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        For everyone who was made to think they were a reject just because they didn’t fit in with the crowd—this one's for you, you unique beauty.

      

      

      

      
        
        Being ‘normal’ is overrated.

      

        

      
        Love, R.L. & M.
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Motto: “There is unity in purity”

        

      

    

    
      Mortem (House of Death’s Territory)

      Species - Reapers

      Leaders - King Alaric

      Heir - Amare

      

      Obumbratio (House of Shadow’s Territory)

      Species -Wraiths

      Leaders -King Victor & Queen Adira

      Heir -Adrien

      

      Infernum (House of Hellfire’s Territory)

      Species - Hellhound

      Leaders - King Drax & Queen Emberleigh

      Heir -Damien
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      Species - Fallen Angels

      Leaders - King Celorn & Queen Kahli

      Heir - Colt

      

      Peccatum (House of Sin’s Territory)

      Species - Succubus/Incubus

      Leaders - King Marcelo & Queen Anastasia

      Heir - Nicolas

      

      Tenebris (House of Rune’s Territory)

      Species - Dark Elves

      Leaders - King Roarke & Queen Ava

      Heir - Finias
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Ama

        

      

    

    
      Just one punch. One punch and I would never ask for anything else in my life.

      One solid strike to her sneering face wouldn't be the worst thing in the world. Right? I personally thought it would be beneficial and that I’d be doing everyone a favor if I just knocked some sense into her. After all, not all heroes wear capes and save lives—sometimes, they have demon horns and punch assholes in the face.

      I soared towards the ledge of the castle's balcony to land, my black, leathery wings shifting in my peripheral as streaks of lightning shot across the dark sky. I would have continued to fly around if it weren’t for the storm coming in fast. Especially because it would have allowed me to avoid her. Her being Lily, the woman waiting for me on said ledge with a shit-eating grin on her face, her waist-length silver hair blowing in the wind while her ‘friends’ stood around her, hyping her up as she tormented me.

      Didn’t anyone else think it was a bit weird how often she sought me out for these encounters?

      Or maybe I should be flattered—the woman was clearly obsessed with me. Mind you, I mean obsessed with making fun of me and bullying me at every opportunity, but obsessed, nonetheless. Maybe I should get her a trophy that says #1 Stalker.

      As I muttered a curse under my breath, a boom of thunder had me jolting and looking up towards the angry, rolling black clouds that threatened to strike me down if I didn’t get out of the sky soon. Of course, my momentary distraction provided Lily with the perfect moment to gather her power and send it hurling towards me in an attack.

      I grunted as it slammed into me, my body shuddering in pain and a frustrated growl rumbling from my throat. Seriously? While I wasn’t even looking? Low blow. It spoke volumes about her character. Now the punch to the face was more than justified, in my humble opinion.

      Whirling around as I righted myself from her attack, I faced the ledge again. My wings beat faster than normal to keep me steady in the air as Lily raised her scythe again. The rings around her black eyes glowed dark red, matching the power pulsating near the tip of her blade as she aimed it right at me for another shot.

      This time, though, I avoided it easily, darting out of the way as energy vibrated through the air around me. Damn, her power had a kick to it. I had to give it to her; even without a direct hit, I still felt traces of the energy scratching against my skin. I wasn’t dense enough to think it would be an easy fight. She wasn’t as powerful as me, but she was powerful enough that she could kick my ass if I wasn’t focused fully on her.

      Looking around, I tried to scope out another place to land quickly, knowing that I would undoubtedly be late to the meeting with my father now. I really wanted to avoid that, since I tended to be tardy quite often, and that probably wasn’t the best reputation for the princess of our house.

      Unfortunately, my current location put me on the side of the castle overlooking a steep cliff that dropped off into a dark, rocky void. The ledge Lily currently occupied was the only place to land, unless I wanted to start knocking on the windows of the private quarters littering the side of the dark, gothic structure.

      “Hey, maybe that’s not a—no, Ama, no”, I chided myself. That would just be obnoxious. What would I say? ‘Hey, don’t mind me! Just trying to escape my tormentor, who hates my guts because I’m a hybrid. Oh wait—you probably do too.’ It would also make it seem like I was scared of Lily, which I wasn’t—she just had me at a disadvantage with her position on the ledge. Being at the mercy of the elements was really fucking me over.

      This was one of the many problems with living in the House of Death. This castle—well, this territory in general—was not built for individuals who had wings and could fly. In fact, my father had first built this ledge when I was learning, purely for me to have a safe place to practice without having to jump out windows where there would be no platform to catch me if I failed. Unfortunately, most days, it made an easy target for anyone looking to find me, as Lily had figured out.

      A boom of thunder sounded again as the storm rolled closer and drops of cold rain began to pelt my skin. I instinctively flew closer to the ledge to gain shelter from the storm. Of course, just as a heavy gust of wind buffeted me from the side, rolling me in the air, Lily managed to hit me with one of her bursts of power while I tried to devise a plan.

      This was absolute bullshit.

      I should have flown around the castle to the entrance, but I would be damned if Lily bullied me out of landing in my own house. Honestly, if this woman wasn’t a Reaper and under my father’s protection by law, I could have easily killed her by now. I was already the most hated person in my own home without adding murder to the list of reasons to despise me.

      “What’s wrong, Amare?” Lily goaded over the wind, an infuriating smirk plastered on her face. “Come on down here; we don’t bite.”

      “You do suck, though,” I muttered, knowing that if she ever had the opportunity, she would attempt to see if she could suck my soul out with her scythe. It was a topic of intense debate—whether their powers could affect me since I was a hybrid.

      I’d also heard whispers that Lily enjoyed another form of sucking, if you know what I mean, and I couldn’t avoid the opportunity to use the innuendo.

      Truth be told, I wasn’t afraid of her permanently injuring me or putting me in the grave. She was more of an annoying gnat that was frustrating me. However, whatever devious plan she had in her pea-sized brain definitely wouldn’t be pleasant for me.

      “Fuck off, Lily,” I growled, inching closer to the safety of the ledge and darting out of the way of the next burst of power as the wind battered against my leathery wings. My visibility was lessening and, as strong as I was, I knew I wouldn’t be able to keep myself suspended in weather like this much longer.

      I had to either retreat or go on the offensive.

      So, in true Ama fashion, I surged forward, ready to finish this little squabble. Lightning lit up the sky as Lily’s magic hit me square in the chest, and I collided with her taller frame, groaning as I tackled her to the ground. I immediately rolled off of her and to my feet, rubbing my chest as she offered me a sneer.

      “You are a disgusting excuse for a Reaper,” she spat out, yelling over the roaring wind as she stood up to face me. “You shouldn’t be in the House of Death.”

      It was a phrase I had heard my entire life, even as a child, when I hadn’t quite understood what people meant by it.

      My gaze narrowed on Lily as hateful words spewed from her mouth. I turned as if to leave, but as soon as my shoulder faced her chest, I forced my right wing to snap outward towards her, hitting its target perfectly. Her face being the target.

      Blood dribbled from her nose as I winked at her over my shoulder and widened my eyes in mock innocence. “Sorry. I’m just such a disgusting excuse for a Reaper that can’t control my wings.”

      Her little crew was silent, and I didn’t bother defending myself further. The sad part was that she was right—I shouldn’t be here. The problem was that I didn’t really belong anywhere. Lily was just excellent at bringing that to everyone's attention whenever she had the opportunity.

      Pura, Kingdom of the Six Houses, was built upon preserving purity of bloodlines. Of course, you can imagine how popular that made me, right? Not.

      I was pretty sure the only reason I was still in the House of Death was because my father was king. As the very literal Grim Reaper, not many people were willing to go against him.

      Lily’s normally high-pitched voice dropped low as she stated in a deadly calm voice, “No one wants you here, Amare. Your daddy can’t protect you forever.”

      Anger fueled me as I spat back at her, tired of her acting like I should be afraid of her, “I don’t need him to protect me. You need him to protect you from me.” I put out my hands as I turned my back on her fully, preparing for the magic she would no doubt try to send my way after that insult. The minute I turned, I heard it soaring through the space between us and turned, my wing defensively batting the pulsating red orb of power away, sending it crashing into one of her friends.

      “Oops.” I smirked once more and used my wings to propel me into the safety of the castle. She wouldn’t dare harass me inside, where watching eyes could report back to my father. She wasn’t that ballsy, preferring instead to harass me in private.

      I didn’t want a war with Lily. In fact, I would have been perfectly happy if the woman never spoke to me again. However, if she continued to escalate this war, I’d have no problem finishing it. There was only so much hostility and abuse I could take before I snapped on her—or anyone else, for that matter. After eighteen years of being treated poorly, I was reaching my limit.

      Muttering under my breath about rude people, I strode further into the castle as I squeezed out my dark, long hair, which was naturally highlighted with a faint crimson color. Water dripped onto the black marble flooring of the castle as I passed antique mirror after antique mirror. The dim lighting of the space only added to the dark and moody nature of the castle.

      Would it kill to have some bright lights around here? Hell, maybe even a vase of bright flowers? Something that didn’t scream impending doom and gloom.

      As if the universe were mocking me, I spotted several vases of black roses, my eyes narrowing on the dark petals.

      I passed one of the castle servants, and she offered me a hesitant smile, which I returned. I knew my friendliness towards the individuals who worked here always surprised people, especially considering my position as princess.

      When they asked why I didn’t act like a typical royal, as in treating the individuals who worked here with distaste, I made it pretty simple for them…I wasn’t a dick. Unless someone deserved it, of course.

      Was it that hard to be nice to people? The answer was yes, if you were dealing with literally anyone in this damn kingdom.

      Dramatic? No. Okay, it was possible I was currently more than a little bitter after being battered in the storm and harassed.

      To be fair, it wasn’t just Lily who was a problem. No. The problem was much larger than a single person, and as I entered the main foyer, I was reminded of why exactly that was. Besides attracting attention for currently looking like a drowned rat, I also physically looked very different from the other citizens of the House of Death. Mainly because of the massive, dark, leathery wings and horns I was sporting, which no one else in this house had.

      I was also shorter and curvier than most of the women here—House of Death was known for having tall and lithe citizens. Top it all off with my crimson-highlighted ebony hair and pink and silver eyes, and I had exactly zero chance of blending in amongst the silver-haired, black-eyed House of Death members.

      Now that I thought about it, maybe that was why I’d been yearning for a bit more color around here: I was tired of being the only color in an otherwise almost oppressively dark setting. I wanted something else to stand out, other than me.

      “Ama!” A friendly voice had me smiling almost immediately as Zurie appeared at my side, her silver head of lavender-streaked curls bouncing along with her as she offered me a massive smile. Alright, I wasn’t the only one who stood out a bit here. Zurie, with her natural lavender highlights—a match to her Reaper power—and silver eyes that almost blended with her pale skin, stood out like me. But unlike me, she was more than accepted here. She was more ‘dead’ than she was alive, and that was prized here in the House of Death. Shocking, right?

      Apparently, her mother—a Reaper who was currently part of the court here—had screwed a ghost. No, I have absolutely no idea how that was possible. Yes, I totally wanted an explanation.

      Unfortunately, her mother was fairly intimidating, so I couldn’t just walk up to her and ask how she’d managed to fuck a ghost and get pregnant with my friend. I also had a feeling that Zurie didn’t want to think much on the matter of her conception. Plus, it was just nice to have someone around who wanted to be my friend in the first place. I probably shouldn’t scare her off with my questions.

      “Hey.” I offered her a head nod as I squeezed more water out of my hair, trying to untangle it from my horns. They were twisted at the top, so it was a pain in the ass when my hair was dry and a nightmare when it was wet. Don’t even get me started on what happened when I ran out of conditioner. I usually considered just shaving my head at that point.

      “Got caught in the storm?” Zurie asked curiously, her eyes reflecting a hint of suspicion that there was more to the story than that.

      “No, it was totally on purpose. I figured I’d just bathe in the sky to save some hot water in the castle,” I answered sarcastically, a fake smile plastered on my face.

      She pinned me with a stare, quietly demanding the real answer.

      “I wish it was that simple,” I grumbled, finally relenting under the power of her laser eyes. “Lily realized I was out flying and was waiting for me on the ledge with her stupid cronies when I got back.”

      “What a bitch.” Zurie scowled as if she was plotting Lily’s death as we spoke, her protectiveness of me bringing a true smile to my face. “You know, you could probably get her kicked out of court along with the rest of her family if you told your father.”

      I sighed wistfully at her suggestion and then shook my head, “That would make it look like I couldn’t handle her myself. She’s really just an annoying gnat that I have to swat down occasionally.”

      “You’re too easy on her and everyone else who bullies you. Tell your father,” she advised, but while I didn’t completely disagree with her, I wanted to handle it myself. My father was already aware of it, and I’d continued to refuse his help.

      As we made our way up another set of stairs, I felt my cheeks heat slightly as I met the intense gaze of the only man in this damn territory, literally the only one, that I purposefully avoided at all costs. But because I’m me—and completely unlucky—I happened to not only run into him on an already shitty day, but while looking like an angry wet cat.

      Drayven. Fucking Drayven.

      The man was walking down the steps—towards the throne room, if I had to guess—with all of the dangerous predatory energy you would expect from a man that large. No wonder everyone seemed to love him. The man just looked like a leader and someone you didn’t want to mess with. Plus, it was no secret that the rest of the royals in our territory were grooming him to take over the throne if my father died. There was no way they would allow me to claim my birthright of the throne if my father wasn’t around to back me up.

      Drayven was powerful and had a strong sense of loyalty to Mortem that had quickly allowed him to rise through the ranks.

      His gaze ran over my form before narrowing on my wings in a look of disgust, causing me to nearly let out a growl. The man was such an ass.

      A gorgeous one, but still an ass.

      My cheeks heated more as we walked past without saying a word to one another, and memories assaulted my brain. Even his friends were smart enough to not bring up the situation I’d still yet to live down to this day.

      A moment that I’d promised myself I would never repeat.

      Drayven and I had known one another our entire lives, and despite his being three years older than me, I had always had a massive crush on him. How could I not? He was the most attractive man I’d ever laid eyes on, with his confidence and powerful aura that seeped out of him effortlessly. People gravitated towards him, and it was so clear that he was a natural born leader. Something that I was more envious of than you would ever believe.

      It didn’t hurt that he was also extremely tall, stacked with muscle, and had a twin set of dimples when he smiled. He might have the typical features of a Reaper—pale skin, silver hair, and black eyes—but there was something unique about him that drew me to him inexplicably, like a moth to a flame.

      I was sixteen when I’d decided to tell him that. Publicly, after school. In front of everyone.

      I had really thought the feelings were reciprocated, since the man had, you know, fucking kissed me two days before. But apparently, I’d read that situation wrong because he had not only shot me down but also said, and I quote…” You nearly sucked my soul from my body the other day. How could I ever be with a hybrid who can’t control her powers? You are a danger to us all.”

      Yeah, you can probably imagine the wonders that did for my teenage confidence levels. I’d also been livid because I’d given my first—and likely last, due to the whole soul sucking thing—kiss to such an insensitive jerk.

      Now, two years later, things were still uncomfortable. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever be able to be in a room with him without having the urge to punch him in his ridiculously sharp jawline.

      “Ama...” Zurie offered me a pointed look, and I glanced down at my hands, which were surrounded by a reddish-pink swirl of power. My Succubus side coming out to play.

      “What?!” I offered in mock defense, “I’m just saying, I don’t think it would hurt the man to take a trip on the wild side. He’s so uptight.”

      “You cannot use your powers to create a mass orgy here.” She shook her head, smiling at my most recent idea, as we turned the hall up ahead.

      “I still think it’s a great idea.” I grinned in satisfaction at the thought, “He will never see it coming.”

      I made a point to almost never use my Succubus powers…although, this felt like a pretty solid excuse to break my own rule. He had embarrassed me, so I’d do the same to him. I also needed to ignore the ridiculous surge of jealousy I felt at even the idea of him being part of said orgy, not only because it made no sense, considering the man was my arch nemesis of sorts, but also because I made a point of trying to feel nothing but hatred for him.

      “Sounds like he will see a lot of coming if you do that,” Zurie deadpanned.

      “Did you just make a sex joke?!” I exclaimed with a smile, feeling proud of myself. I was clearly converting her to the dark side. If the dark side included my dirty sense of humor, inner grumblings, and extreme lack of experience when it came to sex.

      Yeah, I was apparently failing in that area as well. How many adult Succubi or Incubi do you know who are virgins? I can tell you how many I know. One. That one being me.

      “Maybe.” She grinned and tugged my hand. “Come on, you have ten minutes until you have to go meet with your dad.”

      She was right, which meant I needed to get ready because, while he was my father, no one kept the Grim Reaper waiting.
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Ama

        

      

    

    
      I knew I was going to be late the minute I stepped into the steam shower in my en suite. After being pelted by hard, cold rain and wind, zapped in the chest, and soaked to the bone, my feet wanted to stay firmly planted to this spot as my body relaxed. I also knew that I would rather be a little late and have my shit together than try to rush down there with wet hair, panting and out of breath. I was made fun of enough already—I’d much prefer to show up looking good, since people would talk crap either way. They’d at least be liars if they said I looked a mess.

      After my first ten minutes in the shower, I had a feeling that Zurie had left and gone about her day. I didn’t blame her—she knew better than anyone how long I could take getting ready.

      One time, when we were attending a ball, we’d been nearly three hours late because I couldn’t decide what dress I wanted to wear. Then, I’d been distracted by the music we were listening to and had opted to sing and dance instead of getting ready for the stuffy political event. Before I knew it, my father had sent the guards to check on me because of how late I was. Oops.

      However, since I had no one waiting on me in my room this time, I carefully blow dried and straightened my hair, the black silky texture glowing with my crimson highlights. I applied a light amount of makeup, darkening my brows, and added a bit of dark red lipstick that brought out the pink in my eyes. After a quick nod in the mirror, I walked towards my extensive closet and began searching for the right outfit to wear.

      My father wouldn’t have cared what I showed up in, but considering the crowd that filled his throne room, I knew it was more important than he let on. I plucked out a pair of dark jeans, tugging them on over a pair of pink lace panties and matching bra, before adding a dark tank top. I added a red crystal necklace that rested on my cleavage and a cherry-colored leather jacket to keep the chill away. Finally, I slid on a pair of combat boots, met my reflection in the mirror, and did a little turn, smiling at the results.

      I knew it was a little stereotypical to love fashion so much, being a princess and all…but in my defense, I was crazy bored. When you only had one friend in a den of people who despised you, you found other means of entertainment that weren't socializing. Mine happened to be my not so little clothing obsession. My motto was that if you looked good, you felt good, and I needed every little piece of confidence I could muster to survive here.

      As I made my way through my dark bedroom, the heavy curtains drawn, and my large red, gothic bed perfectly made from this morning, I found I'd been right. Zurie was gone.

      A part of me momentarily considered not going to the meeting. I looked longingly at the crimson red velvet couch stationed in front of the fireplace. The dark, skinny windows showcased the storm flashing outside, and my bookcase was practically calling to me, urging me to curl up on the couch and escape to somewhere that wasn’t filled with judgmental jerks.

      I mean, did my dad really need me there?

      Then again, Drayven would likely be there for the open court session, so, if I wanted to prove that I was a better successor than him, it would do me good to show up.

      Every century, the six houses held a Summit to determine the next Supreme for the hundred years to come. The Supreme was the tiebreaker and final vote on all decisions funneled through the kings and queens of each house during the hundred-year span of their rule. They were also given enhanced abilities in order to be able to keep the other houses in check if they stepped out of line. Because of this unique benefit, it was a prized appointment that needed to be given to the right person. If someone with the wrong ambitions received it, it could easily be abused to give their own house a tremendous leg up over the others.

      It was generally understood that someone with an even temperament and unbiased mindset, focused on the good of the realm, was the best fit for a position like the Supreme.

      That’s why my father had held it for so long.

      My dad liked to keep me informed as much as possible on his plans regarding the House of Death, which of course made me feel like he not only trusted me but had faith in my potential as a leader. That thought gave me the final push I needed to go to this meeting. I didn’t want to disappoint him. I wanted to make him proud. Even if it meant attending the open court after a meeting consisting of our royal court of the House of Death asking a million and ten questions about the Summit and our plans moving forward.

      I inhaled sharply, pulling myself out of a particular relaxing fantasy of lazing around in bed reading, and moved with determination towards the door. I would not hide away. Even if the concept of arriving alone was more intimidating and frustrating than I would like to admit.

      The heavy door of my suite closed behind me with a loud bang before I could talk myself out of going. Two guards offered me nods of greeting from where they stood on either side of the door. I offered one of them a smile, not recognizing him and wanting to be friendly. I quickly realized my mistake.

      Annoyance with myself filtered through me as a pink blush hit his cheeks and a hazy look invaded his dark eyes. The look associated with my Succubus allure. The one that I never used because it reminded me so much of all the harm those powers could cause.

      Being a hybrid sucked.

      Being rejected by the territory you half belonged to was awful.

      But managing to keep one half of your essence tied down because you weren’t comfortable with what it was capable of? Yeah. That was a new level of pain, if I was being honest.

      Sometimes it became overwhelming—the need to feed off others' lust and desires. Sometimes it was so bad that I would feel like I was getting sick, my throat drying up and a fever spiking. I still never gave in.

      I refused to be like her. My mother.

      Luckily, I could gain energy and feed in a different way, and while it was still uncomfortable not using that side of me, I had figured out a way to make it bearable. By using Reaper magic to feed off the lust that had accumulated in their souls over their lifespan, I was able to subdue the part of me that wanted to feed off the physical component of that energy. One that I had yet to experience myself and likely never would.

      You would think, as a Succubus, I would have made it a point to experience as much lust as possible, but I didn’t. Not only did I actively avoid it, but I also had yet to truly feel it. Well, ok, that wasn’t completely true. There had only been one person that I had felt an insurmountable sense of desire towards—Drayven. So, now those emotions were gone. Sort of… okay, I was a bit of a liar. I thought about Drayven far more than I cared to admit, especially when I was alone.

      It was crap that I would still be attracted to such a jerk. Why couldn’t I feel an overwhelming desire for a man who wasn’t an ass? Luckily for me, the hatred I felt towards him made not using that side of my magic far easier. Plus, this way I was able to use my scythe more and remind myself that I didn’t need that other half of me.

      I was itching to go on another mission to reap souls soon. Thankfully my dad understood my need to feed in that manner, and assigned me to go more often than others my age. Unfortunately, it definitely did me no favors with blending in. It often angered the others that I was being given special treatment. A reaper’s scythe was a symbol of their power levels, the more souls they reaped, the more energy their scythe was able to hold. They thought he was giving me the opportunity to become more powerful than them, when really, he was just giving me the opportunity to stay alive without being forced to use the half of me that I despised.

      I couldn’t blame them for feeling anger towards me, but I also didn’t feel comfortable sharing why I had to feed that way with individuals who hated me. I literally needed to do it to satisfy the other half of me. No. They didn’t need another reminder of how different I was from them.

      As I thought of my scythe, my power hummed in pleasure at its appearance, the metal warm beneath my hand. My Reaper magic took the form of black smoke streaked with small electrical currents of crimson that matched my hair, circling and crawling up my arm in greeting before dissipating.

      All Reapers had scythes, but mine was particularly badass, as it was crafted with a special mixture of metals that only the royal line had access to. It was a reminder of my status here, no matter how many times people tried to belittle me and tell me I had no claim to the throne after my father was gone.

      I made my way through the private quarters of the royal family and headed down several sets of stairs, noting that more people had begun to appear. The castle itself was usually very crowded, the dark gothic halls and large array of rooms containing everything from social gatherings to business meetings throughout the day. It was one of the reasons I was glad my father had sectioned off our personal quarters from the rest of the castle, allowing for some semblance of privacy.

      I didn’t want to have to worry about people interrupting my leisurely time spent reading. That had happened once last year, and I had nearly thrown my book across the room to avoid my tutor realizing I was smack dab in the middle of a steamy scene.

      No, thank you. I did not need my seventy something year old tutor realizing that I had taken a liking to romance novels. Graphic romance novels.

      That would have been beyond awkward, and I hadn’t wanted to be held responsible if he’d collapsed on the spot upon finding out. I hadn’t thought his old heart could take the shock to the system.

