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To all the women who grew up with more than one crush….
Why choose?
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They call me the Uniter of Realms, Bringer of Peace, High Queen.
But I’m just a fake psychic with a bad childhood and a stack of past due bills.
Five realms hang in the balance, three races whose lives depend on magic, and one corrupt king hoarding it all for himself.
My role?
Oh, just fixing it. Easy, right?
But a handful of sexy realm leaders insist I’m the human-born with demon blood—each vying for attention, each one’s touch drawing something strange and blissful from me. Sweet, attentive Callum, pragmatic and commanding Sorin, dark and intuitive Verrill, and icy, collected Jadzeera. Each one has something to teach me—about magic and about myself.
The longer I stay in these hell realms the closer I grow to each realm leader, the more my power grows and the more I realize I cannot simply have one realm leader.
I need them all by my side—and in my bed—to bring the realms back together.
Demon Called is a fast-burn reverse harem with an LGBTQ+ female lead. This fun, sexy ride is packed full of seductive demons, a smart heroine, a wisecracking best friend, and a teleporting cat.




Character Pronunciation Guide





Zurie - ZUR-ee
~
Callum - CAL-uhm
King of the Green Realm
~
Sorin - SOR-in
King of the Shifter Realm
~
Verrill - VAIR-ill
King of the Shadow Realm
~
Jadzeera - Jad-ZEER-uh
Queen of the Arcane Realm
~
Dex – Dex
Heir to the Blood Realm





CHAPTER ONE

The neon sign flickered, the staccato hum casting a hot pink hue on my cards, my garishly bejeweled hands, and the face of my last client of the day.
I’d have to call Callum, my handyman, to take a look at the light, although that might not be necessary. He seemed to always know when something in the place needed fixing.
I refocused on the spread, hoping the sign, now flashing like a 90s rave, wouldn’t trigger another bone-crushing headache, and turned over the last card. Gina, my client, gasped, taking in the armor-clad skeleton on horseback with wide dinner plate eyes. “I knew it. I just knew it. I’m going to die.” She fanned herself, sitting back in the tufted emerald-green chair I’d thrifted a few weeks ago, staring at the death card. She leveled a grave stare at me. “Just be straight with me, Zurie. How long do I have?”
I brushed a strand of cotton-candy-pink hair out of my face—which was pink by choice, not because of my malfunctioning sign. I liked to think the pastel hue balanced the hard slate gray of my eyes. It was my favorite non-natural color so far.
But this was the part of the job I really hated.
See, right about now I was supposed to spin a tale about how karma from a past life was choking off Gina’s life force, or a dark manifestation clung to her soul and would inevitably cause horrible accidents and mishaps. Then, once I’d convinced her—or any client, for that matter—that their future was grim, I was supposed to sell them a ridiculously overpriced crystal to help “clear their aura” and hand over a large cut of the profit to my skeevy, racket-running landlord. Mr. Strega had an entire spreadsheet of cons I was supposed to run on clients—theory being, if they fell for a line about a hunk of rock saving their immortal soul, they’d probably fall for something even bigger.
Like…
Personal space clearing. That’s when I went to a client’s home and put on a show with candles and sage and chants, pretending to rid the house of any bad spirits—at a hundred bucks a room. Or there was the BBS, the Big Bad Spell. That one really turned my stomach. The client was supposed to bring me a small, live animal of some kind so I could slaughter it and use its blood for powerful protection magic. The BBS would set a client back a grand, but they’d be free of whatever nonexistent malevolent entity blocked their true potential.
Needless to say, I didn’t like treating people or animals that way.
I smoothed the brown velvet tablecloth beneath the offending card and met the woman’s eyes. “Gina, you’ve been coming to me long enough to know these cards aren’t meant to be taken literally. They represent archetypal relationships and universal human experiences. That’s it. The death card doesn’t mean literal death. It usually means a transformation of some sort, and very often it actually means rebirth.”
She nodded, the tension between her brows only fractionally eased as she stared at the spread once more.
I watched her. The careful way she tapped her manicured nails against her expensive handbag, the slight frown on her painted lips, the crease in her forehead that said it was time for her Botox appointment. Gina presented as a successful woman because she was. She owned the chicest salon in Falls Creek, which lined her pockets well enough to keep her in the latest season’s accessories, usually straight from New York or Milan. She treated her employees well, offering them all the additional training they wanted at her own cost. She was a smart, savvy businesswoman who didn’t take shit from anyone, and yet…
She was here, in the converted front room of a battered and creaky hundred-and-fifty-year-old Victorian, talking to me, a fake psychic.
Gina came to me every week looking for guidance, and every week I tried to sell her on her own self-worth. So far, she hasn’t bought it.
If there was one thing I could give my clients, this one especially, it was faith in themselves.
The pink light streaked across her face, distorting her features and planting a tiny seed of nausea in my gut.
Damn it. Nausea was the first sign. A hell headache was on its way.
Chicken hopped in my lap, affirming my suspicion. She always knew when they were coming and settled herself either on me or as close to me as possible until it passed. She purred lightly, kneading at my skirt, tail flicking gently at my thigh, before finally tucking all four paws beneath her and roosting, like her namesake, in my lap. I gave her a pat on the head and stroked down her stripy cocoa-colored back, bracing myself.
“Gina, I need to reschedule the rest of our—” I gripped the arms of my chair, the sudden furious pain in my head stealing my words, my breath.
“Jesus, Zurie, you don’t look so good. Are you all right?”
Sweat beaded at my temples. My vision darkened despite the neon dance party in my front room. Flames of pain licked at my skull.
“Holy shit, I’m calling nine-one-one.”
“Don’t,” I gritted out. “It’ll pass. It’s just a…”
And as quickly as it had come on, the pain left me.
Along with my vision.
Chicken’s purring revved up to diesel-engine-decibel as Gina, my cards, and the blinking pink light all blinked right out of existence.
To that point, I’d never thought much about darkness. I didn’t realize there were degrees. Turning out the lights to go to bed, or a street without any other cars was about as dark as my physical world became. But that’s not as dark is it gets. Not even close. This was real darkness. Thick and consuming, impenetrable blackness. Before I had a chance to let the scream building in my chest rip through me, fuzzy, soft-focus images filled the darkness.
“Fire your manager,” I said with a thin voice. “She’s stealing from you.”





CHAPTER TWO

“What do you mean you had a vision?” Emma, sprawled on my bed and petting Chicken backward, quirked a blonde eyebrow at me as I de-costumed myself. The thrift store rings, the billowy skirts, the makeup, all of it came off in favor of a pair of jeans, T-shirt, and sneakers. You couldn’t play a fake psychic if you didn’t look the part, even if I had just convinced a regular client that I was the real deal. “Did you get sucked into your own con, Zurie?”
Emma was many things to me—roommate, ex-girlfriend, and, most importantly, my best friend. We’d found one another after the most awful chapters in our lives and held on like saplings in a storm, supporting each other, watching each other’s back, and calling each other on our bullshit. I couldn’t keep secrets from Emma. Not even if I tried.
We’d been inseparable since the day we met, save the awkward month or two right after we ended our romantic relationship. We both worked really hard on getting beyond that, and now we were comfortable enough to bring dates home.
Not that I’ve had one of those in…
A long damn time.
I flopped on the bed next to her, sneakers rumpling my comforter. Chicken, seeing her favorite spot was now open, walked over Emma to roost on my stomach. “No. I didn’t get lost in my own con. I got one of those hell headaches in the middle of Gina’s reading, went totally blind for a minute, and then a little blurry movie played out where my reading room should have been.”
Emma picked at the peeling paint on my end table. After she’d stripped a satisfactorily long curl from my, you guessed it, thrifted table, she turned to me. “Was it like those crazy dreams?”
“No. Definitely not like one of those.” Thank God. I didn’t know how I would have handled that in front of another person.
For the past few weeks, right about the time the hellfire headaches started, I’d been having really intense sex dreams. These weren’t your run-of-the-mill, I-need-to-get-laid sex dreams. These were wild and vivid and so realistic I’d wake up panting and sweating and occasionally mid-orgasm. And, unlike regular dreams which starred women and lingered only until my brain decided something else was more important, these stuck around, leaving every touch, every kiss, every man burned in my memory.
That’s right. These dreams all featured men. Gorgeous, strong men with more ways to get me off than I’d ever imagined. What can I say? I’m an equal opportunity kinda gal.
“All right, what was it like, then?”
“Well, I saw the salon manager, and then I saw her manipulating appointments and service fees in the computer. Then she transferred a bunch of money out of a company account and into her personal one.”
Gina does my hair, it’s how I recognized her manager. One of the ways I skirted around feeding Mr. Strega’s long con was by bartering for my services—the fewer clients who pay with money, the less he could steal from me. I gave Gina weekly readings, and she gave me whatever hair color I wanted for free. Though, I’m pretty keen on the cotton candy pink at the moment.
If it weren’t for my barter system, I wouldn’t be able to afford regular haircuts, much less a double-processed, fantasy color.
Emma tried to coax Chicken off me with a few scratches under the chin. “That’s super weird, Zurie. Maybe you should go back to that head doctor and tell him you’re hallucinating.”
By head doctor, Emma meant neurologist. When the headaches first started, I got myself checked out. Three doctors and a stack of past-due medical bills later and all they could tell me was there was nothing wrong with me.
It was weird. And for all I knew, it might have been a hallucination. I didn’t think it was, though. I didn’t think I was crazy or hallucinating. I didn’t know what it was, but I was certain that what I saw was the truth.
“Hey.” Emma touched my arm, drawing my attention from the water-stained ceiling of my bedroom to her soft brown gaze. “It’s okay. Whatever it is, we’ve already been through worse.”
She was right. We had. We didn’t talk about it. Not once. Emma never commented on the weird habits left over from my past. She never asked me why I always wore shoes in the house, though she might if she knew I still slept in them. I didn’t ask her why she woke up screaming every few months or so.
That was what drew us together. The pain we recognized in the other’s eyes had been a tether, a lifeline that we never spoke of.
“I’ll make an appointment tomorrow. Just to be sure.”
Emma nodded. “Good. Now, what are you making for dinner?”
It might have been my turn to cook, but no way was I in the mood for it. I ordered pizza, and after bingeing some reality TV and far too many slices between us, Emma shoved the boxes in the recycling can, and turned in for the night, leaving me to sit and wait for Callum to show up. I hadn’t called him. We didn’t have a standing appointment, but somehow I always knew when he was going to stop by, and the little twisty tug at my middle told me it would be soon.
That tug was a recent development. When Callum first started fixing things in this decrepit house, it was more subtle. I’d think about him in passing, or wonder when he’d stop by again, and a few hours later, there he was at my door. At first, I chalked it up to coincidence, but when it happened each and every time, I started to wonder. Now it’s not a question of whether he’s coming, but when. I stifled the urge to throw a quick coat of mascara on, because as much as I flirted with him, Callum was absolutely uninterested in me, despite my varied and abundant efforts to convince him otherwise. I wasn’t a bad-looking girl. I had nice skin, decent bones if you caught me at the right angle, and some curves, but I guess I just wasn’t his type.
Deciding to wait for him in the reading room, I slid the pocket door closed behind me, a habit Emma and I were forced into because heating and cooling this place was so expensive. Every door to every room was always closed which helped keep them at livable temperatures. The hallways, however, were a different story. Some mornings I could see my breath in the air on the way down to the kitchen.
Another quirk of the old house—the fire hazard wrought iron grills on the windows of the lower floor. Lovely and scrolled and original, they'd held up remarkable well considering the state of the rest of the house and kept us from opening the windows in nice weather because the grills sat in the frame where a screen would.
I kept myself busy dusting the trinkets and mood-making knickknacks in the reading room until Callum showed. I’d chosen each fabric, each piece of furniture and trinket with a goal in mind—to set a mystical, woo-woo vibe. It wasn’t easy on a shoestring budget, but I’d been lucky enough to find some steals. The rest of the house was in shambles, but the first turreted room of this death trap played its part to a T.
I’d never had so many things in my whole life. I didn’t have the kind of childhood that made me comfortable with such frivolous purchases. Buying something to elicit a particular mood would never have crossed my mind before, and spending money on something I couldn’t eat or wear was a foreign concept. But I got over it, and ever since the room makeover, I’d had more steady clients than ever before.
The beads of the small lamp on my reading table shivered as I ran a feather duster over them, and the little tug in my middle grew to an insistent pull.
Callum was here.
I opened the door before he knocked. “Hey,” I said, letting him in. He went right to the flickering sign without so much as a glance or greeting.
Callum was a mystery. A beautiful one—with tousled sandy brown hair and such bright blue eyes they had to be contacts—but a mystery through and through.
I couldn’t get a read on this guy.
He had the neon palm and eye sign off the window and disassembled on my tarot table in moments. “I noticed your sign blinking when I drove by earlier. It’s probably the… yup, just what I thought. It’s the ballast.”
That’s the other thing. He always seemed to have a rational explanation for why he was here without getting a call from me.
“Driving by my house, huh? Are you sure you’re not secretly watching me, Callum?” I teased just to get a rise from him.
His shoulders stiffened as he turned to face me. “I’m not secretly watching you, Zurie,” he said, stone-faced.
“Oh, lighten up a little. I was only kidding.”
He gave me a curt nod and went back to replacing the ballast in my neon sign. Whatever that was.
I settled into my purple, high-backed reading chair and watched him work. His large hands didn’t fumble with the small wires or delicate work. His movements were swift and precise, as if he dealt with neon signs all day. That’s the way he fixed everything—no second-guessing, no looking anything up on his phone. It was like he was an expert at everything.
Callum was also an expert at turning me the hell on.
As he peered at the wiring, I peered at him. The cheekbones, the fullness of his bottom lip, the sharp right angle of his jaw. I let my mind wander to how beautiful the rest of him must be under the earth-toned clothes he usually wore and fought the urge to fan myself.
Callum cleared his throat and a wave of guilt washed over me. “That should do it.” He took the sign back to the window, plugged it in, and hung it back up when he was sure it wouldn’t start flickering again. “Need me to fix anything else?”
Can you fix weird headaches and dreams and visions? Maybe just look in my head and fix the weird shit.
The tiniest smile pulled at Callum’s mouth. “You don’t need fixing, Zurie.”
“What?” Had I said that out loud?
“Nothing, never mind. Call me if you need anything,” Callum said, stone-faced once again.
Oh great, I really was going crazy. Headaches, hallucinations, and now I couldn’t even tell when my thoughts got past my lips.





CHAPTER THREE

The next morning I woke drenched in twisted, sweaty sheets. I’d dreamt of my mysterious, faceless men again—only this time seemed like one endless, night-long dream.
I took the coldest shower I could stand, pulled my hair into a loose ponytail, threw on my black sushi-print bathrobe, and headed downstairs to make breakfast. I’d splurged on pizza last night, so it was drip coffee and whatever I had on hand for the rest of the week. I opened the fridge to get the eggs and found a blue sticky note on the front of the carton with Emma’s chicken scratch writing on it.
Hey, I’m pulling a double at the hospital.
Be back sometime tomorrow.
-Emma
Beneath her name, she’d drawn a pair of humongous boobs with impossibly high nipples. Sometimes she hid them in two Os of a word, sometimes she made the boobs into a smiley face, but her notes were not complete without a hastily sketched set of boobs and they always made me smile. I stuffed the note in the robe pocket and set about making some fried eggs. Just as I’d cracked the first egg into the pan, the doorbell rang.
“Who in the world…?” I took the pan off the burner and went to see who was at my door at 8:00 a.m. “Damn it,” I said under my breath and pushed the curtains back into place.
Standing on the porch was Mr. Strega, my landlord.
Maybe he hadn’t seen me.
“I know you’re in there, Ms. McCaine. We have some things to discuss.” Strega’s high voice was something between a whine and a drawl. I didn’t know where he was from, I’d never asked, but it certainly wasn’t Falls Creek.
I opened the door, knowing if I didn’t he’d just come back later, probably when I was with a client.
“Good morning, Ms. McCaine. Might I come in?” Strega’s saccharine voice filled the porch, bouncing off the awning and clinging to me like a rain-soaked shirt. I did my best not to shudder.
“Um, it’s kind of early,” I said with most of my body still behind the door. No one needed to know I owned a robe plastered in happy-faced sushi rolls and “yummy” written all over it, least of all Strega.
The man’s lips pulled into a sardonic smile. “Ms. McCaine, the things we need to talk about shouldn’t be discussed out in the open.”
“Then you should have made an appointment. Now if you’ll excuse me, my eggs are burning.” I shut the door gently in the man’s block-shaped face and slid the lock into place.
That was going to cost me. He’d probably up his cut the next time I talked to him, but I just couldn’t help myself. I headed back to my eggs, trying to ignore the hum in my adrenaline-soaked muscles. Confrontation always did that to me. Upstairs, my phone played the theme song from the original Halloween—Strega’s personal ringtone.
I let it go to voicemail.
I’d probably pay for that too.
Truthfully, I didn’t blame Strega. He was just a guy looking to get ahead and saw me as a way to do so. Back in my street rat days, I would have done the same. He recognized what a desperate situation Emma and I were in the instant we walked in about his ad for a “fixer-upper.” He offered us dirt-cheap rent with no strings, at first. But when he figured out I was using the front of the house as a reading room, he started talking about zoning and how the house wasn’t meant for commercial use and a whole slew of other borderline accurate things. He said he’d make sure all the paperwork was filed properly so I could continue, provided I made a few changes to my business model.
I didn’t have much choice. I’d just dropped the last of my savings on his security deposit, and Emma, who only made a little more than me working in the hospital cafeteria, was in no position to pack up and move again either. That was almost a year ago. We told ourselves this place would be temporary, that we’d scrimp and save and get out of here, but it was hard to save when you barely made enough to cover your bills. So, instead of playing into his game, I made a game of my own.
The weekly spreadsheets I gave him only included a quarter of my clients, who paid me double what I reported. He got a tiny percentage of my earnings, which I could, most days at least, shrug off as missing out on a few cups of fancy coffee or a pizza night.
I tried not to think about Strega and how he might escalate our “agreement” during breakfast or while getting costumed for the day. By the time my third appointment rolled around, Strega, his early visit, and his voice mail, which I hadn’t listened to, were all but gone from my thoughts.
Around midday, Gina called saying she didn’t know how I’d known but her manager had been stealing since her first week. The woman had stolen so much money, Gina was able to press charges for grand larceny.
“Thank you, Zurie. Thank you so much. From now on, you get anything at the salon you want plus double your normal rate.”
“Wow, thank you. Though you should know, it was probably just a one-shot kinda thing. I have no idea what actually happened or how to duplicate it.”
“Doesn’t matter. You’ve got the gift, sweetie. I’ve seen it firsthand.” Gina ended the call, and I sat in my purple wingback chair, waiting for my next client, wondering what the hell was happening and how I could use it to get myself and Emma out of this place.





CHAPTER FOUR

He touched the back of my neck with a single finger, slowly dragging it down my bared spine and whispering things I couldn’t quite hear but made my heart thud like a wild drum against my ribs. My breath came in ragged, short puffs as I leaned into his touch, craving more of it, more of him—whoever he was.
He moved in front of me, shirt hanging open, the muscles of his chest a promise, a beckoning call.
“Please,” I said, as he laid soft kisses down my throat. “Let me see your face.”
He shook his head, the shadows obscuring his features curling like smoke in the wake of the gesture. “Soon.”
Our lips met and fire flared to life within me. Even as I reached to draw him closer, even when his hard body pressed into mine, he was never close enough. We tumbled to the bed, and I pulled him to me again, this time angling my hips beneath his. He ripped off the dress I was in, the dress I always wore, and slid his hands up and down the length of my body. I shuddered under his touch. He stood, dropping his trousers, and asked, “Is this what you want?”
I gasped at the sight of him. The perfectly carved sheet of abdominal muscle, the delicious ridge where abs meet hips in a sinfully sumptuous V, the thick shaft, hard and ready for me. I pulled my bottom lip between my teeth and nodded, noticing with only a small part of my brain a strange sound in the distance. A motor perhaps.
Faster than I could register, he was on me, kissing and touching and biting, turning me into a moaning, writhing thing beneath him.
I pulled off his shirt and once again arched my hips to him in pleading.
He smiled. I couldn’t see it, but I knew. I felt it.
The motor sound grew louder, more insistent, and a strange pressure built on my chest.
I ignored it, focusing instead on the fiery sensation this mystery man coaxed from my body.
“Please,” I whispered as he stroked me up and down with his shaft. “Don’t tease me.”
He hooked me under the knees and yanked me closer, earning a yelp of surprise. He drew devilish circles around my opening. I bowed into him, begging him with my body to staunch the flames he’d conjured.
The engine noise refused to be ignored, revving up seemingly directly in my ear. “Do you hear that?” I asked.
Something nudged my face.
Sandpaper on my nose.
Weight on my chest.
Meeeeeoooooow!
Chicken stood on my chest, purring plaintively and staring at me with big green eyes. “Really? I was just getting to the best….”
Something was wrong. The dream fog lifted from my brain and my cat came into clear view. Her ears laid flat against her head, and all the fur on her tail stood up like a cocoa-colored Christmas tree.
And then I smelled it. Smoke. Acrid and thick, it filled my nose, my lungs. I shot out of bed, scooping Chicken under my arm, snatching my “oh shit” bag and phone. “Emma!” I screamed from the center of my room.
She’s not here. She’s working a double. Get yourself out.
Right. Get out. What’s the best way?
Doesn’t matter. Just move!
I pulled my shirt over my nose, covered Chicken’s face with a cupped hand, and bolted out the door.
I had to double-check to be sure Emma wasn’t here. If something happened to her because I didn’t take a half-second to look in her room…
Her room was empty. Bed made.
The thing about old houses, especially Victorians, was that there’s no such thing as an open floor plan. I couldn’t tell where the fire was because I couldn’t see any more of the house than the room or hallway I was in. I ran down the hall, hoping a wall of fire wasn’t waiting for me at the bottom of the circular stairs.
This was why I fucking wore shoes to bed.
I took the steps two at a time, sailing down the last four, landing hard but happy the path was clear, and raced toward the front of the house. Only three rooms stood between me and the front door. I sprinted through the kitchen, slipping as I splashed in the puddle around Chicken’s water bowl. I touched the pocket door at the other end of the room, testing for heat, and flung it open. The dining room was clear too.
“Just the reading room to get through and then we’re safe,” I said as much to my cat as myself. Again, I reached the pocket door and tested for heat. The door was warm, but maybe we could still make it through.
I slid it open and stifled a scream at the scene before me. Fire licked up each wall, save the one I stood at, blazing and flaring brighter with the rush of oxygen I’d just let in. Bits of burning tapestry floated in the air, landing on the rug, the green chair, my reading table, setting them ablaze in moments.
I slammed the door shut and spun around. “Back door it is.” I retraced my steps through the dining room and kitchen, this time careful to avoid the slick spot, to the far end where again two rooms stood between me and freedom, the library and sitting room. I didn’t think about what I’d do if either of those rooms had caught fire.
I tested the first door, slammed it open, and hauled ass through the library.
I didn’t notice how hard it was to breathe or how much hotter this room was than the kitchen.
But I sure as hell noticed the plumes of smoke seeping under the far door, and the hissing and snapping sounds of warping wood and plaster.
It stopped me in my tracks.
Shit.
Both exits were blocked.
Chicken, who to this point had been mostly limp under my arm, content to let me rescue her, thrashed her tiny body, yowling to be set free.
Apparently, she didn’t have as much faith in me as I did.
I tucked her closer and beelined for the staircase. We had exactly one option and zero time. It was only a matter of moments before the blaze made the second floor unstable. But it was my only hope. I flew up the steps. I don’t think my feet even touched the carpet before I was on the second floor, racing toward my bedroom and my only way out.
The air felt better here, cooler, not as hard to breathe.
I stopped coughing.
I hadn’t realized I was coughing.
In the bedroom.
Twenty steps away.
Ten.
I threw the window open, kicked out the screen, and before I had a chance to reconsider, flung myself, my cat, and my oh shit bag out of it.
I probably should have let go of my cat. She could take a two-story fall a hell of a lot better than I could. But I didn’t. I held her to my ribs as far too many thoughts streaked through my head on the way to the ground.
At least I didn’t have to make that doctor’s appointment now. They’d do all kinds of tests when I got to the hospital.
I also didn’t have to worry about furnishing the rest of the house. Not that it was a huge priority.
At least Emma was safe.
I wonder what the best way to land….
“Ooooommmph.” Both feet hit the ground hard, my left landing on a rock and twisting outward. A whimper found its way past my lips as ligaments stretched and tore. But the hard landing wasn’t enough to absorb all my momentum. I rolled sideways, curling my body around Chicken so I wouldn’t crush her as I bounced through the front yard. On the first bounce, my left arm exploded in pain as a grotesque crunching sound reverberated through me. I took the second bounce on my right hip and again, searing pain, the distinct sound of snapping bones, and then finally I was still.
I laid on the front lawn, trying not to pass out until help arrived, but my lids refused to stay open.
I was so cold.
Blackness.
Darker than the darkest thing you could imagine.
A tugging sensation.
I closed my eyes and let it have me.





