disappeared into the forest.

      Icy brutality tremors into my hands as we embark deeper into the woods. My wings shake at the thought of something happening to her. In the best scenario, we will find her in one of the village houses wrapped in a blanket and cuddling a babe. Her punishment for playing hide-and-seek will be milder.

      But as Merikh and I battle the thickening branches, following her sodden tracks, his expanding muscles confirm he has the same concerns as me. Feathers torn from the gown are her breadcrumbs floating in little puddles or caught up in the branches. We follow her trail to the tree where the jewels catch my eye.

      The vampire growls low. I turn to find his pupils dilated beneath a veil of thick and drenched lashes. I’d swear my partner is the one with the real demon. It prowls to the surface. So dark and slaughterous, it has the power to congeal my blood and set my skin to crawl.

      “What?”

      “Blood,” he seethes.

      The lines on his face are more subdued than ever. And that is a fucking monstrosity waiting to happen. I feel every tightening iota of tension straining the air between us. He has my nerves rattling.

      “Hers?” I flex every muscle in my wing even though I know the answer.

      One nod. One flare of his nostrils.

      “You smell it?”

      Another nod. So subtle, I could have blinked and missed it.

      Narrowing my vision, I study the indent of her little body in the damp mud. No tracks anywhere. No sign of her retreating from this place. As if she was waiting for us and disappeared into thin air.

      Or someone took her.

      The storm of wrath claws through my chest, breaking my ribcage and icing every drop of warm blood in my veins. Merikh is the deepest, darkest, and coldest water that will absorb my storm. When a tremor shudders up my spine, and I threaten to unravel, he turns and grips the base of my jaw. His claws dig into the base of my cheeks.

      “Fucking keep it together, Kyan,” he thunders deep and low enough to vibrate into my chest and take the storm down a notch. Not to mention his wet strands fracturing his face like spills of black ink. Dangerous shadows brew in his eyes. “You’re right. Someone took her.” He lowers his hand and stabs his chin to the right. “Split up. Spread out. You take the inner side closer to the village. I’ll go deeper.”

      He leaves without another word. I know he won’t be gone long. Won’t part from me when we’re both in such a volatile state. But I’ll wager we will align in ripping the spinal cord of anyone who took our little queen. The vision of blood and flesh and teeth and bones blinds me—the aftermath of whatever predator spilled her blood and stole her.

      Veins icing over, I battle through the branches, finding a sliver of a gap where I spy the village. My emotions are too turbulent, threatening to split at the seams. The more I rage, the greater the storm lashes around me. The wind threatens to fell whole trees.

      “How could you do it? She. Is. Not. Erya!” I bellow to the bastard force inside me.

      How you will fall...is all he offers me. I unleash a tidal wave of curses upon him.

      As I advance upon the village, barreling toward the clearing, a familiar figure scrambles for me. Her wings, stitched onto her arms, are as soaked as the rest of her. A wild terror in her wide eyes as she struggles against the throes of wind.

      I stop dead in my tracks. Bracing myself for the worst.

      Zephella plunges through the forest line and gasps, “Lord Kyanatu, I have a message for you.”

      With the branches clawing at our bodies, she winces and bows her head. “Forgive me, My Lord. I had no choice.”

      “Out with it, woman. Where. Is. She?”

      “This is his message: the Lord of the Court of Storms is to come alone. The fallen god of the angels will come to the cave of bones. If anyone steps foot into his under-realm with you, he will...” She swallows hard, her voice cracking while tears blur her eyes.

      “He will what?"

      The stillness of the eye overthrows me in her silence. A precursor to the devastation to come. It vibrates beneath the surface, humming in my blood. A tempest waiting to howl.

      She clutches her throat. Her tear-stricken eyes bore into mine. And she shakes her head wildly. “He will kill her in the same way that you did Erya.”

      I unleash the storm.

      And don’t give a damn over who or what gets in my way.
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            “Do you know the best way to break a soul is to break the heart?”

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        QUINTESSA

      

      

      The horror of this place is no less spine-chilling.

      The bones and skulls of countless babies surround me as I sit, shivering in the center of the cave. Each ragged breath is a little windstorm escaping my mouth. Icy air stings my throat whenever I inhale. My skin is a host for gooseflesh. I hold my ailing stomach where nausea threatens to launch bile into my throat.

      “Do try not to retch all over the gown,” Nuriel urges me from behind while he paces.

      The dark shadows of his demon wings pass over me whenever he approaches. It reminds me of a shadow of death, a predictive omen of demise. He even dressed for the occasion in a magnificent robe like the ones Kyan has worn in the Court of Storms. One fit for a noble male angel.

      Bringing my knees up to my chest, huddling into myself to protect my heart, I turn my neck and study him from the corner of my eye. “It was her dress, wasn’t it?”

      He pauses. I don’t cow under those deep-smoke eyes narrowing upon my figure. How he studies me as if he’s looking right past me and…imagining her in my place. But all he can manifest is a ghost.

      I am nothing like her.

      Bristling, he tightens the muscles in his wings, pulsing more blood through the veins. “It’s fitting for this night. The Lord of the Court of Storms took someone I loved. He will bear witness as I take his.”

      My throat strangles itself. No sob can push through. Incensed tears do instead, and I swipe at them as they burn my eyes.

      “What was Kyan supposed to do?” I stab my words at him, thrusting out my chest. “Let Erya kill him?”

      “Yes.”

      The lone word echoes in the cavern, thundering off the walls and causing the little bones to tremble. I hug myself tighter and press my lips into a hard line.

      His shadow falls over me again. As much as I want to grab one of these bones and plunge it into his chest, I know better than to contend with a demon. If I didn’t have a baby in me, then maybe, but I touch the swell of my belly and wince. My arms ache as I remember holding little Sylie and wonder if I will ever wrap mine around my child. Or if that dream dies here.

      Shrinking and curling into myself, I avoid the sight of the baby bones around me, those little skulls.

      Nuriel would have no qualms about ripping me to pieces and feasting on my unborn child.

      “I wasn’t always like this,” he breaks the silence, the voice softening to a dark velvet.

      I should plug my ears. I should hum to cover up his voice and just keep rocking. But my curiosity gets the better of me. A subtle tingling at the back of my neck.

      In my peripheral vision, he shifts, wings no longer eclipsing me. At first glance, it seemed like veins had covered his wings like the root paths of a tree. Now, I make out the subtle difference between veins and what I believed were veins. Blood does not pulse through them, and the knowledge cuts deep into me like a thousand needles.

      They are scars.

      With his hands cupping his elbows, Nuriel paces again. His jaw is set, but the muscles around his eyes have softened, turning the gray into a delicate, broken fog. My shoulders lift ever so little because I recognize the deeper layers in those eyes. They bear their own scars.

      “Erya and I were the most powerful seraphs in the Ten Unified Cities who served under Lord Kyanatu,” he says.

      He doesn’t release his hands from his elbows. Emotion I don’t quite recognize ripples across me. Is he holding himself together, too?

      “When Kronos swept across the lands like a plague to conquer everything, we were the first to align with our King, our god.” A frown curls the corners of his mouth down, setting a sharper tone for his story. “Kronos knew this, so he targeted us first.”

      He turns to me. The inside of my chest throbs at the storm of shadows around his eyes. Those scars along his wings seem to open and bleed with every word he speaks.

      “He took your soul?” I wonder softly.

      His eyes flared. “Erya’s. He took my mate’s soul.”

      Dread infects my stomach, swirling more nausea to the surface, but I focus on his sharp eyes as they try to pierce my heart.

      “Do you know what happens to an angel when his or her soul is stripped from them?” He pauses only to let the question impregnate the silence before he flexes his wings and continues, “It is the deepest pain and torture for our race. We lose our wings. We are grounded. No grounded angel can live in our realms. Kronos exiled Erya to a life of tribulation, isolation, and desolation. She was an example of what could happen to others. The Court of Storms was the other reminder.”

      Breaths falter in my chest, lost in my lungs squeezing too much. “What do you mean?”

      “Erya was given no choice. Those who chose to align with Kyan were banished with him. No, he did not take their souls. But he exiled them to the Waste and reduced them to shells of their former selves. Malformations. Monstrosities of the lowest and cheapest comparisons of our kind.”

      “Birds,” I echo quietly in the cavern. More tears cut through my eyes as I touch a little bone.

      “Some with feathers, some with wings. But none may ever fly.” He clears his throat and gets on with his pacing. “Erya could not fly. I sought her. I left the boundaries of our realm and searched for her. But she was not the Erya I knew. Without her soul, her heart had grown dark.

      “When I found her, she was cold and sharp as winter thorns. Her wings long-since withered. But she was still a fallen seraph, and it made her beautiful beyond compare. So, she walked the streets of other kingdoms. The prized whore of the realms.”

      His dark brows pull together. Shudders travel up my spine because...I know what it feels like to be treated like a whore. The gray whore of the Borderlands. Silence is painful. It stitches the moments between us, and I feel them like a needle pushing into flesh to seal the gap of questions. Broken pieces coming together.

      “She went to Kronos?” I interrupt in no more than a whisper.

      “I did.” He stiffens. Sets his jaw and tugs on his robe. Paces again. “Erya had far too much pride and anger to go to Kronos. I offered my soul in exchange for hers. He laughed. He had sampled bits of her spirit already and asked if I wanted it back after his tongue had penetrated it. I didn’t give a damn. But Kronos never does an equal exchange.”

      “What else could he want?” My nerves tighten with thoughts of Kronos. I hope Nuriel offers more of the story before my mind can drift to Qora.

      “He sent me to the Underworld. He sent me to hell wrapped in a bow for the God of Death.”

      “God of Death?”

      “His brother. Kronos does not always keep his souls. He sends them to Death at times. Only those without souls are deemed fit to become demons. Do you know how demons achieve their scars? The more scarred the demon, the higher its rank. The higher the rank, the more a demon has the power to torture instead of being tortured. They earn their scars vs. others scarring them.”

      I dig my fingers into my arms and swallow the acid swelling in my throat. Because...I know what that feels like, too. And this newfound and misplaced empathy is stripping me apart.

      “I should have known Erya would not have been satisfied returning to the angel realm. Even with threads of her soul missing, much of her was restored. Her heart was another matter. It was never the same. I recognized it the first time we met. Angel and demon. Our love had turned as dark and broken as we were.”

      My heart sinks to my stomach, feeding the roiling sickness. Something unravels inside me. I don’t want to shed any tears for him. I blame it on the damned hormones.

      “The next time, we went to Kronos together. One last bargain. We had nothing left to give. Nothing for him to take. He’s only ever desired one thing he could never truly have.”

      My monsters. My kings. My gods.

      “If we failed, we knew the price. If one enters the Waste from the outside, if they are killed in the Waste, they are lost to the Waste. Their spirit joins the Veil of Souls for eternity. So, Kronos sweetened the deal. He agreed to restore our souls and even give us the rule of our realm, our race. He had but one price.”

      “Kyan,” I whimper.

      “It is not simple to kill a god. Even in the Waste, they will heal and regenerate. So, a slit to the throat would not have been enough. His soul needed to be broken before we could kill it. Of course, Kronos told us where he hid it. The height of irony!”

      His laughter guts me. It’s a deep, dark cackle strangling my nerves.

      Those wraithlike shadows fall over me again. I’ve curled into a little ball again, rocking and squeezing my body as much as possible.

      “Do you know the best way to break a soul is to break the heart?”

      I double over. My fingers land in little piles of bone dust. I heave but somehow keep the contents in my stomach.

      One lone finger brushes my cheek. I flinch as Nuriel traces my tears while crooning, “She was so close. We knew she was close. The night before their wedding, she came to me. I loved my mate in these very caves, never believing it would be the last time. Animal bones were the only ones that filled these hollows back then. I starved myself for a year, maintaining a low profile while Erya did her work.”

      Triggered by the last part, I lash out wildly, scraping my nails against his cheek. “She tortured him! She starved him, too!”

      He catches my wrists and seethes. My skin crawls, flesh turning to sheer ice from those demonic shadows brewing.

      “She was a monster,” I stab the words at him, matching my fire against his ice. “You are a monster.” I wince and grasp for breath, my eyes swirling across the baby bones. Little skulls. Little corpses. Little wings.

      Veins strain in his wings as his eyes deepen, and he retorts, “We are all monsters, my Lady. So, I have fed. Much like all those in the Waste feed upon one another. Little different than those who consume animals. Little different from your beloved monsters who ravage maidens on Hollow Night.”

      “They were babies!” I scream, jerking on my wrists, but he grips them tighter, harder, splintering me with those deadly gray eyes.

      “Painless, quick deaths for the spawn. I simply put the malformations out of their misery. And punished the people who spurned my mate’s name after her death. They spit upon her grave. The same people who aligned with the damned god who became far more monstrous than all of us. The God of Air.”

      All my being stills. Like I’ve been sucked into the eye of a tempest.

      Drago...Thiago, my dragon, my...God of Fire.

      Kyan...Kyanatu, my fallen angel, my...God of Air.

      I should have known I was courting insanity. Wanting something far too great and powerful for a little gray girl of the Borderlands.

      “You should never have gone to Kronos. You should have helped them. And Kyan.”

      “Helped the one who raped my mate like a beast in heat on his very throne? Defiled her before our own cursed people? And killed her in the end?”

      “He’s different!” I find my voice in protest, but my words sound too forced, too weak, too hollow. My blood ices over. “They all are.”

      Nuriel laughs again. A dark, strange, sad sound. I feel it howling down to my core. Especially after I shut my heart and soul down to them in the woods. Resigned to becoming nothing more than a pet without any grand expectations. Just a girl who plays with monsters.

      “Tell me, my Lady, then why did you run? And why did I find you in the woods broken and bleeding? If he is not the monster you claim, then why did you embrace such fear, horror, and woe as I have never scented? Perhaps you are the greatest monster of them all.”

      “She is my Queen.”

      Terror jolts into me. Kyan stands in the entryway of the cavern, the largest cavern in this system according to what Nuriel shared earlier. Kyan took the bait.

      Nuriel chuckles deeply before gripping my hair, yanking me back, and pressing a blade against my throat.

      “So good of you to join us, Kyanatu,” he greets the God of Air in an eager lilt. “I’ve waited a long time for this.”

      Bone-chilling horror, blood-curdling rage, and heart-shaking agony all threaten to shatter my soul. Because it’s not Kyan staring at me through those dilated pupils.

      It’s Shadow.
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            I worship her as I should have done in that throne room.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        SHADOW

      

      

      I bring the storm with me.

      But the moment I see her...and my old comrade who’d once served under me with his whole heart holding the blade to her throat, I keep the storm behind me. It cracks and splinters the ice but does not break it. It ruffles her hair to feather the strands about her face, but I hold it at bay.

      “Shadow, go!” she manages the panicked whimper before the demon tightens his grip, nicking her throat, spilling a line of blood.

      While all the muscles in my wings instinctively tighten, swelling to their hardest, I take one step, arms down, palms open in defense. “Nuriel...”

      “The wages of your sins are called to account on this night, Kyan,” he croons but eyes my little queen, scenting her blood essence. “I have waited centuries for this night.”

      “Yes, centuries for your revenge,” I agree, frozen in place as Nuriel weighs his options, announcing how he could simply slit Quinny’s throat. Or take his time and make it slow.

      All the color has drained from her face. She works to remain still and strong, but her fingers tremble where they’ve threaded upon the swell of her belly. A hard swallow betrays itself before the tears stain her cheeks. Her gray eyes hypnotize mine. Such emotion eclipses those deep orbs, they may as well gleam like the first sunrise in the darkness of these caverns.

      I was wrong.

      She has desired, endured, and she still loves our scars. My greatest scar, echoes Kyan in the depths of our damned soul.

      I read the grief on her face, the devastation.

      When her eyes stray from the life of her belly to her scars and the whorls of ink upon her skin, I curse. After she ran, she shredded the Queen of the Court of Storms and the Queen of the Court of Ash. In their place, the gray girl has returned. Cold and numb and longing to burn and feel and hurt. But not to love.

      We showed her our greatest scar, and then we...I used it like a blade to stab it through her chest. Merikh prevented it from piercing her heart. And now, she’s buried that heart. Retreated where she feels it no longer.

      She has returned to a place where she has cut herself, bleeding her soul, punishing her heart.

      Kyan brought her to the place where she could love her scars instead of creating more. And now, she has become them again. Drago burned them away. Kyan kissed them with a brush of wind.

      And I…gave her more. I am the storm who broke her wings and snuffed out her light.

      She has surrendered to the darkness.

      But she is still our light...Kyan reminds me.

      Yes, a cold and cruel light, broken and bleeding in the darkness, I tell him.

      The truth is sobering and heavy as a mountain weighing upon me. Even the moon will shine when it’s broken and bleeding. It will always rise again. It has no choice.

      Neither do I.

      “It is not her blood you want most,” I breathe, my words barely above a whisper in the desolation of the cavern. Her eyes widen. They strip me apart down to my soul with the unworthiness she believes she holds.

      Nuriel unleashes a deep growl and drags the blade's edge along the curvature of her throat. “Blood always demands its like. A lover’s blood for a lover’s.”

      “Then take more than my blood.”

      “No...” she whispers, only for Nuriel to tug harder on her hair until she gulps, shedding more tears.

      He lifts a brow and cocks his head, testing me. Without another word, I lengthen my claws and slit open my palms, offering my blood here and now as my oath of wages. Pulse hammering, I step toward the demon with an offer I know he won’t refuse.

      “I surrender. Whatever penance or torture or price you deign, I surrender to it.” I close the distance between us, lowering my wings and folding them against my spine in a gesture of submission.

      It’s the first moment the demon lowers the blade upon her throat. Veins thrum in his wings. His posture tightens. More shadows brew around him, his own storm, but I recognize the hunger in his eye, the glint of craving.

      “Your soul, Kyanatu.”

      Quintessa’s breath hitches. She tenses, but one lowering of the blade, one thrust against her belly, and she freezes. Even the tears on her face halt in their tracks. I cage the growl in my throat because it won’t do any good.

      She is our salvation in the darkness of our sin. If our surrender is the only way she will understand that, then so be it.

      More blood drips from my palms as I circle, keeping a wide berth from Quintessa as I advance toward Nuriel from behind. He tenses, but he knows I would never risk an attack when his blade is poised upon the pregnant belly of the mother of my child.