      I could feel judgmental gazes on me as I roamed down the hallway, and I summoned my favorite accessory. A cool metal weight settled on top of my head, resting like a shield. I found people were far less likely to openly make rude comments about me while I was wearing my crown.

      Although, it was a bit uncomfortable. Probably due to the black encrusted diamonds and dark metal frame that rested around my horns a bit snuggly.

      As I neared the throne room, the crowds grew, and I walked through the heavy groups of people until I reached the doors. Instantly, individuals were moving out of my way as the guards let me cross into the large, nearly four-story ceiling space that contained not only the royal court, but also my father’s throne.

      Upon my entrance, my father immediately looked up, a happy smile filling his face as the person he was talking to turned to look at me with a disapproving expression.

      Oh well.

      My dad and I were super close, and over the years there had been people who had tried to drive a wedge in our family because they didn’t believe I should be considered an heir. Mostly women who’d tried to replace my mother. But each and every time, my dad not only saw through their attempts but dismissed them from court. He was extremely protective of our small family, and even though my mother wasn’t in the picture anymore, I knew there would never be anyone else for him.

      “Ama!” He stood up as everyone stared at us, my lighthearted pace taking me up the marble stairs that led to where his dark stone throne sat. Honestly, it was a super cool throne, if I did say so myself. Not only was it made of completely solid stone, carved from one piece, but the bottom of it was covered with skulls that had been welded into place, facing outwards so their dark sockets stared at you from all directions.

      A little creepy, but like I said, pretty damn cool.

      “Hey, Dad!” I flashed a smile as he offered a small wave of a hand, dismissing those around him as he motioned for me to follow him. I couldn’t lie, I absolutely loved that he was taking the time out of his day—and theirs—to have a meeting to brief me on everything. He knew how harsh the royals were to me and always strived to prepare me to the best of his ability. To say he was a pretty fantastic dad was the understatement of the century.

      I always found it odd to see my dad looking so ‘casual’ compared to his royal Reaper style. You would have thought it would be the opposite, right? Nope. When he attended court, which was only about once a week, he ditched the dark robes and intimidating magic for jeans and a t-shirt with loafers. Very dad-ish indeed. He still looked scary as hell though.

      Clearly I’d gotten most of my looks from my mother, because my dad was not only extremely tall—like over 6’5”—but he had zero of the trademark Succubus traits I’d inherited. He also had the typical Reaper silver hair, which he wore in a messy style that made him look far younger than the thousands of years he’d probably been around. Despite him always evading the question when I asked him how old he was, I was still bound and determined to find out eventually.

      Behind his throne was a set of heavy dark doors, guarded by nearly ten men who immediately let us through. My father’s scythe and crown almost immediately disappeared once we were inside his private business quarters. If there was one thing I knew about my dad, it was that he took absolutely no joy in ruling.

      In fact, if there had been anyone ready and willing to take his place, he would probably have handed it over immediately. Unfortunately, the only true heir to the position was hated by the entire kingdom. Yeah, that was me. Which was why they had been training Drayven.

      “I was worried something had happened on your flight when you didn’t show up on time.” He sat down on one of the couches as I groaned in response, dramatically laying out across the other couch and kicking my combat boots up onto the table that was set with a stunning lunch neither of us would probably touch. Not that it didn’t look delicious, but whenever I was near such a large group of judgmental pricks, I sort of lost my appetite. They’d probably find a way to talk shit about the way I chewed.

      “No, my flight itself was perfect.” I scowled, my wings fluttering against my back as if struggling for release from their glamour. “Lily was waiting for me at my usual ledge, so I got caught up in the storm in an attempt to avoid her crap.”

      “You know I can kick them out,” he offered, leaning back and giving me a pointed look. He had offered this a million times over.

      “No,” I groaned, “Her parents are decent people. I don’t want to punish them for their daughter being crappy.”

      “You must have gotten your compassion from your mother, because I would have booted their asses out already.” He looked to the side, where rain pelted the window. I scowled at the mention of my mother and my being anything like her.

      She was a hot topic of debate between us. Where my dad was still smitten with the woman who had given birth to me then ditched us, I was completely disenchanted. In fact, she was the reason I was so detached from my Succubus side.

      Once upon a time, my dad and mom had gotten together and had me. The issue? Because of my mom’s magic and natural tendencies as a Succubus, she’d decided—after already bringing me into the world—that she wasn’t suited to marriage or children because they tied her down. So, she left, and I had no idea where she was to this day. I had a feeling my father knew, but he wasn’t going to tell me. Probably because he knew I would do something rash.

      “Oh yes, so compassionate,” I rolled my eyes, “She must have used up all that compassion before she decided to ditch us and never return.”

      Call me crazy but once you decided to have a kid with someone, I felt like that made shit pretty real, right? Or maybe I was just old fashioned and wanted to be in love with someone enough that the idea of not being with them was actually painful. To be in love with someone so much that I wanted to create an entire life with them—whatever that entailed. Then again, Succubus culture had a different perspective on things than Reaper culture did, so I shouldn’t have been so surprised. It hurt nonetheless. I couldn’t help feeling like I wasn’t good enough for her to stick around.

      “Ama,” my dad warned lightly as I grumbled and closed my eyes, drawing in a deep breath before deciding to shake the moody cloud hanging over me from this nonsense. I would think about her later.

      “What did you want to talk to me about?” I asked curiously.

      “Yes!” He clapped and leaned forward, offering me a persuasive smile that spelled trouble. “So, here's the thing. I have to ask a favor of you—”

      A loud knock on the door had my father rolling his eyes and muttering a curse as he stood up and walked towards it. Screaming between two voices erupted from the other room, no doubt because of a dispute, and my dad paused and drew in a breath, knowing the argument wouldn’t settle down until he demanded so.

      “We will finish this conversation later, at dinner.” He offered me a thoughtful look and then scowled, “if these dumbasses don’t cause me to die of annoyance.”

      I laughed as he slammed the door behind him, and I looked out the window, wondering if I should follow him into the throne room. Probably not, right? I knew for a fact that he didn’t want to be here any more than I did and wouldn’t expect me to follow. I think a stroll outside was in order while he wrangled the court members. At least the rain seemed to be easing up to only a light misting. Lucky me.

      Standing up, I narrowed my eyes at the door, hearing the yelling continue at increasing volumes and knowing that if I went in there I would be annoyed at not only the drama, but also at everyone’s eyes on me—including Drayven’s gaze.

      Yep. That was more than enough reason for me to turn towards a private exit from the chamber that would take me down a long, narrow hall towards the courtyard we often had lunch in. Politics be damned—I was using this time to get the heck out of here and enjoy some peace and quiet after a rough day.

      Plus, I was positive we could just talk about whatever we needed to at dinner tonight. Despite my dad being busy, dinner was something I could always count on with him. He never canceled or missed it.

      Family was something I could always count on…even if it was just me and my dad.

    

  







            Chapter Three

          

          

      

    

    






Finias

        

      

    

    
      This…this was idiotic.

      Why my parents had sent me here to play social and political games was beyond me. It was as if they knew I would fail them, and hey—maybe that's exactly what they wanted. Just another excuse to punish me and satisfy their sick minds. I truly think they had convinced themselves at this point that they not only loved me but were exceptional parents. The wounds that were blissfully covered by my tattoos said otherwise.

      Resting my elbows against my bent knees as I sat on the edge of the black stone fountain in the middle of the courtyard, I considered leaving. I heaved a sigh as I ran my hands through the longer white locks of hair on top, pulling on them in frustration. Faking manners and kissing royal asses was definitely not my strong suit. Never has been and never will be.

      Ask me to gut a man in fifteen seconds without him seeing my face? I was your man.

      "Fuck me, this is going to be terrible," I groaned out loud and tried to clear my mind by focusing on the natural space around me. I found that the sound of the water pouring from the centerpiece soothed my trembling hands as I attempted to ground myself in the present and not memories from the past.

      As the Summit neared, it was as if it stirred up my parents' already vile tendencies with the need to come out on top in the Supreme position. I, for one, had no desire to be a weapon in their bloodthirsty plans, but there was nowhere else for me to go, and they ruled our house and territory with an iron fist. They had shaped me into the assassin they wanted over the years, and I hated to admit it, but I was damn good at it.

      Not for the first time, I found myself wishing I could leave it all behind and just explore the rest of the world. There had to be more to life than cruelty. Right? There had to be some form of love out there that didn’t include so much pain. It was a foreign concept to me, as I'd never experienced such a feeling, but it was something I wanted with every fiber of my being.

      To be wanted.

      To be safe.

      To be loved.

      A light misting of rain continued to fall from the sky, and I tilted my head back up as I placed my hands on the stone beneath me. Being a dark elf made me attuned with the natural elements and most at ease when I was outside surrounded by them. Being cooped up in a building for too long made my skin crawl and my feet itch to touch the soil outside, which was why I was out here putting off going into that gothic monstrosity of a castle.

      Closing my eyes, I basked in the glow of the moon and the feeling of the water on my skin. My tense muscles finally relaxed as I breathed in the energy around me, but that relaxation was quickly interrupted by someone mumbling to themselves as they approached the courtyard from the path that led into the castle.

      "Hitting her with my wing was not as satisfying as the punch I had imagined in my head. I need a do-over."

      What a bloodthirsty little creature. I couldn't tell if she was someone I should run towards and make friends with, or away from in case she decided to test that punch out on my face. I quite liked my face as it was, so I wasn’t fond of the idea of her messing it up.

      I knew I was handsome, with unique purple eyes that contrasted with the white of my hair and high cheekbones that complemented a strong jawline. Those weren’t even my best features, according to the women who gossiped; whispers of my pierced cock—which a servant woman had accidentally seen while I was changing in my private quarters—reached their ears.

      Additionally, I was marked with more rune tattoos—which were how we tracked power levels in our house—than any other of my house, and it tended to attract the women who thought they wanted a man that was a bit rougher around the edges. More dangerous. A reputation that was pretty easy to maintain, considering I was the most lethal killer from Tenebris.

      Nimbly, I jumped to my feet and slinked into the shadows amidst the pillars lining the courtyard. Running a finger along the inside of my forearm, I activated the rune within my tattoo there with its Latin incantation, "Pugione."

      The dagger embedded in my skin pulsated with a violet energy that matched my eyes as the cold metal of the hilt formed in my palm. Closing my hand around it tightly, I peeked around the edge of the pillar to take in the seemingly violent beauty emerging from the dark pathway and into the moonlight.

      Little was definitely a proper term to describe her. She had to be nearly a foot shorter than me, and that was with the boots she had on adding to her height. But there were also a lot of other words I would use to describe her…

      Beautiful.

      Sensual.

      Breathtaking.

      She continued to mutter to herself, but more quietly, so I couldn't discern her words as she approached the fountain and sat in the exact spot I had just been in moments before.

      Who was she? She didn't look like a Reaper, her features being quite the opposite of what their kind were known to look like. Whereas they are tall, lithe, pale, and had silver hair, she was short, curvy, tan, and had long black hair streaked with red that shone beneath the moonlight.

      Her head tilted from side to side, as if she were cracking her neck, then she rolled her shoulders back before leathery black wings appeared on her back. While her seductive appearance and wings made me think she could be a Succubus, I had never seen one with black wings before.

      What a conundrum my little creature was.

      Something tugged at my chest, as if a rope was tied between us and I was being pulled closer without her even lifting a finger. An insatiable need to know everything about this woman blossomed within me.

      I whispered the incantation that allowed all of my weapons to return to their rune tattoo until I called for them again, "Auferetur".

      She didn't appear to be a threat for now, and I didn't want to scare her by appearing from the shadows with a glowing dagger in my hand. That definitely wasn't the way to approach the first woman for whom I had genuinely felt a spark of interest that ran deeper than appearances.

      A part of me wanted to hold her in my arms and pry her soul open. I wanted to learn her darkest secrets and her every desire and whisper my own back to her.

      What the fuck was wrong with me? Was she extending her Succubus influence over me without me knowing it? That had to be it, but just in case it wasn't…

      I whistled a light tune as I came around the side of the column, wanting to purposefully alert her to my presence so as to not startle her. Her head whipped toward me, her hair flowing around her with the sharp movement, and in the blink of an eye she was suddenly standing with the most badass scythe I'd ever seen. Crimson streaked around the sharp blade and her hands as she narrowed her gaze on me.

      "Who are you?"

      So, she was a Reaper. My little creature was becoming more interesting with every passing second.

      Her voice was slightly raspy but still feminine, and it shot a spark of desire straight to my cock, which twitched in my black skinny jeans.

      While her stance and weapon showed that she wasn't afraid to fight me, her eyes held curiosity in them, and not malice. She would attack me if provoked, but it seemed more like she was intrigued by me, and that was something I could work with.

      I pounced on that glimmer in her eyes and held my hands out to show I was not a threat. Laughing softly, the corner of my mouth tilted up in a smirk as I answered, "I'm not here to hurt you. My name is Finias."

      Her gaze traveled the length of my body as she summed my answer—and me—up. Her eyes lingered on each tattoo she could see that wasn't covered by my black tank top, jeans and Converse. What she couldn't see was that the only expanse of my skin that wasn't tattooed with runes was my face.

      Everywhere below it was marked, and I did mean everywhere.

      I must have passed whatever visual assessment she was giving me, as her scythe disappeared and a slender brow raised as she asked, "And why are you outside the House of Death lurking like a creep?"

      Was that a hint of a smile I saw on her face? I'd roll with it.

      "I'm actually just here to take back my seat you so rudely uprooted me from with your psycho ramblings," I offered, pointing at the spot on the fountain's edge.

      Her mouth dropped open slightly as I took a seat and asked, "My butt warmed this spot up for you before you sat here, so we're friends already, right? Friends share butt warmth."

      The confusion on her beautiful face made me belt out a laugh and clutch my stomach. As I continued to chuckle, the confusion on her face slowly faded, and she eventually joined me in laughter.

      Eventually, our laughter died down, and I glanced at her in my periphery. She was staring at me as the moon lit up her large eyes and she nibbled her bottom lip gently, as if she wanted to ask me a question but was nervous.

      I swiveled my head towards her, and she immediately glanced away as if she hadn't been openly staring at me. She was adorable. And what the fuck? I had never considered a woman adorable before. She really was though.

      I figured I'd toss her a bone and hopefully it would help her open up to me in return. "To answer your earlier question about why I'm out here lurking like a creep..." I trailed off and waggled my brows at her like a weirdo causing her to giggle. The sound made me smile, and I became so wrapped up in it I almost forgot where I was going with this conversation. I found that I liked being the one to make her laugh.

      Clearing my throat, I continued, "I'm the prince of the House of Runes, and my parents sent me here to get to know the other royals better before the Summit." Groaning, I rolled my eyes and added, "So, pretty much the absolute last thing I'd like to be doing right now."

      She huffed out a single breath and tacked on, "Yeah, royals...what a bunch of assholes, am I right?"

      My eyebrows raised as I grimaced and nodded my agreement, but then something appeared around her curled horns that made me blink a few hundred times to try to figure out what I was seeing.

      Was that a crown?

      "Takes one to know one." She winked at me and pointed to her crown, "I'm the princess of the House of Death."

      Fuck my life. I had just insulted her without knowing it. I was such an idiot.

      I turned my head back straight and dropped my face into my palms while grunting, "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to insult you...I just meant that all my previous experiences with royals were shit and I'm really not the best people-person, as you can tell."

      A soft warmth landed on my shoulder, causing me to turn my head back towards her. Laughter danced in her eyes as she smiled at me kindly. "It's okay. I dislike all of them besides my dad as well. They really are assholes. I'm Amare by the way, or Ama for short, if you prefer."

      For some reason, just the single touch of her soft hand on my skin made fire spread through my veins, and an overwhelming desire to pull her into my lap invaded my brain.

      As my brain short-circuited for a moment, I was briefly unaware of my surroundings, so the deep voice that barked out her name startled me.

      "Ama."

      Fuck. She had quickly consumed all my thoughts, causing me to be caught off guard for the first time in as long as I could remember. That could be a fatal mistake, and I couldn't afford for that to happen again. Especially if it meant keeping her safe. Shit. When did that become a priority? No matter, there was no denying it, Ama’s safety was extremely important to me, and I was suddenly thanking my parents that I had the skill set I’d honed over years due to their guidance.

      No one was safe from me…so I was the perfect person to keep her safe.

      I didn't like the tone of voice this newcomer took with her though, and I reflexively got to my feet and positioned myself in front of her as I took in the large Reaper before me. He was maybe two inches taller than me and a brute, if I had to describe him. He was definitely not missing any meals or gym sessions.

      His black eyes flared with a ring of neon green around them as his own scythe appeared in his hands. The same color flared around his blade as Ama's had, but it didn't extend to his hands. "Who the hell are you? Get away from her."

      Something in me unfurled at him speaking to me in a way that suggested I could ever harm a hair on her head. Touching the top of my right hand, which was covered in a black flame tattoo, I muttered, "Ignis."

      When I turned my hands over, twin purple flames roared up from my palms, and I narrowed my eyes at the Reaper. "I think it’s you and your disrespectful tone, as if she's a dog to command, who should leave her alone."

      I might not have known Ama for more than a few minutes, but I already knew that I wouldn't hesitate to use the skills my parents had beaten into me to protect her.

      She was now my little creature. Whether she knew it or not.
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      Holy shiznit. Was Finias seriously standing up for me against Drayven? After like five minutes of knowing me and after I’d called him a creeper?

      All I could do was sit there in shock while tensions rose between the two men, who were now silent and simmering in rage. It was enough to pull me out of my frozen state.

      Oh no, this was about to get messy. Time to intervene.

      While it was nice to have someone defend my honor, especially someone as delectable as Finias was, I would never be a damsel in distress. I could take care of this on my own.

      "Now, now, boys," I tutted as I rose from my seat on the fountain and ran my hand down the dark elf's arm. Moving to stand in front of him, I arched a brow at Drayven and pursed my lips. "The next time you need to speak to me, do so with manners, or else I’ll have no qualms with ignoring you for the rest of my life. Sound good?"

      Already sort of was, frankly. But I would truly start ignoring anything he said to me—even at political meetings—if he couldn’t treat me with respect. I wasn’t that sixteen-year-old girl who didn’t have a backbone anymore.

      Drayven’s large chest rose as he took in a deep breath, and his nostrils flared at my formal tone. The green of his eyes pulsated before fading to their typical black, and his scythe disappeared with the color. Clasping his hands in front of him, he cleared his throat before responding, "Your father has requested your presence in the meeting room. Apparently they have something to discuss with both of us."

      Finias' voice rumbled behind me. "Would that have been so hard to say the first time around?" Okay, I was getting way too turned on by this man standing up for me and demanding manners from Drayven. I clearly needed some space.

      I had expected Drayven to quip back with spite, or to perhaps attempt to cut Finias' head off with his scythe, but instead he kept his tone even as he asked, "Ama, would you please accompany me inside? This is important."

      Had he just said please? To me? To little old “you nearly sucked my soul out when I kissed you, so I am going to publicly humiliate you” me? No way.

      And yes. I was still bitter. Thanks for asking.

      Noticing me glancing around me rapidly to see if the world was ending and pigs were flying, Finias chuckled and asked curiously, "You okay there, crazy?"

      True bafflement was etched on my features as my mouth flopped open and I pinned Drayven with a stare. Wait, what if this was an elaborate trick to get me alone and off me? And I didn’t mean “off me” in a good way. There would be no orgasms in my future unless they were by my own hand.

      Wait a second. I didn't need to go with Drayven alone.

      A smile curled my lips upward as I turned my head to look at Finias. "You said you were here for the open court session and to meet the royals, right? Come with us, and I'll introduce you to the assholes. The royals, I mean. Not their actual ass holes," I fumbled with how awkward that probably sounded.

      How obvious was it that I didn’t socialize often?

      Drayven was quick to cut in, venom dripping from his judgmental words, "Open court is for other royals only. He certainly does not look like he fits those requirements."

      Wow. Could we say “judgy”? Anger billowed inside me at Drayven, once again, judging a book by its cover. Even if that cover was a sexy package of tattoos that made Finias’ tall, lean form look fairly intimidating. Really though, why was everyone in this house such an entitled prick? Just because I was a hybrid didn't make me any less than them, and just because Finias was dressed casually and had tattoos didn't mean he was some vagrant here to rob us.

      A dark chuckle rumbled from Finias, pulling me from my thoughts as I glanced into his beautiful violet eyes. My breath caught in my throat as I took in the deadly calm expression in his eyes. They practically begged Drayven to push him over the edge and give him an excuse to enact all the wonderfully violent thoughts I could see running through them.

      Gone was the man who had joked about sharing butt warmth just a few minutes ago, and in his place was...someone who would burn the world down without a second thought. And call me crazy, but it turned me right the fuck on.

      It was a completely sound conclusion that I had some serious problems.

      Finias shocked me by reaching out and pulling me gently into his side, rubbing circles on my shoulder that made me wish I could burn this leather jacket off. I wanted to feel his touch on my skin. "And, pray tell, what do I look like, pretty boy? Because I can assure you that you don't have the slightest idea."

      That was fair. Finias was seriously like no one else I’d ever met before.

      Drayven's eyes glowed with his power once more as they fixated on where Finias was touching me. It probably pissed him off that someone was giving me the time of day and treating me like an attractive woman instead of some diseased hybrid to be avoided at all costs.

      The Reaper’s jaw clenched, and I imagined his teeth were probably grinding themselves down to stumps. I was quite enjoying seeing him so riled up, so I decided to play into it further. My hand snaked around Finias so that I was wrapped snugly against his lean body.

      Glancing up at the elf who had appeared from the shadows and made my heart flutter, I bit my lip as I once again appreciated how gorgeous he really was. There was a sort of feminine beauty to his high cheekbones and full, light pink lips. His head turned slightly down towards me, and he tossed a wink at me while whispering, "This is the most fun I've had in ages. How about you?"

      Another giggle bubbled out of me, and I mentally chided myself. Why did I sound like an excited school girl being flirted with for the first time? I just couldn't help it. Finias' cheeky yet confident attitude had inexplicably drawn me to him, and I wanted to peel back his layers and learn more.

      "I think riling Drayven up might be my new favorite hobby," I joked back, though I thoroughly meant it. A glint entered Finias' eyes as he leaned down towards me, his plush lips descending dangerously close to my own. He stopped a mere inch away, and his breath fanned my face, a minty scent accompanying it as he asked, "Can I rile him up further?"

      His intentions were astoundingly obvious, his eyes dropping to my lips, which had parted at his question. My cheeks warmed, a blush staining them at his forwardness. I couldn't deny that I wanted to feel how his lips felt against mine.

      Now, how did I explain to Finias that I couldn’t kiss him because I could kill him, without scaring him off?

      "I think you look like trouble, and I think you need to leave before I make you," Drayven finally answered, shattering the moment between us. Damn him.

      Finias instantly straightened, his arm tightening against me as he tutted back, "I don't take well to threats, and I don't think your king would be happy to hear you've threatened the prince of the House of Runes."

      I would have chopped my arm off to have a picture of Drayven's horrified expression framed and hanging on my ceiling to stare up at for eternity. Somehow his skin paled further—a feat I hadn’t thought possible for someone from the House of Death—and his eyes widened in shock.

      While I’d thought Drayven had been afraid of insulting a prince from another house, his words contradicted my thoughts. "Ama, get away from him. Now. He's a trained assassin."

      What the fuck?

      My eyes flew to Finias' face, and he didn't bother denying Drayven’s claim as he stared right back at Drayven. "I might have killed people in the past, but I still know how to treat a woman with respect. Can you say the same?"

      Fucking burn.

      For some reason, Finias’ admission of what he was didn't scare me in the slightest. Maybe it should have, but the thought of blood staining his hands didn't change the gut feeling I had about him. Instinctively, I knew he wouldn't harm me, especially with the way he had immediately moved to protect me when Drayven spat my name out earlier.

      I pulled away from Finias, and the hurt that crossed his face melted my heart. He probably thought I’d pulled away in fear, but that wasn't the case. I held my hand out for him to take as I asked, "Care to accompany me inside, Mr. Assassin Creeper?"

      He entwined our fingers and laughed softly, a warm affection infiltrating his gaze and making my pulse pick up. "I'd love nothing more, my butt warmth buddy."