CHAPTER FIVE

Warm.
Purring.
“It’s too soon.”
“Agreed. She shouldn’t be here.”
“You shouldn’t have—”
“How many times do I have to tell you? I didn’t. She did.”
“You expect us to believe, injured as she was, she shimmered here on her own.”
“I expect very little of you, Sorin.”
Four voices. One female, another vaguely familiar.
I felt… weird. My body didn’t hurt, but I was certain that was because I wasn’t in it.
Was I dead?
The voices drifted further and further away until I wasn’t sure I’d heard them at all.
Darkness.
◆◆◆
 
Soft.
Comfortable.
“She has no place else to go.”
That familiar voice again.
“And you think we should keep her here and risk our own realm?”
“Sorin, you know we have to. You’ve read the prophecy just like the rest of us.”
“Quiet. She can hear us.”
The voices blended together and again faded away. One by one, each voice floated out of my mind until I couldn’t remember what was said or even how many voices there were.
◆◆◆
 
I cracked an eye open. Where the hell was I? High ceiling, silky, cream-colored drapes, and an ornately carved armoire on the other end of the room all made the space seem open and clean. Chicken snoozed next to me, curled in a ball on the softest, fluffiest blanket I’d ever touched. I stretched, surprised by how good my body felt. I knew I’d broken at least my arm jumping out that window, but oddly, I only felt stiff.
My bare feet hit the cold tile floor, and I noticed that besides my missing shoes, I wasn’t in the same clothes. Someone had put me in the clothes from my bag. I scanned the room for my sneakers, but nothing of mine was here, not my bag or phone or anything.
I needed my shoes.
I checked under the bed and in the armoire. Nothing.
Where was I? And where was my stuff?
The panic, irrational as it was, seeped into me. Sweat beaded on my neck as I darted around the room. I needed my shoes.
Memories of my childhood, of that pitiful man who thought he was a god, of me with no shoes, overwhelmed me.
“Glad to see you’re awake. How are you feeling?”
I spun around, wide-eyed and near tears.
“What’s wrong?” he asked, stepping forward as the skin between his thick brows bunched.
“I need my shoes,” I whispered.
I knew it was stupid. I knew this stranger wouldn’t understand. But instead of looking at me like I was crazy, the man merely nodded and gestured to the curtains.
“Your things smelled of smoke. You’ll find them all outside on the balcony.”
I yanked open the curtains, revealing a strange landscape my mind didn’t have the space to process. Instead, I snatched my shoes and a pair of socks from my bag. As soon as they were on, the panic building in me slowly ebbed away. “Thank you,” I heaved.
My thoughts settled, my breathing slowed, and I calmed down.
“Where am I?” I searched through my things for my phone, finding it still tucked in my pajama pants pocket. “How long was I out?” I asked when it refused to power on. I needed to call Emma and tell her I was okay. I also needed to call my clients and tell them it was house calls for a while. I pulled a charging cable from my bag and scanned the room for a…. “Where are all the electrical outlets?”
“Are you always in the habit of asking multiple questions before the first is answered?”
I met the man’s eyes.
Holy hell, this man was gorgeous. My stomach actually dropped at the sight of him. He stood assessing me with the stillness and grace of a predator. Tall stature and bronzed skin perfectly suited the jewel tones of the open-necked tunic and flowing pants he wore. Dark wavy hair reached past his shoulders and outlined the planes of his face like the gilded frame of a long-lost national treasure. There should be paintings devoted to this kind of beauty. Whole museums lined with this man’s form, his face.
But his eyes. Good God, his eyes were like liquid gold. The color seemed to shift and ripple with his gaze. It pulled me in, touching something deep and primal within me, something I didn’t know existed. I wanted to lean into that pull and surrender to whatever it asked of me.
But beauty granted him no right to speak to me with such a patronizing tone.
Plus, I had shit to figure out.
“Yes. Yes, I do ask rapid-fire questions. Especially after being forced to jump from a burning building, breaking myself doing so, and waking up somewhere that’s not a hospital without any injuries. So you’ll pardon me if I seem keen on getting answers.”
Half his mouth quirked into a begrudging smile. “Unfortunately, I’m not in a position to answer your questions at the moment.”
I crossed my arms. “Uh, what the hell does that mean? Who are you? Where the hell am I? Why doesn’t this place have any electrical outlets? Why don’t I have any broken bones?”
It was at that moment that Chicken decided to let her allegiance be known. She hopped off the bed, twisted figure-eights around the mystery man’s ankles, and jumped into his arms.
Traitor.
He whispered something against her ear, and my cat, the one who’d followed me home from the grocery store a year ago, the one who was always in the same room as me and preferred my company to anyone else’s, responded with a delicate lick on his chin and her diesel-engine purr.
He smiled at the cocoa-colored deserter and introduced himself. “My name is Sorin, Zurie, and I’m afraid Callum should be the one to explain things to you.
Sorin.
Sorin.
Why was that name familiar?
Fragments and phrases, the voices I’d heard but not heard, his name and the derisive tone he’d used when speaking…
About me.
I leveled a hard gaze at him. “You don’t want me here, do you?”





CHAPTER SIX

Growing up the way I did, I quickly learned to read faces. It was a necessity. Reading the curl of that evil man’s lip or the lift in his brow sometimes meant the difference between new bruises or eating.
When I escaped, those skills helped me scrape by, and now the day job keeps them sharp. So when this man's face—Sorin's face—turned from cool and distant observation to some strange mix of amusement and charm, I paid attention.
He held my gaze with those tide pools of melted metal, the color swirling as his lips hitched up in a half smile. "Yes, Verrill thought you may have overheard us. What else did you hear, Zurie McCaine?"
Nothing I was willing to tell him. This guy hadn’t proven untrustworthy, but he was a long way from proving the opposite.
I took my cat from his arms. “My question first. Why don’t you want me here? And while you’re at it, why don’t you tell me where here is.”
“As I said before, Callum is better equipped to answer all your questions.”
At Sorin’s words, the layers of my mind offered a memory. Callum’s voice, distant, strained as if he spoke from rooms away.
“She has no place else to go… you know we have to.”
Callum had argued for me with this man.
“Tell me something, Sorin. How am I a danger to you or your realm, as you put it?”
Anger flashed in the man’s eyes, and just as I was about to cower away, just as all the memories of angry men from my past urged me to protect myself, something rose in me. Something new and strange. It met his anger and power, measured it and then matched it, roiling just beneath my skin, begging to be set free.
Sorin’s eyes widened and his mouth pressed into a thin line. “Believe me when I say you don’t want me explaining. Callum has gone to check on your housemate. He will be back soon. And for Lillith’s sake, put that away before you hurt yourself.”
Emma.
My stomach dropped to my feet, taking with it the strange, powerful humming within me.
The ripples under my skin vanished. I stared at the man before me, wide-eyed and vulnerable. “Is she okay? Does she know what happened?”
He shook his head. “I’m sorry, I don’t have any information about your friend.” On seeing my pained expression he quickly added, “I’m certain Callum has taken every precaution and great care to make sure she is safe.”
I nodded numbly. She said she’d be at the hospital. I’d checked her room before I escaped. She was fine, probably worrying about me as much as I was about her.
“Come,” the hulking man said gently. “You should have a meal. If you’ll allow me.”
Sorin crooked his elbow and I absently accepted it, thoughts focused on my friend instead of this imposing man.
The simple touch, the connection of my hand on his arm, was like a balm, soothing and grounding me instantly. A shiver rolled through me as the weight of worry vanished.
“Are you cold? I could have someone fetch you some sturdier clothes.”
“No. It was… uh, never mind.”
“Very well,” he said simply, but I caught the quirk of his brow and the smirk on his lips. Had he felt it too? Sorin led me from the room, but I stopped short as soon as we entered the hall.
“Holy… where the hell are we?”
A great tree, the trunk wider than my companion, lived in the middle of the hall, its branches forming the arching walls and ceiling of the corridor. Light filtered in through the broad leaves of the canopy, shining on the various shades of moss covering the ground.
“Callum thought it best if you woke in surroundings you were accustomed to. I suppose he forgot to include electrical outlets in the illusion, as you noticed.”
“What the hell…?”
“If you prefer a different style bedchamber, he’d be happy to oblige.”
As I stood there wondering how such a place could exist, another memory bobbed to the surface of my mind.
“You’ve read the prophecy just like the rest of us.”
I pulled my hand away from Sorin’s elbow, stepping back to see him fully. “Enough.” The word left me as a whisper but carried the weight of a command. “No more dodged questions. I’m not waiting for Callum to return. Tell me. Now. Last chance. What in Dante’s nine circles of Hell is going on here?”
Sorin crossed his arms. “Dante wouldn’t know a Hell realm if it knocked on his door and introduced itself.”
I crossed my arms to match, chin set high. “Answers. Now, Sorin.”
The molten metal in Sorin’s eyes hardened as he stared at me. “I don’t take orders, girl. Least of all from you.”
There it was again, the thing within me that rippled my skin and blew my hair around. I could taste it, like the fiery burn of whiskey at the back of my throat. It begged to be set free, to what end I didn’t know, but I wanted very much to let it have its way.
The man’s gaze softened. God, he was beautiful. “Zurie, I swear you don’t want me explaining.”
“Sorin, if you don’t tell me—”
He stopped my words with a finger to my lips. His touch pulsed through my whole body, sending tiny shock waves of pleasure down my torso and limbs.
Everything in me wanted to stay like that, wanted to explore the need and desire he conjured in me, but I pushed his hand away. “I don’t care how good-looking you are or how amazing your touch is, you can’t expect me to take in all this weirdness without an explanation.”
Sorin smiled. Fully.
It took my goddamn breath away.
“You think I’m good-looking?”
“Oh, please. You know exactly how attractive you are and you’re using it to distract me. Now, for the last time, Sorin, where am I and what the hell is going on?”
“That’s the second time you’ve said last time,” he purred. “How many last chances do I get, Zurie?”
The hair on my arms stood on end as my skin rippled, pleading to be released. I smiled. Sorin thought he had the advantage, that I had nothing to convince him with.
But that isn’t true, is it? I thought to whatever lay within me.
I could have sworn it smiled back as I let it burst from me. It, whatever it was, hit Sorin square in the chest, blasting him down the corridor fifteen feet. He rolled backward as he hit the ground and got up quickly, too quickly and with a broad grin.
“That’s good. That’s very good,” he said, unscathed despite being hurtled head over heels. “We might stand a chance yet. We’ll have to get you in with Jadzeera soon.” Sorin pulled at my arm and tried to lead me down the hall.
I yanked away. “Who’s Jadzeera?”
Before he could dodge the question, a familiar pull fluttered across my middle. “Callum,” I whispered. The air around me wriggled, distorting the shapes and colors behind it. It only lasted a moment, and when it stopped Callum stood where just air had been. A figure stepped from behind him.
“That was so cool!” Emma said. “Zurie! Did ya hear the news? You’re a demon!”





CHAPTER SEVEN

I didn’t care that they’d appeared out of thin air or that I’d just toppled Sorin with a thought or that the hall was made of tree limbs and leaves. I pulled Emma into a tight hug and didn’t let go.
I only cared that Emma was safe.
“Everything’s gone,” I said. “All of it.”
She squeezed me tight. “I know. But it’s just stuff. We never needed stuff before, and we don’t now.”
I pulled away. “I liked my stuff.”
Sadness flashed in Emma’s warm brown eyes. She knew how much effort I’d put into finding each piece in that place, how hard it had been for me to spend money on “stuff.”
“What are we going to do?”
Emma smiled, wide and full. “Well, according to our handyman, we’re gonna stay here for a while.”
I turned to Callum. His tousled, sandy-colored hair dared me to run my fingers through it, to try to tame it. He wore the earthy colors I’d seen him in countless times, but seeing him here, against the backdrop of this forest hallway, made sense. He seemed to belong here in a way that Sorin and his jewel tones didn’t. “And where is here, exactly? Your goon over there wouldn’t tell me anything. Not even after I chucked him down the hall.”
Callum smirked, his too-blue eyes shifting to Sorin. “She got the better of you?”
“She surprised me,” Sorin rumbled.
“I see.” Callum paused, eyes lingering on Sorin as the larger man grew more and more agitated. After another smirk, Callum continued. “Zurie, as much as it pains me to say so, Sorin is no underling. He’s the ruler of his own realm, as I am the ruler of this one.” He threw a glance back at Sorin. “What are you calling yourself these days, friend? Master? Rajah? It’s hard to keep track of all the names you collect.”
Sorin let loose a low, menacing growl.
Callum returned the favor.
“Um, okay. Today’s pissing contest is brought to you by testosterone and for no reason whatsoever,” Emma chimed in.
I reached up, snatching Callum’s shirt collar and pulled him toward me, ignoring the blissful pleasure washing over me as my knuckles brushed over bare flesh. “Where the hell am I? How did I throw Sorin across the hall? And what is this prophecy I overheard.”
Callum glanced at Sorin again. “Verrill was right.”
Sorin nodded. “You were right about her eyes. She inherited the same shade of gray.”
I grabbed both men by their shirts, careful not to touch skin. I could ignore one, but I didn’t think I could handle tingles and bliss from both. “Stop talking about me like I’m not here and start explaining before I get really mad and blast all of us down the hall. Callum, where the hell am I?”
“You’re in a demon realm, Zurie. My kingdom, to be specific. As for the rest of your questions, your friend already answered them. You’re a demon. You shimmered yourself here, healed yourself, and you chucked Sorin down the hall with power you have because you’re a demon.”
I staggered backward, the branches and leaves of the hall rising to catch me. Of all the weird shit happening with me the past few weeks, “demon” wasn’t on the list of things I’d considered as the cause.
Mostly, I’d filed everything away in the “I’ll think about it later” drawer of my brain, but occasionally I’d entertain the notion that maybe I was a real psychic. Dreams, visions, it added up. But skin-rippling power that threw a man down the hall also threw a kink in that logic “Demon? Like devil? Like fallen angel Lucifer trying to tempt humans into darkness?” That wasn’t what I expected at all. I mean, if not psychic, then I’d been hoping for something ethereal and nice, like a fairy godmother or something. I’ve got pink hair, for Christ’s sake!
Callum and Sorin shared a chuckle. “No. Demons aren’t fallen anything. We’re the first,” Sorin said, puffing out his chest.
“The first what?”
Callum extended his hand, aiming it at the base of the hall tree. Roots rearranged themselves, forming four gnarled, twisty chairs. Callum seated himself, gesturing for us to do the same. “The first creatures with magic.”
“Okay, but how could I be…? My mother was human.”
“Magic!” Emma offered with a grin.
Callum nodded. “The prophecy says a girl born of human parents but demon blood will have the power to heal our realm.”
“The vision, the dreams, all of it was your demon blood kindling to life,” Emma said.
“But why? Why now? And how do you know so much?”
Callum leaned in closer, boring into me with those cobalt blue eyes. “Because the prophecy deemed it so. You called to me, Zurie. Your magic has been calling to me for months. The first time I knocked on your door, I had no idea what would happen, what I would say. But you took the lead, assuming I was the handyman you’d been bugging your landlord for. So I fixed things in that death trap of a house and waited for your awakening. I kept a close eye on your progress and made sure you were safe.” Callum paused, glancing at his shoes. “The fire was my fault. If I’d been there, it never would have happened. While you were lying in the yard, broken in so many places, you reached out to me. I shimmered in just in time to see you shimmer out. Your magic brought you here and healed you while you slept. I collected Emma at the hospital, knowing you’d want to see her. I thought it best to explain the basics before I brought her to a demon realm.”
I nodded, trying to put order to the jumble of thoughts in my brain.
“How was an accidental fire your fault?”
Sorin and Callum shared a glance.
“I think you know that fire wasn’t accidental, Zurie,” Sorin said calmly.
“And how would I know that? That house was, as Callum said, a death trap. It could have been bad wiring.”
Sorin quirked an eyebrow at me. “Perhaps. Did it smell like an electrical fire?”
I shook my head. It didn’t. It smelled like a campfire, burning wood and plaster, no hint of scorched metal or the telltale scent of ozone around electrical arcs.
Callum followed up. “And why did you jump out the bedroom window?”
“Both ground floor exits were blocked… I see your point. But why would someone want to burn my house down with me in it?”
Sorin’s expression changed. The gold in his eyes hardened as a muscle in his jaw bulged. “There are people who wish to keep you from coming into power and restoring order.”
Chicken, who’d been using the hall tree as her personal jungle gym, jumped into Sorin’s lap. “Hello, Princess.” He gave her a long stroke and she turned on the diesel engine, curling in his lap with a satisfied plop.
“Her name is Chicken,” I corrected.
“Hello, Princess Chicken,” he amended.
I rolled my eyes and moved on. “So someone wants me dead to keep me from fulfilling the prophecy.”
Callum nodded, sorrow painted across his lovely face. “I wanted to keep danger from darkening your door, Zurie. I utterly failed you.”
“Did you know?” I asked. Callum’s blank gaze nudged me onward. “Did you know the house would burn down tonight? Did you know both exits would be blocked? Did you know any of that?”
“No.”
“Then don’t blame yourself.”





CHAPTER EIGHT

I learned a long time ago that wasting energy on the past was pointless, self-pity, useless. Mourning over my shitty upbringing or losing a bunch of furniture didn’t help anything. Nor did wasting time and energy thinking about how the world wasn’t anything like most people believed.
Magic, demons, prophecies…
I’d unpack it later. The only thing I could do now was move on as quickly as possible.
Seated at a rough-hewn dining table, the raw edge of which still bore the marks of insect nibbles and burrows, I stared out the window-shaped gap in the branch wall at the foreign landscape that earlier my mind refused to register. Barren salt flats stretched as far as I could see, the cracked and ridged land a perfect reflection of the sky, like it was the edge of the world.
Or the entrance to Heaven.
A testament to how broken the realm was.
“Each realm has a hold, like this one.” Callum gestured to the room. “The holds are the only places that function as they should. The rest is as desolate and magicless as out there.”
“You mean out there should look like this? Like the tree hallway?” Emma’s voice creaked with the question.
Callum nodded and passed around a plate of small pies.
I wasn’t really in the mood for dessert, but I took one anyway.
“The arid, dead land out there used to be the Dark Sea. This hold was the boundary between the sea and the forest, but as you can see, with magic so powerfully drained, all that’s left is cracked earth and dust.”
The Dark Sea. The name conjured images of black water and silvery moonglow reflecting like diamonds off each ripple and crest. The image painted itself so clearly in my mind—deep purple sky dotted with starlight, big full moon hanging low on the horizon—that I wondered if I was somehow seeing what the realm had looked like.
“How many realms are there?” I asked.
Callum bit into his pie, which judging by the juice dribbling down his chin, wasn’t a dessert but a meat pie. “Five.”
I took a bite of mine. Then another and another until I’d eaten it all and grabbed two more from the plate.
It was like nothing I’d ever tasted. Tender, juicy chunks of meat and potatoes with a thick, hearty gravy that I licked from my fingers, all wrapped up in a buttery, flaky crust that melted the moment it touched my tongue.
“And do all the realms have the same problem?” I asked.
“All but one,” Sorin hissed.
Before I could ask what he meant, the branches on the far wall parted and two more demons joined us at the table.
“Verrill, Jadzeera, this is Zurie.”
I nodded to both, mouth too full to acknowledge them properly. They were opposites of each other. Verrill in flowing white pants and tunic, with raven-black hair and even blacker eyes. His face could have been carved of marble, the planes so perfect and fair. I took in his features carefully, leaning into his gaze. His eyes weren’t simply black, they were the black of a night sky, pinpricks of silvery stars breaking up the darkness.
Every feature of Verrill’s, Jadzeera had in opposite. She wore tight, sturdy leathers—battle clothes. Her hair was white, pulled into a half ponytail that trailed down the middle of her back. Pale, icy eyes stared at me, evaluating and measuring every breath I took. Whereas Verrill’s features were square and carved, Jadzeera’s were delicately angular, sharp nose and cheekbones, pointed chin and ears.
If she weren’t so dangerous looking, she might have passed for beautiful.
Verrill inclined his head toward me as I wiped a spot of gravy from my lips. “I’m glad to see you’ve healed yourself. I’m Verrill, High King of the Shadow Realm, and this is my cousin Jadzeera.”
“Mistress of the Arcane Realm.” She offered me her hand, but I didn’t know what she wanted me to do with it. Should I kiss it? Shake it? I settled on an awkward finger-grasping shake and tried not to think about what touching her did to me.
Sorin’s touch had been calming, centering. Callum’s sent bliss down to my toes.
And this beautiful demon queen’s touch was electric desire. It rumbled and buzzed through my veins so loud everyone must have heard it.
I pulled my hand away slowly, not wanting the connection to end but wanting less to start moaning at the dinner table. Instead, I took a stab at small talk. “Mistress. Does that mean you’re the ruler of your realm, or does your husband rule?”
The table grew quiet, all eating sounds stopped as everyone’s gaze lasered on Jadzeera.
Fuck.
She leaned forward, lips curved into a ferocious smile. “I have no husband, girl. My wife, should I choose to take one, would rule equally by my side.”
Jesus fuck, great way to make a first impression. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to offend.”
She smirked at me, long, slender finger twisting a white lock of hair. “You’ll have to work much harder to offend me, girl.”
I moved on, wanting with every part of me not to dwell on my awful faux pas. “So, the four of you are the leaders of your realms. Where’s the fifth?”
A snarl seeped out of Sorin.
Callum steepled his fingers and held my gaze. “The leader of the fifth realm is the reason you’re here. He’s the cause of all of this.”
“Another leader is the reason your realms are falling apart? Why?” Emma asked.
“The ruler of the Blood Realm has grown unstable over his reign. He’s more concerned with siphoning and hoarding magic for himself than the fact that he’s destroying the entire demon plane altogether,” Verrill explained.
“But why?” I asked.
“He made a deal,” Jadzeera said. “A devil’s deal. Several, if the rumors are true.”
Sorin rose, striding to the front of the table. “Demons were the first with magic. It lives here on our plane, and each of the realms feeds the magical needs of all other races on their respective planes. Callum’s realm feeds the fae and nature spirits, my realm feeds the shapeshifter and ‘were’ magic, Verrill’s feeds mind magic of the prophets and the seers, and Jadzeera’s feeds the spellcraft for witches and warlocks. The king of the fifth realm made a deal with his charges, the vampires, for the biggest cut of the pie. They get the biggest allotment, the best magic, and they have for centuries. In the beginning, it was a small sacrifice to keep them happy; a few extra ley lines were etched and charged, and the vampires received a trifle more than anyone else. But as the years wore on, so did their hunger for magic and power. The fifth king has now diverted all magic from all other realms to his own, hoarding it for himself and the vampires. It has to stop soon, or the entire demon plane will destabilize and there will be no magic for anyone.”
Sorin stood there, golden eyes assessing whether I’d grasped the situation.
“Hang on, hang on just a minute.” Emma’s voice was thin and pitched higher than normal. “You’re telling me that not only are there witches, werewolves, and demons, but there are vampires too?”
Sorin nodded gravely. “Yes, sidekick girl. And with the amount of magic at their disposal, they are more dangerous, more deadly than they’ve ever been. And you, Zurie, are the key to cutting off their supply and setting all the realms, the whole of the demon plane, straight.”