      “I will break your pride,” he vows without turning to greet me.

      I don’t need to see his eyes. The weight of worlds falls upon me from his profession, and the words I know are coming. I know exactly what he plans, what he will do. Such torture will be heaven compared to the hell of losing my salvation, my truest heaven.

      “I will crush your heart, Kyanatu. And then, I will kill your soul.”

      Beyond a blood oath, this is a soul oath.

      When I take my claw, cut a thin line within his wings, and press my bloodied palm to his wing, it is a sign and a seal. One that thunders in my very core. My demon bound to the demon of my own making.

      One split second later, Nuriel retrieves his blade and shoves Quintessa so she falls hard. But I’m there, catching her. The deepest ache grows inside me when I wrap my arms around her small form while the demon grapples with me.

      “Kyanatu...” he barks. His command is like a vice clamping down on my wings, on my body, demanding I let go of her now and come with him.

      “You shouldn’t have...” she cries, curling in on herself while clawing at my chest. Her breath heaves and cleaves. “Why? How could you—no, take me...” She burns her eyes against Nuriel’s. “Take my soul. It’s not worth—”

      “Give me five minutes with her for god's sake!” I growl at the demon from the side, wincing from the cruel pain lancing through me. He has the power to do whatever he wishes. A blood, mind, and soul command when I have no power over my own soul. “Alone. Five minutes alone. Then, I’m yours.”

      Nuriel nods because he understands the reasoning behind it all. Quintessa is struggling to breathe. A sob ripples from her throat. She is my heaven wrapped in a sinful body of scars and ink.

      The second the demon leaves the cavern, I waste no time. Before she can open her mouth with a protest, I cup the sides of her face, crush my mouth to hers, and stem all her speech. I push my tongue into hers and feel her breath raging all around me. All her muscles stiffen, but it doesn’t take me long to overpower her.

      “Do you know why I love the mountains so much?” I ask, distracting all her speech when I rip the offending garment that once belonged to Erya off her shoulders.

      She flinches, but she listens and sucks in a breath. I will have nothing that reminds me of her on Quintessa’s skin. The cold air of the cavern pebbles her nipples. Once I’ve torn the gown off her, leaving her naked, my pale, shivering light in the darkness, I cup her small breasts and rub the buds, reveling in her rushed breath.

      “They have a magnetism that reaches deep into your psyche. The greatest of energy. The pull of gravitational forces. Mountains cannot be tamed. They cannot be civilized. Mayce prefers their roots and foundation to ground us. I prefer their crests.”

      I lay her down upon the bones and dust of the cavern as she heaves, crying but arching her back all the same. My pulse rages to the roaring of my blood as I kiss her again. Then I worship her as I should have done in that throne room. I take a minute to cherish her breasts, licking and sucking and nipping at the tempting little nipples until she’s flushed.

      Moving to her stomach, I plant my lips upon the subtle swell. “Those high peaks are the dark refuge for the demons of my soul. In the mountains, those demons fucking quake. And quiet. More power exists in the greatest and highest places of the world than anywhere else. More heart and soul. Except for one.”

      Her heat humbles me, staggers my heart in my chest as I approach the heaven between her legs where I inhale the perfume of her wet folds. “The mountains, the highest pinnacles, they are a wild, wild wonder. Like you. I am a slave to them. An unworthy but unadulterated and unconditional slave. As I am to you. You are the dark magic and the sweet soul we will run back to every time, Quinny.”

      I put my tongue to her. And she keens. So deliciously drenched, and I wish I had more time to savor. But I tread dangerously close as I circle her clit and memorize the sound of her frenzied breaths and deep moans. Tremors ripple along her legs.

      Wrenching myself away before she can come, I take the next few moments to rise, tower over her, and pry her thighs, spreading her wide. Tears flow freely on her cheeks as her emotions gush from her—driven by the changes in her body, the impact of these last moments, and the deep need of her heart and soul.

      I kiss her again, fold her lips back, twist my tongue in hers, and savor her moan vibrating into me. In the solitude and darkness, I find those gray eyes glimmering wet and wild and wondrous. “You are the strongest flaw and perfection I have ever felt. The strongest darkness. The strongest beauty. The culmination of forbearance and beauty. The sort that could only ever love a demon of depravity inside of an angel.

      “Because you are no spirit moth, Quinny. You may believe you are a monster, a demon. But you are the angel. And this demon of depravity will spend his last moments inside of you.”

      I position myself. And drive home.
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            “Fly for me, my angel, my Queen...”
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      My scream echoes throughout the cavern.

      Icicles splinter, clattering to the ground, shattering upon the bones, and filling the air with their music. Wind feathers across every inch of my body, kissing my skin with thousands of tingles.

      He catches my flailing arms and pins them above my head as he buries himself in me. So deep and hard but slow, achingly, excruciatingly slow. Like he can take these moments of limited time and multiply them.

      “This is how I should have fucked you in that throne room,” he says through labored breath. “No one and nothing but the two of us and those unseeing eyes.”

      I don’t understand any of this. Because it’s not Kyan who gazes back at me. Glimmers of him radiate through those depthless blue orbs, but this is not him who loves me in the horror and death of this place.

      It’s Shadow.

      He’s shaking and shuddering through every thrust. A low growl. A guttural groan. I feel them vibrating into my chest, kicking up my heart’s pace even more. They confess his desire, his need to draw this out, but he can’t. His jaw hardens to steel. In the eye of this storm of a moment, he pauses. Cocks his head. And trains the intensity of his eyes down upon me.

      “You never needed to win the demon inside him, my angel.” Shadow lowers his lips to rub a kiss upon my brow. “He needed to win you.”

      He pulls out to show how my fluids have wept all over his monstrous cock. My tear-blurred eyes widen, and I whimper from the power I know is coming.

      When he removes one hand from my wrists, gets it under the small of my back, then thrusts his wings around me, I gasp. Cocooning me in those great layers of feathers, Shadow slams inside me. My cries get lost in those wings, becoming one with his groans.

      He fucks me harder, deeper, until I have no choice but to surrender to his will. Grinding his hips, he pistons inside me.

      And unleashes the full force of his power, his winds of vibration into me.

      All my inner muscles lock up, squeezing and pulling him closer as lightning strikes my core. It scorches all my nerve endings and sizzles my blood to a molten hot river as I fall over the edge. Shadow snaps, all his reserve and control gone. He plows into me like the demon he is, the power of his vibrating thrusts triggering several orgasms to blind me, deafen me, and desensitize me to everything but my soul spiraling into rapture.

      It feels like flying.

      “Fly for me, my angel, my Queen...”

      Tempests escape my throat, leaving in gasps and cries, sobs and screams as I shatter again and again. My tattoos dance all over my skin, whirling and twirling from the ecstasy surging through me. Lightning strikes over and over. I’m hardly aware of Shadow boring into me, ramming all the way to the hilt, throwing his head back, and roaring my name with his release.

      Hundreds of icicles shatter around us, but he keeps me safe within the haven of his wings. Nothing but our breaths and energy knit together in the silence.

      Darkness eclipses my mind. I lost count of the orgasms. My body is unraveling, all its strength overthrown.

      "Tread lightly, pretty darling soul,

      When breath is brief, and sun is low...

      We thought the scars would make us strong.

      But it was love, my angel...all along."

      A pause.

      A soft kiss as I start to fade away.

      “If the darkness is the only place I may hide, then I will hide in yours, my Queen. You are not only strong enough for my storm. You are the storm. You are the wind carrying me. You are my wings. You raised me up from the first moment we met in the Court of Ash.

      “Now, it’s time for me to fall...for you. Because I love you. I will love you long after I leave this world.”

      “Kyan?” I whisper.

      “You rode the storm beautifully, Quinny!”

      With no other choice, I surrender to the darkness taking over me.
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        * * *

      

      A rough, wet tongue licks at my cheek, jolting me awake.

      “Jinx!” I gasp above the sound of my little fox’s yips.

      Thundering, rushed boots practically shake the cavern from the outside. Familiar voices resonate from the walls. Jinx must have led them here!

      I whip my head around, but there are no wings, no trace of Kyan’s...of Shadow’s presence anywhere. Except for the wetness oozing down my thighs. I must have been out for less than minutes.

      I don’t bother to cover myself when the three Kings emerge, Merikh first, Drago following, then Mayce. The vampire’s dark, predatory energy devours the cavern and breeds gooseflesh all over me.

      “Where is he?” Merikh demands, flaring his nostrils while Drago helps my shuddering body up, but my legs are on the verge of buckling. “If he’s not dead, he’d better pray for death because I’ll torture and murder him for disappearing.”

      Mayce removes his outer robe and drapes it around me. The fresh aroma of herbs and wine drifts into the air, but I take one step and fall against Merikh. At first, he stiffens, growling low. But it doesn’t take long for him to sigh and sweep me into his arms. His gaze congeals my blood, but I stare at him regardless.

      “Do I need to feed you my magic cross to unlock your lips, little dove?” he threatens as I curl in his arms, pressing my cheek to his chest.

      “He went with...the demon. Nuriel. He sacrificed himself for me. He just came in and he─”

      “I know,” snarls Merikh, shivering my nerves while gripping me harder and carrying me out of the cavern. “I smell his damned seed all over you.”

      Once we’re beyond the inner cavern, my three monsters quicken their pace. Drago bristles next to us.

      “We know of Erya. Who the fuck is Nuriel?” my dragon bellows, and I whimper, my hand inching toward his familiar masculinity and heat of protection.

      Merikh growls a possessive warning as Drago cups the side of my face in reassurance.

      “Nuriel was Erya’s mate,” explains Merikh. His words blur as he gives the brief history Nuriel shared.

      The ache inside me throbs violently, reminding me of the words I never reciprocated after Kyan professed them. How they’ve loved me at first sight. Even Merikh in his own sick and twisted, dark and disturbing way. How I have only loved the feel of them. I longed so much for Kyan and Shadow. And when he shared with me his past, his scars, I felt nothing but horror. I treated him like a monster instead of loving him. I ran from him. I hid from him.

      And fell into the hands of an even greater and darker monster.

      But Shadow surrendered himself to that monster. What will I surrender?

      “Merikh...” I moan once the shadow of the cavern disappears.

      Cold raindrops slash my skin. The darkness of the storm thrashes all around us, sinking deep into my veins, tunneling sheer ice into my blood.

      “Where will he take him? What can I do?”

      I look up. The rain has drenched his dark hair. Just like on another night, another storm, his soaked hair falls over his face like scrawls of thin ink. He is my death god. But through the eyes vowing violence and punishment for Kyan, for me—because I’m responsible for his partner surrendering and breaking—the deeper meaning sheds itself in his eyes. The vulnerability behind his sadism.

      Gripping my chin, the vampire leans in and breathes against my lips, “The demon will take him as high as he will go. Then, he will break him. And watch him fall.”

      I lick my lips. My lungs constrict. My heart seizes as I remember the soul-stopping words.

      I will break your pride. I will crush your heart. I will kill your soul.

      “Oh, gods, no...” I whimper and let the rain cry for me because all my tears have run dry. “His wings!”
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            She will carry a piece of me forever.
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      Blood may bind us all as water does, but wind sees all.

      Air sees our invisible wounds and scars. And loves them all the same.

      She desired us through the scars, Kyan.

      I don’t answer Shadow, but he senses my agreement within our united mind. Desired. Wanted. Accepted. Perhaps, she even understood. But she did not love.

      It is our greatest surrender.

      We love these mountains, however eerie they seem. These dark phantoms swell all around me. Shrouded in mist, dark gray snow festoons the mountains.

      We follow Nuriel to a peak overlooking the Court of Storms as if he has a collar binding our necks to a chain he controls. It’s as close an analogy as any. Only his death from another hand could break the blood oath. But the cursed demon will not slow for anything. The only one who could hope to catch up to us now would be Drago, but not even he can fly against the current of the storm.

      Perhaps if the demon was taking us to the highest peak, there would be time, but he wants a show. Nuriel will see me broken before my Court, before my people, my brothers. And before...her.

      Despite this beast of a tempest cutting its teeth into our bones and splintering our skin with its raindrops like ice shards, we’ve never felt more at peace. Never more united. Bit by bit, our rule is sundering, fading. The higher we embark with Nuriel, the quieter the storm inside of us grows. Soon, we will be in its eye.

      The memory of her heat spasming around us, the memory of her shattering around us as we protected her with our wings and roared her name to nearly bring down the caverns, we will carry it to our grave. And to hell beyond where monsters rightly go.

      It requires as much strength and power to sacrifice and surrender as it does to unleash the storm. No, it takes more.

      I’ve received more. She’s given me more. Knowing the last thing I could do was to help her fly before I fall is the greatest act of receiving I can fathom. I’m no longer resisting. Instead, I’m embracing in the fullest assurance she will be safe—and she will carry a piece of me forever.

      The higher we fly, the more I shed centuries of my past. I surrender the shadows and demons and scars that became my identity and chains when I could not fly. I surrender my defenses and walls until I no longer command or control the storm. I am merely riding its current.

      Once Nuriel breaks my pride, I will move from this place of acceptance to something new. I chuckle internally. Shadow mirrors the amusement rippling its heat along our spine. To think we called her spirit moth when she is the one who has truly transformed us.

      Perhaps her monsters have not found a home yet within us. But ours have found theirs.

      She took pieces of us as surely as she left pieces of her inside us.

      We finally arrive at the crest of the mountaintop. Below us, the highest tower of the Court of Storms bares its face through the sheets of gray rain wishing to veil it. Through the slits of the rain and fog and darkness, I make out the sight of my little Queen.

      Our little Queen, barks Shadow.

      Yes, ours.

      I don’t land. I watch her as I hold onto the sensation of the wind rifling through my feathers, the power throbbing through my wings, the blood pulsing warmth into them. Until we met her, I’d believed they were the purest form of freedom. Separation from them was the worst torture. But the moment we saw the blade’s edge cutting against her throat, we knew her blood spilled upon those baby bones would have ended everything. We would have followed her. My brothers would not have been far behind.

      Perhaps ten thousand prayers from her lips in heaven would have dragged us up from hell to purgatory. Regardless, she will not go to the afterlife tonight. Nor will our child.

      She looks like a shard of the moon shining through the storm tearing all around her. The tempest could never hope to eclipse her light. Of course, my partner stands behind her. He is the fastest of us all.

      “On your knees, Lord Kyanatu,” Nuriel growls, his voice a venom lacing the air behind me.

      Quinny’s head lifts higher, neck arching. While I have the keen vision to rival a thousand owls, those spectral gray orbs seem to pierce the veil of the storm to deadpan with me. Her head thrashes violently from side to side in desperate refusal. Her lithe little hands rise to touch her mouth. And even with the rain howling around her to soak her dress to the skin and her hair to fracture her face, I detect the tears escaping her eyes and sliding down her cheeks.

      The moment my partner’s arms sweep around her from behind, I meet his eyes and nod, knowing he can see me from this distance. Drago and Mayce arrive from across the bridge.

      The chain of command yanks the collar on my throat.

      Seething, I turn to Nuriel.

      A true demon of the dark, he surrendered his soul for the cause of revenge.

      We never surrendered ours.

      I smirk at the irony. Amusement feathers through me when I remember the day Kronos discovered he could hold our souls but not devour them. He could shed our blood but not destroy us. He could break our bones, and they simply grew stronger. He could not thwart the protection of the greatest gods of the world binding us, as well as our elements and powers and souls.

      The worst he could do was curse us, darken those souls, and exile us to a realm of his own making while our souls grew blacker and blacker.

      Until one little light squeezed her way through the Veil of Souls and showed her spark in the Court of Ash. One little light who grew in darkness and desired the fire of a dragon, the breath of a fallen angel, the blood of a vampire, and the grounding earth of a fae.

      I will go to hell forever craving the spirit light of our gray angel.

      When she moves, all the monsters stop in their tracks.

      “On your knees,” he cements again, his voice cutting into me like a sword. “Present your wings to me.”

      For the first time in centuries, I lower myself to the ground, spread my wings, and bend the knee. Quinny’s eyes rocket wide open, their silvery energy threading deep into my heart to grant me warmth and strength to endure this.

      Not alone.

      Shadow rises. Muscles expanding, body growing large, wings shifting from iridescent to a blinding black. The fullest power of my demon claims the battle.

      We hate our demons with all that we are, he speaks the words I once gave to Merikh. They do not thunder into the depths of my heart. They do not roar into my soul. They echo softly because we have arrived within the eye of the storm.

      And curse them with our souls.

      But in the end, they are the only ones who accept us and our scars.

      The edge of a blade reflects within the raindrops as Nuriel swings.

      And brings it down.

      I feel no pain and hear no words beyond Quintessa’s scream piercing the air.
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            “You, alone, can break it and bring Kyanatu back to life.”
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      After Nuriel severs Kyan’s wings from their roots, all it takes is one kick for him to send Kyan over the cliff’s edge.

      I open my mouth. But my second scream is silent.

      I hug my arms to my belly. Disbelief carves clear through my soul as he falls hundreds of feet in seconds. My heart seizes with a desperate need to do something, anything.

      Kyan showed me what it meant to fly. Now, it’s cost him his wings.

      All my nerves short-circuit. The position of his body is unfathomable—how he spreads his arms and arches his back while blood streams from his wing stumps. At peace. In full surrender. All my limbs tremble from twisting dread as the ground rises to meet him. Mere feet from where the four of us stand, the sharp rocks will crush him. Every last bone.

      Five seconds.

      Horror curdles my blood. Merikh surrounds me, holds me. I don’t even protest when he rakes his claws into the sides of my body—cutting my skin.

      Three seconds.

      All the air rips free of my lungs.

      Two seconds.

      My heart forgets to beat.

      One second.

      Kyan’s body breaks upon the rocks. My soul shatters at the same time, rattled to the core. Whole body lurching, I get free from Merikh’s grip. Or he lets me go. I can’t tell. I don’t care.

      I run to my fallen angel, closing the distance between us in tattered seconds.

      Blood gushes from his mouth. His limbs look like twisted and gnarled tree branches. And his wings...

      “Kyan, Shadow,” I whisper, hovering my trembling fingers above his chest. His blue eyes, blue as the indigo skies beyond the Veil he hasn’t seen in centuries, deepen across mine for one second before they turn vacant while he coughs up more blood. “Nonononono, Kyan, no!”