      "What the actual fuck is wrong with you, Ama?" Drayven growled sharply, his voice rising in volume and pulling our focus back to him. "I tell you the man is a literal assassin, and your first instinct is to hold hands with him? You seriously are lacking some fucking brain cells. You’re going to get yourself killed. I won't allow this."

      My head jerked back for multiple reasons. For one, I was not the type of woman who was going to be told what I could and couldn't do. He wouldn’t allow it? It was as if this man was custom built to hit all the buttons that would infuriate me.

      Secondly, he’d actually sounded like he gave a shit about my safety for a brief second there, and that made me more uncomfortable than anything else that had happened today. Including holding hands with a hot assassin.

      "The day you openly mocked and rejected me after stealing my first kiss was the same day you lost any right to act like you gave a shit about me," I responded with a brisk chill to my tone, trying to signal that this conversation was over. Somehow, I didn’t think the man got the message.

      "Let's go inside, Finias," I moved forward, pulling on his hand as I looked back at him, semi-frozen in place and staring over me at Drayven.

      "Call me Fin," he answered, finally coming out of whatever trance he’d just been in.

      We crossed the space to where Drayven stood. At the last second, as I turned to take the path to the castle, Finias crossed behind me. Before I could even blink, his fist connected with Drayven's face, dropping the large Reaper to the ground.

      His head cracked against the ground, making me wince. Shit. How Fin had managed to knock out a man who probably doubled him in muscle and weight was beyond my comprehension, but Drayven was out cold.

      "That's for making her first kiss such a shit memory," Finias seethed at Drayven's unmoving body before running his hand through his shaggy white hair and walking back to me.

      He grabbed my hand softly, as if nothing had happened, and strode forward, "We can go inside now."

      My open mouth slammed shut, and I fluttered my eyes as I tried to take in what had just happened while walking towards the castle entrance with him.

      Had he really just hit a man for something that happened years ago that he wasn't even around for? For a woman he had known less than an hour?

      My chest stirred with emotions I hadn't felt since I’d thought I had something with Drayven. These were dangerous feelings for me, considering I had almost allowed Fin to kiss me, knowing damn well I could have sucked his soul from his body.

      I knew what I needed to do was let go of his hand and banish all of these butterflies from my stomach. But instead, I squeezed his hand in my own and whispered softly, "Thank you. No one has ever defended me like that."

      "No one deserves to be treated that way, Ama," he practically growled, and the sound churned a new burning sensation to life within me. One much lower in my body, making me rub my thighs together awkwardly as we walked through the entrance of the castle.

      I felt like I was in a daze of emotions and shock as we silently crossed down the hallway towards the meeting room. Fin's hand halted me as he reached for the door. "Are you okay, Ama? I'm sorry if I startled you earlier. Just...the thought of him taking such a beautiful first moment for you and twisting it into one of shame and embarrassment made my blood boil."

      Looking up at him from below my long lashes, I swallowed down the emotions that lodged in my throat at his admission. My exhale was shaky as I covered for the real reason I was so nervous, "I'm okay. I just hate meeting with all the royals of this house. They always find a way to make me feel like shit."

      He dropped my hand and pulled his finger up to rest below my chin, softly pushing it up so I looked at him fully. "I swear that whenever I am around you, I won't allow anyone to speak poorly of you or cause you to doubt how incredible I already know you are."

      A lethal coolness and bloodthirsty spark of excitement pooled in his eyes as he added, "Even if I have to cut their tongues out to do so."

      A laugh spilled from me before I sucked my lower lip into my mouth and bit it. Nodding to him, I pulled my shoulders back and reached up to smooth down my hair, which had gotten frizzy from the rain. "Let's do this."

      Pulling the large, black door open, he gestured for me to go first. Lifting my head up, I entered the throne room with the most confidence I'd ever had in here. They could only get me down if I allowed them to. It was time for me to stop caring about what they thought of me and start going on with my life in the way I wanted to.

      I wanted to make my father proud.

      I wanted to earn the respect of my people, and I would do so by showing them that I took my position seriously.

      I wanted to prove that hybrids were not any less.

      The long table before me seated all the royals of our house, with my father at the head of the table at the far end of the room. His chair screeched against the floor as he pushed it back and stood with a smile on his face. "Ah, there you are! Where is Drayven? Did he not accompany you?"

      I honestly wasn’t positive what my father’s opinion of Drayven was. He knew that the royals preferred Drayven to his own daughter, but they always seemed to get along. I had also never told my father what had transpired between Drayven and me because…well, what sixteen-year-old wants to tell her dad about her first kiss? Also, I think a part of me wanted to protect Drayven from my dad’s anger. By the time I had decided I despised the guy, I rationalized it wasn’t worth telling my father about it.

      Before I had a chance to respond, Fin piped up from behind me with all the polite civility in the world, "I don't know whom exactly you speak of, but I saw a tall and broad young Reaper taking a nap in the courtyard out back. Could that be him?"

      I had to bite down hard on my tongue to prevent myself from laughing. He was definitely taking a nap. A forced one.

      "Absurd! Drayven would never slack off like that when he knew how important this meeting was," an old Reaper, who probably flicked her bean at night to the image of Drayven, scoffed. And now that image was playing through my head, and I could literally feel myself getting sick to my stomach. Nasty.

      My dad merely cocked his head and asked, "Who are you, young man?"

      With a grace I hadn’t thought possible, Fin strode to my side and crossed one arm in front of his waist and the other behind his back as he bowed slightly, lowering his head in respect. "I am Finias, Prince of the House of Runes. It's a pleasure to meet you."

      Dad's eyes searched my face, and he squinted at me as if he knew there was more to the story than what was being said, but thankfully, he didn't push it. "Thank you for coming all this way, young prince, although I regret to inform you that this is now a closed meeting to discuss my daughter representing our house at the Summit in just a couple days. I know this is quite rude of me, but there has been a last-minute change that we must discuss."

      A screech flew from me that sounded like the cry of a banshee, "What did you just say?"

      Ok, I’d said I wanted to make my father proud and take my position seriously, but this was too much, too fast. I didn't know the first thing about how to represent our house alone or navigate the politics of court, and I most definitely would not have the respect of the other house kings and queens.

      To sum it up: this was going to be a dumpster fire.
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      “Ama.” My father attempted to soothe the situation as Finias appeared at my side again, his hand twitching as if he wanted to offer me a comforting touch. I wouldn’t have been opposed to that, but it wouldn’t fix the situation at hand. A situation where I was apparently now having to represent the entire House of Death at a Summit where I would have to deal with a new breed of hate compared to what I was used to around here.

      It was one thing to hear the same sneering comments and grumbles every day, but to have the five other house kings and queens not only fully ignore your existence, but most likely also decide to band together to further the already abundant disdain for hybrids? All while trying to create a productive and influential political atmosphere?

      Yeah, not my cup of tea.

      I wasn’t positive how much the other houses knew about me. I knew my dad had never hidden my existence, but he was also protective, and with that came a certain level of discreteness regarding information about me. So, I was positive there would be people who would be absolutely shocked at my appearance at the Summit as a princess of a house.

      Which didn’t bode well for me because people tended to be even meaner when they were caught off guard. They’d lash out at what they didn’t know and what scared them. Because make no mistake—they feared change, and allowing a hybrid princess into their ranks? That challenged their entire system of purity and their claims to their thrones.

      “No,” I felt my jaw tighten. “No, no, no. Come on, Dad.”

      The other Reapers talked in low, disapproving whispers as I pleaded with my dad, who offered me a firm look that had a groan building in my throat. I knew that look because it was the exact expression I wore in the occasional moments I was serious about something.

      Fuckity fuck fuck. No. There had to be a way out of this, right? I mean…come on. I could not attend this Summit as our sole representation.

      “I would like to talk to my daughter alone,” my dad insisted as I muttered a curse under my breath and looked up at Finias. My heart tightened at the sight of the sweet elf staring at me with concern and a level of emotion I wouldn’t have expected from someone who had just met me. Honestly, it was flattering that he seemed so interested in me after I’d spent the majority of my life as a pariah in my own home.

      “It looks like you may not get your royal court meeting tonight,” I mused as the other Reapers stood and gathered their stuff. My hand drifted to Finias’ and as our fingers brushed, my cheeks heated. It almost felt like my first crush all over again.

      Obviously, that wasn’t the case, but the sweetness that Finias regarded me with was breathtaking and made my stomach flutter.

      “I think I met everyone I needed to,” he offered with a wink. “Besides, it looks like I’ll get to spend time with the most important person at the Summit now.”

      I nibbled my lip and tilted my head, “Alright, you’re making the Summit sound a bit more appealing, I must admit.”

      “It’s because of me, isn’t it?” he teased, tugging on my hair gently.

      “Never,” I admonished, realizing that I was flirting with the man. “But hypothetically, if you were there, I would be really happy to see you and would hope that we could spend time together….” I trailed off, then rushed to add, “Since we’re butt warmth buddies and all.”

      A beautiful smile graced his features as he stepped closer, tilting my chin up and speaking softly, “I would love to pick up where we left off in the courtyard right now, but I fear I won’t see tomorrow if I attempt to kiss you in front of your father.”

      That and the fact that you would be dead. But no need to drop that bomb just yet.

      I winced. “Yeah, that might not be the best idea.”

      He chuckled and pressed a chaste kiss to my forehead before stepping back, “It was amazing to meet you, Ama. I’ll be seeing you.”

      “You too.” I felt like fanning my damn face. This man was swoon worthy. I swallowed nervously as he walked over to my father, who was eyeing him curiously, and offered him a respectful goodbye. The two of them had a quick conversation that left my dad smiling, allowing me to relax a bit. As he strolled from the room, Finias offered me a sexy wink. Then the doors closed, leaving me and my father alone in the meeting room.

      “So, the Prince of Runes?” my father mused. Oh man. I could not handle talking about boys with my dad. I felt myself blushing and grabbed a chair to sit on, crossing my arms across my chest and putting on my best “I don’t want to talk about it” face. I had a feeling my dad was either not going to pick up on it at all or completely ignore it. He seemed way too amused by all of this.

      “He seems cool,” I offered quietly as my dad chuckled, shaking his head but letting it be for the moment. Suspicious. I watched as he ordered dinner for us from the kitchen staff on call for meetings like this. My stomach rumbled, and I was suddenly very glad we were going to eat. Who knew meeting an appealing, dark elf assassin and watching him punch Drayven could work up such an appetite?

      My eyes narrowed at the thought of the muscular Reaper. He deserved that, right? Yes. He’d totally deserved it.

      “So, what really happened to Drayven?” my father asked curiously, moving to sit across from me as I leaned my chin on top of my crossed arms.

      “He was napping…” I shrugged, “...sort of.”

      “Ama.” My dad arched his brow while using that stern parental tone that said there was no getting around their request.

      “He may have said something that was a bit demanding. And Finias may have forced him to take a nap,” I hedged, biting my lip before adding “With his fist.”

      My father stared at me for a moment before chuckling. “You know, I wasn’t sure how I felt about the prince and how close you two seemed, but I have decided I like him. Good on him. I like Drayven, but he should know better than to attempt to boss you around,” he finished with a huff, pure mirth dancing in his eyes.

      Good to know my life was so freakin’ entertaining to him.

      “Damn straight,” I muttered, shocked by how well he’d taken that.

      “Now, we really do need to talk.” His tone was softer as he leaned back in his chair and took a sip of the amber liquid in his crystal tumbler. My dad didn’t drink very often, but during meetings, he usually did—it was one small enjoyable element in an otherwise horrible situation. I knew he had been looking for an excuse to kick the others out of here, so ‘explaining the situation to his daughter in private” was a solid one.

      It didn’t explain why the hell I was going to this Summit, though.

      “Why can’t you go?” I asked sincerely. I knew my father wouldn’t make me go without a good reason, so while I was frustrated, I was also willing to listen. You know, despite the overwhelming panic and social awkwardness that I knew without a doubt would bubble up.

      I also knew this would be testing my limits for how long I could go without feeding. If I couldn’t reap souls, I’d likely start to feel the drain and the thirst to use my succubus powers. I’d have to grin and bear it. I’d be back home before I knew it and would replenish myself with a mission then.

      “There is something going on above, a natural disaster, and I don’t have enough Reapers to spare who could handle such a high intake. I need to go assist the influx of souls that need to cross over,” he explained, his expression serious as I deflated. Yeah. I was going to go to this dumb Summit.

      Not because I cared about it, but because I could tell my dad wouldn’t have asked me if it wasn’t important. I didn’t want to disappoint him, and I did feel a bit of pride that he trusted me with such a monumental task, even though it was highly likely that I’d fuck it up on accident.

      I frowned in realization, “Wait, how many souls are we talking about?” The concept that we didn’t have enough Reapers to spare meant we were talking about a massive amount of people dying. That…that was horrifying.

      Just then, food arrived, and I felt my mood improve considerably as several plates were placed in front of us, along with some of my favorite wine. I poured myself a glass and dug into my alfredo pasta as I finally resigned myself to my fate.

      I suspected my father had timed this food thing on purpose in a bid to make me more agreeable.

      He finally answered, his eyes filling with sadness, “You don’t want to know, Ama.”

      Fuck. It must have been really bad.

      “I’ll go,” I grumbled as he offered me a thankful smile, “Of course, I’ll freakin’ go. But if I mess this up, I am going to say ‘I told you so’ until you find a way to remove the phrase from common use vocabulary. You will be that annoyed by how often I say it.” I punctuated my tangent by stabbing my fork in his direction with my words.

      “Deal.” My father held his glass out, and I moved my own towards it in a cheers motion before digging back into my pasta, letting out a sound of contentment. There was nothing better than a tasty meal, wine, and good company.

      “Wait,” I tilted my head, remembering one small detail, “Why was Drayven supposed to be here?”

      My dad offered me an amused smile, “You didn’t think I would make you go completely alone, did you? Plus, the other royals insisted I send someone with you. I felt like he was a good compromise.”

      I swallowed a lump of pasta that was suddenly lodged in my throat, “So, Drayven and I are traveling to the Summit, together?”

      “Yep.” My dad nodded and offered me an inquisitive look, as if he didn’t quite understand my issue. I grumbled under my breath about how I would probably end up killing him, but I didn’t think my dad caught that. Which was good because it wasn’t an idle threat, and I didn’t want him ruining my plans.

      After a few more minutes of comfortable silence, my dad reading over some documents as I considered the questions I would probably need to ask my tutor tomorrow, he looked up at me with an indecipherable expression.

      “What?” I arched my brow.

      “Prince of Runes...he’s the assassin one, right?” My father mused good naturedly.

      I nearly smiled at the relaxed way he said that, showing he really did like the man. I had no idea what Finias had said in their brief conversation to win him over, but color me impressed. The man was far better at people-ing than he realized. And yes, that was a word.

      “So I’ve heard,” I confirmed.

      He nodded, “Nice kid. Parents suck though.”

      “I can’t wait to meet them,” I responded dryly.

      My dad’s smile grew, “Maybe they won’t be that terrible. The prince didn’t seem awful.”

      I narrowed my eyes, “You know I am not talking about boys with you, right?”

      He barked out a laugh. “Good, because I would probably kill most of them. Unless they would defend your honor while also respecting how powerful and unique you are and never putting you down. Then I might let them live. But it is a big maybe.”

      That comment was so obviously about how Finias had stood up for me to Drayven.

      I loved my dad. Seriously, the man was not only extraordinarily supportive, but in his own way, also a bit dorky. I mean, this man had raised me all on his own when my mom had ditched out. He’d been with me every step of the way, and although he was teasing me, I couldn’t help but let him know how much I appreciated him.

      “I love you, Dad,” I offered.

      He reached across the table and squeezed my hand. “Love you too, Ama.”

      The door to the meeting room slammed open. Drayven, soaked to the bone and looking a bit terrifying with blood dripping down from his face, came to a complete halt when he saw us. He met my gaze and exhaled—probably in disappointment that I was alive or something—before looking at my dad.

      Yikes. I guess it had started storming again during his nap. What a shame.

      “My apologies.” He bowed, water dripping onto the floor from his face as he did. “I was concerned about Ama’s safety.”

      Liar, liar, pants on fucking fire.

      My dad’s smile grew as he looked over Drayven, “I should be more worried about your safety right now, from the looks of you. Are you okay?”

      Drayven glanced at me, his eyes flashing with frustration as his lips pinched together, “Yes, Sir.”

      “Good, good.” My father waved dismissively, “I informed Ama that the two of you would be attending the Summit together. You will meet with her tutor tomorrow so you two can be briefed on everything.”

      Fuck.

      “Of course,” Drayven’s face was still actively bleeding as he stepped back. “Ama, I will see you tomorrow.” I offered a head nod, arching a brow at the look on his face. Oh man - he was totally pissed. Good. Maybe he would learn to not be such a demanding jerk.

      The door closed and my dad offered me an amused look while switching back to our previous topic, “So the prince of Runes is a…”

      “Friend,” I provided as my father offered me a patronizing but amused head nod.

      “Awfully hard hit he landed on Drayven for someone defending their friend.”

      I groaned, throwing my head back and wishing I had never let him see my interest in Finias or the forehead kiss he had given me. I had survived so long without embarrassment of the dad variety, and now he was never going to let this go. Mark my words.
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      Loud pounding on my bedroom door had me jerking up in bed as I let out a groan. There were only two people who had the audacity to knock on my door like that. One could let herself in easily, and the other…Well, I just had no interest in seeing the other. Fascinating that Drayven seemed to be making far more of an appearance now that someone was showing interest in me. Did he really hate me so much that the idea of someone else liking me pushed him to these extremes? To try to make me miserable in other ways?

      There was also the fact that he was apparently coming to my tutoring session today. Thanks, Dad.

      Getting out of bed, I wrapped a robe around myself and headed toward my back window to check on the weather. Opening the curtains, I tilted my head, noticing that there was something sitting in the center of the stone ledge outside.

      I opened the window and picked up the hand-carved, cherry red wooden flower. The artistry was so skilled and gorgeous that it had me second-guessing for a moment whether it might be a real flower instead of a wooden one. I looked around, wondering how the hell it had gotten there.

      I mean, my room hung over a fairly substantial drop to the east side of the castle. It was purposefully isolated for security, but still featured a stunning view of the rolling, mountainous tree landscape. So, how did this get here?

      Humming under my breath, I attempted to get a feel for whether or not there was any magic attached to it, negative or otherwise, but I didn’t detect anything. Just a pretty wooden carved flower.

      I turned around as I marveled over its beauty, and promptly almost dropped it as I noticed the intruder standing there.

      “Holy shit!” I squeaked, finding Drayven leaning against the separation archway between my bedroom and the living suite.

      “I knocked,” he reasoned, his voice rough and trailing against my skin. I kept the flower tucked against my chest with the hand that held my robe. I was completely covered, yet it felt shockingly intimate having him in my space like this. It wasn’t welcomed…mostly.

      Why did I feel conflicted about that? I just needed to get some coffee in my system. My brain wasn’t functioning properly yet.

      “I didn’t answer for a reason,” I pointed out, narrowing my eyes. When he didn’t say anything else, I rolled my eyes and walked towards my closet, deciding to wear my default hoodie and leggings because I wouldn’t be leaving my personal quarters. No one would see me outside of the tutor and Drayven.

      I closed the bathroom door and got ready quickly, changing into comfortable clothes before pulling my hair into a loose braid and brushing my teeth. I stepped out of the bathroom and nearly ran right into Drayven. Damn him. This man had no understanding of personal space.

      I backed up and looked up at him, my hands tucked away in my hoodie pocket, where they smoothed over the little flower trinket. I was finding I loved the object, and I had no idea why or who it was from.

      “We need to talk about yesterday,” he rumbled.

      “Not positive there is anything to talk about.” I shrugged dismissively, “You were being a demanding ass, and neither Finias nor I were cool with it.”

      “And the fucking part where you were holding hands with a literal assassin?!” He snarled and threw his hands in the air, completely exasperated with me.

      I couldn’t help but jolt slightly in response to his outburst. I wasn’t used to seeing him so worked up, and I regarded him carefully. “You're pissed because we were holding hands?”

      “Correct,” he growled.

      “So it is because you aren’t okay with the idea of anyone liking me!” I exclaimed, feeling validated in my previous thoughts on the situation. He hated the idea of someone making me happy. Devil forbid someone actually took a liking to me and broke the illusion of me as persona non grata.

      “Yes,” he bit out, but not with anger. It was with sadness and an ounce of bitterness.

      My heart clenched as I was hit by the wave of emotions in that single word—emotions I certainly hadn’t expected. His eyes ran over my face as his gaze flashed with a vibrant green flare. “Ama…”

      “Do you really hate me that much?” I whispered, my voice cracking and tears pricking my eyes. “I mean shit, Drayven. I was sixteen when I kissed you. I had no idea what I was doing with my magic. You were my first kiss. How was I supposed to know it could hurt you? It's been over two years! I don’t understand this overwhelming need you seem to have to make sure I’m miserable every day of my life.”

      His jaw clenched as he looked down and ran a hand through his gleaming silver hair, “It’s not like that, Ama.”

      “What’s it like then?” I arched my brow, challenging him to explain to me how I was wrong. Secretly, I ached for him to tell me just how off-base I was, because a not-so-small part of me had never let go of the stupid crush I had on him, despite everything. Kinda pathetic, right?

      He shook his head, and I deflated further, completely done with this nonsense. I kept my voice low and even, “Just leave me alone, okay? I deal with enough shit every single day. So if you supposedly don’t hate me, just stop. Stop being such an ass and leave me alone.”

      “I can’t leave you alone,” he gritted out between his clenched teeth, and my blood began to boil.

      Rolling my shoulders back, I raised my chin and strode past him. He didn’t try to stop me as I exited my bedroom and headed towards the comfortable living suite, where I figured my tutor was already waiting. I could feel Drayven’s broody ass following behind me, and I tried to ignore the ache in my chest at the freshly renewed idea of Drayven harboring true hatred for me.

      Why did I care so much?
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      I shouldn’t have been surprised— by this point it really should have been a natural assumption—but I had come to the realization that my tutor really didn’t like me. Which was, of course, inconvenient and frustrating, since it was all too clear that he did love Drayven. Because of course he did—everyone fucking did.

      As I leaned back in the comfortable armchair I sat cross-legged in, Drayven briefly offered me a frustrated look because I had refused to sit next to him on the couch before going back to listening attentively to our tutor.

      Who knew why he wanted me to sit next to him? Maybe he was attempting to kill me before the Summit so I wouldn’t embarrass the house. That seemed like a likely option. Otto probably would have let him get away with it as well.

      For the past three and a half years, the skeletal man had droned on and on, nearly every day of the week, about topics that frankly didn’t interest me. Mind you, sometimes he covered interesting stuff—like how the devil had gone willingly into an eternal slumber, leaving us with our life as we knew it—but usually, it was about the House of Death’s history and our ‘proud’ and ‘pure’ heritage as Reapers. Most of the time, I ended up drawing in my notebook when he started on one of his tangents about how much he disliked the other houses, especially the House of Sin.

      Shocking, right?

      I missed Maria. She had been my tutor before Otto, from the time I’d been very small. She was the one who’d taught me everything from writing to math, so we’d had a fairly close bond. Honestly, despite her being fairly young in comparison to Otto, she had been the closest thing I’d had to a maternal figure.

      Then the council had voted her out of her position and removed her from the castle. They’d said it was because she was unqualified to teach me as I grew older, but I think it was really because she’d defended me in front of other Reapers. It had only been once or twice, but it had been a kindness I’d never forgotten.

      When I had tried to search for Maria in town, I hadn’t been able to find her. The entire situation left a bad taste in my mouth, and I wondered what had happened to her.

      “Amare!” Otto snapped, “Did you hear what I said?”

      I felt my jaw tighten and exhaled slowly, trying to keep calm so I wouldn’t kill the jerk, “You were talking about the House of Hellfire.”

      One of the more interesting houses, I would give them that.

      “Exactly.” He nodded sharply, and Drayven examined my expression before going back to looking over the large text Otto had dragged from his crypt, the pages opened to a series of stunning crests representing the six houses.