CHAPTER NINE

“Don’t call her that,” I rumbled, brain trying desperately to put in order all the information just laid before me.
Emma smiled at me. “It’s okay, Zurie. I kind of am.”
Sorin approached my chair, leveling that liquid gold stare at me. “You seem to have a problem with what I call many things.”
My chin rose, an answer to the aggression and challenge in his tone. “It’s disrespectful, calling someone by anything other than their name.”
Sorin gripped the back of my chair and yanked it out from the table, spinning it around to face him. He hovered inches from my face. “And what of pet names, love? Are those disrespectful?” Hot, sweet breath on my cheek, soft, deadly tone in his words, and I sat unflinching even as the fire from his nearness tore through me.
“Pet names are fine,” I said with icy composure I’d conjured from thin air. “But only when you mean them.”
“You don’t know me, Zurie,” he whispered.
“No?” I stood, forcing him to back away. “I know there’s something wild about you. I know the first time I used my power, it was because your anger scared me. I know you seem to like riling me. None of those things make me believe that any pet name you come up with could be genuine.”
Sorin growled, low and rumbly, and I hated to admit it but it turned me on like a damn light switch.
“Sit down before I throw you down the hall again,” I whispered.
Sorin held my gaze, the pools of gold in his eyes turbulent and choppy.
“Your being here is a threat to us all. To the plane itself.”
Something deep within me knew I couldn’t afford to lose this. I couldn’t back down. I couldn’t look away.
Sorin’s realm fed magic to the shifters, so it stood to reason that I needed to deal with him the way pack animals would, alpha to alpha.
“Sit. Down.” My voice carried in a way it never had, blanketing the room with my command.
No one moved. No one even breathed. All eyes were on the battle for dominance between us.
Sorin let out a puff of air, rustling my hair, blowing his sweet scent over my face before he stepped away and reseated himself. I stared him down as I walked to the front of the table. Everyone let out their breath.
Maybe it wasn't my place. Maybe I shouldn't have an opinion on the matters of magical races. But I didn't really care. My house burned down because of their problems. I was entitled to some input.
How else was I supposed to bring the realms together?
The first thing I ask a client who has issues with relationships, be it family or coworkers or spouses, is whether they've tried talking to said person.
Husbands, mothers, realm leaders, kings, it's all the same.
“Has anyone reached out to the king of the Blood Realm? Have we opened up a dialogue or started negotiations with him at any point?”
“The king is beyond reason,” Callum said.
“How do we know that?”
Verrill inclined his head toward me, his dark, star-studded eyes meeting mine. “I know, Zurie.” He tapped a finger against his temple.
“Mind magic?”
He nodded. “The king is quite unstable. I don’t see negotiations leading anywhere promising.”
I tapped a forefinger to my chin, wondering about the extent of Verrill’s abilities. Had he been the cause of my dreams? My headaches? I moved on, filing that away in a drawer for later. “What about someone close to him. We need an edge, someone who could help sabotage the siphoning of magic.”
The leaders of the four realms shared glances with each other. “What? What aren’t you telling me?”
After a long pause, Callum spoke. “The fifth king has a son, Dex,” he said quietly.
Sorin shot out of his chair, nearly toppling it. “No! I won’t have that mongrel knowing any part of our—”
“Sorin!” I spat his name, and his head snapped to meet my eyes. “Sit down.” My words were calm, slow, but weighted with all the power that roiled within me.
He let out a growl that shook the cutlery on the table, but I stood my ground, staring into those eyes of liquid gold.
A tiny voice in the back of my mind, which to that point I’d been ignoring, drilled into my awareness. “Who do you think you are bossing these beings around? Go back to your nothing life and leave the monsters and magic to the ones who created them.”
My chin rose, back straightened as the power within me begged to be let loose.
Sorin slowly sank to his chair.
I looked around the table. Jadzeera arranged her features into a neutral expression. Verrill’s slight smile and Callum’s grin told me they approved. Emma gawked at me with a combination of awe and pride while Sorin looked at his lap, refusing to make eye contact with me. Fine with me. He could pout all he wanted.
“Tell me about Dex.”
His name on my lips felt strange and familiar, like I’d uttered that combination of sounds my whole life.
Callum rubbed his temples. “He is the only heir to the Blood Realm. He’s arrogant, self-interested, and has so far refused all attempts to join us in solving the issue.”
“I want to meet with him. How do I set that up?”
“Zurie, I doubt any good will come of that. Dex is… untrustworthy.” The tightness around Callum’s mouth and eyes told me that untrustworthy was the nicest word he could think of to describe the fifth king’s heir. “I think our efforts would be better served by looking for a way to staunch the king’s siphoning from a distance, magically.”
I nodded, reading the faces around the table once more.
“And how long have you been searching? How long have you been looking for your long-distance cure?” Callum didn’t answer. “Look, I get it. I’m the odd man out,” I said, as much to Sorin and the others as to myself. “You’re all leaders, royalty born to your titles and power. I’m a human shoved into a weird situation. But hear me out on this. We need the heir to the fifth realm. Don’t ask me how I know because I can’t tell you. So feel free to continue searching for some magical, long-range solution, but do so after you’ve set up a meeting with all six of us. Seven if Emma’s here.”
Callum nodded, but as he met my gaze again, a strange expression crossed his features. “Oh no.” His words were little more than breath.
Jadzeera shot out of her seat, icy eyes scanning the room. “What is it, Callum?”
I followed suit as the dull clacking and snapping sounds of branches filled the room. The tree walls shifted, each leaf and twig shivering as if a breeze found its way inside.
“What’s happening?” Emma asked.
“It’s the Blood King. He broke the damn wards,” Jadzeera answered. “Everyone get out of here!”
Verrill and Jazeera shimmered out first.
“I told you. This is your fault,” Sorin snarled. He grabbed Emma’s hand and shimmered her out just before an enormous chunk of wood fell from the ceiling, smashing the chair she’d been in. I reached for Callum’s hand, catching his wrist instead. “Get us out of here!”
Callum stared at me, the blue of his eyes now dull and watery. “I can’t. The fifth king broke my wards. He’s siphoning the last traces of my magic.”





CHAPTER TEN

I stared at Callum, the lines of his features now less sharp, less perfect as branches fell around us. “I… I can’t get us out.” I didn’t know how to shimmer, not on command at least. I’d only managed it accidentally, and even then I hadn’t known what I was doing.
I’d thought I was losing consciousness.
“You have to try, Zurie.”
“I can’t! I don’t know how! Even if I did, I don’t know where we’d end up.”
“Zurie!” He cupped my face in his hands, and even as I watched the magic being ripped from him and his realm, even as I stood there afraid for our lives, his touch still zinged a primal part of my brain and sent tiny waves of bliss down my skin. “You don’t have a choice. Figure it out or….”
I nodded and squeezed my eyes shut, reaching for that darkness.
My heart thudded against my ribs as I concentrated. My palms went slick inside my fists.
Please.
Nothing.
Nothing happened. Not a wriggle or a tug or even a hint of blackness. Nothing.
“Zurie, please,” Callum whispered.
I reached deep within me, searching for whatever scrap of magic had got me here the first time, but I came up empty. I didn’t even feel the roiling power from before.
My mouth went dry as a devastating thought occurred to me.
What if my magic was being siphoned as well?
And then another.
Was Sorin right? Was this my fault?
Callum sank to his knees as thick branches, his kingdom, cracked and clattered to the ground. “Zurie,” he pleaded with a tear in his eye. Tears stung in my own as I slid to the ground with him, wrapping my arms around his broad chest. He curved his body around mine, shielding me from the brunt of the collapse. The cracking wood sounded like thunder as it snapped and fell, covering what had been the dining room in feet-long limbs.
“I’m sorry,” I sobbed into Callum’s shirt, clutching him close.
“It’s not your fault, Zurie.”
A slender hand gripped my forearm.
Blackness.
Silence.
A small, windowless room, candlelight casting shadows on black walls. Symbols and runes carved deep into those walls shivered and glittered in the light, and I collapsed into a heap on the floor.
“I told you to go back sooner!” Emma screamed.
“I had to know what she was capable of,” Jadzeera said coolly.
I only partly heard the conversation above me. The voices seemed hollow as I realized I’d just lost the few things I had left in the world—my “oh shit” bag, phone, and…
Oh God.
I shot off the ground, gripping Jadzeera’s leather-clad forearms. “Please, you have to go back. Chicken is still there.”
The demon queen stared at me blankly. “You brought a farm animal to Callum’s realm?”
“What? No! Chicken is my cat! She’s still there. Please, Jadzeera, you have to get her.”
She smiled and patted my cheek. “Zurie, your cat can take care of herself.”
“No, she can’t. Please, one of you go back for—”
Crack!
With a small puff of white smoke and a ripple of air, Chicken stood at my feet, purring and looking up at me.
“What the…?”
She twisted around my ankles once and then hopped into my arms. Verrill, Sorin, and Jadzeera all wore their versions of boredom. Emma, on the other hand….
“What the hell was that? Did your cat just teleport here?”
Callum, still dulled and lessened, answered. “She just followed you. Cats have their own bit of magic. Being in the demon plane amplifies it.”
I didn’t have the space to think about what that meant.
Instead, the thoughts I’d been keeping pressed way down, the thoughts I refused to hear rose to the surface of my mind, whispering what I knew all along. What I knew the moment Callum explained what my role was in all this.
You can’t do this. You don’t belong here. You’re not one of them, and you just proved you can’t handle yourself under pressure. Find a way to get out of this before you hurt them. Now.
My hands shook and tears slipped down my face as I stared at my shoes. The only pair of shoes I had to my name.
“Was this my fault?” The question was but a whisper in the small room, taking up no space, holding no weight or air.
Verrill answered. “I don’t think the Blood King knows you’re here, Zurie.”
Sorin scoffed. “Right. He targeted Callum’s realm, where we all were, just by chance.”
Verrill nodded. “I believe that to be the case, yes. His thoughts are thin and scattered. I doubt breaking Callum’s wards was more than a passing notion. He’s become so powerful, even passing thoughts have consequences.”
I stood there, eyes glued to my shoes. “I can’t do this.” The weight of four realm leaders’ and my best friend’s gaze was unbearable, like being pressed inside out. I took a shuddering breath and continued. “I can’t be the savior of the demon plane. I couldn’t even shimmer Callum to safety. This… this just isn’t… I can’t….” I sighed. “I’m sorry.”
I managed to look at each one of them as they stared. Some gawked, some seemed bored, but they all studied me as I backed myself into the corner of the small room. I wrapped my arms around myself, nestled in the corner, and slid down the wall to the cold stone floor. “I’m sorry. I’m not who you think I am. I’m not strong enough.”
“Handle her,” Jadzeera snapped at Verrill. “I have to finish reinforcing the warding around the palace.” She shimmered out, leaving only the vague scent of leather and honey behind. Verrill did as he was told, crouching in front of me and reaching for my hand.
“Would you permit me a peek inside your mind, Zurie? I might be helpful.”
I tucked my arms in closer, protecting any bit of exposed skin. “Don’t touch me.”
“Please, Zurie, I can help sort out the mess your head must be right now.”
“I said don’t touch me. You’ve done enough.”
Verrill looked confused but backed away.
“All right, everyone out,” Emma boomed into the room.
“We shouldn’t leave her unprotected—” Callum started.
Emma cut him off. “I’m sure all the pretty sparkling scribbles on the walls will keep us safe. Now get out.” No one moved. “Please,” she amended.
They didn’t argue further. Sorin, Verrill, and Callum left without another word, but they all cast lingering glances in my direction.
Glances laced with pity.
They knew it just as well as I did.
I didn’t belong here.
Chicken even knew it and poofed herself out of the room. Probably to find Sorin.
“Look,” I said as soon as the door clicked shut, “let me save you some time, okay? I thought I could handle this. I thought it would be fun. I’d get some powers, help figure out how to keep magic intact, and maybe have some sexy times with one or more of these realm leaders. But when the shit hit the fan, I choked. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t get myself or Callum out of his realm. So don’t try to convince me that this is my destiny or whatever, because it clearly isn’t. This is not what I signed up for.”
Emma nodded, blonde hair falling into her eyes. “To my knowledge, you didn’t sign up for any of this.”
“That’s right, and now I just need to find my way out.”
She pursed her lips at me. “That’s not you talking. That’s fear and whatever baggage you have rearing its ugly head. Give yourself some space to breathe and then come at this fresh, all right? You’ve had zero time to process what’s happened to you, let alone the weight that’s now on your shoulders. Take some time to get your head on straight, okay? Then, if you still wanna get out of here, we’ll figure out an escape route. Deal?”
Absently, my hand rose to my mouth and a nail slipped between my teeth—a habit I’d broken years ago. I snatched it away and gave Emma a single nod.
I didn’t belong here, and time wouldn’t change my mind on that. But I’d do as Emma asked. I’d do anything for her.





CHAPTER ELEVEN

Jadzeera stood before me. Hands on her slender hips and anger in her pale, icy eyes, she continued to scold me. “I never want to see you behave that way again.”
I crossed my arms and squared my stance. “Sorry for being human, mistress, but I’ve lost everything I own. Everything. Including my self-identity. So you’ll excuse me if I’m off my game.”
After Emma convinced me to give it some time, I stayed in the small room by myself, looking at the carvings and symbols on the wall. It wasn’t long after Emma left that Jadzeera returned, freshly changed into battle-ready leathers, and mad as hell. “Off your game? Is that what you call that self-pity storm you conjured?”
A noise I didn’t know I could make snaked out of my throat.
Jadzeera returned the favor and growled back at me.
I stepped into her space. “That was not self-pity. It was truth. I don’t belong here. I’m human, and this is not my world. I’m shit under pressure, and I nearly cost Callum his life.”
She didn’t back down. Instead, she gripped the front of my shirt in her fist and pulled me closer. Her other hand closed around my neck as she lifted me off the ground.
By my fucking throat.
“Do you like feeling this way, Zurie? Do you like feeling helpless and weak?” She stared up at me, icy eyes unblinking.
I struggled to break free, feet kicking and nails clawing at her hand.
“I imagine you’ve felt like that a lot in your short life, haven’t you? Is it enjoyable, always going back to that place? Feeling that same way? I’d think you might have grown tired of it by now.”
“Screw you,” I managed to eke out.
Her full lips curled into a snarling smile. “Only if you ask nicely, pet,” she said and threw me against the far wall.
My shoulders hit first, winding me, but I refused to slide down the wall like a broken doll. I got my feet under me and charged her, aiming my shoulder for her solar plexus.
Knock the wind out of me, I’ll do the same for you.
The demon queen simply stepped out of the way and I stumbled forward, right into the other wall.
I growled again. This time it wasn’t a subtle rumble. This time, I roared.
Jadzeera smiled and beckoned me to her with a single finger, daring me to charge her again. I ran at her full force, and she didn’t dodge me; she let me collide with her thin frame.
It was like running into a concrete wall. Stumbling backward, I actually saw stars.
“Had enough?”
I crossed my arms. I couldn’t beat her, and I wasn’t going to continue embarrassing myself, regardless of how cathartic it may have been.
“Good, at least you’re not stupid too.”
I tasted it first, burning whiskey and vanilla at the back of my throat. The roiling sensation filled me, rippling my skin and blowing my pale pink strands around.
Jadzeera noticed, smiling and spreading her arms wide to make an easy target. “Come on, show me what all the boys have been talking about. Let’s see if you really are the human-born sent to save the demon plane.”
The power pushed against my skin, asking, pleading to be freed.
It was so easy to let it have its way.
It burst from my chest in a pillar of dark smoke and light, but instead of knocking Jadzeera down and hurling her yards away like it had with Sorin, she simply swiped it away with a flick of her wrist. It smacked into the wall, which merely absorbed it until nothing was left but thin wisps of smoke.
The blowing wind stopped, the rippling skin smoothed, and Jadzeera’s mouth curled into a faintly pleased smile.
“How did you…?”
“That’s what you are.” She closed the space between us, filling my nose with her honey-leather scent. “You are power. You are magic. You are a force of nature. You’re not some mewling child or a scared human or a product of your past. Human-born or not, there is demon blood in your veins. That makes you a demon, and the prophecy makes you a queen. One who’s going to unite the realms of the demon plane. Never again forget who you are.” She ran a finger down my cheek, drawing a shudder from me and a smirk from her. “And I’m pretty sure I know how you’re going to bring the realms together.”
“How?” I asked, ignoring the flames of desire her touch kindled within me.
“You’ll figure it out,” she said, giving me an wicked smile. “In the meantime, I’m going to teach you to wield all the delicious power you have.”
I had to admit, she talked a big game. Big enough that she almost had me convinced. Almost.
“Maybe what you say is true. Maybe I am all those things. I still nearly got myself and Callum squished to death in a collapsing realm.”
“Don’t be stupid, girl. You can’t fault yourself for not knowing what you haven’t yet been taught.”
Jadzeera smiled, seeing she’d made her case. “The first thing you need to know is that, unlike your primate ancestors, it’s the women of the demon race who hold the most strength and wield the most magic. You may have flung Sorin down the hall with that pitiful display, but you’ll have to try a lot harder with me.”
I was stronger than the men?
“We’ll train every day, first thing. Clear?”
I nodded, trying to assimilate everything.
I was physically stronger than a man?
Finally some good news.
“Right now, we’ll focus on shimmering. That way you’ll know you can get yourself out of any situation.” She stepped behind me and whispered in my ear. “Close your eyes.”
“Why?” I asked, turning to face her.
She smirked, impish delight in her eyes. “It’s part of the lesson, pet.” She turned me back by the shoulder and asked me again, in a voice that was too loaded with intention to be accidental, to close my eyes. “Good. Now, what do you see?”
“Nothing.”
“Mm-hmm. And what do you see just before you shimmer?”
“Blackness.”
“Yes. That’s real nothing. The void from which creation was born. That’s how we travel, through the nothing, the in-between, the void. Focus your thoughts on that place while holding where you’d like to end up in a separate part of your mind.”
Seemed simple enough.
I thought of the thick blanket of blackness, of the impenetrable dark that accompanied my hell headaches and shimmering. “Wait, I can’t get stuck in the nothing, can I?”
Jadzeera paused, pondering my question as if the thought had never occurred to her. “No, the void must remain empty as the counter to our realms. The nothing eradicates what stays too long. If something were to remain, then the nothing would cease to be nothing, and this realm would cease to be entirely.”
I frowned at her. “That’s not any better.”
She shrugged. “Shimmer to the other side of the room.”
I closed my eyes and focused on both the blackness and the far end of the room. I saw both clearly in my mind, the all-consuming, inky darkness of nothing and the biggest symbol on the far wall. It was easy, now that I knew how. I felt myself seep into the void and then….
“Oh fuck!” I glanced down at my body—well, half of it. The other half was wedged inside the wall I’d been aiming for. “Get me out of here!”
Jadzeera shook her head and pulled me out of the wall, which, surprisingly, didn’t hurt as much as I expected. “And that is why you practice in this room only. The glyphs and sigils on these walls nullify harmful effects of your fledgling attempts at magic. Feel free to come here anytime you like to stretch your arcane skills.” The demon queen headed for the door.
“Where are you going? I thought you were going to train me.”
“And I will. However, there are matters I need to attend to at present, not the least of which is making sure you have a good pair of battle leathers and clothes befitting a queen. I’ll send someone to your chamber to get your measurements.”
I nodded. “And Emma?”
Jadzeera’s brow pinched slightly inward. “Your friend is not a demon. She has no need for leathers or court clothes.”
“Maybe not, but she doesn’t have any clothes at all thanks to the fifth king blowing up our house. Surely you can spare something for her.”
She nodded once and continued toward the door. “Practice until you can shimmer to the exact point you wish. Then shimmer there at least one hundred times. Afterward, feel free to choose a bedchamber.” And with that, the demon queen left me in the tiny sigil room.
Maybe I didn’t belong here. Maybe I wasn’t cut out for this.
But if that glorious goddess of a woman, that queen, could look at me and call me a queen as well…
Well, maybe I could make myself belong. Maybe I could train myself to be the person I needed to be. Maybe…
Maybe I could try and see what happened.