      Panic spirals through me. “Crush your heart. He c-can’t. I’m-I’m your heart. Your heart’s here...” I grab his mangled hand and press it to my belly, praying he can sense our unborn child’s energy.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Merikh says darkly behind me. “Not our hearts you need to free, little dove. They’ve broken far too many times for that, especially his.”

      “He broke your pride. He can’t kill your soul!” I protest, thoughts scrambling as I dart my eyes to the lake. “Merikh, h-help me get him to the—”

      “It’s too late, Quintessa,” Mayce says as he and Drago come closer. “His soul is dying.”

      I shake my head wildly, not understanding. “Broken pride. Dying soul. Broken wings.” Kill his soul.

      The awareness tears through me like a tempest, shivering my flesh, whirling the blood in my veins, vibrating through my muscles, shuddering my bones, and convulsing my very heart.

      I don’t think.

      With all the strength I can muster, I roll Kyan’s heavy, muscled body onto its side, straining, and shrieking until my hands drive down upon his bloodied wing stumps. I dig them into his skin, his flesh, but I can’t—

      “I can’t get at the roots! The roots, please...”

      I struggle, my hands shaking as I search for a shard of ice or a sharp rock. Something. Anything. Thunder roars in my ears.

      He’s growing cold!

      Drago’s claws come down, slicing through skin, flesh, and muscle until he arrives at the roots. I take a deep breath and plunge my fingers on each side of the wings. Straight to the bone.

      Core and light. Womb and death. Fire and earth and blood and…air. Breath and bones. Breath! For some reason, I remember the words of the Hag from what feels like a lifetime ago.

      I dig deeper. The scars riddling my skin thrum to life—iridescent and scintillating until they shine as bright as Kyan’s sunrise. Core and light.

      Womb...and death, oh gods! My womb. His death.

      Whatever thin shreds of life remain in him are shaking loose, unraveling, disappearing like a vapor I can’t catch. They wisp beyond my touch, my vym.

      At the same time, my hands close around two firm objects tangled within Kyan’s wing roots. One is fire and smoke smoldering my palm. Kyan. One is ice and shadows, cold as the winter land around me. Shadow.

      Gooseflesh breaks out all over my skin, spreading tingles into the barest hairs prickling my skin.

      Nothing is like last time. I unearth the two broken pieces of Kyan’s soul. They gleam like two orbs in my palms, their energy radiating into my scars. Not just my ink because they accept my scars, pulsing through every drop of ink, sinking beyond the beauty. The two pieces of Kyan’s soul love my scars—not just how I reclaimed them and tried to forget the broken parts of who I was.

      Kyan’s broken soul surrenders to mine.

      I crash the two orbs together and take a deep breath.

      Kyan loses all of his.

      Gray stars shower my vision. They tug my spirit into their embrace. And launch me into the Veil of Souls.

      I have no form, no flesh—and my soul is broken. While they crushed me before, clawing at my life, hundreds of lost souls brush past me.

      I float through them…or the closest I imagine what floating feels like. My feet don’t touch the ground. I remember floating in the lake and how close it felt like flying. When I spread my arms, my scream pierces the veil, scattering souls like water from a puddle. Back-to-back gasps leave my throat until laughter bursts from my mouth.

      Your heart is too great, little spirit moth. You'll fly so high, you'll leave the sky...

      Tears stream from my eyes as I raise myself into the air. Flying.

      I’m flying on exquisite, membranous wings! Gray, but they shine like silver armor inside the Veil of Souls.

      I squint through the souls, searching for one whose tethers call to mine. Thousands of souls within this Veil. But only one belongs to me. Only one pulls to my broken soul like gravity. Like a magnetism that reaches deep into my psyche.

      I laugh through my tears, feeling that energy swirling all around me and charging me forward. Beating my wings, I follow that force and seek Kyan until I recognize the shimmering edges of his soul—from his dark brown locks falling around his neck to his strong, broad frame—and those eyes of deep-set indigo, glimmering like frost.

      “Quinny...”

      It’s all he says before I fall.

      Oh, how you will fall!

      I fall against him, sighing, crying. “You follow them. You’re all around them.”

      I gaze up at his beautiful face. His sculpted angelic features—more ethereal than ever. As if I’m staring at a glimmer of who he would have been as Kyanatu, God of the Ten United Cities of Angels. The faint image of his wings, but they’re not black at all. They radiate with the purest gold that could blind the sun.

      “There now, Quinny,” he says with a smile, warm and tender, and brushes his knuckles across my cheek. “Breathe in and out. Let my air flow like a ghost into your lungs to kiss yours.”

      After he pauses, Kyan’s eyes darken and deepen upon mine before he closes his hand in a firm grip, wrapping it around the side of my neck. “You’re my little spirit moth, aren’t you? Sweet, sweet spirit moth.” It’s the first time I’ve heard Shadow’s voice when he doesn’t lilt.

      I shake my head with a maddening laugh and flutter the moth wings. “You knew. All that time. You knew.”

      Shadow rubs his lips across mine, then confesses, “Only pieces of the story, little Quinny. Foreshadow is all you need to know.”

      “For Shadow.” I scrunch my brows before covering my face with my hands. A full-spirited tremor ruptures through me with the awareness. “Foreshadow!”

      He nods in confirmation. “I was Kyanatu’s Oracle. I became Shadow after the Curse. You, alone, can break it and bring Kyanatu back to life.”

      “Kyanatu...” I trail off, parting my lips as he threads his fingers through my hair.

      A cold shockwave rocks through me, sending chills vibrating through my spirit. His smile grows. But I knit my brows low, denial curving the corners of my lips in a frown.

      “He is the loyal one, Quintessa.” Shadow presses his brow to mine, his breath tangling with mine. “He will always be there...here.” He curls his fingers onto my chest, palming my beating heart. “Waiting in the wings.”

      “Won’t you?” I repeat from our previous time together. Hope swells in my chest even though I shouldn’t hold onto it.

      “I will always be a part of him...” he whispers and touches his brow to mine before he curves his fingers onto my belly. “And now a part of you.”

      “No. Please don’t.” Grief wells up inside me, fracturing my voice. “I can’t...I want you as much as I want him. I can’t lose you, Shadow.”

      “You will not lose Shadow, Quintessa. You will find Kyanatu and the Oracle inside him. And if you still wish, they will fuck you on his throne as we should have done the right way.” He smirks to one side and curves his wings around me, skirting the edges of mine in a promise.

      Tears blur my vision, and I break down against him, overwhelmed by the heartache for the demon who hurt me. But he’s also the demon who sacrificed and surrendered himself for me. He’s surrendering again—but in a different way. Almost as painful.

      “Even the blackest hearts are capable of love,” Shadow tells me, drawing his wings away from my spirit. “Your scars and demons will always let you hide. Time to step into the light.”

      Kyan’s fathomless blue eyes return. His grip on my neck loosens. And my heart spasms with the loss of Shadow, understanding how he’s slipping away.

      Touching one hand to my belly and his other to my heart, my fallen angel utters, “Take a deep breath, Quinny,” he echoes from our past. “Fill your chest, and surrender, our little spirit moth...”

      Shadow took my breath. Kyan gave me his.

      Now, I give it back.

      I press my lips to his and feed Kyan breath as if it’s my ghost filling his lungs. He folds my lips back, changes the angle of his neck, and deepens the kiss, penetrating me with his power, loyalty, and desire. My pulse skyrockets.

      Surrendering to him as he surrenders to me, we melt into one another until we become fire and ice, heaven and hell, light and shadows.

      The next thing I know, frost greets my body, but it’s Kyan’s restored mouth, hot against mine, his body burning, muscles strong as a fortress. More formidable than ever. Out of the corner of my eye, something glimmers, and I gasp into his mouth.

      Pure gold wings scintillate within the gray air of the Waste. They are monstrous in their span, more extensive and grand than ever.

      The next thing I know, Kyan is parting the robe that Mayce had placed on me in the cave. I bite my lower lip, blushing from the familiar gleam in his eye.

      His hunger is ravenous with his rebirth, as evidenced by how he crushes my mouth with his and kneads my breast, rubbing his thumb across my nipple.

      “Brace yourself, Quinny,” he warns with a beguiling smirk, his dark hair fracturing his face and casting lustful shadows around his eyes. “I’m going to fuck you while I fly and destroy my enemy.”

      “You what?!”

      I squeal right before he rips the robe off my body, and casts it aside. Before I can blink, he frees his hard, throbbing cock, spreads my thighs, and sheathes himself inside me. Stretching and burning and vibrating my pussy the whole time.

      The other Kings watch, wide-eyed, as Kyan raises me into the air, still impaled on his member with his arms around my naked body before he charges forth, catching the wind currents.

      I scream my release to echo all over the mountains.
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            “Would you like to watch?”
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      Kyan doesn’t stop pumping into me. He pounds me for the whole flight up the mountains, timing his thrusts just after his wing beats. His dual skill of flying and fucking astounds me. With every thrust, his muscles bear down upon my breasts, rasping against my nipples and rattling me to my core.

      What sizzles my blood is how he fixes his gaze on the mountains, soaking in their gravity and energy while he fucks me, showcasing his skill all the more. His cock vibrates inside me the whole time. He only pulls out to sheathe himself inside me again, hitting that spot with perfect reverberation.

      I come so many times for the flight up the peak, I can hardly hold my head up. Everything has narrowed to the heat and spasms in my center that pulse ecstasy and electricity into my nerves.

      I nearly miss the sight of Kyan bearing down upon Nuriel from behind. My breath hitches. The demon turns just in time to gaze at Kyan stealing the sword from the leather harness on his back.

      Kyan needs no words. With his vibrating cock still vibrating inside me, the fallen angel swings the sword—and decapitates Nuriel.

      I guess he’s not so fallen anymore.

      When I gasp, Kyan crushes his lips to mine, stealing my air. I moan into his mouth as he lowers me to the snowy ground.

      The ice throbs into me, but seconds later, Kyan slides his wings beneath my back. Cocooning me with those gold wings until it feels like I’m in a kiln.

      And then, he pushes my thighs to my shoulders, pinning my knees to the ground to spread my hips wider to receive him.

      “Oh, gods!” I cry out from the driving pressure of his cock.

      “Just the God of Air, Quinny dear,” he hums close to my ear. “And he’s going to fuck you on this mountaintop until you scream so loud, my brothers will hear it a league below us.”

      A storm of wind and desire overcomes Kyan’s eyes, turning the deep blue to a dark midnight hue as he pulls out to let me see the tip glistening with my fluids. I take a deep breath, a breath from his very wind right before he lunges back inside, ramming me painfully.

      But when his warm wet mouth covers my breast, closing around my erect nipple, I roll my hips to receive him. Love him filling me. His cock burns and stretches my flesh. I love how he takes me hard and fast despite how I carry his child. He power-fucks me against his wings.

      He fucks me like the monster god he is.

      Blood singing in my veins, I clutch onto the sides of his neck as he vibrates stronger, increasing the intensity while his wings grow. Keeping him at my breast and suckling and nibbling at my nipples, swirling his tongue around each one, I come apart. So violently, it blinds me to everything but the ecstasy blazing through me, shredding me.

      My scream ricochets off the rock faces around us.

      Until Kyan covers my mouth with his, bruising and dominant, claiming me with his kiss. He reinforces it as he fucks me hard, grunting while my body trembles beneath his. I tilt my head, tongue dueling with his, seeking more of his dark angel musk while squeezing his bulging biceps and rippling my fingers across the corded sinew of his wings.

      They shudder from my touch.

      Desire oozes from his lips onto mine, mirroring the dripping pleasure of his organ in my cunt. We are burning, unraveling together. And remaking ourselves.

      When I clamp all my inner muscles around him, coming for the countless time as he licks and pinches my nipples, he finally unleashes himself. His seed releases in hot and long spurts into my inner chamber.

      Breathless, we linger here with me milking his cock as much as I can until he’s ready to pull out. I know I must be in a state with my hair ragged from the entire night with the caverns and the Veil of Souls. But Kyan still looks at me like I’m his salvation. And the breath in his lungs.

      Cupping the side of my face, he kisses me again, folding my lips back tenderly, affectionately, and intimately.

      But I’m not the only one who needs him. And I can’t be selfish when someone else deserves him in this form. Someone who was with him for centuries before I came along.

      “Merikh,” I breathe against Kyan’s lips.

      He chuckles against my mouth. “For the first time in the history of our partnership, I am inviting another. So, Quinny, what do you say? Would you like to watch?”

      A thrill of glee surges adrenaline to gush into every last nerve ending. "I would be honored!"
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            “Present yourself,” he deepens the demand.
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      The earth shakes beneath my boots when I land on the grounds of the Court of Storms where my brothers stand, waiting for us. Quinny shivers against me, a little self-conscious about her nakedness when the rest of us are fully clothed. My eyes center on Merikh most

      “I remember now how much you love to make an entrance,” the dragon snorts, spewing his hot air as usual while giving my restored wings a cursory once-over.

      “Look who’s talking,” I quip at the alpha with all his shiny scales, more than usual, donning his skin like armor.

      Sure, I can admire my curse-brother and admit he’s got a damn fine frame. I submit to his ruling as High King and Alpha God among us, but Merikh and I share a bond that transcends the Curse upon us...upon him now. I deadpan with my partner whose jaw is set, veins throbbing in his neck and brow, muscles tense and primed as if he were ready to do battle.

      In some ways, he is.

      I don’t need to read his thoughts. My wings curve toward him in a subtle gesture of understanding. A war is brewing. Retribution is coming.

      “Are you hungry, little one?” Mayce asks.

      Our ever practical fae approaches her from behind, attentive to her needs in ways the rest of us are not. He would be the best one to rule her during her pregnancy, but I recognize the bloodlust in Merikh’s eyes. And how far he will go to claim her next.

      Quintessa shudders at the first touch of the Fae’s hand upon her silver waves that cascade down to her waist, skirting her ass. Longer and fuller than ever. Mayce palms one ripe globe and thumbs his mark as my little spirit moth buries her head in my chest, breathing heavier while her skin prickles with gooseflesh.

      “Y-yes, but not for f-food. Not...y-yet. S-soon, th-thank you,” she stutters, both from the cold and her desire. Trembling, she rubs against me and eyes Merik through the slits of her strands. My invitation is at the forefront of our hungry girl’s beautiful, hedonistic mind.

      “Set the staff to prepare a royal supper,” I direct Mayce and Drago, prompting the Fae to step back so I may curve my gold wings around Quinny to warm her. “Merikh and I have some unfinished business, and Quinny has accepted my invitation.”

      Merikh balls his hands into fists. "Invitation?"

      Black veins thrum along the surface of his pale skin. Gods, he’s so gorgeous. Those soul-piercing eyes, dark and hooded, staring back at me much the same way when he first hosted me in his realm, looking down upon me from his throne. Back when we were nothing but blood and thunder.

      Once Drago and Mayce have departed to follow my command, I explain my invitation to Merikh and bid him to follow us to the lake.

      “It won’t be the same, brother. Your Curse is broken. Mine is not,” he defines through clenched teeth, his eyes out for blood.

      “I am aware.”

      “Are you prepared to surrender?”

      Crooking my smile to one side, I flex the sinew of my wings while sifting my fingers through Quinny’s hair and say, “With all my soul.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I land upon the bank of the lake and lower our little queen to the rocks until she’s sitting, curling her knees to her chest, and working to cover herself with her hair. Until Merikh removes his long black coat and drapes it around her shoulders, giving her nothing else. No words. No gestures. No fingers digging into her hair. His eyes don’t even give her a cursory glance.

      No, they are for me alone. After centuries of him surrendering to Shadow, who dealt him scars and blood, punishment and torture and brutality, it’s my turn to surrender.

      “Strip,” is Merikh’s sole command as he weaponizes his bloodthirsty eyes upon mine.

      Quinny’s eyes rocket wide open. But I smile and nod at my partner. No qualms about throwing off my robe and dropping it to the ground before finalizing with my pants until they join the robe. I lower my wings in submission. I drop my arms. I shed my title.

      I become nothing but Kyan, my thunder to his blood.

      “Present yourself,” he deepens the demand.

      I lower myself until my knees hit the ground. Wings spread but curled in the opposite direction, prepared for his punishment. Heat roars to my cock from the dark approval in Merikh’s eyes, their pupils dilating with hunger. A chuckle lodges in my chest when I consider how many times I was forced into this position in his Court. In public, everything was by force. Never at any time during those dark times did I submit.

      Not until he was at his weakest when the glimmering dawn burned the sky, and I breathed life back into the vampire.

      She’s still curled into herself, but Quinny’s eyes are riveted upon us, all her muscles tense. When Merikh removes his belt, sliding it off to snap it in an ear-splitting crack, I don’t flinch. She quakes.

      Blood surges to my cock from how he watches me, eyes roaming across the ridges of my muscles, more in my back than his. Guilt twinges inside me because he’s been stripped of his wings for centuries. Sundered of fangs and his full ability to drink and sate his thirst. And despite all the punishments Shadow dealt him over centuries, I robbed him of his time with Quintessa when I gave her my feather.

      Merikh’s eyes descend to my thick, hard member swelling between my thighs. A minor pause compared to his eyes lifting to rove across my wings in a silent gesture of promise. I will heal. But he will strip me bare first.

      My chest throbs with the lust and longing we’ve been denied during the Curse. Only Merikh can unleash the naked identity of Kyanatu in his purest god form.

      “No safety,” Merikh reminds me of our words to one another the first time we did this...before the Curse.

      “We are not safe. We are gods,” I say firmly, relaxing my muscles despite how much they want to brace themselves.

      “No men here,” he echoes. “Do you surrender?”

      “To transformation,” I agree.

      Quintessa shudders. Our eyes swing to hers. Tears blot them like wet stars because she understands the gravity of these moments. A gravity as strong as the untamed peaks of the mountains all around us.

      We narrow our gazes upon her in a direct warning, her last chance to back out. This will not be easy for her to watch. Nor bear. Remorse twists inside me when I consider the swell of her belly and our growing child.

      She lifts her chin like the little queen she is. A fresh wind drifts around her, shaking up her silver hair, reminding me of moonlight upon soft clouds. With a soft shake of her head, she takes our warning…and stays.

      I send a current of vibration to hum in a taunt to the vampire, willing him to do his worst. Merikh’s nostrils flare. He swings the whip.