      Wanting a closer look, I moved forward onto the floor, kneeling and leaning over the coffee table. My head tilted slightly as I examined the black and burnt orange crest of the House of Hellfire.

      All of the crests were gorgeous, but theirs just really appealed to me. Maybe it was because the ferocious Hellhounds on either side of the crest were representative of the badass creatures that the house’s members could shift into. Or maybe it was because I wished that had been the other half of me instead of my succubus side. The thought of shifting and running away sounded wonderfully freeing.

      "Unsurprisingly, each of the houses will want their representative to be voted into the Supreme position, but the House of Death has held the position for several cycles now—something that we do not want to change, as we are protected with your father holding that power." Otto offered me a serious look, as if he somehow thought I wanted to get rid of that security for the Reapers.

      My father had held the position for so long, so I didn't understand why he’d suddenly decided to send me when the vote would have pretty much been in the bag. In fact, he probably had more of a chance of winning if he sent no one at all, rather than send me. Unless...he knew I would fail and was sending me to make sure he didn't get selected because he was tired of it. No. No, he would never do that. I shook myself from the insecure thoughts and asked a different question.

      "So, if they all want the position, why do we keep getting it?"

      "Because we have more allies than most of the other houses. Our territory is known for being rather unbiased when it comes to making decisions," he explained. "Because of that, there are some houses you can count on as almost certain votes. Others, you may need to work on—and then there are some that aren't even worth trying to convince."

      "The Hellhounds from the House of Hellfire are almost a sure vote; they have yet to vote against us with your father in charge. Now that he is sending you two, though, that may change. So if there is anyone you need to focus on, it's them. You need to prove to them that you have the level of dominance they require from a leader," Otto explained. He shifted his gaze towards me, "That is why Drayven and you need to work together: they will probably respect him more than you, Amare."

      I narrowed my eyes, knowingly, "Why is that?"

      Otto's nose turned up, "They value purity of bloodline in their leaders, like the other houses, of course."

      Could I kill him? I could kill him, right? He was practically dead as it was, given his old age. I’d just give him the final kick into his grave.

      Part of me wondered if Otto was exaggerating how the other rulers felt, just to make me feel worse about myself.

      "Ama's magic is extremely powerful," Drayven hesitated before meeting my gaze. "They will view that as valuable, so it's probably best that we work together to convince them."

      I blinked and frowned...had the man just defended me? I mean, that's what it had sounded like, right? Weird. He was just getting weirder.

      "Of course," Otto conceded. "Then you have the House of Fallen."

      My eyes traced over the gorgeous gold and black crest that featured a massive set of wings surrounding a military-esque crest. I'd never met a Fallen before, but I'd heard that their angelic set of wings were absolutely gorgeous in person. If they were anything like the ones depicted on the crest, I would probably end up gawking at them like an idiot.

      "There is no chance of you convincing them." Otto waved his hand dismissively, and I suddenly had the urge to prove him wrong. Not because I cared, but because I wanted to rub it in the smug bastard's face.

      "Why?" Drayven demanded.

      "They have never been particularly friendly with the House of Death," Otto mused. "So I wouldn't even waste your breath on them. In fact, they have been the one house that has always voted against us."

      Challenge accepted—win over House of Fallen's vote. At least the mental challenges would provide me with some level of entertainment.

      "House of Runes is another one—"

      "I think we will be fine with the House of Runes." I hummed pleasantly thinking about seeing Finias again. Handsome, deadly Finias, who was apparently a trained assassin with a wicked sense of humor. I could practically feel my cheeks heating at the idea of him wanting to kiss me. It was intoxicating being wanted by someone like him. I couldn't guarantee that they would vote for us, but I knew I at least had an ally when it came to him.

      "I think that we shouldn't consider them an ally just yet. The heirs aren’t the ones who get to vote," Drayven grumbled as my eyes moved to the amethyst and black crest of the House of Runes. It featured a dagger in the center, surrounded by thick branches that seemed to wrap around it almost completely. It was a stunning crest that was far different from the others.

      Sort of like how different Finias was.

      Did I have a crush? I totally had a crush.

      "Ama," Drayven's voice was a low growl.

      I offered him an innocent look, my eyes moving up to his dark gaze, "What?"

      "He's dangerous," he hissed. "How many times do I have to tell you that he is a killer before you understand?"

      "Oh," Otto seemed to pick up on our conversation, "I take it you have somehow met the Prince of Runes."

      "Yes," I responded primly.

      "He harassed her," Drayven bit out, as an actual laugh tumbled from my lips.

      "If anyone was harassing someone, it was you."

      "The Prince of Runes does hold considerable power, but as usual when dealing with the House of Runes, tread carefully. They aren’t considered a major ally, and their heir isn’t exactly considered trustworthy because of his tainted reputation." Otto appeared thoughtful for a moment before looking at me, "Maybe using your Succubus allure on him would be just the thing to secure another vote."

      The metaphorical bucket of cold water crashed over me as I sat back on my knees and offered Otto a blank look. I wouldn't argue with him about this, but I would never do that to Finias.

      Drayven was still watching me, and an awkward tension filled the space. Fascinating how Otto was cool with the other side of my heritage when it served his purposes of getting us more votes. Ass.

      "What about this one?" Drayven broke the tension and pointed towards a sapphire and black crest.

      Otto wasn't done yet, though, and he seemed to consider his words before speaking, "Before we move on, it's very important you understand a few things about the Dark Elves, especially if we plan on getting involved with them. Unlike the Hellhounds, they don't rely on a normal method of power that equals dominance. They are cunning, so be careful around them and remember that the more runes they have, the more powerful they are. I would highly suggest that, if the opportunity presents itself, you try to secure an ally among them. Anyone who can summon a weapon from their own body is someone you want on your side...even if they are an untrustworthy and dangerous bunch."

      I nodded, then looked back to the next crest, sapphire and black, featuring a hooded figure surrounded by wisps of what almost appeared to be fabric. Each of the crests featured a rune in the center of it—a remnant from the realm's old language that told which type of magic each territory consisted of—and Obumbratio was no exception. This one I knew well because in some ways the House of Death and House of Shadows had similar characteristics.

      "The Wraiths may be your best chance at securing a tie-breaking vote," Otto admitted. "We have always had a tentative but decent relationship with them. They are very private by nature, but if you manage to befriend them, it could be a good alliance moving forward. I know your father has always had a good relationship with them. Plus, I am nearly positive that their heir is a young man named—"

      "No." My voice was hard and cold. "I let it go with the House of Runes, Otto, but this isn't our plan. I am not going to start seducing members of the other houses to secure our position. Heirs won't be making the decisions in the first place—their parents will be—and I... I don't use my Succubus powers."

      "Which is exactly why the House of Sin will never be on your side if they see you neglecting that part of yourself," Otto sneered. "Why wouldn't you use all of your resources to secure a vote? Drayven would."

      I felt my temper spike, “Because my 'resources' are something that I am constantly berated for in my own damn home. Why would I use them to benefit people who hate me for them? If we get the House of Sin vote, it will be because we managed to secure something through other means. That's final. Do you understand me?"

      I didn't use that tone of voice often, but the command had Otto’s eyes widening as he looked back at the book. Drayven held my gaze, regarding me with something I didn't understand before Otto continued.

      "Wraiths have the unique ability to control and use shadow magic. It is one of the reasons they have some of the best spies this realm has ever seen. Be sure to watch what you talk about at the Summit because there’s a good chance of them putting someone on you all to listen for possible intel. You won't be able to sense them well if they are in their shadows.”

      I found myself jealous of their ability to hide themselves in their shadows. What I wouldn’t give to be able to vanish from this reality sometimes.
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        * * *

      

      "He's just such an ass," I growled, crossing my arms against my chest as we made our way down the city block towards our spot for dinner. I really should have brought a jacket, considering the chilly weather. Luckily, the massive gothic stone and glass buildings blocked the majority of the wind gusting from the mountains up north. Mortem, our territory, wasn't particularly warm, but I was able to get away with wearing a silk cocktail dress to dinner.

      The dress was structured on the bodice, the heart-shaped neckline showing off my cleavage and the tight fit highlighting my smaller waist. I felt good, and even Zurie had dressed up more than usual. Her dress was a loose-fit, more ethereal style, the black and white styling highlighting the lavender in her hair.

      Normally, I wasn't one for going into town—mostly because of the looks I received—but Zurie knew I loved the food at this place and had managed to convince me to get dressed up, saying it would make me feel better. Honestly, she wasn't wrong. I felt far better than I had with Drayven and Otto. It helped that I was on a small tangent about the past twenty-four hours.

      "I still think it's because Drayven likes you," Zurie offered with a disapproving shake of her head. "Which makes it ten times worse."

      "He doesn't like me." I shook my head, pretending her words didn't send a thrill over my skin.

      "Bullshit," Zurie paused to lean down and adjust her strappy stiletto. "You know how I feel about the 'boys are mean to the girls they like' saying—"

      "It is a social conditioning technique to make women accept lower standards from the men around them," I recited. I didn't disagree with her. Which was why, when I’d told Zurie about Finias, she had instantly said she liked the man. I knew my friend wouldn't admit it, but she was a romantic at heart, and her happiness for me had been authentic when I’d told her about Finias standing up for me.

      "With that being said, I think that is exactly the case here. I see how he watches you. I mean, everyone sees how he watches you, Ama," she shook her head, "which in my mind makes his attitude that much worse. At least I can take solace in the fact that he for sure knows what he lost from the way he’s acting about another guy having interest in you."

      I squeezed my arm around her waist and smiled. Once again, I was struck with thankfulness that I had someone like Zurie in my life. No, not someone like Zurie—Zurie specifically. She was my best friend. The closest thing I had to a sister.

      "Here we are!" I offered a bright smile, not wanting to think about Drayven anymore. The only thing the man liked about me was making me miserable.

      As we stepped into the small, expensive, and extremely popular restaurant, I was instantly greeted by the scent of delicious food and the sound of voices murmuring against a background of relaxing music. The entire space was dimly lit, allowing people privacy in the shadows of the establishment.

      "Hi there," Zurie began to talk with the woman at the hostess booth. I was hoping no one would recognize me while we were out, but I had a feeling that was unlikely. As it was, the hostess Zurie was talking to was staring at me with excitement. When she led us towards a table, I nearly groaned at the words that left her mouth.

      "Are you Princess Amare?" she asked, her eyes curious. I suppose it was better than disgust.

      "Yes," I offered a polite smile.

      "This is so cool." The girl seemed nice. Still, Zurie leaned forward slightly and offered her a nice smile that was in stark contrast to her warning tone.

      "We would like to be able to enjoy our night in peace, so if you could not bring attention to us until after we leave, we would really appreciate it," Zurie explained. I breathed out a sigh of relief.

      "Oh, of course." She nodded, then smiled as a young man approached the table, looking wide-eyed at both Zurie and me. Somehow, I had a feeling Zurie’s words weren’t going to matter to any of these people.

      After the waiter took our drink orders, I kept my back towards the restaurant, not wanting to see if people were looking at or talking about us. I was really hoping not. When our drinks arrived, my cocktail was bright red with an orange slice on the rim. I drank some of it as Zurie told me about her training session that day.

      Zurie, despite her delicate-looking nature, was actually an incredibly fierce fighter. She had been training with one of our territory's special operations teams for some time now and would be testing into an official team in a few months. I found the process fascinating, but I did not envy the workout aspect.

      "I am going to use the bathroom really quick." I hopped up after we put in our food order and tried to ignore the eyes I felt on me. I nearly sneered when I saw a group of three guys sitting at the bar, all of them staring at me. No—leering at me.

      Wasn't that the funny thing about these people? I wasn't good enough to be considered someone they would want to spend time with, but to leer at? To imagine fucking? Sure! Why not? Assholes.

      I was frustrated and distracted enough that I was genuinely caught off guard when I slammed into a firm, bulky chest. Although, considering how much larger than me this man was...it was more like the bottom of his chest, despite the added height from my heels. I pulled back, saw his drink had completely soaked his nice shirt upon impact, and moved to apologize. A pair of white, almost pearl-colored eyes stared down at me with a level of anger I hadn't expected.

      Crap. Could this day get any worse?

      The answer was yes. Always yes.
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      "What the fuck?!" I gruffly demanded while staring down at my sopping wet black shirt, which clung to my stomach now.

      I’d just gotten this damn dress shirt.

      The curvy beauty in front of me stared at me in doe-eyed shock, momentarily halting my anger. Her black silk dress fell to mid-calf, but the way the material hugged her body in all the right places made it seem a lot more indecent than it actually was.

      The horns protruding and curling from her head instantly made everything click into place, even with her wings probably hidden with a glamour. Succubus. Of course she was, with that alluring body and mock-innocent expression—like she didn't know exactly what she was doing to me.

      Her small hand reached out as her mouth fell open, those plush lips begging to have my cock between them. "I'm so sorry! Let me get you a napkin." Her voice was pleasant to my ears, and it had a seductive lilt and slight, sexy rasp.

      She quickly grabbed a napkin from the booth to our left and reached towards me with the linen, dabbing it against my stomach.

      Accidentally running into me to get my attention, followed by a fake 'I'm so sorry', as if her kind didn't have a reputation for doing exactly this. Maybe this worked on others, but I definitely wasn't gullible enough to fall for this act, no matter how much my cock begged for me to.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t think I’d ever felt this intense of a physical reaction to a woman before, so it was throwing me off my game a bit—something I definitely couldn’t afford.

      I was here for one sole purpose: to gather information on the King of the House of Death. And what better place to gather information than at the most popular restaurant and bar in Mortem?

      As a prince, it was my duty to help my house claim the Supreme seat, and that duty was of the utmost importance to me. Whoever held the title of Supreme had the power to change things in their house’s favor, and we desperately needed that power. More Fallen joined us every day, and we needed to expand our territory to keep up with housing and food for the influx. I could not—would not—let my people down.

      My hand reflexively grabbed the Succubus’ wrist, halting her ministrations to my shirt that were doing nothing to make the situation better. My shirt wasn't any dryer, and my cock was beginning to strain against my briefs, clouding my judgement.

      "Stop. I know exactly what you're doing and it won't work," I sneered down at her. For all I knew, she worked for the House of Sin royals and knew exactly who I was and what I was doing. I could trust no one, especially not a Succubus in Reaper territory. It was rare to have a crossing of species into each other’s territories except for political reasons.

      Confusion flickered in her pale pink eyes as she removed the napkin from me and spluttered, "What? I was just trying to help since this was my fault."

      Wow, I had to give it to her—she was a good actress. But then again, so were a lot of her kind.

      I barked out a dry laugh, "Yeah, sure. As if Succubi aren't known for putting themselves in these exact types of situations so they can feed off unsuspecting victims."

      Her confusion morphed into anger as she threw the napkin at my face and seethed, "Devil forbid anyone just try to help clean up the mess they made because they're a decent person. You think all Succubi are the same? Well guess what? So are all men...regardless of species!" I quirked a brow at the little spitfire before me, shocked by how she’d chosen to play this situation.

      Her rant continued, her hands flying as she spoke, "I can't even offer someone a fucking 'hello' without them feeling some faint trace of my power. It’s not like I am doing it on purpose—trust me, I would love to not have that specific power at all. But every damn man thinks I'm trying to get in his pants, when all I'm doing is showing some damn manners."

      My brow furrowed in confusion at her display of seemingly honest disgust at the implication of my words. She huffed when, instead of responding to her, I just continued to stare, trying to figure out her agenda. As she brushed past me, she knocked into me roughly with one shoulder to make her point before storming off in the direction of the bathroom.

      I felt a desire to unravel the situation and decipher whether she was being honest or was just the most enrapturing Succubus I'd ever met. Shaking my head, I focused my thoughts on my mission. I'd never see the woman again, and I couldn’t afford to spend my time pursuing her simply to satisfy my curiosity.

      Somehow, the House of Death had snagged the position of Supreme multiple centuries in a row. My parents told me it was because their king, Alaric, truly acted as a neutral force who had no quarrels with the other houses. You weren't allowed to vote for yourself for the position, and the rest of the houses were endlessly embroiled in one drama or another, so the votes continued to go to him.

      I had been tasked with figuring out if King Alaric really was as honest and unbiased as he made himself out to be. There had to be some shady deals to uncover or something—some way to turn the other houses against him at the Summit.

      This Summit would be the first I’d attended with my parents, and from the way they’d described it to me, I could expect multiple days of elaborate balls and mealtime political chess—all of which were vital opportunities to sway the other houses to your side before the vote on the final day.

      We’d be traveling to the Summit tomorrow, so this would be my final day to stay incognito in House of Death territory as I tried to find some valuable information.

      Alcohol and a full belly were two things that could make someone comfortable enough to loosen their lips and share information, so I headed back to the bar I had just gotten my bourbon from. I’d originally intended to grab a table where I could sit alone, observe, and decide who to target first, but now I felt like sitting at the bar might make me look approachable.

      I was more likely to get information from someone who struck up a conversation with me first, and sitting alone at a table wouldn’t give off the right vibes for that.

      Snagging a wooden barstool at the end of the bar, I signaled to the bartender who’d just helped me a few minutes ago. Her hips swayed a bit more than they had for other customers as she made her way to me with a smirk and asked, "Miss me already, handsome?"

      Not in the slightest. But I'd absolutely make use of the opportunity that had just presented itself. Originally, I’d thought I'd have to get information from bar patrons. Now I was smacking myself for not going straight for the staff. They'd know all the gossip just from silently listening to guests who didn't think to guard their words.

      Turning on my charm, I flirted back, "How did you know? I couldn’t help but feel drawn back here—back to you. Would you mind grabbing me another bourbon on the rocks, love?" Ending my question with the smirk that always got me my way, I saw her blush and bend over much more than necessary for the bottle of alcohol, giving me quite a view.

      I was absolutely not into this Reaper chick, but I had to play the game. She wasn't ugly, by any means—I just preferred my women with a bit more meat on their bones than Reapers typically had. They were known for being tall and slender, and they had legs for days, which was a lot of other people's kryptonite. But not me.

      My mind drifted back to the Succubus, who definitely was my type. Not only did she have mouthwatering curves and a slender waist that I could imagine gripping onto as I bent her over, but she was also intriguing for a million other reasons. Reasons that I couldn’t completely let go of, despite my intention otherwise. She was full of fire, and that was one thing I liked even more than physical appearance. I wanted a partner who could challenge me and who was mentally stimulating—someone who didn't let me walk all over them. Maybe that made me sound like a piece of shit, but I just couldn't get into a woman who let me treat them however the hell I wanted.

      If a woman felt like I was treating her poorly, I wanted her to tell me that. To tell me to go fuck myself. There was nothing sexier than a woman with a backbone who demanded to be treated the way she deserved.

      Just like that Succubus had.

      Fuck, she had my full attention still, and I couldn't get her out of my mind.

      A thwack to the back of my head had me hissing in pain as I whirled on my seat to see who and what had attacked me.

      Curvy hips swayed as black heels clicked against the ground, leathery black wings now tucked to her back. Speak of the devil.

      She’d just hit me in the head with her damn wing as she walked by. The move made me chuckle, though it probably would have made most people furious. Call me a glutton for punishment, but I liked her feisty side.

      Wait...her wings were black. I had never seen a Succubus with black wings. How peculiar.

      Turning back in my stool to face the bartender, I tried to hide my grimace as I saw her looking disapprovingly at my interest in the Succubus. Her black eyes narrowed as she leaned in closer to me over the wooden bar top, putting her cleavage on display as she did.

      Batting her eyes at me she whispered, "You don't want that spoiled princess."

      My head cocked to the side as I mused, "Princess?" That's an odd nickname for a Succubus in Reaper territory.

      Her voice lowered as she glanced around, "You didn't hear it from me, but that's the princess of the House of Death. She's hybrid scum."

      My head jerked back at the mother lode of information that had just been slammed down in such few words. First of all, the Succubus was the princess of the house I was trying to get information on? Secondly, she was a hybrid?

      So, she was a Succubus and Reaper. That might be the information I needed to get the other houses to turn on the King of Death at the Summit. Since before my time, purity of bloodlines had been revered above all else. King Alaric having a hybrid next in line to take over his house would be a massive bomb to drop on the other houses.

      They would never allow her to potentially have influence over the rest of us.

      However, I did not share in the hatred the older generation felt for hybrids, and the words that left my lips next betrayed that. "Do not call her scum just because she is different. That makes you a bully of the lowest kind. Do you think she had any say in who her parents were?"

      The bartender instantly straightened at the venom that dripped from my words, straightening her blouse as she stood up fully and looked around uncomfortably. "My apologies. Here is your drink."

      She slid my glass of bourbon, over to me and hurried away to help another customer.

      Anger at the hybrid slurs had caused my heart rate to accelerate, and I struggled to calm myself. I knew my parents were strictly in the camp of those who thought only pure bloodlines should lead houses, but they were just holding to the old ways that said it was inconceivable to allow the hybrid population to increase.

      Although, I suppose “population” wasn’t the correct word because there were so few of them. Which only made it easier for people to treat them with a cruelty and disrespect they didn’t deserve.

      If I ever held the title of Supreme, I would ensure that hybrids were afforded the same amount of respect as everyone else. I felt for the princess. She had probably never spoken to this bartender in her life, yet she was being spoken ill of simply for being alive.

      My opinions on hybrids didn't change the fact that I needed to report back with information to help my house. I didn't necessarily like that it was the princess’ lineage that would be the deciding factor, but I had a duty to my people to position us to win the power we needed.

      Tossing a few coins onto the bar to more than cover my tab, I drained the liquor, coughing slightly from the burn it left as it trailed down my throat and into my chest. My blonde hair fell into my eyes with the cough, and I pushed it back in place, styled neatly on top.

      Placing the now-empty glass on the bar, I stood and decided to take the long way out of the restaurant in order to pass by the princess one more time. Walking in the direction she had gone earlier, I headed down a small corridor that led into the main dining room.

      Instantly, my eyes zeroed in on her in the corner with someone else. She must have felt my gaze because her eyes snapped to mine, and I watched her chest heave with an intake of breath. Quickly, her face morphed into a scowl, making me chuckle as I strode towards them.

      Something akin to jealousy poured through me as I tried to make out who was with her. Her companion faced away from me, obscured by the high booth at their back. Was she here with a Reaper man? Was she taken?

      Rage flooded my mind at the thought, and I had to force myself to take a deep breath as I took the final few steps to their table, prepared to face the facts.

      Finally, I saw a small, pixie-like woman with silver and lavender hair seated across from the princess, and my jealousy was instantly snuffed out, leaving me with my original goal for coming over here: I wanted her to know that I was well aware of who she was.

      "So, I hear that we'll likely be seeing each other tomorrow at the Summit, Princess. I'll let you buy me a drink to make up for tonight."

      Wow, why did that sound like such a douchebag comment? I mentally groaned at myself. So dumb.

      Her friend tried to hide a giggle with her hand as the princess' eyes glowed and her lips thinned in fury. Well, fuck. I’d definitely gotten her attention, but not in the way I’d meant to. I supposed my earlier comments weren’t helping the situation either.

      "Oh, is that so? Well, you can take your idea and shove it up your arrogant asshole. I think that sounds like a much better plan, don't you, Zurie?" she asked her friend sarcastically.

      There was that fire I was so drawn to—the one that was so clearly an innate part of her personality and so damn alluring.

      I knew I wouldn't likely be able to convince her of my actual, non-asshole personality, but maybe that was for the best. We weren't allies, and I needed to ensure my house won this Summit. Maybe her hating me would be beneficial. The last thing I needed was to actually develop feelings for the girl I was about to use as the weapon to destroy her house’s chances of securing the Supreme title once more.

      Tapping two fingers on their table in a goodbye, I smirked and said, "I'll be seeing you, Princess."

      Turning away and heading for the exit, I couldn't help but wonder if I could actually keep myself away from her at the Summit. There was just something about her. She’d either be my house's salvation if I used her to ruin her father, or she’d be the ruin of us if I let myself get close to her.

      That couldn’t happen.

      I hardened my mind to her and vowed to keep my distance, no matter what.
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      My eyes fluttered open as I yawned, taking in the soft light streaming in from my windows. I was groggy and maybe a tad hungover from my night out with Zurie. My two cocktails had clearly made a point to remind me that I had no tolerance.

      What a fucking night.