CHAPTER TWELVE

Once I figured out how to keep the thought of the nothing separate from the thought of the destination, I stopped shimmering inside the walls, and as an overachiever for as long as I could remember, I did not one but two hundred shimmers to the same dot on the floor.
The man, the man whose name I didn’t allow myself to even think, tried to beat that competitiveness out of me. He tried to squash it and my spirit, but I didn’t let him. No matter how many times he told me I was worthless, or that I couldn’t do anything right, I knew, I knew deep in my marrow that he was wrong.
For a moment, I wondered what he would think if he could see me now, wielding magic and shimmering in a demon realm, but only a moment. I never let myself linger on that man for long.
I thought about practicing with my power, aiming it at the wall, or maybe simply seeing what I could do with it. I wanted to, but the rumbling in my stomach convinced me otherwise. Jadzeera instructed me to choose a bedchamber after I finished, and even though I’d just eaten three meat pies, I decided to search for the kitchen instead.
I didn’t know what I expected to see when I left the small rune room, but I wasn’t prepared for the rest of Jadzeera’s palace in any way. Palace wasn’t the right word for the structure. It was more like a gothic cathedral—and I mean gothic in the all black everywhere way, not the architecture way, though with the pointed arches and high vaults, it certainly would fall into that category as well.
If Morticia Addams built a cathedral….
The walls and woodwork were stained black, as were all the support beams that stretched the length of the great hallway and the framing around the numerous vaults of the pitched ceiling. From the center of each vault hung a chandelier aglow with candles. The faceted black gems suspended from the curved iron of the fixtures caught the light and cast it on the walls, bringing my attention to embossing I hadn’t noticed before. The walls weren’t flat black as I’d first assumed but patterned with layers of rich, velvety brocade.
And I thought I liked to decorate.
After ten minutes of wandering, another five of exploring one decadent room after another and still not finding a kitchen, I broke down and asked the next person I saw.
“Excuse me, can you tell me where the kitchen is?”
The small man dressed in, you guessed it, all black didn’t meet my eyes as he spoke. “Guests aren’t permitted in the working areas, mistress. I’ll send a selection of items to your chamber.”
“Oh. Well, thank you, but I haven’t picked a chamber yet.”
“Of course, mistress. Just ring when you have and I’ll have something sent up straightaway.”
“Thank you. Um, one last thing, if you don’t mind.”
“I serve at your pleasure, mistress,” the man said with a slight bow.
“Right… um… where are the bedchambers exactly?”
“Allow me.” He offered a gloved hand, which I took, and shimmered to… “The bedchamber wing, mistress. Queen Jadzeera wishes you to choose any room of your liking.” The man smiled and shimmered away.
I surveyed the long hall. Twenty doors must have lined either side, all black with silver hinges and knobs, each door exquisitely carved. The first door depicted a great battle, winged creatures fighting alongside horned ones against a monstrous army. Giants with too many limbs, great beasts with fur and claws and serrated teeth, and wraith-like beings that were mostly smoke and vapor but with vacuous holes for eyes. The image made me shiver down to my toes.
I did not bother looking inside the room.
The next door depicted three male winged creatures standing next to each other, all wearing crowns and holding scepters with the sun high in the sky behind them. That wasn’t so bad. I peeked in the room but decided against the red and black bordello decor and moved on to the next door.
This door had a woman in a flowing gown carved directly in the center, arms outstretched and a jeweled coronet atop her loose, cascading hair. At her side were five men, all nude and all touching her skin in some way. One grazed her thigh with a few fingers through the high slit in her gown, another placed a hand at the cutout on her waist, a third skimmed her hip through the other high slit, and the last two cupped her bare shoulders. The moon hung on the horizon behind them, and even though the carvings were all black, I could almost make out the glow of moonlight on her crown.
I eased open the door, careful not to touch any of the carvings, and peeked in the room. Like the rest of the palace, the room featured mostly black, but instead of being overly dramatic or oppressive, this room captured the essence of nightfall. The bed drew my attention first—a gargantuan canopy bed, big enough for all of the men and the woman from the carving. Twinkling lights peeked through the gauzy black fabric that hung over the posts and draped down to the floor in a pool of gossamer at each corner. A dressing table of curving wrought iron and glass stood at the far end of the room. The same style armoire graced the opposite wall.
I slid my hand down the cool, silky linens. I’d never seen such beautiful things in all my life.
“Is this the room you’ve chosen, mistress?”
I jumped at the small voice behind me, spun around and nodded to the tall, thin woman in the threshold.
She smiled, her narrow face lighting up with the sentiment. “Hurst informed me you were choosing a room, and the queen thought you’d choose this one. I’m glad to see she was right. She’s left instructions that you were to be provided every comfort we have to offer.” The black-clad woman—or I should say demon—made her way about the room, turning down the bed, fluffing the pillows, and drawing the curtains. The same barren and cracked view laid outside the stained-glass windows of the Queen of Arcana’s palace as in Callum’s realm.
And just like when Callum told me his hold straddled the Dark Sea and the forest, images of Jadzeera’s realm painted themselves in my mind. Jagged, snowy mountains cut into the distant skyline, a bustling cobblestone town center with demons meandering down the main street, looking in shop windows or stopping for a bite to eat. The images were like memories, so clear I could almost smell the food and feel the breeze on my face.
The thin woman didn’t remark on the sigh that left me as I looked out at that desolate landscape. She did, however, introduce herself. “I’m Magda. Would you like a snack before I start taking your measurements?”
“I could do with more than a snack if it’s not too much trouble.”
Magda’s face lit up with a gentle smile. “Nothing is too much trouble for you, mistress.” She shimmered away but was back in moments with a silver tray piled high with fruits, nuts, meats, cheeses, and crusty wedges of bread.
“Thank you, Magda.” I nibbled on pomegranate seeds, melon, and thin slices of ham while she went to work turning me around and measuring various parts of me. “Magda,” I asked when I’d eaten my fill, “where are all the townspeople?”
The measuring tape slipped from the demon’s bony fingers. “Mistress, I dare not speak of such things. The Blood King might hear me. His magic….” The woman shook her head. “No one knows what kind of power he wields now that he has magic from each realm.” Magda stretched the tape out with trembling hands. She conjured a small scrap of paper from nowhere, seared my measurements onto it with a whirling motion, and sent the paper back to wherever it had come from. “The bath is through those doors, and there are extra pillows in the armoire should you need them.” Magda excused herself and hurried out of the room.





CHAPTER THIRTEEN

I hadn’t meant to spook her but this realm was different. It begged questions. In Callum’s, I hadn’t seen any other demons aside from the realm leaders. People worked in Jadzeera’s palace. The surrounding town had been bustling with business and commerce. Where had it all gone? Where were all the people who’d lived here?
“I’m not disturbing you, am I?” Callum’s smooth baritone parted my thoughts. He leaned in the doorway, one foot crossed over the other, a casual smile tilting his lips.
I crossed my arms. “Handyman, huh?”
At least he had the decency to look embarrassed.
“You lied to me for months.”
He nodded. “I did.”
“I know there wasn’t another option. You couldn’t very well knock on my door and spill the beans. I would have made the same choice had I been in your position. But being lied to….” I sighed. “No more lies from here on out. Clear?”
Callum nodded.
As lessened as he was—the gray cast to his complexion and the blue fire gone from his eyes—he was still devastatingly handsome. I grasped my hands behind my back, fighting the urge to smooth his hair, cup his face, or touch him any way I could.
“Where are the people? The ones who used to live here?”
Callum crossed the room to the settee opposite the enormous bed and seated himself. “It’s been hundreds of years since our realms held anyone but their rulers and a few attendants. Most fled to the human realm and are hiding in plain sight. Others were forced to move to the Blood King’s realm. As far as I know, he still holds a twisted version of court there.”
I joined him on the settee, sitting close enough our knees brushed each other. Neither of us moved. “Why does Sorin think I’m to blame for this?”
Callum sighed, rubbing his hand down his face. “That you’ll have to address with him.”
“Have you set up a meeting with the Blood King’s heir?”
“I’ve reached out. He’s interested in meeting you and hearing what you have to say, but it will take time for him to get out of his realm without drawing attention from the king.”
I nodded, following Callum’s gaze to our still touching knees. It was muted, the bliss that came from touching him—maybe because Callum himself was muted, his magic dulled. Or maybe because we touched through layers of clothing. I wasn’t sure which, but I did need to know one thing.
“Is it mutual?” My voice was quiet with the question.
Callum sighed, leaning further into the connection. We touched from thigh to calf. “Zurie, you feel like home, like bliss wrapped in ecstasy.”
His words quickened my heart, bringing an urgency to my next question. “Why do I feel it with every realm leader I’ve touched? As angry as Sorin makes me, as much as he doesn’t seem to like me, his touch is so calming and peaceful. And Jadzeera, she’s like touching pure desire. I have to fight to keep my clothes on if our skin happens to meet.”
“And what of Verrill? What is his touch like?”
I shook my head, strands of hair falling in my eyes. Callum brushed them behind my ear, and I leaned into him instinctively.
“Zurie,” he whispered, and I melted under the weight of my name on his lips.
I leaned in close, our lips almost touching. “Why did you play hard to get?” I asked, my lips brushing his, sending jolts of bliss down my spine.
“I had to be sure you were the one.” Callum’s soft lips grazed mine, and every muscle in me tightened deliciously with the sensation.
The space just before, the building tension, the nerves, that’s when I knew whether a kiss would be worth it. A hair’s breadth away from a kiss with Callum and I already knew it would be the best kiss I ever had. It would change everything.
But he pulled away, his eyes hazy and unfocused, clouded with desire. “Lillith, give me strength,” he murmured. “I’m sorry, Zurie. I’d give anything to stay here with you.”
“Then stay,” I purred, leaning into him once more.
He shook his head. “The fae are summoning me. I must respond.” The sorrow in his eyes did more to ease my bruised ego than his words. And before I could come up with anything to say, Callum was pulled away, leaving only the memory of the kiss we almost shared and my insides crackling with want.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN

“You smell like Callum and desire.” Sorin glared down at me, the gold in his eyes whirring.
“And you’re rude and in my way. Excuse me.” I tried to push by him, but the demon held his ground.
“Why do you smell like the ruler of the Green Realm? Did you spread your pretty thighs for him, princess?”
After Callum left so abruptly, I had extra energy to burn. I figured the most productive way would be in the rune room, blasting the walls with whatever I could conjure. Unfortunately, I ran into Sorin on the way.
I grabbed the front of his tunic, pulling him down to my eye level. “If you insist on addressing me, you’ll do so by my given name.” I pushed him away and walked around him, all the while a small part of me wanting him to follow, to push me further.
Why? I had no fucking clue, but I knew sparring with him made me feel alive. I knew being close to him made my bones hum. I knew his touch was like a cool breeze to my mind.
“Um, everything okay out here?” Emma asked from the doorway of her room on the other side of the hall.
“It’s fine,” I said.
Sorin responded with a low, rumbly growl.
Emma eyed both of us. “Right, seems fine. Anyway, I need to get back. I’ve got to be at work soon. Would one of you mind shimmering me topside?”
“Work? You just got here.”
Emma nodded. “I know, but they called me in.”
“Your phone works here?”
“Yeah. Callum spelled it to work just like normal, which apparently was how he fixed all our things. He hasn’t fixed your phone yet?”
“I left my phone in Callum’s realm. It’s probably smashed to bits by now.”
“Ew, that sucks. Well, if you shimmer me back, you can pick up a cheap one.”
“I’ll shimmer you back, sidekick. Zurie shouldn’t be shimmering anywhere outside the realm yet.”
Before I could raise an objection, Sorin had Emma’s hand and they’d disappeared into the nothing.
Everyone was gone. Well, everyone but Verrill, and I was keeping as far away from him as possible. With his power, I couldn’t trust my own thoughts around him. I’d have to ask Jadzeera if there was some way to shield against him.
Back to my original plan, burning off energy in the rune room. Now, if only I could find it.
I spent longer than I’d like to admit wandering the labyrinth of halls and passageways, only to end up back in the bedchamber wing. I tried again, and this time I stumbled upon a great ballroom, beckoning me to enter. The black floors shone with specks of glittering minerals, and the candelabras on each table lit themselves as I passed. The far wall held a massive painting, only its twisting silver frame visible behind a black curtain. It called to me, begging me to look upon it, singing to my soul. The closer I came, the more the velvety fabric drew back, until it revealed a smiling woman, nude, looking directly at me with my own gray eyes.
Gray eyes that I didn’t share with anyone in my family, yet somehow, I shared with this woman.
The oil painting depicted her in a chair formed of her Eden-like surroundings, twisting vines and branches, dotted with midnight-colored dahlia blooms. Shiny, raven-black hair draped over her shoulders covering her nipples. Perched atop her head was a coronet, the same style as the one from the carving on my door.
Lillith.
Her name whispered through my mind. And just like the Dark Sea and Jadzeera’s town square, a scene painted itself behind my eyes. Lillith wearing the dress from the carving, barefoot and wielding a long spear. She ran through forests, deserts, and fields, raven hair whipping around her, searching for… something.
I reached further, trying to see what this demon wanted so badly she’d run miles and miles for it. I reached deep, deeper than I’ve ever gone before, and my perspective shifted. No longer was I watching. I ran through the brush and stones and stilled waters, sure-footed and with more power in my blood than I knew what to do with. It crackled within me, begging to be set free like my own power. But this was so much more than my tiny bit of rippling power.
Five lines of power mingled within me, playing off each other. I could barely contain them. Five different flavors of magic to wield, to play with, and five men to draw them from.
I was unstoppable. I knew it. I felt it.
I gasped. Something pulled at me, tugging me away from this place, this magnificent power. “No!” I screamed as I was ripped from the vision, the edges of my mind torn and scraped as it struggled to stay and see it through.
“Zurie!”
I fell in a heap on the polished black floor, panting, sweating, and swearing. “Why the fuck did you pull me out?”
Verrill stepped back three paces as I rose to my feet. “I’m sorry, mistress. You didn’t seem in control of the vision.”
“How would you know? Been peeking in my mind?” I snapped, my tone earning me a low growl from the king of the Shadow Realm.
“Despite what you may think of me, I don’t intrude on other’s minds without permission.”
“Is that a fact?”
He squared his shoulders, meeting my eyes with his own star-filled gaze. “It is. What you project, however, that’s another matter entirely.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
He stepped closer, eyes locked on mine. “It means if I wanted to know what you were thinking, I wouldn’t have to look in your mind. You shout it through the halls like a herald.”
“And how is that my fault?”
Verrill’s brows knitted together, but his voice softened. “No part of this is your fault, regardless of what Sorin says. If you’re worried about it, I can show you how to steel your mind against projection and intrusion.”
I gave the demon before me a tentative nod. “Thank you,” I said with more harshness than I meant. I sighed and looked at the Shadow King’s black eyes. “I’m sorry. I assumed the worst of you from the very beginning. I thought you’d been pushing things in my head the past few weeks—dreams, awful headaches, visions. I guess not though, huh?”
“I would never, mistress. I’m sorry to hear your journey to us was a painful one. But I am very glad you’re here now.”
“Thank you,” I whispered. I needed to hear that. I hadn’t known how much until I fought back the sting of my eyes.
Verrill nodded. “Would you mind telling me how you came to be in this room?”
“What do you mean? I walked in.”
Verrill let out a great, warm belly laugh, filling the ballroom with the rich timbre of his glee. “Oh, do let me tell Sorin.”
“Tell Sorin what?”
“You unlocked the wards on Lillith’s great hall without a second thought.”





CHAPTER FIFTEEN

“How did you end up in this wing anyway?” Verrill asked as we walked out of the ballroom, candles snuffing as I passed.
“I was looking for the rune room. But this place is so big, I kept getting turned around.”
Verrill nodded. “The palace was intended to be an ever-changing labyrinth. You’ll never see the halls or staircases move, but trust me, they do. It’s best simply to shimmer everywhere.”
“Well, I would have but Jadzeera told me to only do so in the rune room.”
“Ah, I see the problem. I’d be more than happy to shimmer you there.” The demon extended his hand.
My lower lip tucked itself between my teeth at his offering of bare flesh. “Do you think you could get me there without…. It’s just, it’s a lot. All the realm leaders I’ve touched so far….”
Verrill smiled at me. “Of course.” The Shadow King gripped the hem of my shirt, the darkness pressed in around me, and then the door to the rune room lay ahead of me. I pressed my hand to the black door and the rune etched on the surface sparked to life, glittering and glowing a pale golden light. “How does all this work?” I asked when upon my entrance, each carving greeted me with dazzling gold-hued light.
“You’re in the arcane realm, Zurie. These glyphs and sigils are part of my cousin’s power, tied to the hold and to her very being.”
“The hold?” I asked.
“The physical place that is the seat of magic for each realm.”
“So, the markings come directly from this realm’s source of magic?”
“Channeled through the queen, but yes.”
“And they’re strong enough to hold if the Blood King attacks?”
“The wardings around the palace are meant to absorb magic. It’s likely the Blood King has enough stored power to overwhelm the spells eventually, but doing so would drain him severely and give us plenty of time to get out.”
“Well, why weren’t those wardings placed on Callum’s hold?”
Verrill conjured two chairs to the empty practice room and gestured for me to take a seat. “Firstly, no one expected an attack on a realm leader’s hold. Holds are the seat of a realm’s power, the source of it. Attacking one would end the Blood King’s supply, which wasn’t something anyone thought he would risk. Secondly, the last time all the realm leaders were in one hold, it ended in a war. I think you fail to realize how much of an influence you’ve already had on all of us, Zurie. You’ve kept the peace far better than we’ve ever managed on our own in well over two hundred years. In fact, I’ve never seen Sorin so docile in all my years. I can’t speak for my cousin, but I know when I arrived, I was less concerned with protecting Callum’s hold than with making sure I got out of the meeting alive.
“Zurie, none of us knew what to expect when Callum told us he’d found the human-born. Lillith knows, most of us don’t put stock in prophecies. And yet here you are, wielding our magic, tempting each of us, and earning our respect.”
I let his words settle in my bones, filling in the spaces where doubt liked to live. “The holds are where your powers lie?”
Verrill nodded, inky black hair catching the glittering light of the glyphs.
“So with Callum’s hold destroyed, he has no magic to wield?”
“I’m afraid not.”
I had to find a way to fix this, to get Callum his power back. We couldn’t afford to take on the Blood King without all of us at peak power.
“It’s only a matter of time before the magic his realm bleeds into the fae world is completely gone.”
Was that why Callum had been summoned?
About to ask as much, I stopped as the rune room pulsed with power. “What’s that?” The sigils sparked to life, flaring bright enough that I had to look away from the tendrils of power emanating from each carving.
“It’s a warning.” Verrill’s words barely made it through his clenched jaw. “The Blood Prince is on his way.”
“How long do we have?”
“It’s hard to say. Hours? A day? The magic isn’t precise.”
Hours?
“We need to get that mind of yours locked up before he gets here.”
“Agreed. What do I do?”
Verrill’s midnight eyes focused on me for a moment before he fixed his gaze to a spot on the ground. “I’m afraid the quickest way to learn is also the most intrusive.”
His words struck me as genuine, but also like a physical blow. The last thing I wanted was yet another realm leader making my blood hot. “No more than absolutely necessary, Verrill. Understood?”
“Of course, mistress. I’ll only touch the parts of your mind I must.” He took a long, lingering breath, closed his eyes, and asked if I was ready.
“As I’ll ever be.”
It was quick. One moment my thoughts and mind were my own and the next they weren’t.
Don’t tense. It will only make this more difficult.
I shivered at the sensation and tried to relax, barely refraining from leaning into the warmth of Verrill’s presence carefully exploring bits of my mind. It wasn’t unpleasant. In fact, as much as I’d previously feared Verrill’s infiltration, the experience was quite calming.
It was like sinking into a warm bath. He seeped into my thoughts, and I found myself opening to him, letting him in further.
That’s the oxytocin talking. Don’t listen. Mind magic is pleasant simply because it’s more effective if you let it in willingly. Close your thoughts, Zurie. Close your mind to me.
I didn’t want to. It was nice and warm, and it was the most peaceful I’d felt in….
Zurie, fight it. Kick me out.
I smiled as Verrill lapped up my memories—the neon sign Callum fixed and the way my body reacted to seeing him, the blazing fire that destroyed everything I owned, using my power to chuck Sorin down the hall, how much I wanted to spar with Sorin and then ride him until we both screamed.
Zurie. Zurie!
He went deeper, flipping through my relationship with Emma, the breakup—that one stung, but not enough to make me want to stop him. So, he pushed further, hoping to uncover a memory that hurt worse than his mind magic felt good, hoping that whatever he uncovered would be enough to spur my revelation as to how exactly to get him out of my head.
I knew what he was doing and why. I also knew what was coming.
But I still didn’t know how to get him out.
The dark times. The times when I didn’t know when I would eat again. The times when my hair was always dirty because he wouldn’t let me shower. The times when I wished for death because anything was better than a life like….
No.
I shoved and kicked and clawed at Verrill’s presence, trying to make him leave. He didn’t get to know that part of me. He didn’t get to see that.
Good, Zurie, fight it. But instead of attacking the magic, try defending against it.
How?
It’s different for everyone. You have to figure it out.
Verrill’s probe continued further.
The red welts that would heal just in time for him to open them again.
No.
“Please, stop,” I uttered in someone else’s small voice.
“I cannot, mistress.”
He went deeper. To that drunken stupor when….
No!
I raged against that warm, gentle intrusion. Screaming and sweating, nails biting into my palms, I tried to keep him from seeing anything more. I tried everything I could think of, pushing at Verrill’s presence, pulling at it, tearing, biting, everything.
Zurie, you have to ward against it.
How!
Verrill sighed. You’ll know when you discover it.
He pushed onward, back to that night, to the cans of cheap beer toppled on the tables, the dishes piled in the sink attracting flies, the laundry that hadn’t been done in weeks because….
Warding. Verrill said I needed to ward against his magic. I didn’t know the first thing about any of the symbols in this room, but I’d give it a shot. I pictured the glyph on the rune room door in my mind—each stroke and line painting itself behind my eyes.
The symbol shivered into place, glittering golden light letting me know it was active. But as soon as the light show stopped, the glyph disappeared in a puff of smoke.
A valiant effort, mistress, but I didn’t mean literal warding.
“Well, what did you mean?” I snapped at the Shadow King.
Verrill was silent, poking further into my memories.
I shut down, going deep inside myself to that safe place where no one could touch me, where pain didn’t register. I’d stayed there for months at a time. I could do it until Verrill ended this torture.
But as the Shadow King’s magic penetrated my memories, it was the memory of the Mistress of Arcana’s voice that called to me.
Do you like feeling this way, Zurie? Do you like feeling helpless and weak? I imagine you’ve felt like that a lot in your short life, haven’t you? Is it enjoyable, always going back to that place? Feeling that same way? I’d think you might have grown tired of it by now.
She was right. I didn’t particularly like cowering inside my own mind. I wasn’t a scared child anymore. I wasn’t at the mercy of a small, evil man’s whim.
I reached for my power, the skin-rippling magic that shot Sorin down the hall.
You won’t win this with brute force, Zurie, and that’s all Sorin’s magic has to offer.
Sorin’s magic? Was that what this was? A bit of the golden-eyed Master of Shifters?
Pieces shifted, falling into place like a puzzle. The carving on my bedchamber door.
They all touched her.
The vision from Lillith’s great hall.
Five lines of power mingled within me, playing off each other. I could barely contain them. Five different flavors of magic to wield, to play with, and five men to draw them from.
But that was Lillith. I’d seen something from her. There’s no way I could….
Verrill pressed deeper and my mind yielded to his magic, offering up the memory I’d never told anyone—a memory too painful for me to think about.
I wouldn’t. I couldn’t.
I shot out of my seat, grabbing both Verrill’s hands in my own, hoping, praying my hunch was right.
The warmth washed over me first, followed by something I didn’t expect.
My back straightened and my chin rose as Verrill’s warmth turned into confidence. Not superficial, not arrogant self-assuredness, but genuine, bone-deep, birthright confidence.
His power soon followed, a tingle at the base of my skull, and I understood what he meant. Sorin’s magic had been pure brute force. This was different, subtle, delicate but responsive. At the mere thought of defending myself from Verrill, the magic formed a barrier around my mind, and the Shadow King’s presence disappeared.
A slow smile spread on Verrill’s lips. “Very good, Zurie.”
I sat shivering, panting at the memories he’d conjured. “Shut up.” I glared down at him. “You said it would be intrusive, but that doesn’t even begin to cover what you did to me.”
“I’m sorry. The best way to—”
“I said shut up. Don’t you dare tell me what the best way is. I’ve tasted your magic. I know how responsive it is. You could have told me to—”
“Now it’s your turn to shut up, Zurie.” Verrill rose to his full height, towering over me. “I did exactly what I thought was best for the situation. I won’t feel bad about that.”
“You should.” I stepped into his space. “You had no right to go digging in my mind like that.”
Before Verrill could offer another rebuttal, Jadzeera shimmered in next to us.
“We need everyone here now. It’s much worse than anyone thought.”