      And brings it down hard on my chest, lashing the skin, welting the flesh. But it’s only the beginning.
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            “You will not come, boy. You know the rules.”
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      I flinch from the first strike. But the blood thickens in my veins, and my body turns hot at the sight of Merikh bringing his whip-like belt down on Kyan’s thigh of hard-packed muscle. While his jaw is locked and sweat forms on his brow, the fallen angel doesn’t move a muscle.

      Except for one.

      A flush suffuses my breasts and surges to my cheeks at the sight of Kyan’s thick cock vibrating. Warm wetness slicks my pussy at the thought of sitting on it, but I ball my hands into fists and keep myself curled tight like a caterpillar. The irony when I’m his spirit moth.

      Merikh swings the belt down on the side of Kyan’s cock, causing the member to bounce against his muscled thigh. My gasp times to Kyan’s groan, a groan so deep in his throat. But not one flinch! Other than his erection swelling, hardening. The veins in Merikh’s neck bulge, showing a hint of his lust. I love seeing him like this. Both of them. In their raw and dark state, they are giving me their vulnerability.

      If they choose to bring me into their inner circle, it would be an honor. And my surrender would be a gift. Just as Kyan’s is now.

      My breath grows heavy and labored as Merikh lashes his partner’s cock until every muscle in Kyan’s chest and biceps bulge. He strikes Kyan’s chest and thighs until red welts form. More sweat cleaves to Kyan’s brow while his breath quickens…and hitches from the vampire brushing the mere tip of the belt along the angel’s soft velvet crown. It’s grown conceivably larger since the process began, prompting my mouth to water.

      Fingers quivering, I swallow a moan and lower the tips of my digits along my pussy lips. Before they can land to relieve the arousal and tension, Merikh is before me. Snapping his belt on the ground and marking me with those heart-severing dark eyes. Oh, gods, I wither and shrink beneath the primal predator with his violent beauty, reading his body language loud and clear. No touching without permission.

      Once I thread my fingers in my lap and bow my head, the vampire nods and returns to Kyan, barking the command, “Hands and knees, my cherub.”

      I tense. Judging by how Kyan’s eyes narrow while his spine snaps, I can guess it’s not a term of endearment. But a smile curls one corner of my mouth because his hardness just betrayed itself with another vibration.

      The wind picks up a notch, and I bite my lower lip as it ruffles my hair and kisses my cheeks, understanding the God of Air is responsible.

      No sooner does Kyan get on his hands and knees than Merikh strikes his ass hard with the belt. Molten desire swarms inside me, liquid fire in my blood. With how swiftly the angel heals, it takes Merikh more time to build up the welts on his bottom and the backs of his thighs. He doesn’t stop until Kyan’s skin is cracked open, bleeding for him. The viciousness I remember from the night Merikh first fucked me has returned. Those eyes promise all the punishment and bloodshed of a death god.

      By the time the vampire swings the belt and strikes at the angel’s balls, Kyan’s muscles have locked up. He hisses through gritted teeth while the wind whips all around us. Little whitecaps crest on the surface of the water. Snowdrifts flurry down from the nearby mountains.

      “Little dove,” Merikh growls without turning to me, but he stabs a finger between his mate’s thighs. “You will suck him.”

      I scramble toward them as fast as my legs can carry me. Heat grows between my thighs as I get between Kyan’s legs. As I lean over, the vampire fists his hand through Kyan’s long, rich brown locks and warns him, “You will not come, boy. You know the rules.”

      My breath hitches because I’m so fucking turned on. All the sensations of that night with Merikh on the tower electrify my nerves and send more wet heat to ooze out of my slit. A thin sheen of cum glistens on that otherworldly cock’s crown. With a smile, I flick my tongue across the shaft head to taste his arousal. Salty, of course. But I also catch hints of snow-tossed wind upon his skin. It only feeds my desire.

      “Same for you,” he directs me with the same command. Don't come, don't come, don't come.

      Nodding, I choke on a gasp and fold my lips around Kyan’s velvet crown. He jerks, nostrils flaring, but he knows better than to move or pump into my mouth. Instead, I close my mouth around him as much as possible and slide up and down, clenching when he quivers a precursor. Oh, savage mercies! He vibrates in my mouth, rattling my teeth and coating my tongue with more cum.

      Warm wind rakes across the cape still clothing my body, but it finds my exposed pussy like a kiss of heated air. I clench my wanton muscles around too much air when they want to be filled. Tears burn my dry throat and sting the lining of my eyes while more saliva fills my mouth as I suck the angel harder. I twist and coil my tongue all the way down until I catch the soft skin of his firm balls, which have drawn up higher to his groin.

      “Bloody sweet saints and sinners...holyfuckfuckfuck!” Kyan bellows low like a rumble of thunder. And I realize it was not simply from my tongue but from Merikh’s.

      Because blood becomes. And he’s licking and tasting the angel’s blood while I suck from his cock like it’s my sweet saintly stick of heaven. Blood pierces and invades and transfuses. Soon, Merikh will become one with Kyan.

      And I get to witness them!

      I feel Merikh’s fingers curve against my chin as he cups Kyan’s balls, stroking the tender nerves from where he’d belted him. A deep groan leaves the angel’s throat, and he grinds his fist into the ground as I slide my mouth up and down, slicking his shaft and taking him as deep as I can manage. When he vibrates again to hit the inside of my throat, I jerk back.

      Rising, the vampire squares his shoulders and tightens his grip on the belt. Oh, savage gods, I hug my arms around my chest when his gaze roams from the velvet sac to the backs of the angel’s muscled thighs and firm globes of his buttocks all riddled with sores.

      He lifts his eyes to a higher target. He raises his arm.

      My heart leaps into my throat.

      Dark power radiates off Merikh as he snaps the belt. It cracks against Kyan’s very wings! A ferocious squall rocks the nearby mountains and sends snowfalls down upon our forms.

      More tears fill my eyes from the angel’s set jaw as he takes it. Surrenders to Merikh’s every will and whim. Sweat streams along his body to glisten his skin while his muscles flex and bulge between every strike. The vampire doesn’t stop. Feathers fall. Blood trickles as he mutilates Kyan’s wings.

      My longing arms lift toward him, aching to surround the angel. Become his haven as he did for me.

      “Don’t fucking touch him,” warns Merikh in a sadistic growl. I ball my hands into fists and clutch them close to my chest until he follows with, “Touch yourself, little dove.”

      What?

      I hardly know what my fingers are doing because I’m too fixated on the beautiful God of Air before me. Snowflakes feather the thick dark lashes with the serene indigo of his eyes peeking beyond them. Except, they aren’t looking at me. Not anyone. All I know is Kyan is somewhere else. He shivers from the constant rain of strikes savaging his wings, drawing more blood, and shedding more gold feathers until they remind me of rays of sunshine strewn upon the ground.

      My throat constricts from need, my lips wanting to press against Kyan’s.

      But I rub my erect nipples instead, my gaze swinging between the gods before me. A subtle curl of the corners of the angel’s mouth betrays a soft smile. Everything in me wishes I could become a part of whatever vision soars in his mind, something Merikh likely knows. One he shares. Just as I submitted to the vampire the one night on the tower because whatever pain and suffering he inflicted was nothing compared to the years when I was just the gray girl of the Borderlands. I trusted him to know the reward that would follow. Just as Kyan trusts him now.

      Like chaotic swan feathers, snow grows around us, biting at me. Tiny crystals coat my skin and raise the gooseflesh. With every whipping from the vampire’s hand, the wind grows madder, harsher, and violent. Nothing but a gray and white tapestry all around us, and I’m shaking from the cold. Unable to fathom why my insides are hot and wet with fire and ice coursing through my veins.

      More blood. More feathers. Merikh beats the ever-loving fuck out of Kyan—worse than he did to me on the tower. He’s penetrated through layers of skin and to the strong sinew and muscle beneath. The primal predator living off blood and hatred has awoken. His energy bleeds into me, making my skin crawl. More scarlet red makes up the fabric of the angel’s wings than gold.

      Not. One. Sound.

      The storm is Kyan’s sound. Ice and fury and punishing crystals wage war against the valley and trigger the lake itself to freeze. Those crystals vie with Kyan’s tears. Every muscle in his body has hardened. Every vein thrums and bulges. But his eyes are lost somewhere else.

      A single rumble of thunder crashes upon the mountain.

      Merikh drops the belt.

      The wind pauses.

      The snow hushes. Spectral-like and soft, it falls upon the valley now. Everything about the storm and the silence that follows is regal and beautiful. Grandeur and wonder. Like the gods before me.

      When I turn from the snow, I double over, gasping, lungs slamming together and heart lurching in my chest.

      Because they’re buried within one another. Facing each other. But it’s clear Merikh is holding Kyan, rocking him as the angel weeps on his shoulder.

      The raw vulnerability of what they share is something I can feel even if I don’t understand. Beyond possessiveness or masculine dominance, some deep magnetic force crashes them together in a will of hearts and souls. One soul.

      Merikh has fed the darkness of his curse into the angel. And Kyan took it. He took it all!

      Awe and fear strike deep into me. My center grows warmer, wetter at the sight of their union until I’m damn near creaming myself.

      One brutal glance from the vampire reminds me not to come.

      My chest throbs at the sight of the fallen feathers and the blood pooling into the snow around them. But they don’t speak about what has just happened. Instead, Merikh grips the back of Kyan’s hair, fists it, and yanks his head back to crush his mouth against the angel’s. Muscles flex in each of their jaws as they deepen the kiss. They never break eye contact. Their control and power are staggering. The way their ridged bodies move as they rock and saw into one another, pumping in and out, has me grating my nails into the ground until they turn numb—which I hate.

      The snow has become part of my hair. It’s seeped through the cape to sodden the fabric, and it clings like an icy sheen upon my skin. They are like the eye of the storm, and I’m still on the outside, freezing against the walls battering me. I am so cold.

      “Come here, little spirit moth.”

      I leap at the sound of Kyan’s voice. His first words. When Merikh turns to me, jaw hard but lifting in confirmation, I don't waste time. I stumble and scramble to get to them.

      “Strip, little dove.”

      I remove his cape, cast it aside like a black veil. And when they touch me and carefully draw me into the center of their embrace without their eyes breaking contact, nor their cocks, a shockwave crashes through me.

      They are going to fuck. With me between them.
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            Oh, gods, they’ll drown me at this rate!
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      Between their slow intimacy and how delicately they pump into one another, rocking me gently, I’m certain I’m going to implode. Not that I don’t understand since they both take turns rubbing the swell of my belly.

      Their eyes lock on one another the whole time despite how they caress me.

      “You rode the storm beautifully, Kyanatu,” Merikh tells him, prompting me to part my lips and widen my eyes.

      Kyan simply smiles and winks at me as if letting me know it was Merikh’s line the whole time. “Touch us, Quinny dear,” he directs me, taking my one hand to close around the base of his shaft. It pulses, then vibrates under my touch.

      I stroke my fingers across Merikh’s shaft, marveling at how I can feel those silver crosses as they stab into his partner’s anus, leaving me wondering…what it would feel like. Penetration of any kind there.

      They find one another’s mouths on one side of me. This close, with their dicks pumping hard into one another beneath my hands and my nipples rasping against Kyan’s chest while he rocks his pelvis against my body, their energy surrounds me. Raw, masculine, dominating, and dangerous fire and ice.

      Their cocks grow so hard and impossibly thick. Anytime I look down to find Merikh’s cock with those glinting magic crosses penetrating Kyan’s anus or Kyan’s thick member vibrating into Merikh’s dark hole, I almost combust.

      It’s no comfort to find their limbs trembling because they’re not shaking anywhere close to how wildly I am. And they’ve born me this whole time.

      At least by now, Kyan’s wings have begun their healing.

      Kyan’s cock vibrates stronger. Merik stabs harder. They rock faster. Like wind and the waves, they form a riptide to drag me under the depth of their love and lust. I’ve only scratched the surface of their histories.

      The second Merikh grabs his partner’s hair and rakes his teeth along the angel’s throat, I feel Kyan shudder.

      “You know me, Merikh.”

      My heart somersaults. Because I know that lilt! I throw my arms around his neck and collapse against his chest.

      “Strange as darkness and wily as the winds,” follows Merikh, his voice taking on a husky edge not even I have heard. “Mad as blazes and black as sin.”

      “I am the storm of your soul, vampire.”

      I bury my head in his chest.

      “Pick at the scab some more, old friend,” says Merikh. “Let it hurt. Let it bleed. Let it fester.”

      “She has seen, yes, she has,” croons Shadow as he strokes the back of my hair.

      “And she’s here to stay.”

      “I’ll never let you go, my spirit moth.”

      “Shadow...” I whisper, holding tight to him, not wanting him to slip away. “Oracle,” I whimper.

      “Now, Kyanatu.”

      They stab each other deeply, trapping me between them as they kiss, opening one another’s mouths and groaning deeply from their throats. I love the way they gaze at each other the whole time, eyes locked. How their lips part in mutual threaded pants while their cocks twitch beneath me. So fucking hot. So gruelingly sexy.

      “That was...” I gasp, swinging my head between them with no words for it. “Thank you,” is all I can say.

      “Oh, we’re not done,” the angel chuckles heatedly and fondles my breast. “Are we, Merry?”

      “You’re close to getting another whipping, brat,” warns the god.

      Kyan simply snorts, and the two of them carry me into the water where the angel may fully heal from his wounds. A heated wind skirts the lake, melting the ice and the snow along the bank. Like the ice disappearing, all the blood washes away.

      Not once do they let me go or stray. Not even when they bring me back to the bank where their mouths descend upon my body, kindling fire into every nerve ending and lighting up all the synapses in my brain.

      They’re torturing me. Of that, I know since they both share a devious smirk whenever they squeeze and fondle my breasts and give my erect nipples little pinches before moving down to torment my clitoris. They rub their erections along the base of my ass and thighs, which only stirs my longing.

      Anytime the pressure coils so tight inside me, I feel ready to explode, they withdraw. Sometimes, they turn me, shifting me, so I face Merikh and his depthless-hooded eyes, his dangerous beauty, and the carnal nightmare that chills my spine and ignites every one of my nerves.

      Just like the first time before he fucked me, he robs me of all my breath. His mouth captures mine, forcing me to open and surrender to him, surrender to them both as Kyan rubs my hot, swollen nub again. The angel kisses the back of my neck and sends a ripple of chilly wind to intensify the tingles skittering up my spine.

      Merikh is the icy brutality and dark danger before me. A riptide determined to pull me under. Kyan is the warm, strong wind driving him onward. Oh, gods, they’ll drown me at this rate!

      Back and forth, over the course of how long I can’t fathom, they edge me to orgasm. And stop me short every time. Like they’re preparing me for something. Driving me to desperation and madness with how much I’ve creamed myself and wet their skin and cocks with my own juices.

      Mad heat shreds my pulse. Molten desire devours my blood and steals all my nerves until my breath bursts in frenzied gasps. I’m writhing and squirming, rubbing against their dicks, desperate for friction.

      And begging, “Oh, gods, please, just let me come or kill me. Just stop torturing me. Oh, gods, just fuck me, fuck me, fuck me!”

      With a growl, Merikh fists my hair so he may drag his teeth across my throat and press his lips to my throbbing pulse, latching on to suckle. I shiver from his fingertips as he traces the ink swirling upon my skin. They’re not shifting or whorling like they sometimes do, but neither of them has penetrated me yet. Apparently, my vym is more partial to the actual fucking part.

      He seeks the million little words contained within the soul of my scars. The enigma of the gods has begun to shatter.

      We are fire. We are storms. We are need. We are blood and heat and fire and flesh and bodies.

      “Are you ready, Quinny dear?” asks Kyan while fondling my breasts from behind, tenderly twisting the red and wanton nipples.

      “I’ve been ready, you exasperating feather-headed deity!”

      Kyan pauses and folds his hands around my ribs, gazing back at his partner. “Did she just—”

      “She did. No mercy, brother,” growls Merikh and thrusts hard and fast, penetrating all my soaked, silken flesh.

      “Oh, savage mercies!” I double over as he forces me to feel every inch, rubbing the roof of my pussy with those icy brutish crosses.

      Merikh raises me up and brings me down even deeper, impaling me on his cock until I clench all around him.

      “That’s my little dove,” he says and kisses me, tongue stabbing in to claim my mouth before gripping the side of my neck. “Eyes on me. You’re going to take them all, Quintessa.”

      Them? Oh... “Bloody blazes!” is all I croak out before Kyan vibrates along the side of his partner’s shaft.

      My pulse skyrockets. I work to spread my hips as he stretches my flesh—as they both burn and stretch me—as much as Thayne did the first time he fucked me. No wonder Merikh went first. Kyan’s vibrating cock helps push him deeper while stimulating my center.

      The muscles in my calves flex and tighten as I work to station my feet flat on the banks below me. Struggling to take them both, to accept them, to ride them.

      “So fucking tight…” the vampire whispers in my ear, the whisper bordering on a growl. “Good girl, dripping all over us. You love both our huge cocks fucking your dirty tight cunt, don’t you, little dove?”

      I grind my fist into his chest while slamming my head against Kyan’s shoulder as he works his way inside. Deeper. Sliding right against Merikh’s shaft until they are both buried to the hilts inside me. I swear I can feel them nudging my womb. Somehow, some way, my muscles relax to take them both, to accept them until I feel them in every corner of my heart and soul.

      Grinding my hips, begging them to move, I feed on their masculine monstrosities. On the energy of two predator gods sheathed inside me. I feel their cocks rubbing against one another, stroking each other inside me.

      Between the vibration and those cold cross kisses, I can’t hold back anymore.

      I explode.

      Galaxies swirl in my vision, competing with the whorls lighting up and dancing all over my skin. I convulse again and again. Tremors rock my body. If real rapture exists, I’m getting a taste.

      “Sweet heaven!” exclaims Merikh uncharacteristically as I spasm around them. “Such a bad girl coming on our cocks already. If she keeps squeezing us like that, this won’t last so long.”

      “Bloody hell...” Kyan echoes, leaning in to nibble on my earlobe while vibrating harder, prolonging the orgasm, and filling me with aftershocks of pleasure. “You’re our sweet, little slut, aren’t you, Quinny? You’re going to take both of us now. You’ll take the three of us,” he finishes with that familiar lilt.