      From the nervousness about my upcoming departure for the Summit to having an unfortunate run in with one of the hottest and most arrogant men I’d ever met…it felt like a complete clusterfuck. A surge of frustration ran through me as I remembered how easily the stranger had managed to pull authentic anger from me. On top of that, he had rudely plagued my dreams in the most scandalous ways. I mean…no one could really blame me, right? The man was undoubtedly an asshole, but damn...I found myself thinking again about how sexy it was.

      His body. Not his asshole. Not that I thought his asshole was ugly, because I wouldn't know that.

      I wasn't sure if it was because Finias had awoken my cobweb-laden vagina's desires, but something about that guy at the restaurant last night had made me want him in a way I shouldn't. He’d been abrasive and presumptuous, but he’d also challenged me, and I liked that. I liked it way too much. It was absurd that I was even giving such an insensitive prick any space in my thoughts, but he’d crept in like a fungus. A sexy fungus. Was that a thing?

      Groaning from the sensations my naughty dreams had left me with, I reached down with one hand and slipped it under my black silk sleep shorts. My body felt so wound up from the images that had followed me into reality. My dream had fed my sexual appetite and satisfied the hunger from my Succubus side, which was an interesting turn of events for me. I had never fed off of my own dreams before, but I wasn’t complaining since I had no other safe way of satisfying my desires.

      Because...I could fucking kill someone with my kiss. Yeah, I forgot that a bit too often than was probably safe for the people around me. I couldn't imagine how that would go with my mouth on a dude's dick. Would it turn to stone and fall off, or would I literally suck his soul out of his cock?

      For some reason I didn't think Finias or Mr. Arrogant Asshole would be willing to try it out to see. Rude. But whatever. I guess I understood why. Maybe I could convince Drayven? Not as a sex thing, obviously, but just to kill him. I mean…I guess there was also the benefit of actually being attracted to him.

      No. I would not think of him.

      Honestly, I really needed to get out of bed and get ready to leave…but a girl has needs, and I, for one, needed to get this pent-up energy out of me before I took the stupid trek to the Summit today with Drayven. He would drive me up a wall, and not in a good way. I needed some way to relax beforehand, and this would do the trick.

      I hoped.

      Closing my eyes once more, I recalled the scene from my dream. The man from the restaurant’s pale golden locks had fallen over white eyes that were littered with flecks of black, a tell-tale sign that he was from the House of Fallen. The house that Otto had told me not even to bother with. From his pronouncement that he'd see me at the Summit, I presumed he was someone of note.

      The dream came crashing back into my consciousness as I closed my eyes and ran my other hand along my body. My fingers against my wet heat were a poor imitation of what he had offered in my dream.

      Smirking up from between my legs in that infuriating way that just oozed confidence, he asked me, "What do you want, Princess?"

      I hated the term, but for some reason the way he said it in my dream made my navel pool with warmth. Dream me had been putty in his hands, begging for his touch.

      "Your mouth on me," I had breathlessly answered as I twined my fingers through his soft, blonde hair.

      The white parts of his eyes had seemed to vanish, darkening to be almost reminiscent of a Reaper’s as his mouth had descended on my aching core, giving me exactly what I wanted.

      While I was definitely still a virgin in all aspects—my one measly kiss with Drayven being my only real-life romantic experience—that didn't mean I hadn't pleasured myself while reading my spicy, detailed romance books. I knew what I was missing out on, and I could only imagine the immense satisfaction that came with the actual act. The envy that came from knowing I would never experience it was almost overwhelming.

      My fingers brushed the familiar bundle of nerves, and my back arched slightly. A soft moan nearly escaped my throat as I remembered the way the stranger had played my body in my dreams. His tongue had traced agonizing circles around my clit while sucking on the sensitive spot. He’d hummed appreciatively at my soft moans as he increased his pace and slipped a finger inside of me, curling it and drawing me closer to the edge.

      I had cried in frustration as his mouth left me for a moment, and he’d looked straight into my eyes with hunger pooling in his own and whispered, "Remember who made you feel this way, Princess. It was me. Only me." Before returning his mouth to my clit and ravaging me. How could I ever forget that it was him?

      I increased the pace of my fingers on my clit, and a moan escaped me in reality as I felt a peak approaching, my pulse beating in my ears as my toes curled in anticipation.

      A rap of knuckles hit my bedroom door loudly, accompanied by a voice that was truly the bane of my existence, "Ama! We have to head out to the capital now. Get dressed."

      It was like a bucket of ice water dumped on my arousal.

      "You ruin everything!" I screamed at the Reaper, despite him not being in my room. Of course, I partly regretted it because I had no doubt he would want to know what he was ruining this time.

      I stared at my ceiling, removing my hand from my shorts as I considered just going back to bed. How Drayven had managed to know this exact moment would rob me of some semblance of happiness and pleasure was beyond me.

      He had to have some Ama happiness radar that honed in on exactly when to ruin my life. It's the only plausible answer.

      "Yeah, so you've told me before. I won't allow us to be tardy to the Summit because of you, though. I will leave without you if you aren't ready and out of your bedroom in ten minutes, Amare."

      Oh, he’d used my full name. Someone was cranky. Perhaps someone had ruined his jerking off session as well. I groaned, rolling into the bed and burying my face, because I did not want to think about Drayven jerking off. I mean, I did, but he was…never mind, just never fucking mind. I needed an orgasm, some way somehow, but that didn’t seem like it was going to be a possibility. Absolutely wonderful.

      Huffing out a sigh, I rolled out of bed and quickly padded into my closet, pulling out the outfit I had picked last night while packing my bags for the Summit. I had packed an array of clothing to fit multiple occasions, from business, to leisure, to the formal balls that were commonplace in the realm.

      Pulling on my black leather stretchy pants and the red silk blouse with three-quarter sleeves and a v-cut that teased the goods just enough without exposing too much, I looked at myself in my floor length mirror assessing my outfit choice. Tugging on my black ankle boots to complete the look, I nodded, happy with the outcome.

      Rushing into the bathroom, I fought my long locks into a sleek, high pony-tail that was about all I had time for right now. It was harder than you'd imagine with my horns getting in the way. I brushed foundation onto my face, quickly added a light blush dusting to my cheeks and a coating of black mascara to my already-long lashes. Touching up my eyebrows with a powder and highlight on the brow bone, I decided this was going to have to be good enough—I was likely approaching that ten-minute mark.

      Quickly, I sprayed on some deodorant and applied a light perfume with a charred floral aroma on my neck and wrists. I found the scent to be intoxicating and alluring in a discreet manner. I was hoping someone would eventually compliment me on the uniqueness of the scent, but I was still waiting.

      I tossed my toiletry bag into my luggage, and my boots clicked against the floor of my sitting room as I opened the door to my quarters, annoyed to see Drayven still waiting right there. He could have easily waited for me outside in the carriage. I wanted to be around him as little as possible.

      Ignoring him, I started down the hall and towards the stairs to take me outside. A peculiar sound came from behind me and I turned around, shocked to find Drayven with half his body in my room and his jaw set firmly in anger.

      "Get out of my room, you psycho!" I yelled in annoyance, not appreciating the intrusion into the safe haven that was my room. I swear, the man had no understanding of personal space. Like, how would he feel if I just went into his room without consent? Huh?

      The two guards stationed on either side of the door glanced between us uncomfortably, unsure of how to handle the situation.

      "Good for nothing," I grumbled under my breath as I stomped over to Drayven and yanked on his arm, pulling him out of my room and closing the door for a second time. I made it a few feet before he stopped me, far enough away from the guards to give us some semblance of privacy, his arm wrapping around my bicep before dropping it as if I was diseased.

      His nostrils flared, and he looked down at me with such intensity it made me forget what was going on for a second. "What?" I asked, genuinely confused as to how I could have pissed him off this time.

      His voice came out even-keeled, but his tense body language told a very different story, "Who was in there with you, Ama?"

      I stared blankly at him, extremely confused about what he was going on about.

      “What?”

      “Who was in there with you?” A slight growl in his tone had me frowning as I finally processed his question.

      I spluttered, feeling like his question gave me whiplash, "No one." And then promptly remembered it was none of his fucking business anyways. Putting my hands on my hips, I added, "Even if there was, I would not owe you the answer to that question."

      In half a second flat, his face was in front of mine, his head dipped so that his words were a whisper against my lips, his citrus scent wafting around me as he admitted, "I smelled your arousal, Ama. Was someone in there with you, or did you make yourself come?"

      Oh. Oh wow.

      My eyes widened and my lips parted in shock that he had asked the blunt, sexual question. Heat flushed my cheeks, and I knew he'd be able to see how much his question had rocked my world. I wouldn't be ashamed of this, though. It was a natural thing to do, and he had ruined it.

      Snapping out of my shell-shocked state, I flipped my sassy switch and rebutted, "Well, I wish the answer to that was yes, but as I said earlier, you ruin everything."

      Deciding this conversation was absolutely done, I headed back down the hallway and yelled, "Come on! You're the one who was rushing me."

      I couldn't for the life of me figure out what the hell was going on in Drayven's head. Sometimes, it felt like he truly cared about my safety, that he was jealous, and that he wasn't okay with Otto slighting my hybrid heritage. But that couldn't be right...right? Maybe it was just my crush from years ago creeping in and making me wish that was the case.

      This was exactly why I avoided Drayven.

      I snagged a couple banana nut mini muffins and some coffee from the foyer, which was constantly stocked with food and drinks for our residents and guests. Crossing out of the large entrance, I made my way to the black carriage that awaited us, our bags already packed on the back of it and strapped in.

      Walking towards where our horses stood, I quickly gave the two beasts a muffin each and rubbed their heads. Just because they were soulless horses that were permanently dead didn't mean they didn't enjoy love and food just like a normal horse. I made sure to sneak them some treats every time I saw them. Much like me, most people seemed to ignore their happiness, and I did what I could to treat them better.

      They bumped their heads into me, demanding more treats, and I giggled as I made my way back to the carriage and climbed in. The interior was a crushed black velvet with ample seating on both sides to comfortably hold six people.

      Plenty of room to ensure Drayven and I did not share a seat.

      The carriage tipped slightly as he used the step to enter and take the seat across from me. He was dressed nicely today...who was I kidding—he was dressed nicely every day. But today, he took it a step further by being in a three-piece black suit. It contrasted nicely with his pale skin and silver hair.

      He let out a chuckle and smirked knowingly at me as I finished my inspection of him, making me scoff, "What?"

      I sipped my coffee, enjoying the burn it left down my throat. That was ruined when I choked on it as he said, "You were just checking me out like you'd consider kissing me again."

      That would be a negative, sir. After all, I wouldn't want to kill you. Or would I?

      Lowering my cup to my lap, I glared at him, deciding his ridiculous statement didn't deserve a response. The carriage jolted as we started on the journey to the capital. Leaning my head back, I closed my eyes and ran through the short tutoring session yesterday and Otto's tips on who I could possibly sway to our side and who to not bother with.

      I'd tucked his advice into the back of my head, but I was determined to come to my own conclusions about who to trust and who could be a potential ally after I’d met the key players myself.

      Drayven cleared his throat obnoxiously loudly, but I kept my eyes shut as I lifted my coffee to my lips once more and drained the rest of the precious liquid. Sighing in contentment, I let my mind drift to the Summit and all that would occur over the next few days.

      Thankfully, today was just a day to get settled in. We would have an introductory day tomorrow, followed by lunch. Next up would be an open day to “explore the city”, which really meant “make private alliances in secret”, followed by an extravagant ball at night. The final day would be voting day, where each member would cast their vote in private, then the Supreme seat would be announced before we were allowed to return to our territories.

      Four days, including today. I could do this. That was nothing in the span of our existence.

      I let out a shaky breath with the intent of expelling my nerves with it, but it didn't work. I felt such immense pressure to make my dad proud and to prove to our house that I could be fit to be their next leader.

      "For what it's worth, I think you're going to prove everyone wrong," Drayven admitted so softly I almost thought I’d imagined it.

      I peeled my eyes open slowly and found him relaxed in the corner of his side, eyes closed as if he was going to take a nap.

      It took me a moment to figure out if I should continue to ignore him or if I should respond. That had been a really nice thing for him to say, and with no audience around us, he truly had no reason to say it if he didn't mean it.

      "Thank you," I hesitantly said back, manners towards Drayven feeling like sludge on my tongue. I was used to the exact opposite with him, and the politeness was strange.

      If he was going to be nice to me, we were headed into uncharted territory, and I, for one, had no map of how to navigate those waters.

      This Summit would be anything but boring.
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      I wasn’t positive when, exactly, I had fallen asleep, but the lull of the carriage heading towards the capital finally allowed me to relax. With that realization, unfortunately, came the awareness that I was still extremely needy. Even in sleep, my body was uncomfortable. Despite shifting, I could feel heat on my skin, creating a flush, and my breathing wasn’t as steady as normal. So, I wasn’t exactly surprised when I fell into a rather…interesting dream.
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        * * *

      

      My eyes fluttered open, and my breath caught as I met a gaze that was dark but pulsating with a neon green. Almost immediately, my fingers curled into the bedding beneath me, the dark green sheets twisting as I resisted the urge to touch him. I tried to force the words from my mouth to ask Drayven what he was doing, caging me to this unfamiliar bed.

      Were we in his room? I had no idea what it looked like, so that wasn’t possible. Why?

      I didn’t want to ask him. I didn’t want to ruin the fantasy that I should have hated but didn’t in the slightest. His massive frame almost completely covered my own, and he watched me with a predatorial intensity that had never been there before. The walls that were normally up between us were completely gone, exposing the raw heat and need that seemed to thrive under the surface of the broody Reaper.

      “Why are you in bed with me?” My voice sounded soft and almost foreign, the seductive lilt to it making his chest rumble in a response that vibrated through every part of me.

      “Ama.” His voice was rough and raspy, causing my nipples to tighten against my…well, I assumed my shirt. But my eyes traveled down the black lace teddy I wore, the scrap of material somehow covering all the important bits but looking completely indecent.

      I would have never chosen this for myself…I mean, I looked hot, but this was not my usual type of thing to wear. The way Drayven was looking at me, though? It made me consider if lace was going to become a new staple in my wardrobe.

      No. Bad Ama. He’s an asshole who humiliated you. Thankfully, this was just a dream, so I could allow myself to indulge a bit.

      “You didn’t answer,” I pointed out as his head dipped and his lips grazed mine briefly before trailing down my jaw and neck. A whimper left my mouth as I squeezed my thighs together, not knowing how to handle this version of Drayven. The one that wanted me. That fed into my secret desire for him, despite this being a dream.

      “Don’t make me leave.” His voice was nearly pained, and I felt my entire body flush with heat as his kisses moved lower. A tremble went through me as his rough hand pushed aside the lace material, exposing my breast. He let out a deep feral noise. Holy hell. That noise jolted a part of me that had everything turning into a roaring wildfire.

      I couldn’t even form a response as his hot mouth closed around my nipple, making me moan his name needily. My fingers slid into his hair like I had always imagined, and my legs opened for him further, his massive frame coming to rest between them.

      “Holy shit,” I felt breathless as he moved to the other side, his fingers replacing his mouth in tortuous and teasing movements that had my clit pulsing with need. If the man wasn’t careful, I was going to end up coming from this alone.

      “Every day,” he groaned. “Every fucking day, I have to ignore this Ama. Ignore wanting you.” His words should have annoyed or frustrated me, but instead I was far too caught up in the way he was playing every inch of my body, making my magic light up under his touch. It was toxic and absolutely dangerous.

      When his lips brushed mine, I nearly pulled back, afraid to break the spell even though none of this was real. Instead, his kiss deepened, and I found myself almost dizzy from the taste of him. His growl against my lips as he slid his fingers beneath the lace teddy let me know he realized just how much he affected me.

      Before I had a moment to be embarrassed, he slid a finger inside of me, sending a bolt of desire through me as he used his thumb to roll my clit with wet heat. A scream caught in my throat as his teeth bit down on my neck just enough to make everything slam together at once. I shook as my climax ripped through me, and I closed my eyes, feeling as if opening them would break my perfectly lust-filled haze…
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        * * *

      

      “Ama.”

      The voice that called my name was the same voice from my dream, only filled with far less desire and far more aggression, the growl making me almost nervous. I shifted in my seat, realizing that we were, unfortunately, not in a bed. A blush filled my face. Holy shit. Had I just come in my dream? A dream about Drayven? Oh no. This was bad news.

      Still, I couldn’t find it in myself to be more than a little embarrassed about the desire he could probably smell. I felt so much better now that I’d had some relief. Not just sexually either—my magic felt energized and was zapping around inside of me with excitement from feeding off of that sexual energy once again.

      I had a feeling this was going to be the perfect loophole to needing to feed off of lust and desires. Despite having no clue why this was all of a sudden working to satisfy my Succubus hunger, I wasn’t going to turn my nose up at it.

      I blinked my eyes open and reared back slightly, finding Drayven caging me against the seat, his jaw tight enough that I was seriously concerned it might break. That wasn’t the only thing different about him, either. His dark eyes flashed with a pulse of neon green, showing how little control he had over himself right now. His breath was coming out rough and uneven. Oh man. He was either really pissed or really turned on. I was going to assume the first.

      “Why are you in my space?” I asked curiously, my voice filled with false calm. As my post-climax haze settled, I became increasingly more embarrassed. Who has an orgasm from a dream? He probably thought I was weird. Then again, it wasn’t like he could confirm that I’d had the dream. Thank fuck he didn’t know he’d starred in it—

      “Why the fuck are you using your magic on me?” His snarl had me freezing as I was hit with a metaphorical slap of icy wind to the face, shaking me from the cozy reality I had been living in. His accusation hurt on several levels, but I needed to address what he was saying first, because…well, it just was ridiculous.

      Obviously, I hadn’t used my magic on him. I would know if I had...wouldn’t I?

      “Magic?” I arched my brow in utter confusion. The only magic that had occurred was getting off from a dream in secret.

      “You pulled me into your dream with your Succubus magic,” he leveled, his energy dangerously sharp against my skin.

      What the hell?

      I tilted my head, feeling everything inside me tighten with concern and anxiety, “What? What are you talking about?”

      “I was in your fucking dream, or you were in mine,” he growled, running a hand through his hair. “I have no idea how you were doing it. I wasn’t dreaming and then, suddenly, I was there when you—”

      I felt mortified. Having a sex dream was one thing, but having a sex dream and literally pulling someone who hated you into it…yeah, that was an entirely new level of ‘fuck my life.’

      Wait...had the same thing happened with the arrogant man from the restaurant when I’d had my dream last night?

      I frowned, not understanding how any of that was even possible. I couldn’t deny that there had been elements to the dream I had thought were odd for myself to think up. Like the bedroom I didn’t recognize, or the lingerie that wasn’t my style. Drayven might have been onto something about me being in his dream, not that it really made anything any better. But some of what had happened in the dream was from his imagination, not mine.

      Had my body realized how I needed to feed and called out in my sleep to satisfy itself?

      His face softened slightly, “You didn’t do it on purpose?”

      I swallowed and sat back—or I tried to, but Drayven’s hand shot out, and he tugged my leg forward before he seemed to process it. My breathing quickened as he stared down at his hand on my leg with conflict and confusion on his face, as if he hadn’t meant to do that. I squeezed my legs together, feeling uncomfortable and flustered and frankly not knowing how to handle the situation.

      “Yeah, sorry, Drayven. I’m not exactly in the habit of pulling people into sex dreams. Especially not people who have avoided me like the plague since we kissed,” I muttered, pushing his hand off my leg.

      “I haven’t—” his voice was tight and uncomfortable.

      “Listen, I didn’t mean to do that. I’m sorry.” I interrupted him, not wanting to hear what he was accusing me of. It was all too apparent that my Succubus magic had acted out or something, and I just didn’t know how else to fix this besides apologizing and attempting to ignore it moving forward.

      Self-hatred slammed into me hard as I realized that I was still, after all this time, at the mercy of a side of myself I didn’t even like. A side of myself that represented instability because of the woman who had given me that side then just up and left my father and I to follow her ‘nature.’

      I continued before Drayven could say anything, “Could you sit back? I need you out of my space for a minute.” So I could lick my wounds and try to find some sense of pride to salvage. Would he be pissed if I kicked him out of the carriage so I didn’t have to spend the next few hours feeling mortified? I had a feeling he probably would. Maybe I could fly to the Summit instead.

      Once we were at the Summit, I planned on being the queen of avoidance. Drayven was going to wonder if I was dead because he would see so little of me.

      Drayven stared at me with such intensity that I wondered if he was considering killing me or something. After a long moment, he finally sat back, and I let out a small sigh of relief, able to once again think straight. The man moved to the exact opposite corner of the carriage, crossing his arms and leaning back, watching me closely. I didn’t blame him. Clearly, my magic was predatory and unstable.

      If he wasn’t such an ass I probably would have apologized even more than I already had. As it stood, I felt like once was enough.

      As I stared out the carriage window at the passing landscape, I briefly wondered if my mother was somewhere out there. Did she think about me? About my father? Or was she caught up in orgies twenty-four seven or some shit? My fingers twined with one another as I held them on my lap, trying to not feel the surge of heartbreak that usually accompanied thinking about my mom.

      I had only been five when she left, so I didn’t remember a lot about her. I didn’t have any positive memories, really—just negative ones that were associated with her eventually leaving. I hadn’t realized it at the time, but I distinctly remember the feeling of seeing less of her and asking my father why. His answers had never been distinct though. Well, until the night that she’d left for good.

      It had been time for bed and, despite her being absent most of the time, she had always said goodnight to me. This time, when she had come into my room, I could tell something was wrong. When she had pressed a kiss to my forehead, I’d noticed that she was wearing a coat, which was odd. I couldn’t tell you what she had said to me that night, but I had been left with a feeling of heartbreak and, after lying in my bed for a few hours, I had gotten up and gone to find my dad.

      It was the only time I had ever seen the man cry. I had immediately given him a hug, and when I’d asked him where my mother was, he’d squeezed me even tighter. Then he’d told me that she’d left. That she was going on a trip and wouldn’t be back for a very long time.

      I knew he’d thought he was saying the right thing, especially when trying to explain to a five-year-old where her mother was, but I really had thought she was on a trip. She’d gone on a lot of them, so I had clung to that until I was nearly eight and asked my dad again. That time, he had told me the truth.

      My mother had decided that her freedom, her ability to express herself however she wanted, was more valuable to her than her own child. Her own husband. Her own family.

      He had been far kinder, hashing out some bullshit about her feeling trapped by the territory’s expectations of her and the responsibilities of being a queen, but I knew what had happened. That was the day I’d learned that blood meant nothing. Family wasn’t genetic code—it was who you wanted in your life. People who truly loved you. So, while I hated how exiled I felt in Mortem, I knew I had my father and Zurie.

      They were my family. They were all I needed.
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      “Nicolas, are you paying attention?” My mother’s sharp voice had me turning away from the massive bookshelf I’d been staring at, sorting through the titles with vague interest. I wasn’t a huge reader, but considering the large number of books in our suite and the fact that my only other option was to interact with my parents and their...many sexual partners, I was completely open to it.

      “Yes,” I feigned a bit of interest in my voice, “You were talking about possible voting allies and how we couldn’t afford to let the House of Death win yet again.”

      I hoped they won, just so my parents could end this pointless bid to “rule the houses.” They were power-hungry assholes, and that wasn’t how the Supreme position was supposed to work anyway.

      I could recognize that I loved them as my parents, but I also didn’t think they were the best leaders. Honestly, sometimes I thought they fed off of power, politics, and deceit, far more than the sexual energy members of our house truly did feed on.

      My eyes darted to the closed bedroom door, where there was a large amount of exactly that coming from my father and one of the women he kept on staff. I would have felt bad for my mother, but she had several lovers herself, and the excess allowed them constant access to power anytime they needed it.

      They had tried to suggest that I bring some people along to the Summit as well, saying that it not only served the purpose of providing power but also showed your status. I wasn’t positive that was true, and I didn’t really need to show my status in such a manner, considering the crown on my head. I think they just liked the idea of me becoming more like them. Something that I was planning to avoid, no matter the cost. I could be loyal to my family and our house without wanting to be like them.