CHAPTER SIXTEEN

“Call Sorin and Callum back here,” Jadzeera instructed me. But I was locked in a staring contest with her cousin. She crossed her arms when I didn’t move. “What? What is this? What are you two doing.”
“It seems your cousin is shit at keeping his word.”
“That may be true, but we don’t have time for this, pet. Call the other kings. We have bigger problems.”
I stared into the Shadow King’s black, star-lit eyes.
I’m sorry I hurt you, he whispered to my mind just outside of the barrier I’d erected.
I turned to Jadzeera, not accepting his apology but not rejecting it either. “I can’t call anyone. I don’t have a phone.”
Jadzeera’s face contorted into a wince as she fought the urge to roll her eyes. “Call them with your magic.”
Oh. Duh.
I pictured Sorin’s face. The liquid gold eyes, burnished coppery skin, and sly smile he liked to give me. Then I sent out a thought.
Knock, knock.
It seemed polite.
Sorin’s rich voice filled my mind, again just before the barrier to my thoughts. I see you’ve been practicing with Verrill.
Yes, we need you back here now. Meet us in the rune room.
Of course, princess.
I growled at his use of such a pet name but decided to fight that battle another day. The Shifter King shimmered in a moment later.
I did the same for Callum, knocking first, and his laughter in my mind almost dropped me to my knees. I’d have to keep conversations with him brief.
Knocking? I can safely say no one has ever knocked on my mind before.
Jadzeera has news. We need you back here now.
I need a few minutes to wrap up.
Jadzeera says now. It’s important.
Callum sighed in my mind, which again made me wobbly. He appeared before me, smiling and offering me his hand.
“That won’t help,” I said flatly and sat at the table Jadzeera conjured.
“I’ve just been to see the witches,” she said as everyone took their places around the table. Interestingly, they sat in the same arrangement as before—Callum and Sorin to my right and left respectively, and Jadzeera and Verrill opposite us. She continued. “The Blood King has kidnapped three of their highest coven leaders. They suspect he’s using them as spindles.”
“That’s why he attacked my realm. He doesn’t need my contribution any longer, not with human battery packs.”
“With magic spooled inside three witches at his disposal, plus access to all of us, he’d be indestructible,” Sorin added.
All the realm leaders grew quiet.
“I’m certain the Blood King’s son will have information that we can use to gain the upper hand.”
“Oh, are you?” Sorin stood as he glared at me. “Or maybe he agreed to meet us so he could report our weaknesses back to his father.”
“I don’t believe that’s the case,” Callum said. “He’s on his way now but said not to expect him for three days. He can’t shimmer or he’ll trip the tracking spell the king put on him.”
Sorin glared down at Callum. “And what makes you think you can trust a word he says.”
“Oh for Lillith’s sake, Sorin sit down and stop trying to get a rise out of Callum.” The Shifter King held my gaze but eventually reseated himself. I stood instead and went to the head of the table. “We don’t know if we can trust him, not until we meet with him, and even then we won’t know for sure. But I can tell you this, the carving on my bedchamber door shows five demons touching Lillith. Five. We need him.” Sorin’s mouth opened, about to protest. “The decision has been made. Accept it and move on.”
Verrill snickered at Sorin’s dejected expression.
“I believe this hold led me to Lillith’s great room today. It also let me inside it.”
Jadzeera’s full lips parted in surprise. Callum gave me a knowing smile, and Sorin’s interest was piqued, as evidenced by his quirked eyebrow.
“That room has been lost for hundreds of years,” Jadzeera said with more breath than voice.
“What do you mean lost?”
Jadzeera sat back in her chair, her leathers creaking with the movement. “Thousands of years ago, Lillith was the first queen with enough power to draw the different realms’ magic together. Under her reign, there was no squabbling over territory or magic. The realms acted as a single dominion, a single realm, with the good of all in mind. But when the Blood King murdered the sitting king of the Blood Realm, he refused to fall in line and join her side. He wanted Lillith’s power for himself. Over time, he worked away at each of the four remaining members of her harem until he’d turned them against her. It ruined her, not just in how much magic she could wield, but the betrayal wounded her so deeply she holed herself up until she withered and died. The moment she took her last breath, the hold hid her great room away. I’ve spent many hours trying to find it, Zurie. But it seems I was never meant to.”
Verrill nodded. “Lillith held balls that lasted days in that room. She negotiated the treaties between the realms at a great table that stretched the length of the hall. She took each of her lovers for the first time in that room.”
I took in their words, letting them settle deep within me. “Then that’s where we meet the Blood Prince.”
A sweet smile played on Callum’s lips, his eyes full of pride. Jadzeera nodded. Verrill said nothing. It was Sorin who objected.
“The room let you in. That doesn’t mean it will do the same for us.”
I was going to dismiss him and tell him to be quiet, but I paused. I needed Sorin. I needed his power, the calmness his touch brought me, and maybe most importantly, I needed his pragmatic view of our situation.
“You’re right, Sorin. Thank you. I hadn’t thought of that. Shall we go there now and see?”
The man’s eyes swirled with something I hadn’t seen before—appreciation. It only lasted a moment, but there was no mistaking it in the golden whirlpools.
“Shimmer yourself there and we’ll follow in your wake,” Jadzeera instructed.
I kept myself from asking whether she thought I was ready to shimmer outside of the protection of the rune room.
In two separate pockets of my mind, I thought of the nothing and of the ornate doors of Lillith’s great room. The world grew dark for a moment, and then I stood before the very doors I’d pictured. The four realm leaders weren’t far behind.
The doors opened for me, and as before, the candles lit themselves. This time, however, the curtain on Lillith’s portrait stayed closed, but all the dark velvet curtains that lined the walls opened, revealing the barren, scorched land beyond the palace. The realm leaders filed in without a problem. I even left the room to make sure they’d be welcome without my presence.
I nodded at the demons gathered around me, looking to me for the next move. “All right, we have three days to prepare. Sorin, I need you to bring me up to date on everything you can about the Blood Prince.” The demon snarled with the mention of his name.
“I’m not well-suited for the task. The Blood Prince and I have long-standing history.”
“Yes, and I want to know all about it. I want to know every dirty little secret you have on him. I want to know exactly how evil, how treacherous you think the heir to the Blood Realm is.” I turned to the demon beside me. “Jadzeera, I need you to continue monitoring the situation with the witches. Make sure no more are taken. We don’t need the Blood King getting his hands on any more power. I also need to train with you. Every day.”
“My mornings are free,” she said simply.
“Good. I’ll meet you in the rune room after breakfast. Verrill, keep a close watch on the Blood King’s mental state. If you suspect he knows what the prince is up to, or that he’s going to attack the hold, I want to be the first to know.”
He nodded, though his star-studded eyes never met mine.
“And Callum,” I said, trying to keep the preference, the way I said his name like a term of endearment from my voice, “I need you to keep an eye on Emma. I don’t know if the Blood King knows about her, but if he does, he’d know she’s my only weakness. Keep her safe without letting her know you’re keeping her safe.”
“Of course. But without my power—”
Shit. I’d forgotten about that.
Jadzeera spoke up. “I can arm him with enough hidden sigils and glyphs to give him power. He’ll be able to protect your friend long enough to call for backup, if it comes to that.”
“Are you comfortable with that, Callum?” I asked.
“Of course,” he repeated.
“Well, if there’s nothing else—”
“There is one other thing,” Callum said, his smile shifting to something more serious. “The fae who summoned me are in a terrible state. They only have hours of magic left before the lesser fae start dying.”
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My knees buckled.
“Dying?”
Callum nodded. “Magic is the fae’s life force. Without it….”
I didn’t think there’d be consequences so soon.
I reached for Sorin. I needed the calm his touch brought. He wrapped his large hand around mine, and I stayed there, letting the waves of serenity wash over me, slowing my heart, easing my racing thoughts.
My mind offered a conversation from hours ago.
… it was a small sacrifice to keep them happy; a few extra ley lines were etched and charged, and the vampires received a trifle more than anyone else.
“Ley lines? Can we create new ones and give them what they need that way?”
Callum shook his head. “New ley lines won’t do any good without magic to power them. My hold, my magic was destroyed. It took what little reserves they had to summon me to them. They don’t have long.”
“Give them magic from another realm,” I suggested.
The four leaders gawked at me.
“What?”
“Zurie…,” Callum started.
“It’s quite unorthodox,” Verrill finished.
“It’s what the Blood King does, right? He gives the vampires all kinds of extra juice, right?”
“I don’t think we should be taking pages from the fifth king’s book,” Sorin rumbled.
“Look, it’s just a stopgap. Give the fae enough to keep them alive until we can figure out something more permanent.”
Jadzeera nodded, her chin held high. “If the three of us give a little, it’s doubtful our charges will feel any ill effects.”
“Then it’s settled. Do what you need to do to keep the fae from dying. Are there any other races who can’t survive without magic?”
“The witches are human. They’d be angry, but their bodies don’t need magic,” Jadzeera said.
Verrill nodded. “Same with the prophets and psychics.”
“It’s the shifters who are the next most vulnerable.” Sorin pulled a hand across his face, tightening his grip on me.
“All right. Siphon the least from Sorin’s hold, just to be safe.”
I didn’t wait for confirmation. I shimmered back to my bedchamber, buried my head in the pillow, and fell apart.
This wasn’t just about putting the power balance in the demon realms back in order. Whole races were in danger of extermination if the Blood King decided to attack another hold.
Was I up for this?
Fake psychic to demon savior in the span of a day?
I took a breath and wiped the tears from my face. This is who I was now.
No. This is who I was born to be. I was always the human-born demon to unite the realms. I just didn’t know it.
“Knock, knock.” Callum stood in the threshold, leaning against the doorframe. If he noticed the redness in my eyes, he didn’t say anything. “I can’t help with the new ley lines, so I thought I’d see how you were doing.”
“How are you?” I asked. It wasn’t something I’d thought of until that very moment. Callum had lost everything: his hold, kingdom, and magic.
The demon deflated, shoulders sagging as he sank into the settee. “The world is so bland without magic. I can’t hear the song of the plants or smell new life about to sprout from the ground. It’s like having a sense taken away.”
I joined him on the black settee, tucking his hand in my own and ignoring the jolts of bliss that ran through my body. “I’m so sorry, Callum. If I’d known—”
“This isn’t your fault, Zurie.”
“Tell me something,” I said in an effort to get the gorgeous man I’d had a crush on since the first time he stepped through my front door to focus on something other than his lacking magic. “Why didn’t you reciprocate any of my advances before?”
A small chuckle left his parted lips. “Believe me, I wanted to. But I couldn’t risk conflating my attraction to you with any potential you may have had. At that point, I still wasn’t entirely sure you were the human-born, and I didn’t want to risk getting involved if it turned out you weren’t.”
Another wave a bliss rained down on me as Callum closed his other hand around mine. We both shivered. “You know, I wasn’t sure if this thing that happens when we touch would still happen after your magic was gone.” I stared into his pale blue eyes, less than they were, but still absolutely captivating.
He raised my hand to his lips. “This doesn’t come from me, Zurie. This is all you. It’s what you draw from me, from each of us.” He laid a soft kiss on the back of my hand and my breath caught in my throat at the sensation.
Callum met my eyes, pupils wide with desire, and I gave in to the urge I’d had for months. I reached up slowly to smooth his tousled hair.
He leaned into my touch, closing his eyes to enjoy it. Before I could overthink it, before I could convince myself not to, I climbed into his lap and kissed him.
I melted into the softness of his lips as the bliss of his touch ramped up to dizzy-making, heart-thumping, hips-grinding-on-their-own-accord passion. I ripped off my shirt, tugging off Callum’s as well, pressing against his hard, carved chest.
A grumbly groan rattled in the back of the realm leader’s throat as his hands slid up my back, unclasping my bra. He paused, pulling away to gaze at me. “Sweet Lillith, you’re breathtaking.” Callum grabbed my hips and in a single move had me off his lap and over his shoulder. He chucked me on the bed, making me yelp, and pounced on top of me. “You didn’t think I’d let you have all the fun, did you?” He snaked a hand down my side, drawing a sigh from me. I arched into his touch, wrapping my legs around his hips, craving more even as every inch of me pressed against him.
“What in the Five Realms is this!”
Sorin stood in the doorway, heaving with anger, fists balled at his sides.
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“Oh, for Lillith’s sake,” Callum mumbled as he got off me. “What does it look like, friend?” Callum stood toe to toe with the larger demon, staring him down.
“You have no right,” Sorin seethed.
Callum scoffed. “How exactly did you work that one out?”
“She reached for me in Lillith’s room. She used my power first. She chose me, and I’m here to claim her.”
I shot off the bed, not bothering to cover my bared breasts, and tugged both men out of my bedchamber by the wrist. “First of all, I’m no one’s to claim, period. I’m the human-born sent to bring the realms together the way Lillith did, and I’m betting she didn’t do that by allowing herself to be claimed by anyone. She did the claiming.” I pointed to the carving on the door. “There are five demons with her, five hands touching her body. This is not about any of you claiming me. It’s about me claiming all five of you.” I paused, giving them a beat to register the full implication of my words. “I’ll have each one of you, when and only when I’m ready. Is that clear, Sorin?”
All the demon could manage was a growl, his molten metal eyes whirring with anger.
“You’re more than welcome to join us if you like.” Callum smirked as the taunt hit exactly where he’d aimed.
Sorin launched himself at Callum, roaring as his fist connected with the Green King’s jaw.
I stepped between them, summoning the power within me. “Separate yourselves before I do it for you.” Magic blew through me, ruffling my hair, rippling under my skin.
Neither man moved.
Callum cradled his jaw. “I should at least get to hit him back.”
“You deserved it and more for such a jerk comment. And don’t you ever offer something like that without consulting me first.”
I stood there, nude from the waist up, power emanating off me in waves with two realm leaders, two kings, fighting over…
Me.
A small part of me wanted to walk away and let them tear each other apart, let them blow off their alpha male bravado without me, but I couldn’t afford that. We needed each other. We needed to work together sooner rather than later.
Too much depended on it.
I took a breath, straightened my spine, and spoke with the authority power affords. “This flies in the face of everything that’s comfortable, everything you’ve, I’ve ever known. You’re both leaders, kings accustomed to getting what you want when you want it. Sharing isn’t very kingly, is it? Especially not with each other. It doesn’t take a psychic to figure out you two have history. But it doesn’t matter. I need you both on board. And as uncomfortable as this is, it will only grow more so with each realm leader I take, so the only thing you can do is get used to it. Quick.”
The men stared down at me, Callum with awe and pride in his eyes and Sorin’s shining with begrudging respect.
He held my gaze for a long time before finally speaking. “As you wish, my queen.” Sorin spat the title like an insult and shimmered away.
I let out the breath I’d been holding. I didn’t think Sorin would back down that time.
“Don’t mind him. He can’t help being a possessive jerk.”
I rounded on Callum. “Maybe not, but you can. Don’t bait Sorin again. This is difficult enough without you poking the bear.”
A smile tilted the very corners of Callum’s lips. “But it’s so easy. I couldn’t help myself.”
“You can and you will,” I said, striding back to the bedchamber, leaving Callum standing in the hall. “Well, are you coming?”
That faint smile turned into a full-on grin as the leader of the Green Realm entered the room.
“Close the door this time.”
The interruption should have made getting started again awkward and stilted.
It should have been strange to suddenly switch gears from confrontational to salacious, but as soon as Callum brushed an errant hair behind my ear, we collided with each other, a tangle of limbs and kisses and panting. He picked me up by the ass and walked us over to the bed. Still standing at the end of the enormous bed, he laid me out, staring down at me. “What did I do to deserve such a beauty?”
My heart leaped into my throat at his words. And to think, all that time I thought he wasn’t interested in me. “You’re good at hiding your emotions,” I whispered as he nuzzled his way up my stomach.
“I’m not. But you were too important to risk getting it wrong.” He found a sensitive spot on my neck, and the moan he drew from me pulled a groan from him as well. He unbuttoned my jeans and tugged them off in one swift motion.
“I wanted this to be slow and sweet. I wanted to take my time with you, Zurie. But I don’t think that’s going to happen.” He pressed against my thighs, and I let my knees fall apart, offering myself to him fully. He knelt before me, tugging off my simple black underwear with his teeth. It earned him another moan.
He didn’t start slow. He didn’t tease or build tension. There was no need. I’d wanted him for months.
Instead, he buried his face in me as soon as my underpants hit the floor.
I screamed, arching and bucking into him as his tongue explored my folds. He zeroed in on my clit, and within moments I was riding up the roller coaster, on my way to a devastating orgasm. My body tensed, eyes squeezed shut as Callum lapped at me in every perfect way. I ground against him, but he planted a forearm across my hips, anchoring me in place, and then…
He pulled away.
“What the…? What are you…? Don’t stop!”
Callum grinned as he got off his knees. “That was just a taste of what’s to come, love.”
“Wh-what do you mean? You’re not leaving me here like this.”
“Oh, I’d never do such thing,” he said as he dropped his pants.
“Holy fuck.” My mouth went dry at the sight of him, hard and oh so ready for me. “Condom.”
The stunning man in front of me faltered. “We are immune to disease and infection. That includes anything transmitted sexually. If you’re worried about pregnancy, demon males have been sterile for hundreds of years.”
Fine by me.
I gave him a single nod, and he grabbed the backs of my knees, pulling me to him. As soon as he entered me, I was back on that roller coaster, about to drop off the peak. I wrapped my legs around his ass, pulling him closer, deeper, grinding myself against him.
“Lillith save me, I can’t hold out for long.” He slid in deep, and I rocked to match his staccato rhythm. Callum grabbed my hips, pulling me even deeper onto him. “Zurie, please. I can’t….”
Callum’s rhythm became choppy, erratic, and it was just enough to push me over the cliff. I howled beneath him, writhing and bucking like a wild thing as he growled his climax at the rafters.
We stayed like that for a long time, panting and sweating, gazing in each other’s eyes.
And for a moment, I thought Callum’s eyes were back to their former sparkling, inhuman blue.
It must have been a trick of the light because when I looked again, they were the same dulled shade.
But I could have sworn….





CHAPTER NINETEEN

“What do you mean you want me to throw you?” My stomach turned at the idea of so much physical exertion.
I shouldn’t have had so much for breakfast. But everything here tasted so good. Plus, I was always so damn hungry.
I also shouldn’t have stayed up all night with Callum, knowing I had to train with Jadzeera in the morning.
Callum and I parted ways in the early hours of the morning after he made good on his promise to take his time with me.
I seriously regretted that decision now.
Jadzeera’s booted foot tapped the stone floor of the rune room. Our first proper lesson wasn’t going as well as I’d hoped. Hand on her hip, she repeated herself. “Use whatever power you have to throw me as far as you can.”
“Right, you said that already, but I don’t know how. The last time I tried, you just batted it away.”
The warrior queen stood before me, unimpressed with my rebuttal. “Zurie, battle training isn’t taught with words. It’s taught with action.”
“Fine.” I touched my power and let it burst from me. Instead of flicking it away, Jadzeera darted out of the way in a blur of white hair and leathers. She came up behind me, grabbing my waist, and chucked me at the wall. My shoulders hit first, but the wall had enough give that it didn’t hurt anything but my pride. “Oh come on! How do you expect me to learn anything if you’re not teaching me?”
“I cannot teach you anything. You must learn on your own.”
“Oh quit the cryptic shit, Jadz, and help me out here! I’m tired of getting thrown into walls.”
If the Queen of Arcana objected to me shortening her name, she made no outward indication. “I’m not being cryptic. As my cousin informed you yesterday, you must learn to wield your magic on your own. I can’t explain it to you, as it is different for everyone. All I can do is show you your true potential.”
Frustration leaked from me in the form of a growl. I wiped my sweaty forehead on the hem of my shirt, which I’d now worn for two days. Magda, the woman who’d first greeted me when I picked my bedchamber, spelled my clothes to stay fresh until my new ones arrived, but it still felt odd wearing them for so long. “When can I expect my clothing to arrive?”
“The clothiers need time to conjure the proper materials. It’s been a long time since they’ve had to dress a high queen.”
High queen. The title resonated in me, sounding both strange and familiar. Was that what I was to be called?
Jadzeera crouched into a low stance. “Again,” she said, beckoning with a finger.
I sighed. We’d been at this for an hour. Every time I raised my power, she anticipated it and deflected.
Maybe if I wasn’t so obvious. Maybe I could just brush against the smallest bit of power and she wouldn’t notice.
It was worth a shot.
Instead of reaching for the power that lay in wait within me, I beckoned the smallest amount to the surface. It felt different than the roiling storm of raw force I was used to. This was subtle, spreading throughout my body, entwining in my very bones and muscles.
I’d been using the magic from the Shifter Realm as pure concussive force, summoning all I could and blasting it out of me. But what if instead of using it like a blunt instrument, I used it on myself?
I crouched low, relishing in the buzzing sensation of magic in my muscles. They begged to be used, much like the magic itself. My thighs and glutes hummed as I launched myself off the ground.
I soared through the air, landing behind Jadzeera faster than my human eyes could register, so I sent a bit of magic there too.
Half speed. The white-haired queen tried to counter my attack in slow motion. Every step, every breath, lingered for an eternity, affording me the advantage of seeing every attack of opportunity.
Right there, she left her ribs exposed. Only for a moment, but that’s all I needed.
And there, her weight shifted, moving her center of gravity.
I could have taken her down a dozen times in a dozen different ways, but I waited.
Not yet. Almost.
Her fist nearly made contact with the side of my head when I saw it.
Her entire torso, wide open.
I bent to the side, wrapped both arms around her middle, and tossed her not at the closest wall, not at the wall she’d kept chucking me at, but at the wall on the other side of the room.
This time, the black-and-white streak sailing across the room wasn’t graceful and dignified. Arms and legs akimbo and mouth in a surprised O, the queen smacked into the wall like a sack of potatoes, sliding down and landing on the stone floor with a grunt.
She hopped up quickly, smirking. “Now the real training begins.”
We didn’t spar. Jadzeera didn’t pull her punches. Neither did I. After an hour of dodging, blocking, and throwing each other, I was sweaty, exhausted, and hungry again.
But I felt good, like I’d accomplished something. Like I didn’t have to worry so much about meeting the heir to the Blood Realm.
Jadzeera gave me an appraising glance. “You did well. I didn’t expect you to unlock the subtleties so quickly. Tomorrow, then?”
I nodded, wiping my face off on my shirt. My hair clung to the back of my neck, and I knew Jadzeera had put in as much effort as I had, but not a single white lock on her head was out of place. She showed no outward signs of fatigue whatsoever.
“Tomorrow,” I agreed and shimmered back to my chamber for a long, cool shower.