      I grab onto the back of his neck for dear life and swing my neck to kiss Shadow. Oracle. Because it will take some time to get used to that. In some ways, he’ll always be Shadow to me.

      While Shadow opens my mouth beneath his and probes his tongue inside to taste me, they synchronize. And begin to fuck me.

      “Oh…” I moan into Shadow’s mouth when Merikh captures my distended clit and rubs it with the flat of three fingers.

      Kyan hasn’t stopped vibrating, and I’m afraid it will be too much. I’m squeezing around them, grinding my hips, fucking them back. It takes me a moment to latch onto their rhythm as they thrust in and out, pulsing their hard, fat cocks inside me, but I finally do.

      “That’s right, little dove. Fucking soaked for us. Your greedy little cunt is hungry for our cocks, isn’t it? But you’re going to take them. Take our fat cocks, crosses and vibrating and all.”

      “And you will not come until we tell you,” finishes Shadow against my lips, releasing my hair and urging me to his partner.

      Merikh forces my mouth open with his tongue, dives in deep, and fucks me with his tongue. I gasp and pant into his mouth. He groans, deep in his chest, hungry, drinking from me. They take as much from me as they give. And I wonder if they are feeding me pieces of my half soul—the one they consumed before they met me—even as they feed my pussy with their thick, ridged cocks. An exchange of emotion and depth. Like I’m riding on the currents of their beings.

      Kyan’s is full and golden and shining but with the underlayer of Shadow like a welcome ghost humming to the surface now and then.

      Merikh’s is black and hollow with fathomless memories, deeper than the core of the world.

      A gentle wind strokes our bodies, ruffling my hair all around them, gifting them my scent. The angel’s hands squeeze and caress and fondle my breasts, thumb tapping his mark every now and then. Between him pinching my erect tits and Merikh tormenting my swollen nub, I can’t fathom how I’ll last. Sweat drips down the sides of my body. Their strong limbs tremble beneath mine, but it’s little comfort. No way are they suffering anywhere near as much as me.

      They draw it out. Fire and ice and sweet smoldering pain as they come out all the way, cocks kissing, before plunging back into my drenched folds and needy slit. Tears growing a film to blot my vision, I grip Merikh’s shoulders and lock my eyes on his dark ones. When he pinches my clit, I flinch. Kyan tweaks my pebbled buds at the same time.

      “Such a dirty little slut of a queen,” remarks Kyan while rubbing and squeezing my tits.

      “So fucking filthy clenching around our cocks, hungry little dove,” echoes Merikh, peeling the hood back and toggling my clit, working it into a fat, fevered knot of nerves.

      I shudder as they take turns kissing me, petting me, touching me everywhere. Sweet strokes upon my belly, tender caresses upon my thighs, firm gropes of my breasts, pleasurable pinches for my nipples. Teeth marks upon my neck and shoulders. Their dirty talk only ignites my blood.

      Kyan’s wings pulse, the veins thrumming, feathers ruffling, stirring a breeze to curl around us. The lake laps at the bank. It creates music for our fucking.

      I clench harder, nails raking across Merikh’s gashes and scars, a fleeting image of marking him interrupting my thoughts. My womb tightens. Bloated heat surges to my pussy. Pressure coils and coils, threatening to unravel me.

      With a growl, Merikh pinches my clit sharp, pulling it and saying, “You will not come.”

      “Please!” I narrow my eyes through hot, stinging tears, my vocal cords rasping.

      “Look down at us, Quinny,” directs Kyan, urging my chin.

      I gasp at the sight of them. Kyan’s rigid dick pulses and quivers a vibrating kiss along the crosses of Merikh’s crown. My juices cover them both. After they take turns bumping and nudging and slapping the tips of their cocks against my clit, Merikh scissors my folds with his fingers and dives back in again with the angel sliding in behind him, stretching me anew.

      Finally, they pound me. Rock me between them. Clawing at them, I try to ride them out, but I can’t latch onto the rhythm anymore. Their violent carnal sides take over, their grunts and growls and virile bodies overlapping my gasps. So, I don’t try.

      Instead, I suck breaths between their thrusts and lose all sense of rhythm and momentum as they take full control. Something deep inside me knows it’s the time.

      Nothing but sweet surrender.

      Their pounding slows to a deep rocking. They pump into me. I spread my hips, loving how they rock me between them, my back against the angel’s strong muscular chest and my front rubbing Merikh’s icy skin and his scarred flesh.

      I reach down and touch them both, smiling softly when they jerk and twitch beneath my fingertips. At that moment, my vym hooks into each of them. Claims them. Captures them. The whorls on my skin dance upon their arms and ripple down to weave around their god cocks.

      We become soul and heart and depth. And the utter peace of knowing and accepting. We haven’t shared the abyss, but it’s our bliss all the same.

      “You will bring me back to life next, little dove,” Merikh vows in a whisper. “And you will take all my darkness and demons and scars.”

      “Please. Just…more,” is all I manage to whisper because they’ve driven me to the very edge. Anytime I’m ready to leap off, Kyan stops vibrating. They both stop thrusting.

      All the hairs on me prickle to life as they urge my head to the side, lock me in their gaze, and slowly slide out.

      "Come with us," they unite in a tender command.

      They slam into me. Ferociously. Painfully. Beautifully. All vibration and crosses and impossibly thick and rigid, fat and beautiful monster god cocks. Primal need and merciless, fucking domination. They conquer me. Fucking me like the gods they are.

      I buck. They jerk.

      I explode all around them.

      They unleash. I accept.

      I taste glory and suck upon rapture. With their eyes imprisoning mine, their mouths collide. Their lust and love for one another electrify a lightning storm into my nerves. A fiercer, hotter, and unbelievable orgasm rips through me, tearing through my veins, and surging right for my heart.

      Convulsing all around them, I ride out my pleasure on their cocks, climaxing over and over as they release hot ropes of seed into my hungry channel. Their sharp and fast gusts of breath carry my soprano scream that echoes off the mountains.

      Gasping and panting and heaving, I fall against Merikh’s heaving chest, a measure of pride from how hard his breath comes.

      “Fucking—”

      “Sweet bloody—”

      “Gods and saints be damned—”

      “Holy sinners...”

      I’m not entirely aware of who said what. All I know is they’re sweaty. I made two gods fucking sweat! My sex gives off little pulses, murmurs, and aftershocks of countless ‘tiny deaths’ as I milk them.

      They stay buried in me, holding me, rocking me, rubbing against me. Until they become soft. And I grow tired. And worn. When they finally pull out, I feel every inch of smoldering soreness.

      They touch me with their fingertips. I tremble as they rub their come along my center, chuckling at how much spills out and oozes down my thighs.

      “Damn,” expresses Kyan with approval. “Look at that gaping snatch.”

      “Love her flesh, so pink and swollen and sore from our cocks,” Merikh agrees as they toy with my folds and part the lips to examine me closer.

      A liquid and languid heat fills my veins, and I shiver from every touch but don’t stop them. I don’t think there’s anything my boys could do sexually that would not be a turn-on. My brain scrambles for anything, but I’m pretty much down for everything. And up. And in every other direction. I laugh inwardly.

      “Same time tomorrow?” Kyan asks Merikh before kissing my cheek and pawing at my tit.

      “Mmm…” I moan and curl up against him. “I’d probably die.”

      “Wouldn’t be the first time during a hard fucking,” Merikh mentions, and I shiver at the memory of Thayne’s full-blown dragon cock penetrating me until I literally died and needed the three gods performing life-saving measures while Drago cursed his dragon with every iota of his being. Only for me to rise up and pounce on him, begging for more like the dirty bitch I am.

      But… “Things are different now,” I remind them and press their hands to my belly.

      “Gonna love watching your tits get larger, Quinny dear.”

      I giggle at Kyan since he can’t keep his hands off my breasts. They were never overly large since I’m on the petite side, and I was skinny and emaciated in the Borderlands. But ever since Drago fucked me and the boys have fed me and doted on me, I’ve grown stronger, healthier…fuller.

      By now, I’ve learned Kyan is a tit man. Mayce is the ass. Drago is my pussy. And Merikh is…everything. He makes this clear when he grips the back of my hair and kisses me something hard and fierce while roaming his other hand all up and down my body. If they keep this up, I’m going to fall apart again.

      Thankfully, they carry me into the lake and rinse me off, but they don’t remain inside for long. Enough to heal the gaping hole.

      “If you ruffians are quite finished, it’s time for supper.”

      I flick my head and blush at Mayce, who stands on the opposite side of the bank. Even with the wind raking over his pale gold hair and pulling at the threads of his robes, he is the embodiment of beauty and intoxication. I imagine there must be a dark side to him, but I can’t imagine what, aside from those fleeting glimpses of his kinky side and penchant for plugging toys into my back hole.

      “Drago is already eating,” he adds, eyes darting between Merikh and Kyan.

      “Oh, we best not waste time,” the angel chuckles and gets to his feet, proud and unashamed nudity on full display for his other Curse-brother. “The damned dragon has an appetite of a hundred hogs. Let’s go.” He seizes my wrist and tugs me closer, weaving one arm around my body.

      “Um…” I widen my eyes as Kyan takes his place on my other side, and I gesture to their flaccid but still-huge cocks resting against their legs.

      “I suppose we shouldn’t stroll right in,” the God of Air laughs and folds his arms around me, curving his wings. “After all, this isn’t Mayce or Drago’s court.”

      Mayce narrows his molten brown eyes, curling the corners of his knowing mouth into a simper. If his court is anything like Drago’s, with its public orgies and the dragon’s love of exhibitionism, I imagine it’s salacious. My curiosity runs rampant and rouses eager goosebumps along my skin.

      I can’t even begin to wonder what Merikh’s court is like.
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            I feel so much smaller in his arms.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        QUINTESSA

      

      

      “You’ve brought life back into the Court of Air, Quinny dear,” Kyan says as Eyn-Amaru prepares me.

      Blushing, I bite my lower lip as he advances toward us. His gold wings fill so much of the expanse and cast prisms along the floor, reflecting off the mirror to shimmer upon me. His aren’t the only ones restored. I smile at the Stewardess because her wings are fuller, too. No longer one. All the citizens of the former Court of Storms have had their wings restored.

      Earlier, a beautiful thrill surged through me when Kyan brought me onto the balcony so I could witness his winged people taking flight and dancing all around the castle in midair. Some performed aerobatics. Even the children had tested their wings, bouncing and somersaulting. Judging by how many waved to me and nodded and smiled, I knew my reception to Kyan’s court would be much different. After our private dinner, Kyan would bring me one last time to say farewell.

      “Is that its true name?”

      “It is today.”

      He steps in the Stewardess’ way and weaves his hands around the part of my belly where it’s exposed. The swell seems to have grown from before I’d entered the Veil of Souls to retrieve Kyanatu…and Shadow. And Kyan is determined to show off my bump more since he’s alerted me that this will be my last day in the Court of Air before I leave for Merikh’s court. The vampire has shared how immediately following supper, he will exchange blood and venom with me, then formally bring me into his cursed realm of the Waste.

      Chills still creep up my spine when I consider what fallen vampires will look like. And how they might respond to the babe growing inside me. For now, I’ll enjoy how much they’re all doting on me, especially Kyan.

      “It’s a beautiful gown...” I trail off, uncertain if that’s what I should call the ethereal piece of silver filigree-covered fabric.

      Around my throat, the filigree swirls in current-like patterns and plunges low to expose my cleavage and plump breasts. While it cuts out in the center, the filigree bodice extends along my sides and lower swell of my belly and covers my sex much like a leotard. Transparent skirt attachments flow from the backs of my hips to expose my thighs and the insides of my legs. More filigree twirls all over my arms from below my shoulders to my wrists.

      Eyn-Amaru leaves my hair long and silvery, flowing down my back. Other than the smoky eye, circlet with the ten-pointed cross, and tiny silver gems sprinkling my upper cheekbones, she leaves the rest of me bare—no jewelry. It would be too much with the filigree.

      My fingers twitch and tremble as she finishes while Kyan caresses my belly. After a few more moments, he dismisses her and turns me to face him instead of the mirror.

      “I will be there, Quinny dear,” he assures me, capturing my chin in a tender touch. His indigo eyes are more serene than ever, all the bluer thanks to his gold wings. “We all will. You have no need to fear Merikh.”

      It doesn’t help. My belly flutters, but not the normal kind. Not butterflies. This is more…visceral. With tears glistening in my eyes and nausea clotting my stomach, I print my hands to the lower swell.

      “I just…I just felt them,” I gush and gaze up at Kyan.

      He furrows his brow and follows my hand. “Them?”

      “Just an expression because we don’t know what the sex is,” I explain and tuck a tendril of my hair behind my ear, narrowing my eyes in curiosity. “Do you have any preference, Kyan?”

      He shakes his head. “None whatsoever. A healthy child, free of the Curse of the Waste, is a blessing, Quintessa. And while hope has failed us far more in the past, it’s the first time I truly believe the Curse is not stalking us. Thanks to our beautiful little queen, it’s afraid of us.”

      I can’t help but wonder if Kronos is afraid now that half has been broken. Shoving the thoughts aside because the last thing I want is to think of Qora and what has happened to her, I touch Kyan’s arm and smile when his feathers ruffle.

      He sighs heavily before stiffening. “You’re so beautiful, I want nothing more than to tear this dress off and spend all day in bed with you. But I believe we had our fill of you earlier.”

      “And I’m starving!” I point out, rubbing my belly, imagining some of the flutter kicks could be the result of hunger.

      “Come then, Quinny. They’re waiting for us.”

      Thankfully, Drago has not eaten everything in sight. As usual, there is no chair set aside for me, which I prefer because any of their laps are far more comfortable. And I quite enjoy their attention. I’ll even sit back and let them feed me if they wish. After spending so many years scrounging for leftovers, scurrying off to the nearby woods to hunt for berries, or wild mushrooms or even depending on Sarai for food, it’s a welcome relief to be fed. And fed. And fed.

      For once, my eyes are not bigger than my stomach, and I’m eager to devour everything in sight! I feast on spirit soup and dew bread, golden berry cakes with honey-halo sauce, light cheese sauce over hearty pasta and roasted vegetables, and even biscuits with clotted cream for dessert.

      By the time I’ve finished, I’ve rounded the table, so I began with Kyan and now end with Mayce. He’s doted on me most, insisting on feeding me, lifting cups to my mouth, and wiping my lips with the cloth napkin. Each time, I feel so much smaller in his arms. But safe and warm. Too warm. Especially when he rubs the tips of his fingers along my thighs.

      “Would you care for something more to drink, my child?” he inquires, lifting his goblet this time to my lips. Oh, gods, how does he smell so good? Like herbs and sweet wine. At first, I hesitate but then remember that a little sip of wine or two won’t do me any harm even when I’m pregnant.

      So, I press my lips into a smile and nod, accepting as the Fae deepens his molten brown eyes against mine while lifting the goblet rim to the curve of my mouth. And slowly tipping it with his knowing simper.

      The wine is rich and spicy and warm. Intoxicating, it surges heat into my body and thickens and slows my blood to a languid, heady state. Not at all what I expected from the Court of Air where every dish and drink has been light and airy. Not rich or spicy.

      “Mmm...”

      I moan and sigh, leaning my head against the Fae god’s strong frame while shifting my hips a little. Out of my peripheral vision, Mayce postures in his chair, the epitome of steadfastness and otherworldly beauty. It defies the laws of nature. It’s not right for his hair to be as golden as sunlight and his eyes able to glint so much. Or his cheekbones to soar so high and sharp on his face. Or his lips to be so full and sensual, soft and seductive as silk roses.

      “You’re so beautiful, you could break my soul.” I slur a little and giggle. My pulse skips to my fluttering heartbeat.

      A sharp hiss, followed by a low growl, resounds from the opposite side of us.

      “You mother-fucking Fae!” Merikh roars and upends the table.

      I flinch and curl against Mayce, who folds his arms around me and strokes the back of my head. More heat pulses through my veins. More desire gushes to my core from the scent of him. And all I want is for him to wrap me in his arms and carry me away.

      Mayce dabs his mouth with one hand, smiles down at me, then turns to the vampire. “Honestly, Merikh, you shouldn’t be so surprised. Everyone knows your court is no place for our girl growing the little one in her belly. And you are not prepared, nor equipped to care for her in such a state, are you, bloodsucker? I’d say she needs all her blood properly stored in her lovely body.”

      “I’m…” A yawn escapes my mouth, interrupting my words as fatigue weighs down my lashes. “What’s going on?” I press my cheek against his chest, listening to the sound of his heartbeat.

      On our right, Drago chuckles darkly and deeply. “Well done, mate.”

      Merikh growls at the High King, but it’s Kyan who stands and surges a fresh current to breeze around the room. It stops his partner in his tracks, and the King of the Court of Air approaches the vampire.

      I rub my face against Mayce’s chest, a longing ache growing in my own chest, but I’m still paying enough attention to notice that Kyan doesn’t touch his partner when he addresses him. Every vampiric nerve is strung too tight.

      “Merikh, he’s right.”

      “Shut the fuck up about what I already know, Kyan,” Merikh barks, his eyes centering on mine, dark and brooding.

      “Of course I am. I am always right.” Mayce nods and lifts his goblet to the two of them. “Moreover, for all your complaints and woes about it being your turn, I am the only one who hasn’t had the pleasure of filling any of our sweet baby girl’s tight little orifices.” His fingers tread suggestively along my thigh and then under where he cups my bottom.

      I giggle again and wiggle against him, only to yelp when Mayce pinches my backside. “None of that, my little Tess.” He brushes his lips across my brow before lifting my chin. “While I am not the ruffian my brothers are, you will find I am much more unyielding in other ways. And consequences for disobedience will be far greater than those you’ve experienced…simply in different ways, little rosebud. Yes, rosebud, I believe that will do.”

      He touches his lips to mine, and I bow beneath his mouth, opening and yielding to his masterwork of a kiss. He wraps his dominance and masculinity within a trained seduction. One ingrained within his foundation. One he’s honed throughout his life.

      “You will be my little rosebud.” He taps my nose, then combs his fingers through my hair, rubbing my scalp as if petting me. It sends tingles to sweep all along my skin, competing with the heat in my blood and the hazy film over my eyes. “I am the master gardener who will bring you to full bloom, my child. And your training will begin immediately.”