      “I heard that the House of Death’s heir is attending instead of her father,” my mother continued after a moment, seeming satisfied with my answer. My ears perked up slightly with interest. The House of Death was fairly private, so no one knew a lot about the heir. She was probably just as boring as every other Reaper, but I still was curious, especially since she had been kept so hidden.

      “So?” I asked my mother as I walked over to the large set of french doors that led to a balcony overlooking the beautifully manicured gardens, which stretched at least a mile in each direction. It was a small oasis in a massive urban capital city. In the distance, I could see the gates and large wall that surrounded the Summit center—a gothic structure that looked more like a castle than anything else. I wasn’t positive what they used this center for during the other ninety-nine years of each Summit cycle, but it was beautifully maintained and looked completely remodeled.

      “I want you to try to get her vote,” she explained, and I froze. I turned and arched a brow, her serious expression making me realize the woman might have finally lost it.

      “Why the hell would she vote for us?” I asked bluntly, hearing my mother’s jaw click at the reminder that no one ever voted for us. Oh well.

      “She’s young and can be swayed.”

      I muttered a curse, realizing she wanted me to seduce the House of Death heir as I looked back out at a dark carriage coming down the lane. Something about it held my attention as I tried to figure out what the hell I was going to say to my mother. I already knew I was going to do her bidding—I always did. But I definitely wasn’t happy about it. I wasn’t one who would ever force my powers on unwilling participants, and I had never once had a Reaper to feed off of sexually. I had never found any I was compatible with, and I truly doubted this one would be any different.

      Also, royals as a whole—especially those from other realms—tended to be judgmental assholes, so this had the potential to be a rather frustrating endeavor.

      The sun was beginning to set, its golden-red rays covering the gardens and making me squint slightly as I attempted to see the carriage approaching in better detail. My head tilted to the side in curiosity when I realized it bore the crest of the House of Death. Speak of the devil. Well, not the actual devil, because that dude was still taking the longest nap I’d ever heard of.

      When the carriage rolled to a stop, the door opened almost immediately, and a massive reaper stepped out, looking both frustrated and flustered. Interesting. I wasn’t positive who he was, but according to my mom, the heir was a woman…and I was going to assume that was her. That being a gorgeous specimen that all but tumbled out of the carriage, her onyx horns nearly caught on the door as she put as much space as possible between her and the male Reaper with her. I frowned at that, feeling an irrational surge of protectiveness at the way she was eyeing him cautiously.

      Wait, horns on the Reaper heir? I reared back slightly, then opened the french doors, deciding I wanted to further observe this woman who was the supposed heir to the House of Death. Clearly, they had been keeping secrets.

      I desperately wanted a closer look, but I didn’t know how else to achieve that besides flying down several stories and landing right in front of her. The carriage began to pull away, and I knew I was going to run out of time.

      “The girl is a hybrid?” my mother sneered from next to me, startling me. I had been so preoccupied I hadn’t felt her approach. “Oh, that won’t do. That alone is a reason for the other houses to not vote for them.”

      “She’s a Succubus-Reaper hybrid,” I murmured and then frowned. “She’s going to see right through any seduction attempts if she has even the smallest bit of our power running through her.”

      My mother waved dismissively, “Try anyway. She’s hybrid trash and probably has low self-confidence, so focus on giving her attention or something like that. She’ll be putty in your hands.” My entire body went tight at the words coming from my mother’s mouth.

      Hybrid trash? Hardly.

      I hopped up onto the balcony ledge, and my red wings stretched to either side of me as I jumped. The air was a bit crisper than normal, and it ruffled my hair, the brown mixed with caramel highlights moving in my peripheral vision. The journey down gave me a moment of peace before I landed right in front of the newcomers.

      Almost instantly, a smile was pulling at my lips because holy hell this woman was…well, I didn’t really have a word for it.

      Arresting? Exquisite? Bewitching? None of those seemed to capture the small, curvy beauty in front of me, her large pink and silver eyes, framed by massive dark lashes, widening in surprise at my landing.

      I didn’t even bother looking at the Reaper with her, completely entranced as I was. She ran a hand over her dark, sleek ponytail, and her soft, pink lips opened slightly as if she was going to say something. Her black wings, a color I had never seen on a Succubus before, snapped out from her back as she jolted in surprise, a blush staining her cheeks. The scent of roses and ashes had my cock hardening as my own pulse hitched, and I moved closer to her on instinct.

      I nearly growled when the asshole traveling with her stepped in front of her defensively. I was tall at nearly 6’2”, and I could easily hold my own in most fights, but this guy was clearly here for the purpose of protecting the House of Death’s heir, and I didn’t completely blame him. I mean, the woman was obviously priceless. I was surprised someone hadn’t attempted to steal her yet.

      A near growl tore from my throat at the thought of how good she would feel under my fingers. That alone was enough to consider stealing her away and locking her up. I bet she would come so fucking pretty. I was about to throw this bastard out of the way, but then, all of a sudden, I didn’t have to.

      “Drayven, stop being rude.” Her voice was soft but commanding as she stepped around the man and offered him a confused look, something like hurt shadowing her eyes. Had he hurt her? When she continued, I realized why she’d thought he was stepping in front of her, “I might not be great at politics, but I can hold a conversation. I’m not going to embarrass anyone, contrary to what everyone else seems to think.”

      My smile grew as the man grunted and stepped aside, barely, his desire for this woman so painfully obvious. Also, his possessiveness, but I had a feeling that she didn’t recognize it at all with the confusion that blanketed her face when she looked at him. If she couldn’t recognize his blatant and obvious need for her, maybe she really wouldn’t see through my seduction attempts—not that I had any intentions of telling my mother that.

      “You must be the heir to the House of Sin?” she asked softly, looking at my crown briefly before her cheeks deepened in color.

      “His name is Nicolas,” the large Reaper provided, clearly annoyed with not being part of this conversation—something I planned on maintaining.

      “Nico,” I offered my preferred nickname, ignoring him and hating the formal one my parents insisted on. She put her hand out for a handshake, but I captured it gently and brushed my lips against it, noting how her skin broke out into shivers.

      “What’s your name?” I prompted, genuinely excited for small talk for the first time in my life.

      “Amare, or Ama,” she mumbled, then shook herself, a shadow crossing her gaze, as she stepped back. My magic circled around me, frustrated that she had snapped out of my unintentional seduction so easily.

      Although, to be fair, I hadn’t been trying to use it, so much as my magic had been reacting to her. I would gladly let my mother think I was spending this entire time seducing her if it meant getting to know Ama better, though.

      “We should go to our chambers.” Drayven’s voice was harsh and annoyed, his eyes seeming to burn a hole through me.

      Her eyes darted to him as her jaw tightened, and she seemed conflicted on whether that was the right move or not. I decided to make it easier for her.

      “Why don’t I show you?” I stepped closer to her and her pupils dilated slightly, the scent of desire surrounded her like a gorgeous perfume. Fuck. I could practically smell how wet she was, and it was making me want to pin her up against the closest wall and bury myself inside of her, to feel how tight I knew she would be.

      My biggest hold up was that I wasn’t positive whether her arousal was just for me or if it was for Drayven as well. The desire she felt for him was obvious to me, but far more concealed. The idea that she could be attracted to someone besides me made me both irrationally possessive and oddly insecure. Two emotions I never felt.

      I could make her feel ten times better than this Reaper. I knew that.

      “Fuck no.” Drayven’s growl was sharp and filled with anger, causing Ama to startle and go wide-eyed as if surprised by his intense reaction to a seemingly polite offer. I had to wonder what their relationship was because she clearly wasn’t aware of how he felt. Good, I’d use that to my advantage.

      “I’m almost positive the heirs are supposed to get to know one another,” I purred, my hand brushing over her shoulder as her tongue darted out to wet her lip, causing me to let out a small growl that caught in my throat. Damn it. This woman had way too much pull on my physicality already. “Besides, I have a feeling that Ama and I have far more in common than you ever will.”

      Drayven’s eyes lit up with fury that I wanted to tease out, making him as angry as possible, just to show Amare how much better I was than him. I didn’t even know the man, but I instinctively knew that he was a threat to getting this woman in my bed and under me.

      Before he could say anything, Ama pulled away from me, her energy going from confused and turned on to nearly fucking joyous. It pissed me off instantly because I knew I wasn’t the one making her happy, and clearly I had some serious issues with being jealous when it came to this woman.

      She darted around me, avoiding Drayven, who tried to stop her, as I turned to watch her nearly run into…wonderful. She ran almost right into the House of Runes heir’s arms. Fucking wonderful.

      “Motherfucker,” Drayven growled as Finias, who I hadn’t met personally but whose reputation for violence I was well aware of, engulfed her in a hug. I never felt anger, but in that moment, I felt absolutely furious.

      “How does she know him?” I asked quietly, putting aside my annoyance with Drayven to get my answer.

      “He came to our house just the other night,” he grunted.

      Finias was talking with her, a smile playing on his features, as she ran her hands up his chest. I wanted her hands on me. This was bullshit. I felt like a child who’d had their toy taken from them. Not that Ama was a toy, but I wanted to fucking play with her. I wanted to explore every inch of that gorgeous body.

      “Are they together?” I inquired, full of curiosity as to how the Dark Elf had managed to bond with her this much in just one night.

      “No.” Drayven’s answer didn’t match the way they were talking to one another, and the way Finias was looking at Ama, though. It was clear they were definitely into each other.

      Suddenly, Finias looked over Ama’s head at both of us, his eyes instantly going cold and flat, his expression filled with warning. It only lasted a second, but it was enough to even cause me to feel uncomfortable, and Drayven practically vibrated with violence next to me.

      I didn’t move as Finias began leading her towards the large front doors. “Stay away from her,” Drayven warned, his eyes flashing with a ring of green as he stalked towards them. Before they disappeared, Ama looked back at me, her eyes sparking with interest as her lips pulled up into a tiny smile, making me uncomfortably hard. How a smile had the ability to do that, I had no damn idea.

      When she looked away, I put my hands in my pockets and resisted the urge to go after her. Despite Drayven’s words, I had absolutely no intention of staying away from Amare. Not for my parents. Not for my kingdom.

      No, I wanted her all for myself.
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      What were the chances? Seriously. What were the chances that my sex drive, which had been essentially non-existent, had decided to explode to life in the span of two days?

      Not to mention that, between meeting Finias and Nico, spending more time around Drayven, and running into the asshole from dinner, it felt as if a blush was permanently staining my cheeks recently. I hoped there weren’t any other alluring men lurking in the shadows around here, and if there were, I hoped they had absolutely zero interest in me. I was awkward and horrible enough at handling the attention I was already getting.

      My history of being downtrodden and made to feel inferior in every way by other members of my house meant that I was constantly faking my confidence and repeatedly having to remind myself that I had something amazing to offer to the world. Even if others didn’t recognize it.

      Having this much interest in me out of nowhere kind of felt like life had thrown me a curveball that knocked me on my ass. It felt surreal, and I kept wondering if it was some type of cruel joke at my expense. I was used to being lonely, so accepting affection was hard enough as it was—I think it would break something in me to find out that all of this was someone’s underhanded way of inflicting emotional pain on me.

      The best option would probably be to ignore all of it. I wasn't here to find a boyfriend, after all. I was here to secure the seat for my house, and despite how much I was enjoying the attention of these gorgeous men, I had no way of knowing if they were just playing games to distract me or win votes.

      I might have seemed friendly and laid back, but the truth was I didn’t trust easily, and these men—despite being absolutely unique and tempting—had certainly done nothing to earn my trust. There was no history.

      Finias' rough hand held mine gently, and I looked down at it, feeling conflicted as I came to the conclusion that getting involved with any of them was a bad idea. I retracted my hand from his gently, playing with my hair to try to make it less obvious that I was setting boundaries now. Confusion flashed in his beautiful violet eyes as he glanced at me. I kept my gaze forward, but I saw it with my peripheral vision, and it took every ounce of self-control not to immediately grab his hand again to soothe him.

      It was irrational how much I liked the Dark Elf prince after only having spoken with him for less than an hour the other night. The draw I felt to him was intense, and my heart was battling with my mind on my decision, telling me these feelings shouldn't be ignored.

      No. I couldn't give in.

      His gaze turned forward once more as he stopped next to a stone entryway that framed a beautiful black oak door. Speaking more formally than he had before, he held a hand out to gesture as he spoke, "This will be the chambers for your house during your stay here. You should find everything you need in there, and your bags will be delivered shortly, I'm sure."

      My mouth opened and closed as I tried to find the right words, struggling with the chasm I was creating between us. I didn’t want it. Why was I doing this to myself? Because I knew I needed to keep my wits about me. I was too inexperienced with these types of politics, and I had absolutely no idea who was an actual ally and who wasn’t. The allure of him was too much, too overwhelming, and it seemed to consume all rational thought. It was too much change, too fast.

      Also because…I didn’t trust myself not to somehow fuck this up. Not only because it was physically impossible for me to have a relationship, but also because I seriously questioned what made me think I would be any better than my mom. Hell, I had found myself inexplicably drawn to four men in two days. Finias deserved better than that. Better than someone who had such a hugely untrustworthy aspect of their nature. No, a relationship with Finias was just not possible.

      I settled on a courteous nod and said, "Thank you, Finias. It was nice to see a friendly face so soon."

      That was good, right? Polite, yet still showed I was happy to see him, without being too forward? Devil, I was hopeless.

      When I met his gaze though, I could see the chasm between us growing, and it had less to do with my words and more to do with my actions. Finias wasn’t dumb, and I was horrible at hiding my emotions. He knew I was pulling away, and that made it all that much more painful to do, because it was so clear the man had me more figured out than most of the people in my life.

      His beautiful face seemed cold and closed off in comparison to the version of him he had shown me previously. My heart ached with regret already as he gave me a nod back and strode away, perhaps taking the opportunity for my personal happiness with him. Already, I regretted my actions.

      Didn’t I deserve some level of happiness? Was I masochistic? Would I always be okay with living the dark, lonely existence that Drayven and others had forced me into? Apparently, considering I had just pushed away someone who had genuinely seemed interested in me.

      My chest felt heavy with the weight of that choice as I stared after him for a few moments before Drayven interrupted with his unwanted opinion. "I think that was a wise choice, Ama."

      I rolled my eyes with my back to him still. Of course he did—he had hated the Dark Elf from the moment he’d seen us together in the courtyard back home.

      Shaking my head and letting out a humorless laugh, I pushed open the door and answered, "Opinions are like assholes, Drayven. Just because you have one, doesn’t mean people want to hear you talk about it."

      Without waiting for his response—because honestly, it felt like we kept having the same conversation over and over recently—I walked into our home away from home for the next few days. The ceiling had to span close to twenty feet, making the space seem massive.

      The entryway opened to a sitting room, and it was obvious the space had been decorated to be reminiscent of our own house. Kudos to whoever their designer was because it was spot-on.

      Thin, black silk curtains draped elegantly on each side of the three large windows on the far side of the room, letting some natural light into the room. A crystal chandelier hung from the center of the room over the two black velvet chairs, a couch, and a table, which were all situated on a large red and black area rug.

      Walking further into the space, I took note of the fully stocked bar in the corner of the room and contemplated pouring myself something to help soothe my nerves. The two large doors on the opposite side of the room captured my interest, though, and I made my way over to them instead.

      Cracking the door closest to the entrance of our suite, I saw that it was a stunning bathroom with a sleek obsidian tub that called my name. I'll be back for you, my sweet. That would be the perfect way to relax tonight.

      Closing the first door, I moved to open the other and frowned when I saw Drayven had already shoved his way into the room beyond and was making himself at home as if it was his bedroom. I didn't even have time to properly appreciate the gorgeous four-poster canopy bed because I was irritated as hell by the way he was lying on it with his shoes still on. Neanderthal.

      His eyes were closed like he didn't have a care in the world, and I growled, "Would you mind getting the fuck off my bed so you stop dirtying it with your shoes?"

      Apparently I wasn't even worth the effort of opening his eyes as he responded, enjoyment evident in his tone, "What do you mean, your bed? This is our bed and I'll lay on it with my shoes on if I want to."

      A real laugh burst from me at his words. Yeah fucking right.

      I was close to hitting a point of no return with Drayven, and eventually, I would explode. Between his asshole behavior and the accusatory tone he always used with me, I just couldn’t handle him. I couldn’t handle my attraction to someone who was such a dick. A dick, mind you, who wore shoes in bed. The absolute worst kind.

      Once my laughter had been contained, I countered, "I'll admit, that was funny, but now kindly get the hell out of my space and go find your own room."

      Now his eyes opened, and he turned towards me, pieces of his silver locks falling across his forehead as he smirked at me. "It wasn't a joke, Ama. I asked on our way up here if the area Finias was showing you was for just you, or if it was for our house in general."

      He had to have done something to arrange this. It would completely throw me off mentally.

      He sighed as if I was bothering him with my questions now, which irritated the hell out of me. "I don't make these decisions, Ama, despite what I'm sure you're telling yourself in your head right now. This is what we're getting, and we just have to deal with it, okay?"

      I didn't like the situation, but I also didn't want to cause a scene over it, because it wasn't worth smearing the reputation of our house just because I didn't want to share a room with someone. I'd look like an absolute brat, and that was the last thing I needed.

      The shock on his face when I responded, "Okay. We'll just deal with it," was priceless. He definitely hadn't expected me to give in so easily, and I enjoyed his miffed expression.

      Shrugging my shoulders, I explained, "It's only for a few days. I need to be focused on more important things like networking and finding allies, not throwing a fit over our sleeping arrangements."

      He pushed up to a sitting position and pinned me with a look as if he was seeing me for the first time. Nope, never mind, that was suspicion. Good. I hoped he was suspicious and paranoid for the rest of the day. That was payback for being so damn infuriating.

      "That's...very mature of you." How did the bastard manage to make a compliment seem like an insult?

      A knock sounded at our door as someone called out, "Your bags!"

      Sliding off the bed, Drayven walked past me to get them as he said, "If you want to freshen up or whatever, I'll stay out here. We can go find some food for lunch after that if you'd like."

      Staring at his broad back, I was pleasantly surprised at how much I preferred this polite communication between us over our normal squabbling. Maybe I had been wrong—maybe I wasn’t going to end up losing it and killing him. Yet.

      It would definitely make the next few days together easier, and I needed to do my part in not giving the other houses any reason to sense animosity within ours. They would take any piece of information and twist it to their advantage, of that I was sure.

      My stomach rumbled as if Drayven mentioning food gave it permission to demand sustenance this loudly. As soon as he dropped our bags into the bedroom, I decided to extend an olive branch back to him. "I think I'm set to go find something to eat now if you are? Knowing me, I'll get lost and never find my way back if I go alone."

      I swallowed the lump in my throat at this white flag that seemed to have been raised between us. How long could it last?

      He gestured for me to exit the room ahead of him, "I suppose we'll at least get lost together now. I wouldn't want you to end up accidentally in the House of Fallen's area alone."

      Exiting our room, I quirked a brow as I inquired seriously, "What do you think they would do?"

      We wandered companionably down the hall in search of a kitchen, Drayven musing, "Honestly, I don't know, and that's what scares me."

      My head jerked back in shock at the words "scares me" coming from his mouth. The man was terrifying, and I wasn't sure what in the world could scare him. So I asked. "What, exactly, scares you about that?"

      His head swiveled towards me, and his gaze traveled my body, but not in a way that made me feel like he was checking me out in a sexual manner. No, unfortunately it was much worse than that. He looked at me like a man who had found the most valuable thing in the world to him as he admitted, "That I won't be able to protect you."

      My lips parted as the meaning behind his words and gaze hit me like a freight train. Alright, all aboard the Ama-is-so-confused train. No, I had to be misinterpreting this completely. Drayven's actions towards me over the past few years cemented the fact that he did not care about me in that manner.

      I guessed I'd need to add his name to the list of men whose attention I needed to ignore while I was here. Maybe that was his goal this entire time, just like the rest of them...trip me up and distract me from my one goal here.

      Scoffing to myself at how gullible I was, I bit my lower lip and shook my head before I stopped walking and asked him, "Did the rest of the royals from our house tell you to sweet talk me so you could take over the throne when I inevitably mess up here? Was that your goal? Charm yourself into my good graces, just so you could somehow cause me to fuck up here?"

      Just the idea of it hurt me much more than I cared to admit, because somehow I'd already allowed myself to open up to the idea of trying to work through our past issues for the sake of our time here together. I couldn't bear the thought of him using that softness for his gain.

      I refused to be used like a puppet by anyone.

      He didn't answer immediately but came to a standstill, his large frame almost seeming to vibrate with anger at my questions. Without warning, he was suddenly turned around and in front of me, pushing me gently into the wall behind me. Holy hell, what was he doing?

      The stones bit into my back as I tried to put space between us, his face stopping just inches from my own as his eyes flashed neon green. "I'm going to say this one time, Ama. So listen closely."

      His eyes darted down to my lips as I bit the bottom one nervously. My heart hammered in my chest for a multitude of reasons. I was nervous as fuck for what he was going to say. Recently, he had been surprising the hell out of me with what came out of his mouth. But mostly, I was fighting the memory of how his lips felt against mine.

      "I'm here to support you in whatever way I can to ensure you are the one who wins this vote for us. So you can prove to the council that you are fit to lead our house when your father steps down. I know you aren't going to believe that, and hell..." he took a deep breath, "I can hardly believe it myself, but I think maybe I was rash to judge you back then. I let others’ opinions sway my own, and honestly, I was scared of the feelings I had for you. But I can't deny that they are still there and I care about you."

      My jaw dropped to the damn floor at his admission, and my brain absolutely blanked. When the emotions began filtering back in, I found I wanted more than anything to believe his words. That piece of me that had grown bitter and spiteful towards him because of the embarrassment and pain he’d caused with his rejection after our kiss was like a thorn in my side. I wanted to let go of that moment so we could move forward.

      "I... I don't even know what to say back to that, Dray." The old nickname for him slipped out with ease as I stared back at him, completely shocked and feeling overwhelmed. It was so difficult for me not to assume this was a politically motivated move or one meant to humiliate me. Either of those would have been far easier to believe.

      I would handle this tactfully for now and see how it played out. I sure as hell didn’t trust him though. The timing was far too odd for this sudden apology to be a coincidence.

      His hands, which had been braced on the wall on either side of me, fell away as he backed up, thankfully giving me some room to breathe. "You don't have to say anything. I just need you to stop questioning the motives of the one person here who actually wants to protect you and see you succeed."

      A kernel of hope began to unfurl within me, and I answered, keeping my tone even and unemotional, "Okay. Let's get through this Summit, win, and then maybe we can talk about the rest."

      My stomach chose that moment to make another loud appearance, practically roaring at me to feed it. He chuckled and started down the hall again, as if he hadn’t just surprised the hell out of me. "Let's go find you some food before your stomach decides to eat me."

      He might not have meant his words to have a sexual connotation, but damn my mind for attaching one to them anyway. I seriously needed to get my hormones under wrap, or I was going to lose this battle before it even began.
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      After getting lost and redirected roughly eight times in the labyrinth of a castle, we had finally found the dining hall for visitors. They had a buffet set up, and I had stacked my plate full of pizza and chicken wings...and had all but stolen the bottle of ranch dressing I found. I didn't care what anyone said, ranch was good on literally everything.

      Apparently, it was something the human realm came up with, and honestly, I needed to go up there and thank them one day. They were heroes in my eyes for this delicacy.

      Drayven had eaten a variety of foods, from burgers, to steak, to a million side items. We had been in bliss the entire time, completely overindulging ourselves in silence, not uttering a word as we practically breathed in the food. The chefs here were phenomenal. It probably didn’t help that we had been traveling all day and been relatively stressed about the Summit in general. It was called comfort food for a reason.

      Back in our room, we lounged on the couch and chair in the sitting area like lazy lards. Snuggling further into the couch on my side, I let the haze of my full stomach and mental exhaustion lull me into a half-asleep state. My mind drifted as if I was sleeping, but I was also very much aware of Drayven's snores from the chair near me.

      We’d ended up on the furniture out here instead of the bed, likely because neither of us knew yet how to approach the topic of sleeping in the same bed. Granted, it was a king bed and we wouldn't be touching if we stuck to our sides, but the notion of sharing it was still such an intimate one.