CHAPTER TWENTY

The rest of the day I spent roaming the halls of Jadzeera’s palace, formerly Lillith’s palace. I was curious to see if the hold would offer any additional secrets to me.
Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case, although I did find my way to the kitchen again. Technically, I wasn’t supposed to go in the kitchen, but the staff was friendly enough about me rummaging through the fridge every few hours.
“It’s the shifter magic,” Sorin said as I lifted a second sandwich to my lips. The large demon stood in the archway between the kitchen and the pantry, broad shoulders taking up the entire width of the opening. “It’ll burn through every bit of energy you have.”
I nodded, bits of juicy roasted turkey falling from my mouth. “What do you do about it?”
“I don’t have that problem. My body was built to handle the demands magic puts on it. Yours….” Sorin looked me up and down, a pitying expression swirling in the molten depths of his eyes. “Yours is unfortunately ill-equipped.”
Well, that didn’t seem fair.
I changed the subject, not wanting to dwell on the potential consequences. “Tell me about the Blood Prince. Why is he so untrustworthy in your eyes?”
The cook cleared his throat. “Mistress, if you wouldn’t mind taking your meeting with the Shifter King to another room.”
“Of course.” I scooped up the rest of my sandwich and headed out of the kitchen. Instead of shimmering to another room, I decided to walk the halls with Sorin. I held out hope that I’d stumble on another long-lost secret. Sorin followed beside me, Chicken at his heels because apparently she liked him more than me.
Jerk.
“Your smell is different. It’s mingled with Callum’s. You’ve mated with him.”
“Not really your concern, Sorin.”
The Shifter King stopped midstep, grabbed my waist, and pinned me to the wall. “It is my concern.”
His hot breath blew across my cheek and his fingers dug into my flesh as his metallic eyes whirred with desire.
Whiskey burned at the back of my throat, my power reminding me that I could throw him off me and down the hall if I wanted.
If I wanted.
“Do you treat all women like this? Or just the ones you’re interested in?”
Sorin leaned in closer, his nose trailing down my neck as he scented me. His touch sent a rush of electricity surging through me. “You don’t know how difficult this is for me.”
I moaned as he pressed against me. “Tell me,” I whispered.
“Seeing you here, in this realm, with these other leaders panting after you when you should be a queen in mine.”
His palm ran down the swell of my hip to my thigh, and before I knew it, he’d lifted me up, pinning me to the wall with his hips.
His hardness pressed against me, and I bit back the urge to whimper at the sensation. My body hummed with need, wanting so much to quench itself against Sorin’s.
But could I be with Sorin with Callum’s taste still on my lips?
“Not yet,” I rasped and pushed lightly at his chest.
Sorin stared at me, need and frustration mixing in the swirls of his eyes as a muscle flexed in his jaw.
I pushed against him again without adding any magic to it.
The demon stepped away, letting me slide down the wall, and continued our walk through the palace. “The Blood Prince has shown no interest in sharing information before now,” he said, as if nothing had happened. “Each of us has approached him separately on multiple occasions to no avail. I doubt he’s changed his mind.”
He might be able to turn off his sex drive on a whim, but I couldn’t. I needed a second for the hormones to recede.
Still, as I waited for my head to clear, Sorin’s reason for disliking the Blood Prince didn’t seem to explain his vehement reaction.
He’d called the Blood Prince a mongrel. There had to be more to the story than he let on.
Sorin continued. “I suspect he’s only agreed to a meeting now because he’s heard you’ve arrived. Prophecy or not, a human-born with demon blood is quite the draw.”
Sorin’s words hit me like a physical blow, clearing the haze and pinging that same insecurity.
I didn’t belong here.
Was that how they saw me? Was that what I was to them? A sideshow attraction? A freak? “Is that so?” I asked as my hand clenched at my side.
“It’s my suspicion.”
“Well, is that why you’re here? Is that why all the other realm leaders agreed to finally come together? To gawk at me?”
Sorin paused, eyes fixed on me. “That’s not what I said nor what I meant. Don’t hear what I’m not saying, Zurie, especially if you plan on taking offense.”
The candor in his rumbling voice and the honesty in his molten, whirring eyes put me at ease the way few people ever have. I nodded once and continued down the corridor. “What aren’t you telling me about the prince?”
Sorin sighed, a deep, heavy noise that settled in the air around me. “When the Blood King took the throne, he also took many wives in an effort duplicate Lillith’s harem of power. But each failed in bringing him not only power but also heirs. Eventually, he struck a deal with a witch. In exchange for extra power to her coven and only her coven, she was to make him an heir.”
“He had access to the power from all the realms by then?”
“He did.”
“Well then, why not make his own heir?”
“He couldn’t. He could tap into the well of arcane magic, but it’s the one magic he can’t wield with brute force alone. It’s why Jadzeera’s palace is the safest. You can’t simply will yourself knowledge of the arcane. Even with access to the hold, the seat of all arcane magic, it takes study, decades of it.”
“Okay, so the Blood Prince is, what, some kind of witch-made golem?”
“Oh no. It’s much worse than that, Zurie. Dex, Heir to the Blood Throne, was made with great care. He’s an exemplary feat of spellcraft. The witch didn’t simply throw together bits of mud and sticks and call it an heir. He’s intelligent, charismatic, and shown talent for any endeavor he undertakes. He’s also a sociopath with no regard for anyone’s well-being except his own.
“The witch made a perfect demon, Zurie, but neglected to give him a soul.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Sorin’s words clung to me into the days that followed. Soulless? What did that mean exactly? And how was I supposed to take the heir to the Blood Realm as a mate if he didn’t have a soul? The thoughts twisted around my head constantly. The only reprieve came when it was time to hit the rune room with Jadzeera. She worked me hard, really hard, and while I left our sessions red-faced and panting, she never once broke a sweat.
Sorin was right. My body wasn’t made to handle so much power.
Which made me wonder if maybe this gig had an expiration date. Maybe, after everything was said and done, the magic would dissolve and I could have a normal life again.
Or maybe all this power would burn me up entirely.
I tried not to think about that last bit.
I hadn’t seen Emma since she’d gone to work days ago. Callum said she’d been staying in the on-call room at the hospital, but I had the sinking feeling that there was more to her absence than wanting to be close to work.
When I wasn’t busy training or roaming the halls for secrets, I’d been working on my mind magic, poking around in Jadzeera’s well-warded mind—with her permission, of course.
Her mind was a reflection of the way she carried herself—icy, no frills, detached.
“How long are you intending on avoiding my cousin?” She raised a black teacup to her full lips. We’d shared afternoon tea as I practiced psychic infiltration in her study every day for the last three days.
“I hadn’t given thought to an end date,” I said as I fumbled around in her mind. I felt like a damn bull in a china shop, trouncing over wards and tripping on spells designed to keep out subtler, more practiced intruders.
She raised a slender hand to her temple. “He’d be more suited to instruct you. Your stomping around is giving me a headache.”
“Oh! You should have told me. I didn’t mean to cause you pain.”
I withdrew my consciousness from her head.
“Yes, well, if you’d train with Verrill—”
“Verrill promised me he’d only go as deep as necessary. He swore it and then uncovered my most painful memories, memories I’ve never shared with anyone. Ever.”
Jadzeera set her cup down on the saucer with a light clink, leaning forward to face me. “If Verrill said he’d only go as far as necessary, then it must have been necessary to uncover those memories. He’s an honest man, and he takes his power seriously. He wouldn’t do anything to risk your trust in him. Especially when the fate of the realms rests in our hands.”
I avoided Jadzeera’s pale eyes, instead focusing on the stacks and stacks of leather-bound books she’d amassed. Covering every surface in the room like leaning sculptures, most had titles in languages that didn’t resemble any writing system I’d seen before. The rest were in Latin, which I didn’t read, but at least the letters were familiar.
She was right, of course, but that didn’t take the sting and embarrassment away. It didn’t close the wounds Verrill had opened.
To change the subject, I gestured to the stack of books at my feet. “You’re a scholar and a warrior.”
She inclined her head slightly. “One must have expansive knowledge over their own realm. Have you given much thought to this evening’s meeting with the Blood Prince?”
According to Callum, the prince expected to arrive at midnight. “I have. I’ll call a dinner meeting to go over my plans.”
Despite needing each one of the realm leaders, I only saw them together when I called a meeting. The rest of the time they seemed astutely aware of where each other was and made it a point not to be there as well.
“Very good. If you’ll excuse me, I need to do a check on the witches before dinner.”
“Were you able to find the witch who made the prince?”
“I’m afraid I wasn’t, Zurie.”
“Okay, keep trying. Let me know if something comes up.” The more information I had on the Blood Realm heir, the better, but so far, I only had Sorin’s version to go on.
I shimmered out of the queen’s study and back to my bedchamber where Magda sat waiting for me. She hopped out of the settee the moment I appeared. “Mistress Zurie, your clothes are here. I can take those awful things from you now.” She gestured to my T-shirt, jeans, and sneakers. “Shall I dress you for dinner?”
“Um, sure.”
Magda opened my wardrobe, and I couldn’t help but gasp. “Is that all for me?” I reached for the neatly hung garments, grazing the sleeves of velvet, gauzy chiffon, silk, and leather in varying shades from burgundy to silver, black to purple, every color I could think of.
Except pink.
I absently twirled a lock of hair around a finger.
The demon smiled, the warm bright glow calming the voice in my head that counted all the ways I didn’t need so much, that remembered when all I had were the shoes on my feet and the clothes on my back.
“This is but a small sample of what’s rightfully yours, High Queen Zurie. You are the Human-Born Demon, the Uniter of Realms, the Bringer of Peace. You’ll have clothes for every occasion, every mood and whim. Now, what would you like to wear this evening for dinner?
My eyes fell on a sparkling silver gown. Beautiful but a bit much for dinner. I’d save that one for the Blood Prince. I had the feeling I’d need all the drama I could muster. “How about this one?” I said, pulling down a black and burgundy dress with draping sleeves and a corseted bodice.
“That’s a fine choice, mistress. I’ll draw you a bath.”
I thought it would be weird. I’d never had someone who I wasn’t intimate with wash and dry me. At first, I was superbly uncomfortable, hugging my knees to my chest to cover all my bits. But eventually, the steamy water and Magda’s expert fingers working on my scalp lulled me into accepting this as part of my new reality.
I leaned back in the oversized tub, luxuriating in the tingles the scalp massage gave me.
After she dried me, Magda pointed me to the vanity. She brushed out my hair, and again, I relished the feeling of the bristles against my head and back. Then she waved her hands over my head, and just like that, my still-dripping hair was now dry.
It might have even been a few inches longer.
“You’ll have to show me that trick.”
The demon only smiled as she helped me into the dress, lacing the back and pulling it tighter than I’d have liked. “It’ll keep your back straight,” she said when she caught me wincing in the mirror. “There. That’s perfect. Shall I put your hair up?”
Before I could answer, Magda nudged me toward the vanity bench and had the front sections of my hair twisted up into a romantic half updo. “There,” she said, smiling at me in the mirror. “Now we can see your pretty face.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

I had some time before I’d scheduled our dinner meeting, so I roamed the halls yet again. I didn’t truly think the hold would offer any of her secrets to me, but what else was I gonna do?
The layers of my skirt trailed behind me like a goth wedding dress, the fabric rustling against the black marble as my slippered feet padded lightly from corridor to corridor. I caught my reflection at the end of a hallway, and if not for the pink hair, I might have thought it a painting. The black dress with fine burgundy stitching seemed born of this place.
But I wasn’t. The dark smudges of purple under my eyes and the hollowness in my cheeks reminded me of that. I’d only been training hard for three days, but it had already taken a toll. I ate all the damn time, but I still saw bones I hadn’t seen since….
I waved a hand over my face and hid the evidence of my unworthiness with a glamor Magda taught me. Only she knew how much this was costing me, and I’d fight like hell to keep it that way.
Saving the demon realms and all the magical people who depended on them was more important than my vanity.
And with that thought, the mirror swung inward, revealing a hidden room.
“Ha! I knew you were holding out on me!”
I stepped through the gilded frame into a….
“Holy shit.” I breathed the words, afraid to speak too loudly in the presence of such magnificent beauty.
Twinkling from every corner of the room and displayed in black-framed glass cabinets were loose gems, crowns, and more jewelry than I’d seen in any mall jewelry store ever in my whole life.
Combined.
Shelf after shelf, row after row, of circlets and tiaras and necklaces dripping with diamonds and rubies and amethysts. I walked each row, looking at each piece. All different but all cast in silver with the same delicate metalworking as a sort of signature. The fine filigree on a crown or delicate prongs on a setting all pointed to the same craftsman, someone who took pride and care in their work. Someone who crafted their pieces with passion for their art.
Movement caught my attention, drawing me down the row farther, to a circlet made of twisting silver, studded with burgundy-hued stones.
The case door opened slowly before my eyes.
“Seriously?” I asked myself as much as the hold itself. “You want me to wear a crown to dinner?”
I didn’t expect an answer. In fact, the hold speaking to me probably would have sent me running. The circlet didn’t levitate and place itself on my head. It sat there twinkling, waiting for me to choose it myself.
“Fine,” I said, and snatched the delicate crown off its pedestal, jammed it on my head, and ran out of the vault before I could change my mind. I took a second to make sure it was on straight at the mirror and then shimmered directly into the dining hall.
“Nice of you to finally—” Sorin’s words dried up in his mouth. I’d shimmered to the head of the table, and slowly each realm leader dabbed their lips with a napkin and stood.
“Sit down,” I said quickly as heat crept up my neck and to my cheeks.
Verrill cleared his throat. “Not until the high queen seats herself, mistress.”
“Oh, for fuck’s sake.” I plopped into the chair, as much as the corset would let me, and stabbed at the meal in front of me.
“I see you’ve found Lillith’s secret vault.” Jadzeera’s words were benign, but her tone stretched thin in the air between us.
I simply nodded as I stuffed myself with roasted potatoes, meat, and a strange stringy green vegetable I didn’t much care for but ate anyway.
Callum grasped my free hand, squeezing it when he drew my attention. “You look stunning,” he whispered before letting go.
“Thank you. Any word on Emma?”
“She’s happy to stay at the hospital while you do your demon thing. That’s a direct quote.” The corners of his mouth lifted, and for the second time, I swore I saw him the way he used to be.
“Verrill, does the Blood King have any knowledge of what his heir is up to tonight?”
“Not as far as I can tell, High Queen.”
I tried not to visibly bristle at the title. I was willing to do everything it took to set the realms right. I’d work myself to my grave if I had to, but that didn’t take away the sinking notion that this was simply a cosmic screwup. It didn’t erase the feeling that I didn’t belong here and that I didn’t deserve any of the things this new role afforded.
Don’t get caught up in thoughts like that, Zurie. You’re here because you’re meant to be.
Stay out of my damn head, Verrill.
“I don’t need to be in your head to see what’s written plainly on your face.”
I glared at the demon, but only for a moment before I stood, indicating the conversation was over. “If our intel is right and the Blood Prince has only agreed to meet with us because of my presence, then I want to be sure to make it worth the trip. The only question is what kind of show would he most appreciate, and the only way to find that out is by getting to know him. Callum, you’ll be my eyes. I need to get a read on him before I enter. I want to know exactly how to conduct the night. Meet him at the palace entrance, bring him to Lillith’s great room, and keep him occupied with the rest of the realm leaders until I’ve figured him out a bit.”
Callum and I had discovered an interesting trick yesterday. While knocking on the door to his mind, I found myself seeing what he did. I didn’t know what was happening at first, seeing Emma in her hospital uniform, gabbing away at a doctor in her line, but then Callum explained I’d gone in further than ever before.
“Of course, mistress.”
I crinkled my nose at the title. I was used to it from Verrill, and even Sorin, providing it was sarcasm. But the word on Callum’s lips was more than I could handle.
Jadzeera rolled her eyes but didn’t say anything.
I reseated myself and took another helping of meat and two steaming rolls while the realm leaders sat uncomfortably around me. Verrill’s eyes were locked on his plate, Callum shifted in his seat, and Jadzeera and Sorin stared each other down while having a wordless conversation.
“What’s going on? Why is everyone being weird? Is it the prince?”
“Hardly,” Sorin scoffed.
“Well, what, then?”
“It’s you,” Jadzeera said.
“What about me?”
“You talk about wanting to give the Blood Realm heir a show, but you sit there so self-conscious and uncomfortable I can smell it. We all can. You set the tone, Zurie. Your energy dictates our meeting, and yet you let it go unchecked, curling off you like smoke so thick it chokes. You look like a high queen, like the human-born demon to unite the realms, but you shrink away when called by your title. How do you think Dex will respond when he sees that weakness? Do you think that inspires confidence? Do you think he’ll want to side with us?”





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

She had a point.
I wasn’t convincing anyone of anything, least of all the heir to a realm, if I couldn’t get my head on straight. I didn’t admit it then, choosing instead to binge on the grilled meat and fluffy rolls before shimmering out of the dining room. But she was right.
Chicken poofed herself right to my feet, hopped up on the settee, and curled up in my lap, kneading lightly at the folds of my skirt. “Done chasing after Sorin?”
She gave me a slow head bob and settled herself in to roost. “What a long way we’ve come, huh?” I stroked her back and was rewarded with a happy trill. “From street rats to….” I paused, unable to find a single word that encompassed all the changes we’d been through.
I wished Emma were here. She’d be able to break everything down into manageable chunks. Or at the very least she’d get me to laugh.
But one thing was for sure.
It didn’t matter that I didn’t always feel like a high queen. I was one, and cosmic mistake or not, I was going to do my best to fix the damn realms.
Magda?
Yes, mistress.
Would you come to my chamber and help me out of this dress.
The demon shimmered in, shooed Chicken from my lap, and had my laces undone in moments.
I took a full, deep breath, the first I’d had since I put the thing on, and glanced toward the armoire.
If the clothes made the queen, then this queen had to make sure the clothes suited her.
“Magda, would you help me glamor a dress for tonight?”
The woman’s face fell. “There’s nothing to your liking?”
“No, it’s not that. Well, I suppose it kind of is that. It’s just… all these beautiful clothes are perfectly appropriate for the mistress of this realm. But I’m not this realm’s mistress. I’m the mistress of none and all, and I need something that says that.”
“Of course. The craftsman who conjured these for you are all Arcane Realm craftsmen. Their tastes run a bit macabre.”
Like with my fake psychic outfit, each ring and ruffled skirt helped get me in the right frame of mind. I needed to do the same with the dress for tonight.
“Which dress were you thinking of, mistress?” she asked, fetching me a pair of silk pants and top—the Arcana Realm’s version of loungewear.
I pointed to the sparkling silver dress. “That one.”
We went to work. Turning the silvery, gossamer fabric a different color was the easy part; reengineering the design was a different matter. But a few swear words later, Magda and I had changed the gown from Arcana red carpet ready to High Queen Zurie ready.
“I’ll be back in plenty of time to help you prepare. Let me know if you need anything, mistress.”
“Thank you, Magda.”
A soon as she’d shimmered out, I crawled into bed. Training with Jadzeera every day was exhausting, and I was normally already asleep by now. Sleep came quickly, undisturbed by the dreams that plagued me before. In fact, I hadn’t had a single sex dream or hell headache since I’d gotten here.
I woke hours later to Magda’s soft voice.
“We’ve just enough time to get you ready. Come on, go wash your face and I’ll set out your gown.”
I did as I was told, splashing cold water against my face and neck to wake up. When I came back, Verrill stood next to Magda, his star-flecked eyes taking in my rumpled clothes and hair.
“I wanted to apologize for the other day, mistress.”
I stood in front of him and let Magda undress and redress me. To Verrill’s credit, his gaze didn’t once falter from my own.
“I shouldn’t have pushed so far. I’m sorry I broke your trust in me.”
Magda guided me to the vanity stool, and I held the Shadow King’s gaze in the mirror. “I’m not entirely convinced you mean that apology. I think you know how important it is for us to present a unified force, and you’d do anything for our meeting to go well.”
“For the sake of the realms, I would. But I’m also sorry I hurt you. Truly. I should have listened to you.”
“Yes. You should have.”
Magda twisted my hair into a lovely, loose bun, allowing a few tendrils to fall around my face and down my neck.
“Zurie.” Verrill’s low voice scraped at my insides. He’d only said my name, but each syllable, each letter held within it the weight of the Shadow King’s regret.
I stood and faced him. “I accept your apology.”
The demon looked relieved as he fished a hand to the inside pocket of his velvet coat. He’d dressed for the occasion too, trading his white tunic and pants for a white silk shirt and velvety black pants. The jacket fit him well, dipping in tight at his lean waist as he pulled a small box from his pocket.
“This is for you.”
Jewelry? If he thought he could make up for being an ass with jewelry….
The box creaked open.
Sparkling before me were earrings fashioned in the shape of shooting stars. A cluster of diamonds formed the stud and branched upward in a delicate curve. Below each setting hung tiny silver chains of varying lengths—the tail of each star.
“It’s tradition in my realm for courtship to begin with a gift. This is my gift to you, Zurie, proclaiming my intention to take you as a mate, as an equal. If you’ll have me, that is.”
The stars in the Shadow King’s eyes flashed brighter, pinpricks of light against the blackness. “It seems as though the hold has an opinion on the matter.” He nodded toward the vanity behind me.
Sitting atop a small satin pillow, which hadn’t been there before, was a crown of silver and diamonds, the center one cut in the shape of a star.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