      A final low growl rumbles from Merikh before he storms off, slamming the dining hall door behind him. Hard enough to rip it from its hinges and rattle the walls. Kyan pursues him.

      I’m so relaxed, I hardly notice how he’s turned me around, peeled the back of my leotard to one side, and injects a new plug into my ass. At first, my tight ring of muscles squeezes in protest. Until Mayce swats my backside, triggering a yelp.

      “Relax, rosebud. Open for me. That’s a good girl.”

      His praise heats my cheek and kindles my desire as he pops the plug deep inside and pushes it in and out a little before securing it. An approving pat on my ass follows. He replaces my leotard, which only adds more pressure. It’s uncomfortable. Awkward. But not unbearable. Most uncomfortable is how my pussy gets slick and hot from the action.

      “There, there, rosebud,” he purrs warm breath along my brow and tightens his grip on me. “Soon, we will travel to my Court of Thorns. My people will be so thrilled to meet their new queen.”

      I shiver from the thrill leaping through me and lighting up my curiosity. What sort of court will this be?

      Raising me up, the Fae god sweeps me into his arms with my legs wrapped around his midsection and my arms around his neck. My cheek bows upon his chest as a heavy slumber folds all around me.

      “Yes, rest your sweet head, little Quintessa,” he urges me to sleep, his voice deepening and surrounding me like a warm nest on a summer’s day. “Daddy Mayce will take care of you now.”

      He hums an unearthly lullaby, and I soon drift off to sleep.
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        QORA/NERAYA

      

      

      Somehow, I remember to breathe.

      Whenever he strides into the bedroom suite, my heartbeat falters, and my lungs slam together.

      My one act of defiance earned me a month of chains. Sometimes, Kronos keeps me shackled to the bed with my legs and arms spread. Mouth gagged. Eyes blindfolded. Ears stuffed. Full sensory deprivation all day at times. Now, I understand what it feels like whenever Quinn went hungry.

      Those times are the worst because I don’t know when he will come. No way to prepare before he penetrates me deep and hard and shakes the bed while freeing me of the blindfold and bonds. A way to remind me he is my creator and my liberator. He holds the true chains of my soul.

      It doesn’t matter how I’ve remained subservient ever since.

      Kronos has allowed anyone to use my flesh from lords to nobles so he may secure whatever alliances or treaties he desires. Or courtiers, both male and female, to play with me alongside him.

      One thing I do not have in common with Quinn: I wish I could turn numb.

      He doesn’t allow it. He holds my mind, my body, He holds my full self within the palm of his hand. He directs my pain, my pleasure, and all my senses.

      And still, I hold onto hope that this is simply a season for atonement. Perhaps if he torments and punishes me enough, he will grow bored and eventually release me.

      My breath hitches at the first touch of his cock to my slit. Tensing only increases the pain as he pushes inside me, working himself inside me, inch by inch, until he’s fully seated with his firm balls against my lower ass. First, he unstuffs my ears so I may listen to his heavy breathing, deep grunt, and cooing words. “Good little mine,” is always what he says first.

      I moan on cue when he tweaks my nipples. He’s gifted a new piercing for them each night, along with my clit. They keep the stinging pain fresh. What’s worse is the opposite extreme. If he were content to simply give me the pain, it would be easier.

      But Kronos suckles my nipples like they are a treat. He rubs my nub, which grows plump and swollen while my pussy heats and oozes with arousal. Endorphins ignite. Chemicals gush through me.

      “Yes, drip all over me and take my cock, dirty little mine. Mine forever.” He crushes my hopes with those words every time and tugs on the ring in my clit, playing with it while I arch and writhe and moan beneath him.

      He feels harder, thicker. Like the size of a minotaur as he rocks in and out, pumping ferociously into me. With a chuckle, he rips off the blindfold, stabbing deep into my anus so he may capture the pain and shock in my eyes.

      “Pretty little soul,” he commends me for whatever he finds.

      I imagine my hatred must fester like an internal wound. A poison infecting every drop of my blood, but I’ve kept it out of my eyes and give him whatever he wants.

      Gods shouldn’t sweat, but I’m convinced he does just for me. It makes my skin crawl and churns my stomach. Those sensations don’t last before he commands my pleasure. Huge cock in my ass to punish me while he works his fist in twisting movements until it pops in my pussy.

      I convulse, muscles tightening and spasming and fluttering around his fist like he loves. Anal muscles clenched so hard, I wonder if it’s possible to strangle a cock.

      As usual, he covers me in ropes of hot seed to cover me. Then, he covers me in warm streams of his urine. But it doesn’t satisfy him for long. After he wipes his member off, he’s still iron-rigid and ready to penetrate me while his cum dries and crusts my skin.

      First, he feeds it to me. I’ve discovered how much I picked up from Quinn with her experience with boys in the Borderlands. It hasn’t taken me long to learn how to suck a cock. My lungs burn from lack of breath at how he chokes me, then pulls out to free my air, and slaps his dick across my cheek and then the other, coating my skin in my own saliva and his cum.

      His saliva comes next. I can’t help my body’s response when he suckles my nipples before licking my clit and closing his lips around it. I can’t help the climaxes ripping through me, each one like a lightning strike birthed from his mouth and tongue.

      Blood comes last. He’s begun to mix ours. Superficial slashes on my belly. It guts me deep to my core because he never marks me so deeply, he leaves a scar. He doesn’t have to. He’s covered my soul with scars. If he left a mark on my skin, I could pretend like her. I could take solace that she and I share something.

      Instead, I must wear the beauty he has created from the piercings in my tits and clit to the diamonds and rubies seared into my flesh. Tears burn my eyes every time he leans down to trace the jewels on my chest and bustline, admiring the decoration he’s imparted.

      Everything else I have is what Kronos ejects, then washes away, grinning with malevolence the whole time because I will always feel his defilement. I’ll never wash him off me. I’ll never be clean, nor free of him.

      I both love and hate it.

      After he’s pinched my nipples with the blood and rubbed it along my clit and my skin, Kronos commands, “Kiss me.”

      Trembling beneath him, I arch my neck and lift my mouth to his. At the same moment that our lips touch, he sheathes himself to the hilt inside me.

      A deep groan from his mouth vibrates into my throat to fill my chest. “So fucking tight every time. I’m going deeper in and harder than ever, Nereya. And you’re going to thank me for fucking you.”

      By now, I know not to look away.

      He smiles down at me. A sick and twisted smile. Not one of a sadist because that would be a comfort. His smile is one of a deity who is assured of his power and control. I feel that power and control like a spiderweb tangling with his affection.

      With his divine eyes centered on me and smile growing in approval, Kronos lowers his hand to rub my hot nubbin and says, “Come with me, little soul.”

      Pressure snaps inside me. He jerks hard, thrusting so deep, I imagine my womb itself must howl. Unlike every time, he doesn’t pull out to cover me with his seed. Instead, he unleashes it inside me. It’s not so rare, but it is the first time he remains inside me, tracing those gems, fingering locks of my hair, kissing my lips tenderly now and then.

      I wish he would come out, do his aftercare, and chain me up again. At least cold air would be a relief for my burning sore cunt.

      “I underestimated her,” he croons and kisses my cheek.

      I raise my brows, but I know whom he’s referencing. My blood crystallizes more because the thought of Quintessa is a greater, deeper torture. One I can never hope to escape. Her ghost haunts me every moment of every day.

      Kronos lowers his lips to my brow. “She has broken two gods’ curses. The Veil of Souls is forming cracks. How proud those fools are of a child growing in her womb.”

      My throat constricts. My heart throbs. My pulse quickens. “Quintessa is…pregnant?”

      My Quinn is going to have a baby? Fire and ice claw through me from my warring emotions. Envy, grief, pride, agony, and somehow, I settle on this otherworldly sense of…compersion.

      Kronos still doesn’t seem too concerned. Not with the way a corner of his lips curls into a smirk. I shudder from how he traces a finger around my breast and circles slowly around my areola.

      “Word will spread. A visit to the Five Realms will be necessary to restore order. We will reassure the kingdoms of my unconquerable rule and reign.”

      “We?”

      My heart stops at the single word. All my cell matter weeps at the prediction worming its way inside me.

      “Oh, yes, little mine. Do you think I would leave you here? Tsk, tsk, tsk. Fear not, little soul. You both will be there with me. You will be my secret weapon to the Five Realms.”

      Everything inside me turns to rot and ash from the other word. Far more perilous and horrifying than the last.

      “Both?” I whisper as tears begin to form, and my lungs shrivel.

      “Nereya...”

      He lowers his voice to a husky tone as his hand lowers. Everything in my being freezes, all my willpower begging that hand not to stop until it reaches my pussy.

      It stops.

      Kronos palms my belly, confirming with no words. When I look up, my eyes meet glinting orbs of approval.

      Whatever remains of my withered heart finds a deep grave somewhere inside me. I climb into it.

      I feel like a Shadow again.

    

  







            The End
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        “The Lannisters send their regards.”

      

      

      A bone-deep chill howls up my spine as I shuffle over grit and broken glass, press against the stone wall ruins, and peer through the cracks at the Court O’ Sevens blood farm two hundred yards away. This is my fifth night. By now, I’ve memorized the overseers’ patterns, I understand the guard shifts, and stolen the schedule for any visiting blood masters.

      Nervous energy rattles the very blood in my veins.

      A small human skull brushes my boot.

      My chest spasms. The empath in me nearly shatters the delicate armor protecting my three-sizes-too-big heart.

      Refusing to fall apart, I fall to my knees and say a prayer for mercy over the lost soul. The ruins are echoes, remnants of the early days when vampires rose to power under the all-powerful rule of their Father and established their courts and farms.

      The world isn't too different. It's simply darker with more blood magic and technology that...well seems like magic. And the geography, of course. We had no choice but to adjust to the supernatural when that spawn of Satan and his followers emerged.

      Sucking a deep inhale, I steel myself, clenching my muscles.

      Still-breathing children are waiting for me.

      It’s my last chance to get two little ones out before they’re shipped to a court for a blood banquet. The kind where tots are considered a delicacy and served live on silver platters to elite vampires who pay a higher price to feed.

      Some survive.

      Some don’t.

      Scooting aside the skull, I dip my fingers into layers of bone powder, remind myself to breathe, and try not to imagine the souls this skeletal dust once belonged to. I coat my skin and cape, spreading the powder along my face, my neck...even my curls to help cover my scent.

      After, I thank the lost souls.

      Bless the living, Elysia. Lament the dead. I hear Mom’s voice inside my head.

      The Phoenix Queen is the only monarch who has survived the last ninety-five years of the Father’s reign. Infinite and boundless, Mom’s Creator magic keeps our borders strong, and our city hidden. It’s the only kingdom that hasn’t fallen to the Father’s continental-wide realm: the Court O’ Nines.

      A deep ache throbs in my chest as I remember reading about the violence and bloodshed that followed. Especially when he opened the gateway to the Underworld, the Chasm as we call it now.

      It was a stroke of dictatorial genius when the Father shifted the tectonic plates, returning Earth to a Pangea-like state. He then instituted his “Court” realms, transforming the world into his personal playground, alongside his son, Neoptolemus, the Prince of Destruction. Thanks to the Prince's power rendering once-sprawling cities into ruins like this, the Father built his empire.

      Now, he sends Neoptolemus to execute whomever he desires—rebels, traitors, or the Prince’s failed brides.

      One person, alone, is prophesied to end his reign. The Everblood. Lucky me.

      The web of emotions inside me tangles more. My heart teeters on the edge of lament from the ghosts of those brides haunting it. I don’t know any of their names, but the weight of their corpses burdens me nonetheless. My blood congeals at the memory of the Prince’s countless wedding announcement reels. A prompt execution for each bride follows not long after.

      What I wouldn’t give to stake him...or his prick tick of a son.

      The Father and his Prince want nothing more than to see the Phoenix Queen's daughter enter the Bridal Path. One reason I wear a hood and have a sexy renegade of an alter ego.

      A cold wind murmurs along my back, interrupting my thoughts just in time to make out the vampire overseers combing the nearby woods a hundred feet away.

      Shit!

      They should be back at the farm by now, not suspending more bones from trees to spread warnings to escapees...or smugglers. One approaches my hiding place, and I cover my quivering breath, hoping Echo won’t ping my earpiece.

      Soft breaths of wind rattle the bones, transforming them into ominous, organic windchimes as if warning me.

      Fear clots my stomach.

      I bite my tongue while raking my gloved fingers into the gritty stone until they hurt.

      No fangs will get close to your throat again.

      My hands long to rub the invisible marks on my skin. They may be three-year-old scars, but healing the mind takes far longer than the body.

      The overseer flares his nostrils, scenting the air, scenting me.

      Cursing my “heaven-scented” blood, as my father dubs it, I lower my trembling fingers to my belt of weapons. Maybe Echo will arrive in time to see me tasing the overseer like last time.

      Barbecued vampire balls, I chuckle at our inside joke.

      Instead, my fingertips settle on one of the iron stakes.

      I smirk. It may be a felony punishable by death, but staking a vampire would be a birthday treat to add to my long list of outlaw crimes.

      At least the waning moon bows to the shadows, permitting them to hide me.

      The overseer crosses the border into the ruins, and my racing pulse stumbles when my heart skips a beat.

      He sniffs the air a second time.

      I retrieve the stake, mentally preparing myself when he snaps his head back to the farm entrance. Mumbling incoherent words, he returns with the others, their thin wings skittering behind them.

      Relief rushes through me.

      I turn back to the farm as they release the ‘prisoners’.

      Prisoners.

      I spit out the term and correct myself.

      Blood slaves.

      “Lys Spirit to Echo,” I signal my girlfriend through my earpiece.

      “Echo to Spirit.”

      I can almost picture Echo’s sharp emerald eyes and obsidian black hair bound in a sleek ponytail to keep it out of her piercing gaze.

      “Any sightings?” Her lilting voice stops my wandering thoughts.

      “I’m about to head out. Be ready”

      Pain bursts in my finger as I push off the wall. I gasp at the rusty nail piercing my glove. A tiny teardrop of gold blood oozes down my finger.

      Guess I spoke too soon.

      I cringe at the anomaly of my gold ‘holier than thou’ blood. A sign of my heavenly heritage, the ‘oh, so blessed’ birth gift from the Goddess. And the reason for that corpse-host weight upon my heart.

      “Spirit, you gasped. Are you hurt?” Asks my protector.

      “I’m fine.” I scramble to remove the glove and dip the wound in bone powder stemming the scent.

      Can’t have any slick ticks coming for my pure gold blood.

      At least I’m not shedding glittery stardust or glowing…

      Yet.

      “Tell me the truth. The last thing we need is you glowing like last week.”

      Of course, she would bring that up.  It wasn’t my fault the damned Halo sparked giving away my location. I was on a high after smuggling two tots and three older children from the Court O’ Eights farm.

      I roll my eyes. “I’m not glowing. That was a glitch.”

      “And the week before when you shed stardust?”

      Caging a groan, I wrinkle my nose.

      “That treasonous cheerio will not betray me tonight, Echo. I won’t fail these kids.”

      Up until the past week, I'd managed to suppress that bitch of a destiny bangle in my chest. The Halo as Mom calls it: a one-way Goddess telegram. The Goddess made me her mortal “angel” and didn’t even have the decency to give me wings.

      As if overhearing, the sentient device around my heart spits embers from my ungloved palm.

      “Stick it where the sun don’t shine,” I hiss, shoving my hand into the glove, smothering the sparks.

      “Hurry, Lys,” Echo urges. “If you don’t make it to your birthday party on time, your mother’s going to kill me.”

      I snort. “She’d light me on fire first.”

      I can almost hear Echo rolling her eyes.

      Exhaling frustration, I break into a steady run, using the trees bordering the farm as cover. Pausing, I see overseers usher humans from the underbelly hollows; men, women…children.

      A trauma-born pang invades the spaces behind my ribs.

      I’m quietest when I’m in pain. Echo has memorized every shade of my silence…and softly brings me back. “Steady, Spirit.”

      “Yes, steady. Because Goddess forbid the few humans not brainwashed by the Father’s courts don’t wish to be a bloody appetizer.”

      I substitute humor to help with my empath, not an imaginary friend but more of a mental manifestation of a deep part of my psyche. It helps me cope on these missions. The last thing I need is to curl into a shuddering fetal position clutching skulls to my chest like some mad bone collector.

      “Good girl. You’re the best damn smuggler in the Underground, Lys Spirit,” she cites my false identity on reward posters throughout the Courts.

      Rescuing child blood slaves would guarantee me life in a Court prison.

      I smirk, lifting my chin in pride.

      All the vampires have is a name and a blurry image of a young woman in a cape and hood.  I can’t resist a ‘flair for the dramatic’.

      Slowly and carefully, I move around the fallen trees.

      With each step, I murmur breath prayers and the names of my heavenly foremothers.

      “Deborah…Hadassah…Jael…Rahab.”

      Keep going, Elysia.

      I swear I hear their whispers, feel their strength within my blood.

      The holographic ad parading the Father’s profile on the farm gates stops me, clotting my throat.

      Pernicious patriarch.

      I seethe from behind a tree.

      “May the feminist force be with you.”  Echo pauses. “And remember, if you’re caught and they blood-type you, you can look forward to the―”

      “―grandest shotgun wedding of all time, I know.”

      My body trembles with rage and terror at the thought of the Prince of Destruction. The man who once tortured my mother and wreaked havoc on our city…before the treaty.

      A treaty I break on these missions, missions that carry a sentence of death by slow matrimony.

      He would love to sink his fangs into my blood and take me as his latest bride. If only the damn demon weren’t so unlawfully alluring.

      Probably airbrushed tech.

      Wrinkling my nose, I tiptoe along, staying low to the ground as I make for the gates.

      I imagine Echo steeling her jaw. “Your smart mouth won’t get you anywhere with the Prince when you’re halfway down the aisle.”

      “Aww, don’t worry, Echo. You know you have first claim on my smart mouth.”

      “One more wisecrack Elysia, and I swear the next time you glow will be because I'm lighting you on fire—destiny or no destiny.”

      The heat flushing my skin from our familiar banter fades as I tense. I had no quarrel with destiny…until that bitch took the night off. I rub my neck, count to eight, and block out memories of when the Halo abandoned me.

      No more marks. No more fangs. No more…touching.

      I nearly lurch when I spot the target families.