      We had a few hours yet until we needed to have that conversation, and I began to get frustrated at my body fighting sleep. Despite my drowsiness, it felt as if my mind was running a million miles a minute, and I groaned quietly as I pushed myself to a sitting position and glanced over at Drayven's large frame awkwardly slumped in the sitting chair. His head lolled onto his shoulder, his mouth hanging slightly open as he snored lightly.

      He was even more handsome in his sleep, if that was possible. The constant worry lines that creased his forehead and the spot between his brows were gone, his face smooth as he slept peacefully without a care in the world. I found myself longing to see his face like this more often. He carried such a heavy weight on his shoulders at all times, trying to be a “perfect Reaper” for the royals, and honestly, I thought it had molded him into someone he wasn't.

      Yes, he was a loyal and talented Reaper who had collected more souls than anyone in his age group, but he also wasn't living life. He didn't go out and have fun. Ever. And that was coming from me, the girl with almost no social life. Still, he was all work and no play, and I found myself both hating that and worrying about him as I continued to look him over. I'd have to work on changing that when we got home if he was serious about trying to smooth things out between us.

      Stretching my arms above my head, I let out a small groan at how sore my body was from sitting in that damn carriage for hours. I needed a massage or something. The large obsidian tub popped into my mind, and a smile took over my face at the thought of using it. I pushed myself off the couch and strode towards the bedroom to grab a couple items. Ruffling through my luggage, I grabbed a black silk robe and a hair tie before quickly padding over to the bathroom.

      Flicking the light on, I noted the floating shelves on the wall that held candles and a lighter. Hanging my robe on the hook, I used my hair tie to roll my ponytail into a bun on top of my head, right behind my horns, securing it so it wouldn't get wet during my bath. When you had this much hair, you washed it only when necessary because blow drying it was such a bitch.

      Turning the hot water on, I grabbed a few of the mini bottles of bath products and scanned until I found a scented bubble bath. Vanilla. It wasn't my usual choice of scent, but it would definitely still be delightful and relaxing. After pouring in a generous amount—because who doesn't love a lot of bubbles—I set it back on the shelf.

      I figured it would be at least five minutes until the bath was even close to full enough for me to submerge myself in it, so I quietly walked over to the bar back in our living space and poured myself a glass of the cabernet there. Swirling it around in the glass, I breathed in the notes of the wine before taking a small sip. It had a heavy, full-bodied aroma and tasted of dark chocolate with an underlying black cherry note.

      This. I needed this. The bubble bath. The wine. The peaceful silence.

      The memory of my father telling me the humans topside didn’t allow anyone under the age of twenty-one to drink alcohol popped into my head. I was eighteen and thought it was an absurd rule. If you made something illegal, it only made kids want to do it more. We were, of course, taught to drink responsibly, but I firmly believed that not being off-limits made it less appealing to a lot of people.

      Glancing at Drayven, I saw he was still passed out in the chair, so I returned to the bathroom, thrilled when I saw the tub was more than half full. Closing the door with a soft click behind me, I set the wine on the small table by the tub and lit the candles in the room before I began to undress, neatly folding my clothes and setting them on the edge of the sink as I went.

      Turning the lights off, I melted at how serene this bathroom was with just the candles illuminating it. Grabbing my wine once more, I took a sip and climbed into the obsidian tub, hissing lightly at the first bite of heat on my skin. While I loved the water to be scalding, it was still always a slight adjustment at first.

      Reaching for the knob, I turned the water off and sank down fully into the tub, my body immediately relaxing as the heat worked its way into my muscles. Tilting my head back, I fit my neck into the rounded edge and rested my arm against the side, wine glass in hand.

      Closing my eyes, I ran through all that Otto had told me about the houses in preparation for introductions tomorrow. I wasn't sure what was expected of us outside of the formal introductions and then the meal together, but I definitely wanted to explore the capital a bit since it was my first time here.

      I put my wine glass to my lips as I mulled everything over, then almost dropped the damn thing in the tub when all my candles blew out and I was left in the dark. Fuck. My heart raced in my chest as I glanced around in the darkness, desperately trying to identify possible threats. Sitting there naked in the tub, I felt vulnerable and exposed, and I mentally cursed myself for being lulled into a false sense of security and thinking I was safe just because I was in our house’s chambers.

      Stupid Ama, never expecting the worst out of a situation. I was so out of my league here.

      Suddenly, a hand clamped over my mouth. A muffled scream would have no doubt escaped my lips if it hadn’t been for the familiar scent that wrapped around me, instantly stopping the noise from working its way out.

      A familiar voice whispered into my ear, “I needed to talk to you without Drayven around. I didn’t mean to scare you, but this couldn’t wait.”

      Finias.

      His voice was raspy as he continued, “I couldn't stop thinking about the way we parted earlier, and it's been eating at me, Ama. Did he convince you to stay away from me?"

      My chest heaved as I sucked in air to calm my racing heart when his hand lifted from my mouth. "Fucking hell, Fin. You couldn't have just asked to meet with me in private like a sane person would have?" I asked, still partially in shock.

      With the darkness blindfolding me, my other senses felt heightened. So, when I felt a deep laugh rumble through him and his breath tickled my throat as he said, "I never promised I was sane," a shiver raced through my body.

      Oh man, it could not be healthy how attracted I was to the darkness in Fin.

      Despite the precariousness of the situation, not even an ounce of me felt like I was in danger with him. Maybe that was stupid, but I couldn't deny that he had an easy way of making me feel safe and relaxed...and, dare I say it? Happy.

      I fought the urge to fall back into the easy-going manner I had with him and quipped back, "What do you want, Finias?" Then I chugged a few mouthfuls of wine to stop myself from saying something cheesy.

      His response had me nearly choking on said wine. “You.”

      Coughing a bit to clear my throat, I wheezed out, "Come again?"

      I jolted slightly as his fingers started to trace circles on my exposed neck, and he slyly retorted, "Can't make you come again if I didn't make you come to begin with, but I am eager to change that right now."

      My body betrayed me, and I felt myself tilting my head back to give him further access. His hand dipped lower, skimming the top of my breasts, and the whimper that came out of me was shocking. I had never made that noise before. Holy hell. My legs rubbed together as the desire built within me at just his light touches.

      "Tell me you don't want my touch and I'll stop." He whispered the promise, but I felt the pain in his words, as if it would kill him if I told him to do so. I was nearly positive it would kill me as well.

      Despite my being immersed in hot water, chills spread across my neck where he breathed against it and trailed kisses over the sensitive skin. He began to speak as his hand firmly cupped my breasts and kneaded them, "Why did you pull away from me, Ama? Do you not feel this electricity between us?" He emphasized his words as he rolled my nipple between his fingers, making me moan.

      He tutted, "Be quiet, or the Reaper will come and ruin everything."

      Fin was right. If Drayven heard me, he would come in here, and it would likely turn my relaxing bubble bath into a bloodbath if the two men fought. I was in no rush to end this encounter before my body was satisfied, despite my mind screaming at me for going back on my decision to keep my distance.

      He was breaking down any walls I’d tried to put up between us.

      I needed to ask my own questions, though, to make sense of all of everything—and so my brain would shut the hell up and let me enjoy this. Breathlessly, I inquired, "How do I know I can trust you and that this isn't just a ruse to win my vote and screw my house over?"

      His hand immediately left my skin, and I found myself reaching for his wrist. Somehow, even in the dark, I found it and brought it back to my skin. He fought me and ground out in a hurt tone, "Don't, Ama. I won't touch you if you think that is what I am here for."

      The emotion that filled his words made me want to apologize for even insinuating dishonorable intentions on his part, but he kept talking before I could. "To be brutally honest, Ama...Yes, my parents sent me to your house to try to retrieve information about your house's plans, but there was no malicious intent on my part. I do their bidding to keep them from punishing me, as they so enjoy doing."

      "Fin..." I started, my heart splintering with his admission and my hand sliding down his wrist to his fingers, gripping them on my own. He grabbed the glass of wine from my occupied hand and set it aside.

      His hand returned, twining our fingers together, and his head rested on top of mine as he said, "I didn’t tell you that so you’d feel sorry for me. I told you so you’d understand that I will always be honest with you and that my intentions and feelings for you are true and my own. I have never felt so enraptured by anyone before you..." He trailed off momentarily, and I felt like I needed to interject.

      "I feel it too," I admitted, scared out of my mind to say it out loud. It was easier in the dark. It was easier when I felt like nothing existed outside of us and this steam-filled bathroom. But saying it out loud made it real, and damn...I didn't know how to handle this situation anymore. I knew I needed to guard myself, but my heart was screaming at me to let Finias in.

      There was a shift in his energy when I admitted my feelings, and a low growl escaped him as his body shifted. His hand stroked my breast once more, simultaneously stroking the flame of desire within me. He tweaked, pinched, and rolled my nipple until I was panting.

      His hand trailed lower to cup my pussy as he demanded, "Do not distance yourself from me again, Ama. I don't think I can bear it."

      I nodded back, completely forgetting we were in a pitch-black room. One of his fingers trailed across my slit then circled my clit as he commanded my answer in a hard, almost intimidating voice. "Ama. Tell me you won't do that again."

      "Yes. Yes, I promise," I answered hurriedly, my back arching when he responded by slowly sinking a finger into my core. I bit down on my lip to hold back the moan that threatened to escape as he curled it inside of me, his other hand dipping into the water to rub my clit at the perfect pace and pressure.

      "I'll hold you to that. The night after tomorrow, you are accompanying me to the ball. I want everyone to know that you chose to be with me. To be on my arm. To be mine.”

      Shit. Why did I feel like I’d just thrown myself into the deep end with that promise? This would complicate everything with the other houses if I showed favoritism, and it would definitely ruffle Drayven’s feathers.

      I couldn't even formulate words to respond to him, and he began to play me like an instrument he was well acquainted with. I had absolutely no idea how he knew my body this well, but it was beyond intoxicating. Finias increased his pace until I was right at the edge of my release, then he demanded, "Come all over my hand, Ama. Come for me."

      And I did. I unraveled and clamped my hand over my mouth to keep from screaming my release. Finias worked his magic through it, prolonging my orgasm for as long as possible. I was nearly shaking as his whispered words, which I only faintly heard, echoed against my ear. My eyes felt heavy with relief from the pleasure coursing through me. A faint whisper of my succubus powers reached out, feeding off of the pleasure he gave me, replenishing my energy storage. I hadn’t realized how drained I’d felt until I felt that part of myself settle inside of me with a contented sigh.

      I dropped my hand from my mouth, still feeling dazed, as his hands retracted from me. I felt a kiss on the top of my head as he whispered, "I'll see you tomorrow, Ama. Don't forget your promise."

      Then he was gone, and I was left lying in the tub wondering what else was going to come my way at this Summit. My world had already drastically changed and it was only day one. I had a feeling my life wouldn't be the same by the end of this.
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      Holden would never have been this nervous. No, my fearless older brother wouldn’t have felt any of the emotions I was currently experiencing. The jolting sense of anxiety surging through me as I walked the ground of the Summit estate. The claustrophobic feeling of being trapped in this stupid outfit and wanting to shift into my Hellhound form. The tension that had plagued my body from the time I’d found out I’d be going to this damned event.

      No, Holden would have been far more prepared and calm. The prodigal son would have led our house flawlessly through the Summit, next to my parents, probably somehow managing to secure the vote for us to be Supreme.

      I would be lucky if I didn’t shift in the middle of one of these stuck up, stuffy events. I didn’t have the best control over my Hellhound. Well, that was putting it mildly. Strong emotions could make me shift in a split second, and finding my way to a rational headspace to come back from it was even harder.

      A part of me wanted to stay shifted and run away from it all.

      Holden should be the future king of the House of Hellfire, not me. I knew it. My parents knew it. Hell, Holden knew it, and the only reason he wasn’t was because he had chosen a different path. One that wasn’t nearly as prestigious but somehow made him even more special in the eyes of everyone.

      He had chosen to become a teacher at the military school our territory of Infernum featured. It was one of the best in the realm and, as he put it, ‘taught the next generation to be proud of their heritage.’ Which translated to the unspoken ‘willing to die for it’ clause that they subconsciously taught each and every one of the students.

      I was no different, in that my loyalty was steadfast, but I also wasn’t blind, and I knew the true purpose of institutions like that was a bit of brainwashing.

      But because he had chosen that path, I had to be king one day. Fun shit. Not.

      Of course, my parents had acted like it wasn’t a big deal, and I knew in some ways my father was pleased the crown would be passed on to me. After all, I was the far more reactive, temperamental, and dangerous member of the family, which would have people easily falling in line. But unlike my brother, I would never be a leader. I would rule, not lead. The position I was put in very clearly showcased my flaws, and I had accepted them already, not willing to waste time on self-loathing because I wasn’t as perfect as Holden.

      It didn’t stop me from being nervous, though. I knew my parents were watching and waiting to see how I would do and, of course, I wanted to exceed their expectations. What nineteen-year-old didn’t want to make their parents proud? I just had to find a way to break out of the shadow my older brother constantly cast over me. Something that would be a bit difficult, considering I wasn’t very good at having my shit together on the best of days. I had good intentions but, you know, that whole self-control thing...

      Running a hand through my messy dark hair, I glared at the princely outfit I’d been forced to wear. I was most comfortable in jeans, barefoot, with no shirt on. But a hoodie or t-shirt would also work perfectly fine most days. Just not whatever the hell this was.

      A droplet of rain landed on my face as I looked up at the slightly cloudy skies, hoping for my sake it didn’t decide to storm this morning. I would desperately need to shift after this, and I knew shifting inside of the Summit grounds wasn’t exactly considered a ‘good move’ when it came to politics.

      After all, while they might not admit it, most people were terrified of Hellhounds—and for good reason. In that form, it was all too easy to massacre an entire room of people in seconds flat, regardless of their powers.

      Muttering under my breath, I was pulled from my thoughts by the sound of wings in the air. My head snapped up and my chest seized momentarily, my heart nearly stopping, as a dark, stunning, almost angelic figure landed a few feet away.

      Gorgeous black wings shifted against the wind as their elegant owner folded them in, making them all but disappear. Holy hell. I had seen Succubus wings before, but none like that. My eyes ran over every inch of the woman in front of me as my mouth nearly dropped, my cock hardening uncomfortably.

      What the fuck was going on with me? I clenched my fists to avoid shifting, but a low growl must have escaped because the woman’s head snapped up and she met my gaze head on. I expected her to look away as most people did, but instead, she tilted her head and offered me a smile.

      “You look like you don’t want to be here anymore than I do.” Her voice had chills running up my skin, and my body tensed as she drew closer. At the same time, my brain seemed to slow, my thoughts turning hazy, as I examined every inch of her gorgeous face. The predator inside of me curled up like a pup as I fought the urge to tug this woman close and run my nose along her neck. I wanted to memorize her scent and then cover her in my own.

      Fuck. This could not be normal.

      “Who are you?” My voice was raspy and curious.

      Her smile grew as she thrust out a hand, “Ama, heir to the House of Death. Lover of all food and hater of all stuffy political engagements, such as the one we are about to attend.”

      I chuckled, unable to help smiling at the quirky woman, whose cheeks were now stained by a blush. She seemed almost embarrassed, as if she hadn’t meant to introduce herself that way, but I absolutely loved it. I found myself almost desperately wanting her to be comfortable with me—while I was painfully attracted to the woman, I would also take any ally I could get when it came to surviving this bullshit.

      “Well, Ama, I’m Damien,” I grasped her soft and delicate outstretched hand, holding it longer than necessary, “heir to the House of Hellfire.”

      “I figured as much, what with the crown and the growling.” She flashed a dangerous smile that had my own growing. Damn it. Why was this woman so appealing?

      “Growling?” I mused. I knew I did it, but usually it was when I was angry—or, in this case, turned on. Hopefully, she couldn’t tell that, although she was a Succubus...I arched my brow, suddenly realizing what it was about this woman that was so unique. I tried to keep my jaw from unhinging and hitting the floor with my shock.

      Holy hell...she was a hybrid. Reaper and Succubus. It was something I should have found unappealing, but instead, it only made her that much more attractive. My parents’ advisors would have said her hybrid nature made her “lesser” and that she wasn’t as dominant or powerful as we were.

      I could tell you that was about as far from the truth as possible. Her magic felt radical and dangerous against my skin, but instead of working me up like the magic of those outside my own house usually did, I felt calmer than I had in ages. The contrast was absolutely intoxicating.

      “Oh, totally.” She nodded earnestly before offering a sweet smile, “I liked it though.”

      And oddly, that made me preen like a damn peacock. She liked my growls.

      “Ama!” The deep voice calling her name in a frustrated tone instantly had me on edge. A rumble started in my chest as I tugged her behind me, watching the entrance to the courtyard with apprehension.

      My action elicited a surprised sound from the woman, but she pressed a hand to my back, leaning into me and almost causing me to turn around. That wouldn’t be good though. No, I needed to avoid physical touch with this woman as much as possible. She made my skin feel like it was on fire—in a completely different way than I was used to.

      “Dray,” she chided, seemingly amused at the Reaper who rounded the corner. “Stop using that tone. You make people think you’re mad at me or going to hurt me.”

      The Reaper’s eyes narrowed on me briefly before jumping to hers, a frown on his face, “I am mad at you, though. You can’t take off like that. Especially when there are members of houses around here who aren’t nearly as friendly to ours as Hellfire.”

      He wasn’t wrong. My parents wouldn’t want me to be aggressive toward the girl. The same, however, couldn’t be said for the other houses.

      “Drayven.” He introduced himself, and I shook his hand, not bothering to give him my name since he’d already surmised I was from Hellfire. I had a feeling he was well aware of who I was. In fact, I had a feeling that this man knew everything and everyone at the Summit. He had a calculating and slightly cold demeanor that gave off a “don’t fuck with me unless you want me to expose your weakness and kill you” vibe.

      Was he her bodyguard? While that might be his job and official reason for being here, it definitely wasn’t the only one. There was a possessiveness in his gaze when he looked at her that revealed deeper motives.

      If he was in charge of Ama’s safety, I wouldn’t blame him for getting worked up about her running off.

      There weren’t many individuals bold enough to outright threaten one of the other houses, especially not their heirs, but somehow, I think exceptions might be made for Ama. Not only was she a hybrid, which would cause a lot of controversy by itself, but she was also the House of Death’s heir.

      A house that had continuously held the Supreme position for several cycles.

      A position that was envied by even my parents, who usually didn’t make a large bid for it.

      Why had her father sent her with only one guard if he wasn’t here to represent their house? I found myself getting pissed at her father for putting her in such a precarious situation.

      My jaw clenched imagining the scenario if she had instead run into the rulers from the House of Fallen. They were a prideful group who weren’t secretive about their extreme dislike for hybrids. They were also deadly. I would have to keep an eye on Ama. There were too many threats, and with the way she was flying around alone, I had a feeling that she wasn’t well aware of them.

      That kind of ignorance could get you killed around here.

      “So friendly,” Ama mused while watching our small interaction. She smiled slyly at Drayven, “Who knew you had manners?”

      I found myself smiling purely because she was, and then I felt like an idiot because I hadn’t managed to say anything to draw her attention back to me. Something I very much wanted.

      “Any chance you want to sit near me at dinner as an ally?” I offered, causing Drayven to narrow his eyes at me. He didn’t say anything, though. Smart man. I didn’t like to use my position of power or our house’s relationship with House of Death, but if it meant spending time with her, I would do exactly that. Not that I expected anything romantic to come of it—the woman was gorgeous and clearly way out of my league—but being her friend? Keeping an eye on her while she ran around the Summit? I would do that, for sure.

      It would be a privilege.

      Damnit, I knew Hellhounds could be protective, but that instinct had never really been triggered in me before. It was overwhelming, to say the least.

      Ama nodded her head, looking enthusiastic—and a bit spastic, if we were being completely honest.

      “Yes! After all, we need to build alliances and stuff like that, right?” she asked with so much enthusiasm I wondered if maybe she did like political shit after all.

      “You should not have had so much caffeine,” Drayven muttered, glancing back at me and offering a nod as Ama practically floated ahead towards the doors that led inside. My eyes were absolutely glued to the pixie-like woman, who seemed to tease the Reaper with her very existence.

      Would it be rude to ask what their relationship was? Somehow, I felt like it would be. Did I care? Yeah. Oddly, I did care what she thought of me. My chest tightened as I considered why the idea of her being more than just friends with him bothered me so much.

      This was exactly why I probably wasn’t going to be a good king. Look how easily distracted I was! To be fair, Ama was an absolutely gorgeous distraction, but still.

      “Who was that?” a familiar voice asked from beside me.

      I shouldn’t have been surprised he was around. I didn’t have many friends from the other houses, and the House of Shadows was so far the opposite of Hellfire, it wasn’t even funny, but Adrien was a good guy.

      He hid in the shadows a lot, kept to himself, and was fairly cold towards others, but he was someone who could be trusted. He’d been at most of the few events I’d attended in the capital before, and we usually ended up hanging out.

      Of all the heirs, he was the most bearable. Although, that had changed now that I’d met Ama. She was far more than “bearable”.

      “House of Death’s heir, Ama,” I looked at my friend, who was watching her with a curiosity that was frankly a bit unsettling. Despite our friendship, I still didn’t know a lot about Adrien, other than how dangerous he was. That was obvious from just being around him. He was insanely powerful without even trying to show it.

      That protective surge of energy grew in my chest, and I suddenly wished he had never seen her. I wished that she wasn’t even here to begin with. I wanted her to be my secret. I’d hoard her away like my most prized treasure.

      I nearly shook my head at that. I was positive the woman was never wanting for attention, and mine was probably nothing to her. Inconsequential.

      Letting out a disappointed sigh, I removed the notion from my head and strode towards the doors. Adrien didn’t follow, and I briefly wondered why, but I never understood most of the things the man did. It was possible he didn’t even plan to go to the introductions.

      As I entered the large estate, I noted that the gathering lunch crowd consisted of a large number of people surrounding each houses’ leadership, though not all of the heirs were present. My eyes were immediately drawn to Ama. Drayven hadn’t been lying—she did seem as if she had consumed a lot of caffeine, bouncing on her toes slightly as the two of them stood to the side of the crowd talking. No one seemed inclined to approach them. So, without meeting my parents’ gaze, I headed in Ama and Drayven’s direction. I could feel eyes following me and, as I neared them, Ama’s gaze snapped to mine.

      “Wondered when you were going to join us,” she hummed, amused. “I was just telling Drayven that I was really, really hoping they had more than salad for lunch. I went to an event recently in our territory, and the main course was a salad. Can you believe that?!” The woman shuddered as if the thought was unthinkable, and I was almost damn positive I fell in love with her at that exact moment.

      Honestly, I didn’t disagree with her. Having a salad as your main course was just wrong, but having a woman be so open about her love of food was a bit of a turn on.

      Before I could say anything, the doors to the dining hall opened, and I steeled myself, knowing that these introductions were going to be a bunch of bullshit. I followed Ama towards the seats set aside for House of Death at a large table and grabbed one of the House of Hellfire seats that happened to be right next to hers.

      Distantly, I felt my parents sit down beside me and attempt to gain my attention, but they were the last thing on my mind. I was starting to think that this whole thing just might be bearable after all. All because of Ama.
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      Everyone had their weaknesses. I didn’t have many, but the ones I did have were pretty noticeable. Like being a hybrid in a society that valued purity of bloodlines.

      However, I had not expected this new weakness to form. A weakness for multiple princes. I was practically bouncing in my chair trying to not feel hyper-aware of how close the Hellhound prince was sitting to me. Drayven was right—I shouldn’t have had four of those damn energy drinks before coming to lunch. I had slept like shit and thought the drinks would energize me into a happy mindset…instead, they had just made me hyper and extra-anxious. Just like Drayven had claimed they would. Damn him. I hated when he was right.

      I also hated that I could feel people staring at me.

      Why had I assumed I would be able to eat lunch in peace before meeting the others?

      Also, why the hell wouldn’t they have us introduce ourselves before we all sat down at a table together? Oh right, most people already knew each other. At least I had a basic understanding of who belonged to what house and their names from Otto’s lessons. I fought the urge to fidget in my chair at the thought of being so outnumbered by unknowns. Don’t look over here, I am just fine, promise, not embarrassing myself or anything…

      “Ama, are you okay?” Damien’s voice was rough and caused my skin to break out in chills and my toes to curl. The Hellhound shifter had the type of voice you expected to hear the morning after a fantastic night of sex. Slightly raspy and care free.