My mouth fell open as I caught a glimpse of myself in the full-length mirror.
The blush pink gown perfectly suited my skin tone. The train and high collar of the original had been cut away, along with a majority of the rest of the gossamer fabric. Instead of floating layers of skirts, Magda and I had whittled it down to a single, nearly see-through layer. Cut to my hip bone on each side, the slits showed my entire leg as I walked. They also made for easy access to skin, should the need arise.
The fitted bodice now plunged to my navel and down to the small of my back. More skin to touch.
The star crown fit perfectly in the twists of my bun, and the earrings from the Shadow King hung like they’d been sculpted for my ears alone.
Verrill came up behind me, his towering figuring emerging from the shadows. “You look absolutely delicious.”
I felt better too. The corsets, heavy layers of skirts, and all the dark colors, while lovely, just weren’t me.
Verrill’s thumb traced tiny circles up my arm, drawing a small gasp from me.
Bone-deep, birthright confidence poured into me, and I looked to my slippered feet.
“When he realized I was old enough to run, he’d take my shoes. On the really bad days, he’d lock up his own shoes in case I tried stealing his for a getaway.”
Verrill stiffened behind me, his face growing hard as I offered him something I’d never shared with anyone.
It was easier, telling him what he’d already seen and felt the worst of. And now that I’d done it….
I stepped out of the blush pink slippers, letting my toes sink into the thick pile of the carpet.
I’d meet with the Blood Realm heir barefoot. Like Lillith on the battlefield.
He’s here, Callum’s sweet, smooth voice called just outside the barrier to my mind.
“The Blood Prince is here.”
Verrill nodded, his thumb still gliding up and down my arm. “Yes. I felt his mind as soon as he entered the palace.”
“Would you stay with me while I eavesdrop?”
“It would be my honor, High Queen.”
We relocated to the settee, Verrill making sure he still touched a bit of my thigh, and I sank my awareness into Callum’s.
“Is she the real deal?” His face was blurry, like looking through someone else’s glasses. I pushed further into Callum’s mind.
The Green King gasped but covered it with a laugh. “I wouldn’t have called you here for anything less, Dex.”
I now had a crystal-clear view of the palace entrance.
Look at him, Callum.
Slowly the demon came into view. Golden hair to his shoulders, shining, glowing as if lit from within. Sharp jaw with three days of dark stubble, full bottom lip, long, straight nose, and his eyes….
“Oh, fuck me,” I whispered, clutching Verrill’s hand as the empty eyes of death and chaos stared back at me.
Flat, emotionless green eyes without a hint of life behind them.
Sorin wasn’t kidding. This demon had no soul.
And I was supposed to take him as a mate.
I withdrew a fraction from Callum’s mind, blurring the Blood Heir’s features once more, focusing instead on listening.
“You won’t mind if I assess that on my own, will you?” His musical voice bounced around in my mind, singing to a deep, primal part of me.
“I’d expect nothing less.” Callum’s smooth tone soothed the edges the prince had riled, calming the fight-or-flight response rumbling in the pit of my stomach.
Get him to the great room as quickly as possible. I don’t know how long I can handle eavesdropping.
Of course, mistress.
“Verrill, shimmer to Lillith’s great room. I want all the realm leaders there to meet him.”
The Shadow King didn’t question me. He blinked out as soon as the order was given.
A part of me wished he had. Wished I still had that stream of confidence channeling through me.
“If you’ll allow me.” Callum offered the prince his elbow.
A second of blackness and then the great room appeared with Sorin, Jadzeera, and Verrill all in their usual spots around the table. Sorin and Jadz had also dressed for the occasion—the former choosing a deep purple tunic trimmed in gold and blood orange pants. He looked brilliant, even in the odd color combo. He rumbled a low growl as the prince appeared.
“Keep your distance, abomination.”
The prince frowned. “That hurts my feelings, Sorin.”
The Shifter King scoffed but didn’t push the matter further.
Jadzeera wore leathers embellished with a swirling metal breastplate and gauntlets. She stood regal and icy as ever.
The prince surveyed the room, standing behind the chair at the foot of the table.
“I must say, unlocking Lillith’s great room couldn’t have been easy.”
“The hold knows when the high queen is present. It gave her its secrets freely,” Callum said.
“Yes. Well, getting us all in one room without killing each other is quite the feat. But leaving here in one piece will be another matter, won’t it?”
There it was. The Blood Heir wanted a show of power.
Fine.
I’d give him a show.
How about a little game of poke the bear, Callum?
His smirk warmed me through and through. As you wish, mistress.
“Sorin, friend, did you get dressed in the dark again?”
The Shifter King leveled a deadly glare at him.
“I don’t blame you. I wouldn’t want to see that garish wardrobe either.”
Sorin growled, low and menacing. A warning.
“Maybe you’d have better luck with our mistress if you didn’t try to look like a court jester.”
The larger demon leaped over the chair, tackling Callum to the ground.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Dex’s laugh echoed through the hall, an empty, joyless noise that left me cold and hugging my arms.
I shimmered in anyway.
Power blowing tendrils of hair around and skin rippling as each candle in the room flared three feet high, I stood at the head of the table, looking down at the grappling demons on the floor.
“Separate,” I whispered, wedging a thin sheet of power between them and pushing them apart.
I think you look amazing, but the prince wanted a show of power. The words brushed gently against Sorin’s mind, settling him more than brute force could.
You should have told me.
I needed it to look real.
Both Sorin and Callum stood, panting and still glaring at each other.
“Come here, my loves,” I purred. They took their places beside me and instinctively reached for my bare bits of skin—Sorin placing a flat palm on the small of my back, and Callum grazing his knuckles against my arm.
Calmness washed over me, settling the hackles the prince’s dead eyes had raised, followed by Callum’s rush of bliss.
Thank you.
I whispered the thought in both their minds.
Without prompting, Jadzeera joined us. Sorin shifted back slightly, allowing the Arcana Queen to stand in front of him. She laced her fingers between mine, and desire burned through me. Verrill waited a beat before stepping up, placing a kiss on my cheek and joining Sorin behind me. He snaked his way around my waist and rested a possessive hand on my exposed stomach.
Dex smirked. “You put on quite a show for my benefit, yes?”
Verrill’s steady flood of confidence allowed me to look the demon directly in the eye as I answered. “You needed convincing. I don’t like to waste time.”
The demon’s smirk turned to a genuine smile. “You’re not what I expected.”
“Oh?”
The prince changed the subject. “So, what can I do for you? I assume it’s something to do with my father.”
“You’d be right. He’s destroying the realms. Callum’s realm was the first. The fae are hanging on, but just barely. We need every bit of information you have so we can stop him.”
The smirk was back. “And what’s in it for me?”
Sorin loosed a low growl.
I didn’t bother shushing him.
“Why, the Blood Realm, obviously,” I said with as much acerbic sweetness as I could muster.
Verrill, where’s his head at? What’s he thinking?
I’m sorry, mistress. I can only sense the prince’s presence, nothing beyond that.
Dex winked and tapped his temple. “Up to your old tricks again, Shadow King? The witch made certain this mind was impenetrable. We’ll have to learn to trust each other, old friend.”
Another growl from Sorin.
“We’ve let you into our inner sanctum, Dex.” His name on my lips, familiar, so achingly familiar, like a long-forgotten childhood memory. “We’ve proven the prophecy is true. I’d say it’s your turn to offer something in good faith.”
The prince raised his stubbled chin. “Too much magic has warped my father’s mind. Most days he barely has a coherent sentence. But during the new moon, when the witches he keeps captive can only contain a fraction of their potential and the holds in all the realms are at their thinnest, he has three crystal-clear days. He plans everything then: security, countermeasures, everything. Attacking on any other day would give you the greatest advantage.”
Jadzeera stepped forward, hand still in mine. “Certainly the Blood King has safeguards to protect against that vulnerability.”
“Of course he does. The biggest of which is me.”
It was Sorin’s turn for a rebuttal. “And what’s to keep you from double-crossing us?”
“Glad you asked,” he said with a smirk. “I’ve no desire to see your realms destroyed or to kill off the rest of the world’s magical population, which is exactly where we’re heading if my father keeps hoarding magic like a damn dragon.”
“Or maybe you do, and this is a ploy to get all the realm leaders in your realm and at your father’s mercy.”
Dex flinched at Sorin’s words.
“As I said before to the Shadow King, we need to trust each other.”
“I think what my Shifter King, what all of us are struggling with is trusting someone without a soul. Your words seem genuine, your motives seem reasonable, but you’re asking us to put our lives in your hands. It’s a bridge too far for someone who may or may not have a moral compass.”
“Who says one has anything to do with the other? Besides—” The prince smirked. “—what other choice do you have?”
Sorin didn’t have to growl.
I did.
“Posture all you want, human. Stay safe on the other side of the table drawing strength from your horde, but know this: if things are left as they are, the demon realms and the realm you call home will be destroyed.”
Leave us.
I sent the thought to all four members of my “horde.” They shimmered out without a word.
I smiled at Dex, stepping up on the chair in front of me and then on the table. I closed the distance between us in a few long strides and stood over him. “And you should know, if you put any of my realm leaders in jeopardy, if you double-cross us, I’ll take pleasure in ending you.” I stared into the bottomless pits of his eyes, waiting for the slightest show of acquiescence.
His lips curled into a deadly smile as he gripped my ankles and yanked me off the table and right into his lap.
He dragged a finger down the exposed flesh of my torso, from collarbone to navel and back again, staring deep into my eyes.
Tears slipped down my face, not in horror or fear, not because of the empty green eyes boring into my own, but because of the feelings the Blood Prince conjured within me.
Sorin was calm.
Verrill was confidence.
Jadzeera was desire.
Callum was bliss.
And the dead-eyed prince, the fifth member of my demon horde…
Filled me with hope.
“Now do you believe me?” he asked.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

A predatory smile, which made my every instinct scream run, tugged at his mouth. But I stayed in his lap, gaze locked on those blank eyes.
Can I trust you? I asked with my mind, not at all certain my voice would hold.
I’m not your enemy, Zurie. My father is, and I will do everything in my power to help end his reign of terror.
You’ve evaded the question.
Yes, I have, mistress.
His voice rumbled in my mind as he palmed my thigh, slowly sliding it up to my hip bone.
“Dex, please,” I whispered.
The demon sighed, releasing my thigh and setting me on the table once more. “No, Zurie. You can’t trust me. Not as I am.”
I resisted the urge to reach for him, to keep the flow of hope running through me, even as my stomach roiled and Sorin’s shifter power rippled my skin in protest. Beholding this demon took a force of will I dug deep to find, but I knew it was paramount that I not look away.
Blackness.
Then a new world formed before my eyes. A demon, similar in coloring and build to Dex, stood before a beautiful nude woman.
“It’s a deal, then,” said the demon.
The woman nodded. “I’ll deliver your progeny in twenty-eight days.”
The two placed their left palms together, and a black serpent made of smoke and ash twisted itself around both wrists—binding them together and sealing the deal.
“Make me a deal,” I said before the scene had dissolved before me.
Dex raised an eyebrow. “Name it.”
“Keep us safe while helping overthrow your father.”
“And I get you,” he added quickly.
“You get to be part of my horde, yes,” I amended.
“Clever girl. But fine, I’ll agree to your terms. Though you might want to add something about making sure I don’t double-cross you for the peace of mind of the other members of the horde.”
“Agreed.” I presented my palm, pressing it against his before either of us changed our minds.
A blood-red snake of smoke circled our arms, burning its way up our wrists and lacing through our fingers. I squeezed my eyes shut against the searing pain, the stench of burning flesh.
The air grew thin, and a loud crack echoed in the great hall.
The pain subsided and I was left with a delicate red snake tattoo around my wrist and fingers.
“I wouldn’t show Sorin that anytime soon.”
“I don’t hide things from my realm leaders.”
“Now, that’s not true, is it?”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
The demon smiled as he traced my cheekbone with the pad of his finger. “Your glamor doesn’t fool me. Just like mine doesn’t fool you.”
I pushed his hand away, instantly regretting the lack of physical contact. “Keep that to yourself.”
The Blood Prince simply smiled at me.
“Dex. I’m serious. They don’t need to know.”
He shrugged. “Makes no difference to me if they know or not.” He leaned in close, so close I could feel his breath on my cheek. “I only wanted you to know that I know.”
“You’re a dick,” I said and shimmered back to my bedchamber.
We’ll meet tomorrow, midday, and discuss strategy, I broadcast to all five of them. I slipped out of my dress and jewels and paced in my chamber until the unease and dread staring into Dex’s eyes had conjured finally dissipated. When it did, hours later, I got into bed and tried to fall asleep.
As emotionally and physically drained as I was, sleep didn’t come for hours, and when it did it was fitful and full of nightmares.
“Hey, sleepyhead,” a familiar voice broke through my slumber.
“Mmmm.”
“Get up, get up! I’ve missed you.”
Emma?
I cracked an eye open. Emma’s smiling face shone down at me. “Hi.” I groaned, sat up, and gave her a hug around the neck.
“Whoa, whoa, Zurie, put your tits away. Jeez. When’d you start sleeping naked?”
I smiled to myself and grabbed the silk robe from the end of the bed.
“What the fuck is that?” She pointed to my left wrist.
“That’s a deal I made with the Blood Prince to secure his help in overthrowing his father.”
“So, a magic tattoo.”
“Pretty much.”
While I showered, Emma caught me up on the happenings on the earth realm. Work was lame, but the docs and nurses were still cute. Strega refused to admit any liability in the fire. Typical. And she’d been able to contact most of my regulars to let them know I was fine but no longer seeing clients.
She also told me she stayed away so long to give me a chance to acclimate to everything.
“What if I decided this wasn’t for me? What if I wanted to hatch an escape with you, like you said?”
“Did you want to?”
“Not the point, Em.”
“It totally is. I knew you just needed time to process and accept everything, and I didn’t want to influence that. I gave you the space you needed. You’re welcome.”
“Maybe you were right, but I’d rather you stay here than bunk at the hospital.”
“I just didn’t want to get in the way of all your new—”
I poked my lathered head out of the shower, stopping her midsentence. “Emma, you are never in the way.”
She nodded, and I rinsed and toweled off.
I dressed in plain fighting leathers for my session with Jadzeera and headed down to breakfast with Emma.
“You’re gonna need to eat more than that if you’re facing off with the ice queen,” Emma said, taking in the single boiled egg on my plate.
“If I eat too much beforehand, I end up feeling sluggish and queasy. Don’t worry though, I eat a second time afterward.”
“And who is this pretty little human?”
Icicles of fear speared through my veins as Dex leaned in the archway of the dining room.
I grabbed my friend’s hand. “Why don’t we take our food back upstairs?”
Too late. She’d already seen him.
“Emma, just don’t look at his—”
“I’m Emma. What’s your name, handsome?”
The demon extended his hand, giving her a wide smile. “Dex. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”
“Likewise. So you’re to blame for my friend’s new ink, huh?”
“Guilty as charged.”
“Emma, we should go.” I pulled her wrist toward the other exit, seriously considering whether I could shimmer both of us at once.
She shook free of my grasp. “Why are you being weird, Zurie? Can’t I talk to one of your demons? Or do they all belong to you?”
“No, it’s not that. Talk to whoever you want. Just not this demon.”
She can’t see through my glamor, dear.
I’m well aware. I still don’t trust you.
Fair enough.
“Well, it was a pleasure running into you both. I best grab something and go before I cause too much trouble.” Dex snagged a pastry and a few slices of bacon before shimmering out.
Emma side-eyed me as she sat down, helping herself to a pile of breakfast meats, pastries, and eggs. “Way to be a weirdo, Zurie. He was perfectly nice.”
I leveled a heavy gaze on my closest friend. “I need you to listen to me, Emma. Do not trust that demon. Do not spend time with him. If you see him in the corridors, turn and walk the other way. Am I clear?”
Emma’s fork stopped before reaching her mouth. A bit of egg fell back to her plate. “Got it.” She leaned in. “So are you gonna tell me what’s up with him or what?”





CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

“You made a deal with him?” Jadzeera hissed, snatching my arm and dragging me closer.
Desire coursed through my veins, zinging through every erogenous zone, tightening and tingling things.
My breath grew ragged as I stared into her pale eyes.
It hadn’t taken her long to notice, not that I was hiding it.
“It was the only way I could assure his loyalty.”
Jadzeera paused, letting my arm slide from her grasp, and it took a great force of will not to cry out at the sudden lack of contact.
She crouched low, into a fighting stance. “Sorin won’t be pleased.” She smirked as she lunged for me.
I sidestepped her. “I don’t doubt that.”
“Just make sure I’m there when you tell him.”
“I’ll try to keep that in mind.”
We sparred for another hour before the Mistress of Arcana spoke again. “I noticed you wore Shadow Realm jewels to meet with Dex. I’m glad you and my cousin have mended things.”
Jadzeera’s punch, aimed right for my head, blurred through the air so fast I had no time to move, not even with the speed boost of my power. The side of my head exploded with pain, and I fell to the ground, panting, groaning.
“What the hell was that?”
Jadzeera gazed down at me. “A test to see how easily you’re distracted.”
I cradled my head. “Yeah, or you aren’t actually happy that Verrill and I made up.” I’d said it as a joke, but the queen’s body stiffened.
“You need to use all your talents in combat. If a blow is too fast, shimmer out of the way.” Her voice stretched thin like a rubber band about to snap.
“I’ll remember that,” I said, and rose to my feet. “Let’s call it a day, shall we?”
Jadzeera’s full lips pressed together in a thin line.
“Jadz, you nearly knocked me out with that one. I need some recoup time. Are we still on for tea this afternoon?”
The tension in the demon’s face relaxed, but only fractionally. “I assumed you’d want to continue your mind magic lessons with my cousin.”
“Well, yeah, I won’t subject you to any more stomping in your head. But I like spending time with you.”
The queen’s eyes glanced downward, and for the briefest second, I thought I saw her color rise.
Was the icy queen of spells and combat blushing at my attention?
I stepped toward her, lifting her chin so our eyes met. “Three o’clock, then?”
She nodded, pale eyes wide with desire.
“Good, it’s a date.”
I shimmered out before things got too heated, grabbed a few more eggs and some fruit from the kitchen, and then back up to my bedchamber to get ready for the day.
I peeled the battle leathers off, prepared to take a quick post-workout shower, but there wasn’t a drop of sweat on me.
Either the leathers were spelled to keep me cool, or I was getting better at this.
I skipped the second shower and dressed in a pair of loose silk pants and a soft cropped shirt. The shirt showed enough midriff that everyone could touch me if need be, and it was super comfy.
I glamoured the items to change the color—the pants from black to a pale purple and the top from burgundy to a deeper shade of lilac.
I didn’t only like pink.
I gave myself a once-over in the full-length mirror and decided I was ready for the midday strategy session. If they expected something fancier than this, they could wear it themselves.
“Having a hard time pulling yourself away from the mirror?” Sorin’s playful tone and rumbly voice zinged through my libido.
I turned to face the Shifter King.
“I thought I’d stop by and tell you what a wonderful job you did last night. Wrangling the five of us all at once—it’s not an easy feat.”
“Thank you, Sorin. That means a great deal to me.”
The demon smiled, but the sentiment failed to reach his eyes as he glimpsed my newly decorated hand.
“What in Lillith’s name have you done, you stupid girl?” Sorin’s metallic eyes whirred, the color churning like oceans of gold.
I glared back at him, ice in my own gray stare. “I did what was needed to secure our victory over the Blood King. And might I remind you, I am neither stupid nor a girl. I’m a queen. Your queen, to be specific, and you’d be wise to remember that.”
Sorin closed the space between us in one stride, hovering over me as he snatched my arm and pulled it to eye level. “He’ll find a way around this. He’ll use it against you. You can’t trust him!”
“I know,” I said, and touched his face, hoping the calmness I pulled from him was a two-way street. “I don’t trust him, and I don’t expect you to either. But I do expect you to trust me. I needed the deal to ensure his loyalty, that’s all.”
Sorin’s brow pulled together. “You should have—”
“What?” I asked softly and stepped closer. “What should I have done differently? Asked your opinion? Permission? What kind of queen would that make me?”
A deep crease formed on his forehead as he mentally struggled with my question.
“You’re a king, beholden to no one.” I stepped closer still, so the length of our bodies touched. “Except me,” I purred against his tunic as I laid my head against the width of his barrel chest.
A low rumble rattled in his throat as the Shifter King slid his hands down my back and picked me up by the ass.
I laced my fingers in his dark wavy hair and whispered, “Shut the door.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Sorin slammed me against the door, my shoulders and ass hummed with the impact, but the moan that left me and smile I wore told a different story.
“You make such delicious noises,” he rumbled and nuzzled my neck. “Gods, you smell like heaven.”
I arched my body into his as heavy tension built between my hips. A single thought echoed in my mind:
Make him yours.
Make him yours.
Make him yours.
I shimmied off him, much to the realm leader’s protests, and led him to the enormous bed. He snagged me around the waist and was about to pick me up again, but I pushed his hands away.
“I’m not here for games, Zurie,” he growled.
“I’m not playing games, Sorin,” I said and pushed him on the bed.
He bounced back up and again tried to dominate the encounter, which normally would have been great. I mean, really, I love that shit.
But I sensed that this first time needed to be different.
I slipped out of his grasp and pushed him down, this time hard enough to get my meaning across.
I climbed on top of him, tugging his shirt off as I seated myself astride his hips. I trailed a finger down the coppery skin of his hard, broad chest, stifling the shudder that rose in me. Sorin groaned beneath me and ripped my shirt off, rising up to press our bodies together.
He kissed me, hard and fast and long, and it took my fucking breath away, making my head spin and my fingers dig into the flesh of his shoulder. Sorin roared as my nails carved little crescent moons into him. He shifted his weight and threw me off his hips to the bed, pinning my arms above my head as he yanked my pants and underpants down in one fluid motion.
Nude and breathless beneath him, I pushed him off and rolled on top of him, pressing his arms into the mattress and claiming his mouth and neck, biting and nipping my way down and back. “You’re mine,” I growled in his ear. “Mine.”
Sorin stiffened, the weight of my words, of their meaning, finding their mark within him. It had to be difficult, the demon lord of all shifters, the alpha of alphas submitting to me, but we both knew it had to be this way.
If I didn’t claim him, he’d claim me, and that wouldn’t work. Not when I had four other realm leaders to consider.
I pulled away, rolling my hips against his hardness, and the molten metal of his eyes swirled with desire.
I brought his wrist to my lips, kissing it softly before scenting it, filling my nostrils with his pheromones.
Not something I’d ever done before, but it seemed right, felt right. Then, before I’d fully formed the thought, I bit him. Right on the inside of the wrist. The Shifter King growled as my teeth sank into the soft flesh.
I wouldn’t draw blood, that was gross, but I needed to leave a mark. My mark. For everyone to see.
Sorin growled again as I released him, but I tamped out any lingering pain by pulling his pants off his hips and sliding myself down the length of him. Sorin grabbed at my hips, my ass, trying to direct my movement, but I pinned his arms to his sides and rode him exactly how I wanted. He groaned as I picked up the pace and met my rising hips with his own. I let go of his arms, bracing myself on the hard plane of his chest, and bounced on him, clit rubbing perfectly against his body.
I wailed as the orgasm crashed into me, dragging me out into oblivion and back again a hundred times over. I collapsed on top of Sorin, spent and satisfied and content to fall asleep on his chest, regardless of how selfish it was.
A hiss and crackle drew my gaze to Sorin’s smiling eyes. “What is that?” I mumbled.
He lifted his wrist, sparking and sizzling with magic.
The indentation of my teeth glowed with pale pink light, flashing bright for a moment, then burning itself out. Left behind was a pink swirl that glowed and sparked when I touched it.
“My queen has honored me with her mark.”
“Apparently.”
“Now that’s out of the way.” Sorin rolled me off him, flipped me on my stomach, and laid a firm smack on my ass. “It’s my turn to have some fun.” He pulled my hips up, putting me on all fours, and ran a finger down me, dragging it across my folds and swirling around my clit. My body bucked at his touch, and before I knew it, he’d slid back into me, anchoring his deep thrusts with a hand on my hip. His other hand pressed and flicked my clit.
Sorin bowed his body around mine and put his lips right in my ear. “So tight, my queen. Such a perfect little pussy.”
I could have come again right then.
His hips crashed into my ass over and over as his thick finger slid expertly over my folds. His other hand darted beneath us, spreading my lips wide as the first slipped and skimmed over even more of my soaked flesh.
And that was the beginning of the end. My head flung back, and I grabbed at the sheets as an inhuman groan left my throat.
Sorin rumbled in my ear. “Good gods, your noises drive me wild, woman.”
I slammed myself against him once more, and we fell off the cliff together, screaming, growling, groaning until I was certain the palace would fall down around us.





CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

It didn’t. But we were both late for the midday strategy meeting. Callum kept his gaze locked on his lap when Sorin and I shimmered in together. I’d make sure to invite him to share my bed tonight. Not for sexy times—I didn’t think I could handle another round—but for sleeping. I didn’t want anyone having hurt feelings.
“Oh, for Lillith’s sake,” Dex heaved from the end of the table. “You could have at least showered before coming down.” The prince waved an arm, and the doors and windows flew open. “I find your mingled scents atrocious. Please sit downwind of me.”
I held on to Sorin’s arm as I glared at the dead-eyed prince. “Get a good whiff because it comes with the gig. If you don’t like it, I’ll find another to fill your place.”
The prince smirked at me. “There is no other.”
“Best to acclimate, then, isn’t it?” The finality in my tone ended the conversation. At the head of the table, I began the meeting. “Dex tells me there are only three days in a month when the Blood King is lucid. The magic he’s stolen eats at his mind day by day, except on the new moon when all magic is lessened.”
Jadzeera lifted her chin. “So we storm his hold any day besides the three around the new moon. I fail to see why we needed a whole meeting for this.”
My jaw clenched as I met Jadzeera’s icy eyes.
My gaze floated to everyone around the table, and almost of its own volition, the tip of a nail found its way between my teeth. Each leader sat uncomfortably straight, avoiding each other’s gaze, avoiding mine. Except Sorin. He wore a self-satisfied smirk that I’d half a mind to slap off him. “No. We aren’t doing this. None of you get to have hurt feelings when I claim another leader. You’re all mine. Full stop. How and when we get time together is complicated, and it will take effort from everyone to figure out. But each one of you is integral to fixing the realms. That means I need you all working together, as a team. Not pissy when I spend time with someone who isn’t you. There’s no room for that. None. We need each other too much to be jealous. Understood?”
The kings and queen at the table begrudgingly nodded at me.
Lunch was served as we discussed the time frame and the details of the Blood King’s hold. Dex was forthcoming with all information, even when someone other than me was asking. It wasn’t long before we had a plan.
We’d converge on the Blood Realm hold in a fortnight, which was as far away from the next new moon as we could get.
That meant I had twenty days to get these demons to trust each other and work as a team.
“Jadzeera,” I said as the meeting adjourned and the leaders rose. “What if tomorrow’s training session included all of us? I’m sure you could show everyone a thing or two.”
“Of course, Zurie,” the demon said through clenched teeth and shimmered away.
“Great, what time do we meet?” Dex’s grinning face and enthusiasm rubbed me and everyone remaining precisely the wrong way.
“Dawn,” I said and shimmered back to my bedchamber.
After a second shower and a change of clothes, I went to Jadzeera’s study for our tea date.
“Don’t look at me like that,” she snapped as I sat beside her and poured myself a cup of inky black tea. “I know why you suggested it, but that doesn’t mean I’m happy about it.”
I sighed, sinking into the black leather chair. “I’m trying here, Jadz, but honestly I don’t know how Lillith did it. How could she keep five different people happy? How did she balance all their needs? How did she keep anyone from feeling they got the short end of the stick?”
Jadzeera shrugged her slim shoulders. “We all knew what would happen when you arrived. We’d all read the prophecy and understood what was written between the lines. Having said that, seeing you with the others is still a blow to my ego, as it is for the rest of them, I’m sure.”
I changed the subject, not wanting to dwell on something I didn’t have an answer to. “I’ve seen your realm as it was before.”
“Is that so?”
I nodded. “It was beautiful and busy and full of life.”
A small smile flickered on the Queen of Arcana’s lips for just a moment. “It was.”
“I can’t wait to see it that way again.”
“Yes. Me either.”
Jadzeera and I sat in silence, watching the fire crackle in front of us. It wasn’t the awkward kind of silence, it was relaxed and easy. The kind of silence that comes from a certain level of comfort. We were both content to simply exist next to each other.





CHAPTER THIRTY

I hadn’t had time between breakfast and training to explain to Emma what Dex’s deal was, but we agreed to meet in my chamber in the early evening, after tea.
My days in the palace had been packed full of meetings and wandering and learning how to fight, and I’d been looking forward to relaxing with my closest friend all day.
So when I shimmered back to my bedchamber and Emma was nowhere to be seen, I was more than a little disappointed. I crossed the hall to her room and knocked on the door. “Hey, did you forget we were going to hang out?” But as my knuckles rapped against the black door, it swung inward, revealing the tidy but empty space.
Callum, did you by chance take Emma back to the earth realm?
I did not. She told me she had the next two days off.
My pulse thrummed in my ears, and my stomach twisted into a coiled, acidic pit at Callum’s words.
When was the last time you saw her?
Callum shimmered before me, followed closely by Sorin and Jadzeera.
“What’s wrong? What’s happened?” The Shifter King grabbed my hand, swirling eyes desperate with the question.
“The last I saw her was shortly after the meeting.”
I couldn’t think it. Not yet. Even though I knew in my fucking bones where she was, I wouldn’t accept it yet.
“What if she’s lost in one of the moving corridors?”
Either Callum brought the other two leaders up to speed or they pieced it together themselves. “Zurie, the hold would never provoke someone without magic.”
“Then where is she?” My face went hot and voice broke as I screamed the question.
Verrill shimmered in, his lovely face bruised and swollen so much only one eye remained open. The expression in that star-lit eye brought me to the ground. “No.” The word was a whisper, a plea, a desperate rush of air through strained cords.
“He attacked me. Hours ago. I don’t feel his presence in the palace any longer, or that of your sweet friend.”
A keening wail ripped from my throat, but as the sound built within me, I rose to my feet. I reached for Sorin, gripping every bit of bare flesh I could, forearms and neck, switching to the flat of his stomach and chest when that wasn’t enough.
The scream died, but only because I was out of breath. I ripped off my shirt and his, hugging him close, squeezing our bodies together as hard as I could.
Finally, his calm reached me, tamping down the fiery rage and helpless fear that had threatened to consume me. The other leaders stood around us, watching with wide eyes as I speared my awareness into Dex’s mind.
What have you done!
Nothing. No response. Not even the faintest hint of life on the other end of the link. I might as well have been shouting into the void of space.
If you or your father harms Emma in any way, I will rain terror down on your realm. Mark my words as truth, Dex of the Blood Realm. You’ve crossed the high queen, and she does not forgive.
I severed the link, slamming a newer, fortified wall between his mind and mine. I didn’t know if he’d heard me, but I wasn’t taking chances that he could get in my mind.
Not when I planned to obliterate the soulless devil-spawn the first chance I got.
Rage swirled in my belly once more, mixing with the fear that I’d caused my best friend’s kidnapping.
I stared at the red snake on my wrist.
Keep us safe.
“I specifically said us. I meant all of us, including Emma. He shouldn’t be able to harm any of us.”
“And maybe he can’t,” Verrill offered quietly.
Or maybe he could. Maybe the reason he was so charming to Emma at breakfast was that he’d found a loophole in the deal. I’d said “us,” but the spell binding the deal might have only included the leaders and me. To the magic, Emma might not have been included in “us.”
Don’t double-cross us.
But he had. He’d stolen Emma. I couldn’t explain that. Maybe, like Verrill’s inability to get in Dex’s head, something in the way the witch made him kept him from adhering to the binding of deal magic.
Pulse hammering in my temples, I shimmied out of my pants. Touching Sorin alone wasn’t cutting it. “Everyone on the bed, clothes off. I need to think, and I can’t do that yet.”
Without hesitation, with no indication of alpha male bluster, each leader stripped down to their underpants.
I climbed in bed, clinging to Sorin’s bulky arm as I did. Once I was settled in the center of the bed, Sorin curled around my left side, touching as much of me as possible. I beckoned Verrill next because after calmness, I needed confidence. The demon climbed in next to me, lifted my head and placed it in his lap, smoothing my hair and rubbing lightly at my temples. I called Callum next, who spooned my other side. Jadzeera didn’t need beckoning. As soon as Callum was settled, she sat between my knees and laid her head against my stomach. I fisted my hand in her thick, silky white hair, because as much as the others had done to lessen the blinding rage and fear burning within me, the white-hot desire the Queen of Arcana offered burned bright enough to overpower it completely.
“Thank you,” I breathed as the steel weight on my lungs lifted.
But the need to shimmer to the Blood Realm now, to destroy the king and his plague of a son and save Emma, was undiminished. I said as much to my horde.
“I agree,” Sorin said as he cupped my right breast. His large hand covered me entirely, sending jolts of pleasure down to my toes. “Storm the hold now, while he’s not expecting it. He doesn’t think we have the balls or are prepared enough to do it. We’ll have the advantage of surprise.”
I nodded against Verrill’s lap.
Callum reached across me and cupped my other breast, resting his arm over Sorin’s. My eyes rolled as more electric waves spread their sparking arcs of desire through me. “Or we wait the fortnight. It’s too close to the previous new moon to risk going now.”
“Yes, that’s the best option. Showing on the day he already knows about is the last thing he’d expect from us.” Verrill traced a finger across my collarbones, ratcheting up my heartbeat and the heavy weight between my hips.
Jadzeera shook her head, her hair tickling my sides. “Maybe not, but he will plan for it. If we haven’t shown by then, he’ll have extra security measures in place that day. I say we go in a week, further from the last new moon but not so close to the original plan that he’ll expect it.” Her hand slid up my thigh, across my hips, finally coming to rest on top of my mound, adding an exquisite weight to the already heavy, swollen, aching part.
My hips rocked upward, pressing her palm harder against me, and a small moan passed my lips. All three men responded first with their bodies, hardness prodding me on both sides and at the back of my neck, then with action.
Sorin squeezed my right breast, letting his nails bite into the flesh. “As much as I hate to admit it, Jadzeera’s right. We should wait.”
Verrill twisted his fingers in my hair, holding it tight, and moved my head to the side. He leaned in and kissed down my exposed neck, swirling and licking when I pulled his head closer to the sensitive spots.
Callum rose to his knees, tonguing my peaked nipple before sucking it entirely into his mouth. Back arched and free hand wrapped in his hair, I pressed him and Verrill closer, heightening the delicious bliss.
Slim fingers traced my outer lips lightly, teasing and tickling the flesh beneath my underwear.
“Is this what you want, High Queen?” Sorin’s voice rumbled in my ear as he rolled my nipple between his thick fingers. “All of us, right now, right here?”
“Yes,” I breathed before sense could take hold of me and end this madness.





CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

A growl rumbled in the back of Sorin’s throat at my answer, and as if the hold itself heard me, the sheers around the bed drew themselves closed.
Verrill moved first, sliding out from under my head to kiss me on the mouth. He drank me in, nipping at my lower lip and exploring my mouth with his soft tongue.
Warm hands slid my underwear off and parted my thighs. “Lillith help me,” Jadzeera whispered, gliding a single finger down my soaked flesh. She shifted her weight and grabbed my hand, planting it right on the front of her silky underwear.
I didn’t need a second invitation.
She was drenched through and through, and I moved the scrap of fabric aside, dipping my fingers into her wetness and dragging them across her swollen clit. A sweet moan left the queen’s parted lips as I found the pressure and rhythm she liked. Soon, her hips rocked against my fingers as mine did against hers, and we were panting and moaning in unison.
Verrill pulled away, letting me see the Mistress of Arcana in all her glory. More than her slender frame and tight, firm breasts, more than the way her hips swiveled and rocked against my hand, more than her parted full lips and sultry moans, it was her skin that drew my attention most. Pale as ivory but covered in golden sigils, flaring brighter with every moan, they cast a warm glow to her, to all of us. The markings covered every inch of her, save the bits visible in her leathers. Curls of magic spiraled from her, sparking and glittering in the air around us. She groaned, bracing her free hand on my hip, and slid two fingers inside me, working the heavenly spot with the pads of her fingers while her thumb circled and slid across my clit.
I couldn’t return the favor. I could barely keep my wits about me enough to keep stroking her at all, but I must have done something right. Just as I crested the hill, just as the glorious end was in sight, Jadzeera threw her head back and screamed, grinding out her pleasure on my hand. Every sigil and rune flashed bright, turning the ice queen, my ice queen, into a golden goddess.
She fell to her knees but kept her fingers moving.
Sorin tweaked my nipple hard, and Callum still lapped at the other, but their free hands now explored everywhere they could reach: my arms, sides, stomach, and hips. They pawed their way across my body, kneading and digging in so much that it should have hurt. But the stinging bite of nails and weight of the heavy-handed pressure spooled me up, drove me mad, and eventually pushed me right over the edge.
I came screaming at the ceiling, writhing under so many sets of hands doing so many exquisite things to me.
Jadzeera finally collapsed fully, but not before making eye contact and slipping the tip of a finger, a finger that had just been inside me, between her lips.
I lay there, shuddering with aftershocks and the sensations Callum and Sorin still pulled from me. Weight shifted around me, and suddenly Verrill and Jadzeera had changed places. He gazed at me softly as I reached for his face, caressing the bruised, swollen half. “We can wait if you’re in pain,” I whispered in a ragged voice.
The Shadow King smiled at me. “Not on your life, my queen.” The king kissed and sucked my thighs and hips, giving me a chance to cool down after the first devastating orgasm. Slowly he worked me up again, grazing the tip of his nose or a finger across my lips until I trembled at his touch.
Callum pulled my face to him, kissing me deeply, connecting our bodies, our hearts, our souls, anchoring me here as Verrill licked me with the flat of his tongue. I groaned in Callum’s mouth when Verrill found my opening, sliding his tongue inside before darting up to my clit. Sorin abandoned my breast and focused on my neck as he took my hand and placed it on the front of his shorts. I gasped at the sheer size of it, hard, so fucking hard, and ready. I hadn’t seen it earlier when we were together, but now, that’s all I wanted.
Verrill got my hips rocking again as Jadzeera traced down my stomach and back up to my breasts with a single finger.
I pulled Sorin’s cock out and stroked it slowly, blind to what I was doing but enjoying his smooth, velvety skin in my hand. I was rewarded with a low, guttural growl that sent a shiver through to my bones. Verrill gave me a long, lingering lick, hopped to his knees, and flung my legs over his shoulders, aligning our sexes perfectly. The Shadow King met my gaze and slammed into me, nearly bringing me to orgasm with one stroke.
Callum reached down, snaked his hand between my legs, and found my clit, walking two fingers across and pinching it between them. I wailed at the new sensation, breaking contact with his lips.
Jadzeera propped my head and shoulders on a stack of pillows before moving from behind me. She slid her hand over Callum’s, taking over the teasing torture and reached for my free hand, placing it between her silky thighs once more. Callum repositioned closer to my head as he pulled off his shorts. “My queen, I’d love to see your beautiful lips wrapped around me.”
I nodded, not trusting my voice because nothing had ever sounded better in my whole fucking life.
Callum lowered his perfect, thick cock to my lips, and I swirled the head with my tongue before sucking it in my mouth. My Green King moaned, grabbing the headboard and thrusting gently, so gently, before cupping my cheek in his large, warm hand.
We writhed on and with each other, each taking only their fair share and no more. Verrill was close as he grabbed at my hips and threw my body against his. Jadzeera grew closer as well; her glowing sigils would always be her tell. Sorin’s swirling golden eyes lasered in on mine as he neared his own climax. And my sweet Callum gazed at me with such love, such deference, it pushed me right into my own bellowing, thrashing orgasm.
My horde came with me, screaming, groaning, and growling in unison before each collapsed, making sure to keep a bit of their skin on mine as they did.
We were bonded. By fate, by magic, and now with sex.
As I looked at each of them, I knew we would win this. I knew it in my goddamn bones.
I knew because whatever we’d done that night, whatever magic now linked us together, it healed Verrill’s face.
And Callum’s eyes were strangely blue once more.
The End…
for now




Sneak Peek

My blood sang with power, muscles vibrated with it as the steady thud of my heart sent magic careening through my veins like a car on a slick road, one overcorrection, one hesitation away from disaster. The air, so thick with the ever-ready power of my demons, smelled like all of them—honey and leather, fiery whiskey, newly tilled soil, and sweet, dark amber. The latter of which, Callum’s and Verril’s scents respectively, I hadn’t smelled until last night.
Holy fuck was that a night.
In coming together—sharing a bed and our bodies—we’d rekindled the Green Realm hold, the seat of magic for Callum’s realm and the races who draw their magic from said hold. Callum dutifully portioned off the lion’s share to the creatures whose lives depended on magic, taking the least for himself until the hold was restored completely.
We weren’t sure how long that would take but not one of us expected Callum being at full strength before we to face-off with the Blood King.
The other side-effect of bringing the realm leaders together in my bed was that, like Lillith, I now had access to all of their magic. Each of the four twisting tendrils of power summoned a different sensation within me.
Which should I play with next?
My horde crouched low, eyes fixed on me, forming deadly a circle with me at the center.
Sorin smirked, eyes of liquid gold lasering in on my gaze. “Whenever you’re ready, love.”
My leathers creaked around me as I settled into an attack stance. Sorin’s biceps twitched in expectation but instead of attacking I shimmered out of the circle.
The blackness of the nothing pressed in around me.
But then just as the emptiness welcomed me, something pulled, no, it clawed at me, ripping me from the nothing back to the golden light of the rune room and throwing me to the ground.
It was Verrill who stood over me, smiling, his raven-black hair covering one star-lit eye. “You can’t get away that easily.”
I leapt to my feet. “That’s cheating! You can’t just tear someone out of the nothing.”
“I can, and I did.”
I folded my arms, battle leathers flexing as I let out a great sigh. “You know, when I suggested training as a team this wasn’t what I had in mind.”
“I’d wager not. It is, however, what you need.” Verrill smiled and once more dropped to a low crouch. “Powerful though you are, you allow your mind to project your next move. You must break yourself of the habit.” The Shadow King sidestepped my lunge, bopping me on the head lightly with the pads of his fingers. “If the Blood King is of sound mind, he’ll know your plan the moment you set foot in his realm if you don’t work to batten down the wall to your mind.
That was easier said than done. I could seal off my thoughts well enough, when that was the only thing I had to worry about. Making the space in my awareness for that and hand-to-hand combat—well, I wasn’t there yet.
But Verrill was right. We had no idea how much stolen magic the Blood King mastered. Maybe none, but we were preparing for the worst.
Sorin nodded. “You’re fast and strong, stronger than us even, and Jadzeera has done well with your training.” The leather-clad, white-haired Queen of Arcana tipped her head in an appreciative nod. “But you lack the honing and skill that hundreds of years of boredom and warring have given us.”
I lunged again, this time feinting left at Sorin but going right, toward Callum. I collided with him, knocking him off his feet and pinning him to the ground. I locked eyes with my Green King but before I lost myself in those inhuman pools of cobalt he shifted his hips and reversed the pin, knocking me to the ground and holding me there with an arm across my middle.
He laid a kiss on my cheek and whispered, “Care to try that again, my queen?”
I squirmed out from beneath him and shot to my feet. “Well, I don’t think I can make up for hundreds of years of training in under a week.”
Jadzeera stepped forward, her delicately pointed chin slightly raised. “You’re right, you cannot. That’s why we’ve decided you’ll have a minimal role in defeating the Blood King.”
My chest tightened at her words. “Pardon me?”
“That’s right, prophesy girl.” Sorin grinned at me. “You did your part. You brought the realms together. Not let us do ours.”
“Wait a minute—”
“The decision has been made, Zurie.” Callum’s smooth baritone which previously had given me such comfort, had soothed the raw edges of my strange new life, now cut like an freshly whetstoned blade. I stood slack-jawed, the air leaving my lungs like I’d been punched in the gut as I stared at my realm leaders, each pleased with themselves for finally coming together to make a decision,
Raw shifter power rose first, as it always did, raising my hackles and rippling my skin.
Sorin nudged Callum in the ribs. “See, I told you she wouldn’t like it.”
I staunched the urge to reach for the Shifter King and his calming touch as more power roiled through me—the responsive, taught line that was mind magic snapped down around my thoughts as the tingling newness of green magic sparked throughout me, and sigils whose names and attributes I hadn’t yet learned burned behind my eyes.
I had a line to each of their native magic churning in my veins and they wanted to ground me.
“You may have made the decision but I have no intention of heeding it.” I let their magic seep through me, blowing through the rune room like wind through a tunnel and met each of their gazes one by one.
No. Not their magic.
My magic.
“It wasn’t your decision to make. We’re moving forward with the plan. We leave at the end of the week. And by we, I mean all five of us.”
Sorin’s jaw clamped shut as he forced his words through his teeth. “If something were to happen to you—”
“If something were to happen to you, to any of you, and I weren’t there to stop it I wouldn’t survive that. We’re stronger together. You know that and I won’t have the Blood King doing to me what he did to Lillith. He’s not dividing us up and he’s not getting near any of you without going through me first. Now, we have a week. Let’s quit wasting time talking about it and work on getting me ready.”
Grab your copy
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