      “Moses’ in sight. I repeat, Moses in sight.”

      I make out the families I’ve spent the past week speaking to. I can only take the willing little ones…the absolute quietest.

      Not all can part with their children; not all can put their hope in humans. I don’t blame them. With what vampires do to those who are caught and Chasm monsters and demons roaming the night, many have little hope left.

      Regret twists my stomach. I wish I could take more than two.

      With bated breath, I wait for Echo’s response while biting my lip, pulling out my retro tech.

      I raise my camera and snap a few quick shots, zooming in on their neck brands.

      Every human is blood-typed and logged into the Court O’ Nines database; ranked for purity. Purer bloods are sent to the blood bishops for genetic testing. More valuable ones are given to one of nine Rooks who are charged with a realm.

      Even simple memory boxes like these are banned in the Father’s Court O’ Nines. A slow process of stripping human rights over the past century—unless they reside in a privileged Court O’ Nines’ city, humans have no access to technology.

      Thankfully, the Underground has its ways.

      Any information I provide is valuable.

      “Diversion set to time. You have six minutes.” Echo acknowledges from her position on the opposite side of the farm.

      My breath hitches.

      I just have to get to the tunnel. The Underground does the hard work.

      “Lys. You good?”

      With a deep breath, I muster my strength.

      “Six minutes,” I confirm. No sass.

      Best not to mess with my lightning-wielding vampire girlfriend when she’s in High Guardian mode.

      Teetering on my heels, I wipe beads of sweat from my brow.  I blow an annoyed breath at the shimmering droplets coating my palm.

      It’s time, Elysia…the Halo whispers in my mind.

      Please. I plead. These kids need me.

      “Echo to Lys, The Prince is on scene! Abort! I repeat, the Prince is on scene,” Echo commands, voice insistent and domineering.

      My blood curdles in my veins.

      Why on earth is the Prince visiting a lowly blood farm?

      Retrieving my binoculars, I examine the farm entrance where a troop of vampire knights with black wings unleashed like shields escort the formidable Prince in all his Court finery.

      Blood bludgeons my eardrums.

      I ball my hands into fists, curling my upper lip, disgusted by his history of destruction. All the injustices. The dead brides.

      Everything he touches, he destroys.

      A deep warmth rouses my blood feeding on my righteous rage.  That golden ghost of a Halo awakens, haunting me with memories so bitter. My mouth turns cinder dry.

      Jaw clenched, I will the Goddess’ birth gift down.

      I’m no match for the vampire, especially if the urban legend of his other title, The Dragon, is true.

      There is no way in hell I will let Neoptolemus spoil my night.

      “Abort now, Lys. Do you copy?” Echo repeats.

      I wonder if she suspects what I’m about to do.

      “Elysia…” Echo’s voice thunders in my ear. “Don’t even think about it.”

      I pause and purse my lips, muscles spasming.

      I shouldn’t. Mom has risked too much to enforce the treaty, to protect me.

      If the Prince of Destruction discovers famed smuggler Lys Spirit is really Princess Elysia Rose…

      “Noralice,” I whisper the name from my past to grant me strength.

      After that night three years ago, I vowed there would be no more left behind. This is my unfulfilled penance. My purgatory.

      The crackling of the bone fires haunts me, and I shudder. I still pretend the embers were fireflies, and my blood soaking the ground was a shallow golden lake. My heart weeps at the memory of the baby’s cry…

      I open my teary eyes to the present.

      A spark flees my chest.

      Fuck the Prince!

      Armed with two iron stakes, I take off into a run.

      “I’m going, Echo.”

      “Damn it all to hell, Lys!”

      Yes. Hell. I’m sure all the monsters in the Chasm would throw me a grand birthday party.
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        * * *

      

      Gritting my teeth, I push towards the fence.

      I’ll have less than three minutes to get the children to the ruins’ tunnel.

      My skin tingles, chest warming from the Halo bound to my emotions. Hot tears glisten in my eyes.

      I reach the fence line, damming my bursting breath as I dismantle this section of the fence with a high-tech taser. And silently thank all the vampires in my city for donating their silver blood, the most advanced commodity, and giving me the tool to nullify the fence with the otherworldly technology. Echo’s diversion will take any security’s eyes off the sensors.

      With hearts breaking and eyes swollen from tears, the parents slip two tots to me.

      I swallow a remorseful lump.

      My empath longs to wrap around the parents, to offer them some comfort. I growl at Empath Elysia. Whimpering, she curls into the fetal position in the corner of my mind.

      Apologies will come later. The parents need my arms, swift feet, and strength.

      “I’ll get them to safety,” I assure them, securing the children in my prepared sling—equipped with front and back carriers. The tots are fast asleep thanks to the melatonin drops I buried here last night.

      A young teen scurries towards us cradling a dark bundle.

      My breath stalls.

      Don’t run!

      At the end of the farm, a vampire overseer turns, suspicious of the girl’s movements.

      Panic bolts up my spine when she crashes to her knees before me and thrusts the bundle into my arms.

      “Please!” She begs, breathless, eyes wide with fear. “Save my baby.”

      Goddess, no!

      Terror paralyzes me as I survey the sleeping infant. A battleground rampages inside me while distress signals clamor in my mind.

      Noralice. Noralice. Noralice.

      My spine prickles with a familiar pain, traveling upward like invisible thorns feeding on the back of my neck.

      I never take babies! Not anymore. And my limit is two.

      Tonight, this package will be heavier than millstones.

      I look to the mothers and fathers echoing her pleas. Granting me their blessing to take the risk.

      “She’s a good girl.” The teen whimpers. “She won’t cry.”

      The vampire at the end of the farm disappears.

      Time’s up. Diversion set.

      My heart howls in my ears as my breathing surges.

      I bite my tongue, hard, and all my fear dissolves into raw willpower.

      I make a split-second choice and take off with the two tots secured in the sling—and the babe in my arms.

      She feels like death. She feels like murder. Like sin and suffering.

      My muscles burn from the effort, but I do not curse my human limbs. I bless them. I speak a power blessing on the pain because it means I am alive. I can suffer, bleed, grow, and thrive. My father may not have blessed me with his vampire immortality, but he did give me quicker reflexes and faster speed, which is why I’m the best damn smuggler.

      I am no half-blood. Still more human than anything. I’m thankful for my humanity.

      I head back to the ruins beyond the trees, avoiding the tangles of barbed wire.

      A familiar gurgling makes me freeze a few hundred feet from the tunnel. Dread trundles my stomach and I slip into the shadow of a dilapidated tower. Through the chink in the wall, decrepit fingers, skin scraps hanging off its bones like damp wallpaper, creep along the stone.

      A ghoul.

      A pity I don’t have fangs to bare a snarl like my father—another oversight of my unfortunate anatomy.  I press myself to the wall, then quietly lower the tots. One wakes. Thank the foremothers, he’s the oldest: a three-year-old little warrior prince. The one on my chest. A chill skitters along my spine as I hush a finger to my mouth and whisper, “Shh…”

      I hold my breath as the ghoul snaps its deformed neck in our direction.

      Keeping my cape’s hood over my ripples of dark hair, I clench one of many iron stakes embedded in my belt.

      Blind and mindless, ghouls roam the wilds, circling the human farms, drawn to the scent. They were once vampires who incurred the Father’s fury. Their fangs and tongues were ripped out and their throats branded. Left to wither, they survive off the thinnest amounts of blood.

      I narrow my eyes as the ghoul sniffs the air and inches toward the tower’s corner.

      “Close your eyes,” I whisper to the little prince.

      It appears, mouth open to roar, shaking its membranous, translucent tattered wings.

      Freeing my quaking breath, I cage a scream and drive my stake hard and fast into its jutting ribcage, shattering bones as I bury the weapon in its heart.

      Squelching, the ghoul droops.

      I circle my chest, making the eternity sign. Because I pray over ones I kill—whether they have souls or not. May the blood of the Angels welcome and restore you into the land of the light…

      I kiss the air, sensing my chest warming more before I tell the boy he may open his eyes. I wink at him. “They get smellier every time.” Mission accomplished when he smiles. “Time to get you home.” I take his hand, and he yawns, nestling close to my side.

      My earpiece beeps an alarm, and I snap my head toward the farm.

      We’re out of time.

      Desperation ricochets inside me, but I smuggle the children deeper into the ruins—and don’t let go of my stake for anything.

      The farm horn blares its omen. By now, the overseers have discovered the missing children. They will search the forest, then the ruins.

      At best, I have one minute.

      The baby cries, and nausea swirls my stomach, but I resist the urge to dry heave.

      Noralice

      Clinging to adrenaline, I drive my aching limbs onward.

      Sliding across layers of bone dust and fragments, I find the camouflaged hatch, and knock twice. It opens, and I pass the children without any words to the Underground transporters. I nod to them and close it.

      I never go inside.

      Vampires inside the ruins gnash their teeth, hissing, their powerful bodies thundering against one another from their blood craze. For my blood. Speed and sharper reflexes are my greatest advantages, allowing me to lure the overseers away.

      I take off and zig zag in the ruins.

      My scent will confuse them for days. They will never locate the tunnel.

      The worst is over, but my shoulders don’t sink with relief. I’m too well trained.

      Echo’s melodious voice haunts me. “Never let down your guard. Come home to me, Lightning Rod.”

      I smile at the thought of her cold arms surrounding me, her scent of spices and sensual pomegranates. Her warm lips welcoming mine every time. Years ago, when the Halo and I were still on speaking terms, I’d conjure star fire whips and use them on her during our training sessions.

      I’ll always come home.

      A vampire’s shadow draws near my spine, but I don’t stop running. More join him, encroaching. No wonder! My finger gash is open, trickling gold blood from my palm. I ball my hands into a fist.

      Damn that rusty nail!

      A rabble of vampires charge at me, feasting on my blood scent permeating the air. Closing in on me.

      Harnessing my breaths, welcoming the adrenaline, I push my worn body further into the woods. Further to my city—to my home.

      “My blood shake brings all the ticks to the yard!” I sing song my modernized taunt.

      When every vampire retreats, I stop dead in my tracks. Dumbfounded, I gape as they return to the farm.

      The taunt wasn’t that good!

      Laughing off the stroke of luck, I spin, prepared to run again, but a cold hand seizes my wrist. Dark, umber, and lustrous.

      Holy foremothers!

      My stomach somersaults. No wonder the others retreated.

      Wreathed in pure black flames and clothed in velvety dusk robes with iron armor epaulettes spiked with stakes; the vampire’s massive form towers over me.

      My breath grows heavier in his wake.

      Oh, shit, shit, shit!

      No advanced tech. He is that unlawfully alluring. Especially with his shimmering tattoos. It's as if he swallowed star flames to embellish his deep yet warm skin, a shade darker than my autumnal gold.

      The Prince of Destruction sends every nerve ending in my body haywire. If he wasn’t a sick, demented torturer, executioner, bride killer, etc., he’d be just my type.

      My inner Halo glows as a fever thickens in my chest. Violent and insatiable, it spreads, flushing all of me and pooling liquid heat in my belly. I internally chastise the infernal hula hoop.

      His black flames curl up on my legs, warm and lascivious, and I hiss at the invasion. No worse than his gaze roving across my throat, migrating to my elevated pulse. I flare my nostrils, gritting my teeth.

      “Well, now…what have we here?” croons Neoptolemus.
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      Welcome to Hell on Earth. All are welcome in the City of Sin unless you are an angel, of course. All angels, not fallen, are banned by order of Lucifer Morningstar, King of Hell on Earth, Ruler of the Nine Circles. We trust you have good intentions since the road to hell is paved with them. Welcome again and have a devil of a time in Hell on Earth.

      I roll my eyes at the derogatory holo-sign pulsing above the gates of Hell on Earth and flare my common but keen golden wings as the security demon barks, “Your kind isn’t allowed in here!”

      Agitated, I ruffle my feathers, blade-sharp at their tips and edges. The hair on the nape of my neck stiffens from the demon’s refusal. Although he’s three times my size, I imagine the multitude of ways I could decapitate him. Each would take an average of 3.8 seconds.

      “I may be a weapon of mass destruction, hellion, but as you can see, I bear no sword,” I point out to the carmine-skinned beast, smirk, and do a twirl for his satisfaction, remembering he’s doing his job.

      Unsurprised when the demon’s eyes linger upon my figure, I resist the urge to swallow any revulsion from the costume—a stereotypical get-up befitting a Victoria’s Angel ever since she lost her secrets after Lucifer bought the franchise and released his line of glitter body paint. No hope of hiding a knife in the sheer, white negligee with a lacy bralette that barely covers my full breasts. Or the matching panties with the word “Angel” embroidered on the cheeks. Not like I haven’t attempted a multitude of other ways to get into Hell on Earth.

      I inwardly curse Camio for this last resort of a suggestion. He will get a good laugh out of this. Once I make it beyond the gates, he’d better meet me at the Devil’s Due Nightclub.

      Rest assured, I will not stay in this for the masked gala. I’m here for one reason. This is my only chance to meet with the ultimate fallen angel face to face.

      “Lucifer’s Law: fallen angels only, little cherub,” the security demon grunts. I wonder if he only speaks in grunts and barks.

      I resist the urge to bare an angel fang at the mention of those brow-beating bullies forever blowing their horns and smoke out of their alpha-hole asses. Thankfully, they don’t patrol the Outer Circle, or I’d be doomed since they love preying on female angels like me. One of many reasons I’m here.

      Behind me, several humans and lower demons show their impatience and frustration from an angel holding up the line. Oh, hell no, I didn’t spend all night flying from the Celestial City, where I was the laughingstock of my countless older brothers, nor did I wait all day with every race drooling over me for this meat-headed hellion to deny me entry.

      Come hell or high water, I’ll get Lucifer to the Tribunal so he may face justice for his crimes, public and personal, past and present. If I can’t, I’ll stab a knife through his black heart.

      I feel an angel scream coming on, but I plaster on my sweetest-wrapped psycho smile and creep my fingers along the demon’s bulging chest to coo, “Surely one of Lucifer’s finest demons can bend the rules…”

      He flares his nostrils, and I crook my smile into a grin, knowing the pheromone oil Camio gave me is working its magic. “Catnip for demons”, he’d said.

      The demon falters, and I close in, parting my plump and pouty angelic lips rouged with the same oil. I flutter my wings until I hover at his level, casting the demon catnip around his bulging atmosphere.

      “Now, where’s that devil-may-care attitude?” I sweet-talk and toss my silky curls to the side.

      He blinks and parts his lips. Guess he never had a chance. I’d say poor soul, but demons have none.

      By the time I’ve lowered myself back to earth, the security demon has swiped the button on his holographic console to grant me access. I blow him a kiss and dance inside before he can get wise to my machinations. I’ve traveled into the Outer Circle before through other routes thanks to smugglers, but Camio assured me I’d make it beyond the main gates this time. Until his pass failed after the parking lot.

      I fully intend on giving him shit for it. I don’t have time to fuck around. Not tonight.

      Tension invades my stomach as I take my place on the high-speed tram which transports tourists from the main gates to the Vestibule of Hell on Earth: the Outer Circle with its nightclubs and restaurants. Provided Camio comes through, I’ll enter the Nine Circles soon. Sure, we warrior angels have placed bets on who can sneak into the Nine Circles, but Lucifer’s security is too powerful.

      Fake passes to access the Devil’s Nine Circles are reserved for spy angels—but never his Underworld. And I failed spy training.

      Spine prickling, I pinch my lips and ignore the echoes of my older brothers guffawing at my plan. They’d slapped their backs and cackled countless cheesy jokes while ruffling my hair and jerking on my feathers: “Aww, look at our adorable, little scrapper wanting to earn her wings,”, or “Remember, Trinny, if you can’t take the heat, get out of Hell’s Kitchen!”, and “Don’t forget your fire-retardant suit.”

      Tossing my blood-red curls over my shoulder, I snap my wings shut behind me. I may have common wings, especially compared to archangels and seraphs, but mine are sharp enough to slice.

      With a fluffy lightness fluttering in my chest, I lift my proud chin. Halo currents rush through my blood, gilding my skin’s early dawn gold to a rich sunset hue. Head-hovering halos are for cupid or cherubim angels while mine resides in my chest.

      Out of habit, I creep my fingers to my side but find bare skin. Ugh, I feel so naked without a weapon.

      At eighty-six, I may be a novice warrior, practically mid-twenties by angel standards, but I’ve experienced my fair share of skirmishes and brought in a few bounties with my hunter rank. Unfortunately, as far as my brothers go, I’ll always be their baby sister. And the scrapper, the runt of the angel litter.

      Off to my right, a demon and his family sit in the first five rows. I nod and offer a faint smile. The mother shields her baby with his adorable, tiny horns curling from his head. Not that I blame her, considering most angels don’t associate with demons apart from hunting or spying purposes. Guess I’m the exception since I prefer them to fallen angels. Demons, I can handle, especially when most are Hell on Earth security. They act according to their nature compared to those black-winged, fallen parasites who want to drag every angel down with them, especially any with ovaries.

      Not like I can claim any moral ground over demons anyway.

      While waiting for the tram to push off from the station, I tap the iNK-Link embedded in my wrist and cue up my Hellify-No Playlist, another one of Lucifer’s contributions. I can’t rightly complain since it’s ad-free. Seconds later, I hum to the old song, “Demons”.

      Moments after, the tram lurches. I steel my spine, bracing myself for the views—heaven-shattering ones according to the ads: Lucifer’s joke.

      Beyond the window, flicker cars and hover bubbles filled with elite tourists zoom past the tram on their way to the Nine Circles. The Outer Circle, aka the Vestibule, is made up of mostly shopping and nightclub districts for cheap, hell-themed souvenirs and thrills. Lucifer’s way of reeling in the “common folk”.

      I glance at those lower-pass holders. Toward the back of the tram, a group of humans chats about their cosplay costumes—probably for a convention—and I commend them for doing their homework since the professional craftsmanship of their faux elf and Fae ears proves they bought them from native artisans. In the center are a few half-elves since elves are the most willing to reproduce with humans. A nearby dwarf couple wears matching “Hell for Honeymoon” t-shirts that brings a smile to my lips. One or two daemons of the cat variety. Two harpies dressed for nightclub-hopping.

      Like any other tourist trap, Hell on Earth is a melting pot of diversity. Hundreds of millions visit every year. Few wish to leave. So, Lucifer expands, much to the chagrin of our races. I sniff. And a few others. My spine prickles at the thought of the Fae and elf territories to the north and east.

      Brand new tourists gush when the barriers clear to showcase the Nine Circles in all their glory. Understandable. My first reactions were similar.

      Sighing with conflicting emotions, I prop my elbow against the window. I can’t exactly give the Devil his due for the originality of basing his tourist trap on Dante’s Circles. But redesigning hell and opening the fiery gates to the public, now that took grade-A flaming balls. Two middle fingers right up heaven’s golden ass!

      It’s five times the size of New York City—no longer considered the City that Never Sleeps—which has been dormant since Lucifer opened Hell on Earth. I snicker because he outright put Las Vegas out of business.

      Gives a whole new meaning to “have the devil to pay” since Lucifer is the world’s richest man. Richer than God, I smile at my joke. Hell on Earth, as decadent and sinful as it may be, pales compared to Lucifer’s true crimes.

      I swallow the ache in the back of my throat and crush the pang in my chest, not wanting to think about my real motive for sneaking into Hell on Earth. If hell has no wrath like a woman scorned, this pissed-off angel has officially met her boiling point.

      Evangelina. The name haunts my mind like a specter. I close my eyes, scrape one claw down the curvature of my throat, giving myself enough of a sting, and concentrate on breathing deeply. I banish the nightmare resurfacing.

      The tram pitches to a stop. Thankfully, the Devil’s Due Nightclub is right inside the main Vestibule sector, the nightclub sector.

      Once I step off the tram, the warm night air ruffles my sinful garnet curls. Currents of glitter-laced steam drift through the street vents to speckle my sheer dress. I weave around them to avoid the shimmery smithereens.

      My breath hitches from the glimmering nine mega-towers so close, their spires fracturing the moon and prodding the stars. Lucifer paid the highest fee for astronomical-defying towers with their space transports to Hubble City constructed upon the moon last century.

      But Hubble City can’t compare to the Celestial City bordering the expanse of Hell on Earth. The height of irony: Lucifer raised hell, and my brothers sunk heaven. Well, at least a chunk of it.

      I blink from the moonlight reflecting off my home’s gold spiral towers cresting the floating mountains in the distance. To the untrained eye, the pinpricks of light twinkling around the heavenly realm could be stars, but I know what they are: flying angels. My family…well, 360,000 of them, give or take. The rest reside within the seven levels of heaven, accessible via portals on the Celestial City.

      I stream my fingers through one of many multi-colored water jets shooting from the ground to prance, dance, and leap into enormous fountains. Like kaleidoscopes of liquid ribbons, they capture the attention of any children still awake after a busy day at the amusement parks. Countless tourists of various races from the Djinn to elves to changelings, and humans, cast halluci-coins into the fountain.

      I smile at one little elf boy whose eyes catch the light of the streamers until they fill with gold from gazing at…me. I wink. He blushes and buries his pale face in his mother’s shoulder. Shrugging, I move on.

      I failed the breeding program by choice.

      Scarlet neon holo-lights parade the title of the Devil’s Due a short distance away. Lust cloys the air as couples, throuples, or more kiss from the romantic elements of the nightclub sector.

      Thanks to the digital shield-domes, the night sky is right out of a fantasy. Not even I object to gasping. The height of irony considering the majestic views of my home. My lips part. Wonder thickens my throat from the constellations and shooting stars smothering the royal violet skies.

      To think, I’m so close—one more tram ride to the Nine Circles. Lucifer resides deep inside the earth within the Ninth Circle closest to the Pits of Hell. Except for tonight: he will make his appearance for the first time in one hundred years at the grand anniversary masked gala.

      Outside the mile-long line of young tourists waiting to get in the Devil’s Due, I scan my iNK-Link under a carrier bot. Two seconds later, its robotic, feminine voice alerts me, “Astraea Eternity, please accompany me to the Devil’s Due.” I shake my head in disbelief, my chest tight. A carrier bot, seriously?

      “Don’t be mad, bitch,” Camio’s melodramatic voice cuts in, far too whiny. “You know I love you, but if you woke up right next to the sexiest demon serpent—”

      I swipe the “pass” icon and roll my eyes. Camio’s the only one who’s allowed to call me bitch. But it doesn’t give him a free pass to share all his dirty bedroom details.

      Squaring my shoulders and avoiding the lustful gazes of nightlife demons and other races salivating over my wings and my angelic glow, I follow the escort bot to the Devil’s Due Nightclub.

      In the meantime, I envision all the ways I will unleash heavenly wrath upon Camio.

      

      
        
        Want to read more about the ULTIMATE villain gets the girl?

        Download on Amazon or available on Kindle Unlimited!
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      The more time I spend with Mayce, the more I’m convinced I will never get to see, much less feel, his cock.

      I moan on my side as he slides the most recent plug through my tender ring of muscles. For the past two weeks, he’s been “training” me. The coach rumbles along and hits a large bump, jostling my body. I squeal, nearly falling since I’m on the edge of the coach seat, but Mayce is there, protecting me with his hand anchored upon the base of my swollen belly, keeping me from falling. He doesn’t miss a beat with the plug, plunging the well-oiled instrument in and out, stretching the tight muscles.

      “That’s my good little rosebud,” he praises me and tucks the plug inside my ass, securing it deep and well inside me.

      Tears glisten in my eyes from the pressure. No matter how many times he’s done this and ensured I keep any plug inside me all day and even all night, it’s still difficult to maintain. My womb tightens from the heat coddling my center and wetting my folds. After weeks of the other three fucking me so many ways before I’d tasted Mayce’s venom-induced wine, the pressure is too unbalanced.

      But I’ve come to recognize whichever King shares the current bond holds the most supreme authority. And well...they listen to him. They listen to the Fae god with a deeper respect. Drago is still their alpha and the strongest in raw power and muscle, of course, but Mayce has the skill to calm the three other gods unlike no other.

      Just as he has the skill to calm me.

      A gentle thud inside my belly has me flinching and wincing, my hand straying to the lower swell. Thanks to how I hold two monster god souls and have taken their blood and much more, the pregnancy has progressed far quicker than a normal mortal one.

      Mayce rubs a soothing hand along my bottom, massaging, kneading the flesh and even tracing his mark. The upside-down triangle with the straight horizontal line bisects the base near the tip. Of course, he placed it at the tail edge of my spine. Kyan loves my breasts, Drago loves my pussy, Merikh wants...everything, and Mayce is all about my backside.

      A longing moan escapes my mouth as the Fae continues to rub my ass, infusing oil onto the tender globes while I marvel at the hard-rolling sensation of the babe growing inside me.

      On the opposite seat, my sweet little fox, Jinx, twitches in his sleep. I envy the rook fox with his ability to sleep anywhere while the coach has proved challenging for me. At least my morning sickness is long over.

      A subtle tap to the side of the coach summons our attention. The windows are covered, but a smile tugs at the corner of my lips while a warmth blossoms inside me at the telltale gap that offers me little doubt as to who it is. Before Mayce tugs aside the curtains and pushes open the window, I know who it is by the gold feathers.

      “Heard her moan, is she—?”

      “She’s fine as you can see, flapdoodle,” Mayce snorts at Kyan, grumbling at the interruption.

      I toss my long gray hair to one side and eye the angel who beats his wings, striking wind to shudder the coach curtains. No longer fallen. Our journey together is the freshest in my mind. But I haven’t been fucked since he and Merikh took me together.

      “He’s driving me mad,” I do my own grumbling, careless if it sounds more like a whine.

      A sharp slap on my bottom has me yelping. “If I have waited thousands of years, little Tess, you can, too.”

      Kyan rolls his eyes before they settle upon me, deep blue and serene. “She’s more than welcome to sit on my cock any time. Or Merikh’s. Or Drago’s—both of his in fact.”

      Mayce huffs at him. “Another reason you impatient imbeciles rely on me so much. There would be nothing but orgies all the time.”

      Now, it’s Kyan’s turn to snort. “Says the fae whose court was known for having the most extreme orgies...and exhibitionism.”

      I peek at Mayce through the strands of my hair to see his too-perfect jaw set, his rich hazel eyes glimmer with a knowledge that transcends time. “Only because our realm worked harder than any of yours. You kept to your cloud cities, the vampires lived like bats in the night, and the dragons were still blowing smoke out of their arses while my race ushered in new ages of architecture to respect the spirits of nature without laying siege to the forests.”

      “Yes, by all means, boast of fae superiority.” Kyan waves a hand, “You still ended up just as cursed as the rest of us.”

      “Not for long...” adds the Fae while training his attention on my bottom again. “Feeling well, rosebud?”

      I lick my lips and swing my eyes to his. While my throat is dry, heated saliva engulfs my mouth whenever I look at the Fae—the most beautiful and mesmerizing of the gods. At first, I lose my words as I take in his flawless, sculpted features. The kind a master artisan spends his life chiseling into the form of an unworthy statue meant to be erected in a palace and worshipped as a timeless and beauteous effigy.

      Hair so gold, it could shame the stars, skin pale and soft as marble, cheekbones higher and sharper than all the others, and long dark lashes to emphasize his omnipotent eyes. They aren’t deeply hooded and dark like Merikh’s, but they bear a superior power to ensnare.

      While the vampire is pure predator and will render one silent and shaking from deadly seduction, Mayce doesn’t require a deep, dangerous gaze. His beauty and power have no rival, no comparison.

      Regardless of how I’ve captured two god souls and fucked the three others, regardless of how I’m carrying one of their children, one look from Mayce makes me all the more aware of my weakness...and reduces me to the state of a child. But I can’t deny how he has become a safe haven, a fortress where I may hide. One where he sings me to sleep and holds me every night until I fall asleep with one of his hands on my belly...and the other on my ass.

      Another fluttering thud in my belly jerks me out of my eye-fuckery. Somehow, I find my voice despite how it cracks when I say, “Um...the baby’s moving.”

      Kyan leans closer to the coach, cocking his head to the side. Not that Mayce can fault him for his curiosity. The greatest likelihood is that this is the angel’s child, judging by the timeline.

      “Hmm...” Mayce slides a hand up just a little, fingers curving deeper when the babe rolls its little body against Fae’s palm. “Strong movements. I’d wager you’ve reached the halfway mark of your pregnancy by now.”

      The knowledge shivers me to my core.

      “Go buzz off and fly ahead to check our travel time,” Mayce directs Kyan with a dismissive wave.

      “Did that an hour ago. If you’d just fucked her weeks ago, we would have been there already.”

      “Kyan,” Mayce says through gritted teeth.

      “Court of Thorns is still a league away,” says the angel, jerking his head to the west, “but we’re approaching the Dead Mountain Pass, Mayce. You know what that mea—”

      It’s the first time Mayce barks, his muscles tensing, “Go!”

      Sighing, Kyan soars away, and the fae jerks on the window, covering it with the drapes before setting his hands on my hips. They were bare thanks to the high-cut slits of the dress he’d given me to wear. One from Kyan’s court, of course, but the Fae god had made his own...adjustments.

      Propping me gently on his lap, Mayce rubs my bottom and touches the tip of his finger to my lower lip. “Are you hungry, little one?”

      I resist the urge to roll my eyes since he’d just fed me a grand breakfast when we’d stopped at the last town. Most of the people had cowered in fear and kept to their crude houses, but it wasn’t about to stop Mayce from requisitioning a personal chef.

      “Not for food, Master Mayce,” I respond with respect for his chosen name—unless I refer to him as Daddy, of course, but he informed me the term would be restricted to more...intimate occasions.

      He chuckles darkly before lowering his hand to my folds where he wets his thumb. “Yes, our insatiable, little queen. You know my rules, child.”

      Pursing my lips, I swallow hard and summon the courage to stare straight in the Fae’s godlike eyes. The ones with the most ancient knowledge, they have the power to reduce me to a state of vulnerability. Drago lights me on fire, Kyan takes my breath away, Merikh rips my heart from my chest, and Mayce...shakes me down to my soul.

      But he also happens to give me the most intense and wondrous orgasms.

      So, I obey one of many rules the dominant master has trained me to memorize over the past two weeks. I undo the clasps of the gown at my neck, bare myself to him, and fold my hands behind my neck. Liquid heat gushes straight to my center at the way his eyes center on mine, claiming and capturing while his fingers scissor my pubic lips. His others capture my nipple and give it a little twist. Heat gushes to my center as he plucks at my nipple, smiling his approval.

      “Mmm...” I whimper, my eyes watering with the need to close them, but I don’t dare. No, I keep them riveted on the Fae while everything inside me shrinks and wilts before him and his transcendent beauty.

      I still don’t understand why he hasn’t simply taken me. The others could hardly wait. It has to be for another reason beyond his extreme patience and desire to train me further.

      “Good girl, little Tess. I am quite gratified by how well you have learned. And by how much you seek to please me. And now, I will take care of you,” he promises, caressing my underarms’ soft muscles before kneading my breasts. They have grown heavier, fuller thanks to the pregnancy.

      And more sensitive, considering how he lowers his head to latch onto my nipple and immediately drags a near shriek from my mouth. Everything in me rages to close my eyes and surrender to the physical sensation. But the last time I tried, Mayce had stopped everything and left me wet and needy the whole day in the coach. In a way, it’s more intense to keep my eyes open. Exposing the windows of my soul to the fae god and the utter awareness of how my vulnerability eclipses all other sensations.

      I’m only vaguely aware of the upward motion of the coach.

      My eyes water more as he rubs my flushed clit, my tears hot to mirror my juices gushing onto his fingertips from where he traces the outline of my hungry opening. His eyes never depart from mine as he sucks the nipple into his warm, wet mouth and works at my swollen nub.

      A tremor shudders through me. The pressure inside me strengthens, promising a sizzling storm. But the moment I start to rock my pussy, hoping he will plunge his fingers inside, Mayce bites my nipple and gives my rump a hard smack.

      I yelp, but it’s barely audible over his dark chuckle. “Be a good girl and submit, my sweet rosebud.” He grazes his teeth along my flared nipple before licking an agonizing slow circle around it. “I, and I alone, control your pleasure and whether or not you may seek it. I will care for all your needs, little one. But I crave your submission even more than I crave your ripe, sweet body. Does that shock you?” He laves the flat of his tongue across my pebbled bud.

      The next whimper is louder because he increases the pace of his rubbing, his fingers working my slippery folds and clit. My hands tremble weakly from where I still hold them on the back of my neck.

      “I-I don’t know,” I respond truthfully. “Not greatly, Master Mayce.” After all, he’s prioritized himself far more with training me over the past couple of weeks even if he has given me a mind-blowing orgasm or multiple on most days.

      He chuckles again and returns to suckling...and rubbing. Painfully. Sweat sheens my skin, and my breaths turn into pants as he manipulates his fingers, so his thumb maintains vigil on my clit while his others tease my wet opening. All freeing his other hand to rub my backside and slide the plug in and out to intensify the pressure on both sides.

      Rigid muscle tenses to life beneath my thighs, and I forget myself. Too curious for my own good, I flick my eyes down to his pelvis, seeking his erection beyond his robes. His fingers pause at the same moment that they begin to slide inside me.

      Gasping, I swing my eyes back to his immediately. “Please, no! I’m sorry, I—”

      “Naughty, naughty, little Tess,” he scolds me and wags his fingers, coated in my slick, tongue still teasing a circling torture around my left nipple. “Don’t worry, sweet one, I will train you far more when we arrive at my Court of Thorns.”

      The coach jolts to a stop, disrupting us both. I stumble against him.

      Mayce growls low under his breath, and I feel the vibration in my breasts. He wraps his protective arms around my frame while a strong hand, the strongest of them, jerks open the coach door and plunges his head inside, nostrils flaring and already spitting embers. Deep emerald scales have risen to the surface on his bulging muscles, chest free of any clothes, so I already know the news isn’t good.

      “We won’t be making it to the Court of Thorns, Mayce,” barks Drago and thrusts his head to the outside. “The taur.”

      The word is meaningless to me, but the Fae tightens his grip, all his muscles tensing, jaw hardening to granite. “How many?”

      “Too many,” Drago’s voice sharpens, but his eyes deepen when they cross mine. I recognize Thayne’s spirit rising as Drago prepares to shift until they fuse as one to become Thiago. My Thiago.

      My stomach twists, and my nerve endings riot with fear. My boys are powerful. I can’t fathom any force that could possibly threaten them and have Drago burning to this degree. I also can’t fathom why I just called them my boys, but I chalk it up to some newfound maternal instinct.

      “We’ll hold them off for as long as we can,” Drago tells him while cracking his neck to the side as his wings break the surface of his back. “But fuck, Mayce...it’s time.”

      “Not in the coach. They’d crush it far too easily if they get close.” Mayce juts his chin to the landscape behind the dragon, but all I see are rock faces. “More cover and protection there.”

      Drago grunts. “Hurry. This is your realm, mate. You know we could never be as powerful here as you.”

      “Master Mayce, what is—” I start to question as he carries me out of the coach, but his mouth claims mine, cutting off all speech.

      It’s a kiss of delirium. Forceful and hungering, he feeds on me through the kiss, sending a throbbing ache right into my pussy. I close my eyes and moan into his mouth. His tongue is a weapon, licking and twisting around mine and dragging the flat of it against the sensitive organ.

      I melt against him, my breasts crushed against his robed chest. A subtle awareness grows from how he’s quickened his pace, but shock rips through me when I open my eyes. Fear has me clawing at his chest and shoulders, my eyes wide, and my whole body lurching.

      Not just too many. On the other side of this Dead Mountain pass is an expansive slope. And at the crest of the slope is a small army of hundreds, if not thousands, of creatures, unlike anything I’ve ever seen. Huge bodies with thick hides, armored in muscle, animalistic features with heads that remind me of deformed bulls. Lethal horns curl and protrude on each side of their heads. Sharp claws, and massive hands far more like paws, grip iron clubs.

      And every last monster trains its black eyes on my monster gods. One savage battle cry of a roar thunders down the pass, echoing off the mountain walls. It rattles my heart. I shiver one moment before the army charges.

      The earth shudders, the canyon walls rumbling from the impact of the creatures. Fear jolts to terror, ravaging me when I think of Drago, Kyan, and Merikh battling an entire army.

      And scream as Mayce carries me into a dark opening within the rock face until the bitter cold blackness swallows us whole.
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