      I looked up from where I’d been staring at the table in thought and saw the room bustling as people filed in and took their seats. From what I gathered, there were three spots for each house at the large, round table we were at: one each for the current ruling king and queen, and one for their heir. Thankfully, the organizers had thought to remove the queen’s chair for the House of Death—where my mother would have sat, had she been at all present. Instead, Drayven sat next to me in place of my father and I knew that the two of us were garnering attention at the table of seventeen.

      “Of course, why?” I asked. The man clearly didn’t want to be here any more than I did, but his bonfire scent was absolutely intoxicating, wrapping around me and making this situation a tad more tolerable. Were his eyes really that golden, or was I imagining that?

      I swallowed nervously, trying to not blush at how the man seemed to just fill all of the space between us so easily. He wasn’t even trying to hit on me or anything like that. He was just really large, and I could practically feel his Hellhound magic swirling beneath the royal facade, as if his nice clothes could hide what a dangerous predator he was.

      “You’re talking to yourself.” His lip twitched, indicating his amusement as a bright blush formed on my cheeks and I darted my eyes away from his, knowing I’d be putty in this Hellhound's hands if he ever actively tried to flirt with me. His handsome face was a deep golden tan, contrasted by dark, messy hair that somehow managed to make him look wild and reckless.

      “I didn’t mean to—”

      Before he could finish his sentence, someone cleared their throat, and my gaze snapped to the figure standing across the massive circular table from me. I felt my eyes widen and my face drain of color. Then, I got pissed.

      This asshole. He’d said he’d be here, but I hadn’t expected him to be at this table with the Monarchs.

      “Nice to see you again, Princess.”

      Mr. Sexy Asshole from the restaurant stood there, looking ridiculously hot in a pair of dress pants and a button-down shirt that should have looked stuffy but somehow added to his effortless look. His pale blonde hair was pushed back out of his unusual onyx and pearl eyes, which watched me with an intensity that didn’t match his casual words.

      Had he been that large and muscular last time I’d seen him? The color rushed back to my face as I remembered the dream I’d had about him.

      I wanted to know if we had shared that dream, but I wasn’t brave enough to ask him. No—I was scared of knowing his answer.

      “Wish I could say the same,” I sniped back immediately, feeling Drayven tense next to me. Well, more than he already was, anyway. I nearly jumped when his rough hand wrapped around my leather covered thigh, giving it a warning squeeze. Which I ignored. Maybe I shouldn’t have been so snippy out loud, but hey, no take backs.

      Mr. Sexy Asshole’s smile widened, “Oh I doubt that, although you didn’t have to spill a drink on me this time to get my attention.” I could feel people watching us, but I tried to block them out. Somehow, this banter with him made me feel more comfortable.

      I scoffed, “Yes, that’s exactly what I was trying to do. Get your attention. You were just so ridiculously attractive that I was overwhelmed by my desire for you and decided that, instead of approaching you like a normal person, I should spill your drink on you. Is that right?”

      “Sounds about right.” He shrugged, his eyes darting to Drayven beside me. He must not have liked what he saw, because he narrowed his eyes for a moment before pulling out his chair and sitting down.

      “Colt, honey, you didn’t tell me you knew the House of Death’s heir.” A feminine voice had my eyes darting over to the smaller, delicate woman sitting next to him. She had the same pale blonde hair, and her perfectly fitted dress made her look all that much more elegant. A crown, similar to her son’s, sat atop of her head.

      “We met briefly.” Colt shrugged, his emotions seeming to shutter as a man sat down next to him. The man’s gaze was far colder than the woman’s, and he looked me over before shifting his focus to Drayven, a look of disgust briefly flashing across his features before he steamrolled over both Colt and his mother.

      “You must be the hybrid princess.” His eyes darkened as they focused on me once more, “I have no idea why your father would send you here. He's well aware that we don’t mingle with anyone not of pure blood. You being here is a disgrace to this entire Summit.”

      Well, then. At least I was familiar with this type of situation. People openly hating me. I knew I needed to handle this with cold detachment and show that his words would not faze me. He was a bully, and bullies fed on knowing they were making their victims uncomfortable, be it physically or emotionally.

      I smoothed my black chiffon blouse, which looked sleek against my red leather pants. Maybe I should have worn a dress to be more formal, but I had decided to only give into that level of formality for the actual ball. For now, I’d stay true to myself.

      Damien let out a low growl, and I just patted his hand gently before leaning forward, my eyes on the King of the House of Fallen. “Listen, I understand you think your opinion of me is important. That you think you’re somehow knocking me down a peg. But let me be very clear: I don’t care what you think, and I would probably watch how you talk to me, considering you are not in the position of power here and have no chance of being so anytime soon.”

      Mic drop.

      Drayven cleared his throat and the man stood, looking furious—as if he was seriously considering murdering me here and now. Instead, he stalked towards the door. Colt’s mother followed, her face pinched, and my gaze slowly slid back to Colt. Fuck. What the hell was that look?

      I hadn’t been scared of him before, but the way he was staring at me was so intense, it caused heat to prickle the back of my neck. I turned towards Drayven to break the tension and found the Reaper watching me with interest.

      “You did well not backing down in front of everyone,” he assured me quietly.

      I countered, “He’s just another person who hates me because of how I was born. I’m used to that and quite familiar with how to handle those people.” A shadow fell over Drayven’s features, and he seemed to consider something before nodding. I tried to break the weird tension that descended.

      “Who was that, anyway?”

      “King Celorn and Queen Kahli of the House of Fallen,” Drayven began, lowering his voice as he nodded to the two rulers on my left, “King Drax and Queen Emberleigh are Damien’s parents.”

      “House of Hellfire,” I murmured, peeking over to where the two individuals Drayven had indicated leaned over talking to Damien in hushed tones. Soft violins and pianos had begun to play. Unfortunately, between the two, I couldn’t hear what they were saying to him.

      The woman’s gaze snapped to mine, her amber eyes warming momentarily before shifting back at her son. Well, at least that was one person who didn’t hate me. I wasn’t saying she liked me, but she didn’t hate me, and that was a start.

      “They hate King Celorn,” Drayven added. Ah, that explained it.

      “Then you have King Roarke and Queen Ava.” His voice stayed low as he continued, and my gaze followed around the table, to the spot between Colt’s family and Damien’s. Immediately, my cheeks went up in flames because Finias was staring at me, openly. Drayven let out a sound from his chest, and I brought my elbow back slightly, scowling at him before looking back at Finias.

      Except, he wasn’t looking at me anymore.

      A man I could only assume was Finias’ father—the similar hair color and lean build were pretty telling—had a hand on Finias’ arm as he leaned down and whispered something. My gaze narrowed on the man’s grip, which was almost bruising. While I knew Finias was more than capable of defending himself, it made me uncomfortable to see how his father was treating him. It didn’t help that the woman standing next to him was watching her son with an indifferent, almost annoyed look.

      When they took their seats, Finias looked back at me, and my chest squeezed at the flash of vulnerability—and something far darker—on his face. He immediately sealed off the emotion and kept his gaze on the table in front of him, his jaw tight as he tapped his fingers against the wood surface. His words from the night before, talking about his parents, echoed in my mind, and I found my temper growing as I considered the possibility that they were hurting Finias.

      I nearly jolted at the screeching sound of a chair being pulled out, and I looked around to find Colt’s parents had returned. Colt was still staring at me, but his parents were talking heatedly, and his sigh of annoyance was clear as day from across the room. I turned back to Drayven, not wanting to spend more time than necessary focused on that jerk.

      “That is King Marcelo and Queen Anastasia from the House of Sin.” My gaze continued around the circle to find Nico sitting between two beautiful individuals. Damn. The House of Sin was unsurprisingly filled with painfully attractive people, and their heir, Nico was no different.

      I had thought he’d looked good when I first met him, but it was nothing compared to how he looked now. His sharp jawline was shaved clean, and rich brown hair, accented with caramel highlights, lay around his golden face. The man was aesthetically perfect, and I could tell that, underneath the outfit he was wearing, he had a body to match. His golden eyes darkened when they met mine, his wink and sexy smile causing my breath to hitch.

      Drayven’s hand, which for some reason was still on my leg, tightened, but he didn’t say anything. Or maybe he did...I really wasn’t sure. I was far too caught up in watching how the king and queen from the House of Sin were interacting with members of their house. They were married, right? I was sure they were, but the way they were acting...

      I watched as King Marcelo tugged one of the women near him onto his lap, pressing a kiss to her neck. The sexual energy from that side of the table was insane, and no one seemed phased by it in the least. Nico wasn’t even looking, and Queen Anastasia was surrounded by two men herself, laughing about something as they kept their hands on her.

      And that was why I denied that aspect of my nature.

      I wasn’t positive why their actions bothered me. I had no issue with a healthy sex life… but something about them felt off. It felt so surface level. Empty. If I was going to feed off someone’s sexual energy and have sex, I wanted an emotional connection, not just the physical part.

      The House of Sin didn’t treat sex that way though. For them, sex was transactional, like a meal or something else equally as utilitarian. It all left me with a bitter taste in my mouth, and I had to turn away from it as my mind flooded with painful thoughts of my mom.

      “Holy shit.” I nearly choked on the water I’d tried to drink when I finally looked at the last three seats at the table. All I could see were the lightest, almost snow-white, blue eyes I’d ever encountered. They had specks of silver I could see from across the space, and they contrasted with his dark lashes so intensely that I wondered how they could be natural.

      I blinked and tried to get a better look at the man. His dark hair was styled neatly and provided a stark contrast to his skin. My gaze ran down his jaw to the column of his throat, where his black suit started. It wasn’t a formal suit, in fact, the material looked almost like velvet, and his lean, muscled frame filled it perfectly. His large hand rested on the table as he relaxed back in his chair, watching me as I examined him.

      A blush began to rise in my cheeks as I realized he had most likely heard my very verbal reaction to him and how I’d nearly choked on my water. There was no hiding it or my gawking at him, so I didn’t bother. In fact, the longer I looked at him, the more I realized how much there was to look at.

      Then, I saw the tattoos peeking out from under his suit jacket at the wrist, and I felt ten times more intrigued than before. I swallowed and slowly met his gaze again, his eyes turning into a melted ocean blue for a moment before it seemed as if he slammed a wall up. His expression was almost naturally indifferent and apathetic to everything around him. Like all of this was a bore and he wanted to vanish at any moment.

      Wraith. He was a Wraith, and that meant he had to be the heir from the House of Shadows.

      “Adrien.” Drayven’s voice was tight and angry, and I saw the man glance at Drayven and nod once before looking back at me, his face completely void of emotion.

      “House of Shadows?” I murmured from the corner of my mouth.

      “His parents, King Victor and Queen Adira.” Who both looked equally as unimpressed as their son about everything going on.

      I didn’t know much about the House of Shadows because they notoriously kept to themselves, but I didn’t get a bad vibe from them. Just a... nothing vibe. They seemed very clinical and distant in the way they were looking over everything.

      I had a feeling that Drayven would maybe do better talking to them than I would. I wasn’t good when it came to quiet, reserved people—I tended to just bulldoze over them. It was usually embarrassing for me and sometimes for them. I just wasn’t good at peopling. Although...my gaze met Adrien’s again, and I wondered if maybe he wouldn’t mind it.

      Ama! Damn it, no. Ignore the alluring men. This was for sure part of some plot to distract me from my goal here. There was no other way that I would happen to have a reaction like this to so many men in such a short period of time.

      A crystal wine glass was placed in front of me, drawing my attention away from my problem as the server offered a bottle of wine. I nodded, and he filled my glass with white wine. My eyes darted down to the salad another server placed in front of me. Shit. No, no, no…

      “It’s only the beginning. I’m sure there will be more,” Damien mused quietly, my eyes moving to him as I nearly sulked. I took a sip of wine and tipped my head back slightly, mustering the courage to fully immerse myself in the day and the night to come. Whatever that included.
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      Thankfully, Damien had been right when he said the salad was just the beginning. However, there was way too much time between courses. For each course that was pulled from the table, we had entertainers come in for a set. The musicians played a beautiful piece with a small orchestra of people after salad plates were taken away.

      Following that had been a bowl of some sort of vegetable broth, or soup, or whatever they wanted to call the watery substance. I had stuck my tongue out at it, grumbling under my breath when it landed in front of me, and I had received a gentle elbow to the rib from Drayven, accompanied by a "Behave."

      I had passed on the soup, not wanting to make myself have to pee any more than I already did from the energy drinks I’d downed. The only liquid entering my body would be wine.

      After all, my body was a temple…a temple filled with energy drinks and wine. The best kind of temple.

      The after-soup performance had been a jester of sorts, but I had found him to be about as dull as the soup—though others had clapped for him. To each their own. I found the thoughts in my head to be funnier, so I had amused myself for the duration. Specifically, with the idea of pissing the House of Fallen’s king off more. Or throwing something across the table into Colt’s shiny blonde hair. My lips pursed as I looked around for something to throw. Unfortunately, soup wouldn’t cut it.

      Pot stickers had been next, and I had devoured them like a shark, foregoing utensils and depositing them directly into my mouth and munching happily. Finias mouthed, "That's hot," to me, and I tossed him a saucy wink, trying not to blush at the memory of what he had done to my body the night before.

      Now that was hot.

      Following the pot stickers had been a short play about the devil dramatically going to sleep and leaving the houses to rule in his absence. Yawn. We get it, the devil had decided this world was so boring that he didn't want to be awake for it anymore. Couldn't say I blamed the dude right now. I could happily have taken a nap through this entire process and woken up when the main entrees were delivered.

      Finally, the real food arrived, and I wasn't disappointed. A large plate piled high with rice, noodles, and a combination of chicken and steak topped with a teriyaki drizzle was placed in front of us.

      Groaning with delight, I picked up my fork and began to shovel it down, practically slurping up the long noodles as I went. My eyes probably rolled into the back of my head as the savory flavors of the steak hit my tongue. It was only then that I realized the room had gone completely silent. I looked around to see why…and found everyone staring at me.

      Awesome.

      The kings and queens from Fallen, Sin, and Runes wore blatant looks of disgust, while those from Shadows and Hellfire looked like they were trying to hide their amusement. Well, that made it fairly easy to tell who I would be friends with, didn’t it?

      The heirs of each house didn’t have quite the same reaction as their parents. No, each one of them displayed a surprising amount of hunger and intensity. I didn’t really understand why they were looking at me like that, though.

      Was it the food? Maybe they wanted my plate of food along with theirs. I mean, I couldn’t blame them—I was damn near ready to ask for seconds myself.

      No, seriously. Why were they all looking at me like they wanted to eat me for their main course? Not that I was complaining. It was nice to feel desired.

      Hoping Drayven would be able to shed some light on this awkward situation, I turned to him and was shocked to find his expression matched that of the princes. I whispered to him, "Dray? Why is everyone looking at me?"

      His adam’s apple jumped as he swallowed and cleared his throat before leaning in, his breath tickling my ear as he muttered, "You just moaned while eating your food. Loudly."

      Oh, fuck.

      "Whore," King Celorn scoffed in disgust, taking a sip of his wine, as if to rinse the bad taste of my behavior from his mouth.

      Multiple chairs scraped against the floor as Drayven, Damien, and Finias all stood in a rush, each of them looking furious at his words. Were they defending my honor? Or attempting to? Well…that was surprising..and really attractive. I appreciated the gesture, but I wanted to handle this one on my own, since I apparently hadn’t gotten my point across before. I would not allow anyone to bully me.

      I’d been playing nice for so long. For so damn long, I’d let people talk shit and spread rumors about me because I’d figured that it wasn’t worth it to do otherwise. Well, I’d finally decided it was worth it. This was absolute bullshit, and I wasn’t going to stand for being so disrespected simply because of how I had been born.

      Celorn’s disrespect wasn’t just for me, either. It was a reflection on my house and more importantly, my father—and that, I could not stand for. I didn't give a shit who it was. In fact, moving forward, I planned on putting an end to all the bullying, even from my own house members. I was done trying to keep the peace, mind my manners, and not make waves.

      No one deserved to be belittled and made to feel like there was something wrong with them just because they were different. Our differences were what made us unique, and in my eyes, that was true beauty.

      If someone didn’t like that, then they could fuck off. Time to make some waves, Ama.

      I raised my hands in the air and spoke in a nonchalant tone, "Thank you, guys. You can sit. He isn't worth your anger."

      The subtle dig landed just the way I had intended it to, and I saw King Celorn stand, visibly vibrating with anger. I ignored him, inspecting my nails, which I had painted a deep red to match my pants and the bottoms of my heels. I knew it would have the intended effect of making him realize how little he bothered me—something that would, no doubt, enrage the asshole.

      Celorn’s voice bellowed out with rage, "Why do we allow this hybrid scum to even sit at our table? We do not need to put up with her lewd behavior, and frankly, her presence at this table taints all of our titles."

      Yawn. Honestly, I was bored by the unoriginal digs at my hybrid nature. People really needed to start getting new material if they wanted their words to have an impact on me.

      Of course, there was an element of it that still stung a bit, but the more people said things like that, the less it hurt. Yes, it was slightly intimidating to stand up to someone as powerful as this asshole. But it was also clear that the man had a complex. He needed to wield the power in any dynamic—including, I suspect, his own family— to fulfill his own sense of self-worth. That made him less intimidating. It was sad, really.

      I nearly felt bad for Colt. Nearly. Especially because he was looking at his father with an expression I couldn’t fully place. Not surprised, or even upset, just...thoughtful.

      My inspection of my nails completed, I grabbed my wine, took a large gulp, and decided to push Celorn’s buttons just a little bit more. For fun. Because why not? I wasn't going to get their house’s vote either way.

      Moaning suggestively, a bit louder than before, I infused my voice with a sultry tone as I asked, "Don't you love when the flavor just coats your tongue and leaves a delicious trail in its wake, making you long for more?"

      Drayven coughed beside me and whispered, "Subtle, Ama. Real subtle."

      It didn’t need to be subtle, though. While I never used it, my Succubus power was so strong it leaked through just enough that it seemed to make the entire group shift, as if they were suddenly realizing my potential. They had absolutely no idea. I might not have liked or identified with one half of my magic identity, but if I ever let loose, I had no doubt I could turn this place into an orgy, feeding off the sexual energy and life forces until I left them like hollowed-out corpses.

      But they didn’t need to know that I didn’t like to use that power…yet.

      Damien let out a full-on belly laugh from beside me, and his parents couldn't hold back their chuckles this time around, likely enjoying that someone was giving it right back to the arrogant king, who looked like a fish out of water as he gaped at me in shock.

      "You should probably close your mouth before someone from the House of Sin decides to put something in there. For some reason, I just don't think you'd enjoy that. You only enjoy the one permanently up your ass," I mused with a sly smirk, getting in a two-for-one jab towards the Houses I disliked.

      Celorn’s giant black wings snapped open, and he prepared to launch himself across the table at me, his face having turned a lovely shade of red.

      “Ama, stop this! That’s too far,” Drayven seethed beside me. I would have normally assumed that he was embarrassed or some stupid shit… but maybe there was more to his reaction. He’d been acting weird lately, so maybe it was that he was worried I was putting myself in harm's way. It didn’t change that I wouldn’t back down.

      Let Celorn come at me. I wasn't afraid of him and would relish the opportunity to show everyone that hybrids weren't weak. This surge of bravery brought with it a sense of freedom, and while I knew I was risking the other houses’ opinions of me, I found I didn’t care nearly as much as I possibly should have. They already thought poorly of me—this wouldn’t change anything. This was who I was.

      Standing up, I let my own wings snap out as I stared Celorn down, my amusement fading as anger surged through me. I had absolutely no problem fighting if that was what he wanted. I was just about to summon my scythe when I was interrupted by Adrien popping up in front of me and laying a hand on my cheek, murmuring, "Do you have a death wish?"

      Before I could retort that, as the Grim Reaper’s daughter, I was practically death incarnate, I was swept into the comforting embrace of Adrien’s shadows. My vision was obscured as blackness shrouded me, a pair of icy blue eyes the only color I saw. They pierced the darkness, capturing my attention. I felt weightless for a moment and tried to shriek at the sensation, alarmed and unsure of what was happening to me. No sound left my mouth, though.

      Damnit, maybe Drayven was right when he’d said my life was on the line here.

      From the shadows around me, Adrien’s soothing voice echoed, "Almost there."

      Almost where? My grave?

      The thought actually stirred an interesting question in my head. Where would I go when I died? I mean, we were already in hell, after all. Would my soul be reincarnated?

      I wouldn't mind coming back as a lazy house cat in the human realm. In my few times up there, they had been hands down my favorite little creatures. I had accompanied Dad on one of his nights of reaping souls, and we had popped into the home of an old lady who had passed peacefully in her sleep.

      Curled on top of her chest had been a chunky orange cat that had tugged at my heart strings. His golden eyes had turned to stare directly at me as if he could see us, and the sadness in his eyes had destroyed me. Cats were so much more insightful than I had imagined they could be. It was clear this one had known his owner was no longer there. I had pleaded with Dad to let me take him back home with us, as the kitty was clearly going to be alone until someone was alerted to the woman’s passing.

      He had said, and I quote, "We cannot take in every animal that is left behind or our castle will be quickly overrun. The second I say yes to one, I'd have to say yes to the rest."

      From the depth of pain visible in the cat’s eyes, and from his plump frame, it was clear that he had been loved dearly and had lacked for nothing in life. No responsibilities other than to be loved on and fed. That was the life, right there.

      I was getting distracted. Focus, Ama. Focus, so you don’t get yourself killed.

      Suddenly, the shadows around me cleared, and I was left wrapped in the arms of the Prince of Shadows, who was staring down intently at me, almost as if he was trying to look into my soul. His raven black hair was straight and hung to his jawline, framing his face and contrasting beautifully with his eyes and skin.

      I attempted to formulate a sentence in my mind to ask why he had whisked me away, but what tumbled from my lips was the exact opposite. "Are you aware, and you probably are, that you are ridiculously handsome?"

      Smooth. I was so damn smooth.

      My eyes widened, and my hand flew over my traitorous mouth. I didn't know how to act or speak anymore, apparently.

      It was clear from the curve of his lips into an amused smirk that he found the situation humorous. He chuckled, the deep rumble vibrating through our joint bodies, and my nipples instantly ached from the sensation. I bit my bottom lip harshly to clear my muddled brain and winced. Dropping my hand from my mouth, I squeaked out, "Sorry. I'm weird."

      His hand traveled up from my lower back, trailing lightly up to my shoulder before lingering on my jaw in a featherlight touch. His low baritone voice somehow fit his mysterious vibe as he rebutted my apology, "Don't apologize. I find you to be very refreshing in this group of uptight, egotistical royals. It's why I couldn't allow you to be obliterated by the Fallen king before I had a chance to get to know you better."

      Feigning mock offense, I lifted my hand to my chest and asked with heavy sarcasm, "Oh, so after you get to know me better, maybe then you'll allow him to obliterate me? And they say chivalry is dead!”

      His smirk grew into a brilliant smile that lit up his face as he stepped back from our embrace and looked into the sky, bringing me back to the realization that he had somehow transported us elsewhere.

      Leaning against the stone balcony, he glanced back at me and leveled me with a gaze that seemed to strip me naked emotionally—as if he was truly seeing me.

      My breath hitched as he said, "I'll continue to protect you, beauty. I can tell there is something special about you that needs to be shared with the world. It'd be a shame if you were obliterated at any point, I think.” The wink he ended with did dirty things to me.

      My heart fluttered in my chest as I once again found myself wondering how the hell every single prince had managed to inspire such intense emotional responses within minutes of meeting each of them. What was it about them that drew me to them like a moth to a flame?

      Whatever it was…it was absolutely lethal.

    

  







            Chapter Sixteen

          

          

      

    

    






Adrien

        

      

    

    
      When I had told Ama that I could tell she had something special that needed to be shared with the world, I truly meant it. She was a breath of fresh air in an otherwise polluted environment full of venomous people. Every political event I had been forced to attend in my life had felt like nails on a chalkboard, and that feeling only got more agitating as I grew older and became more aware of my surroundings.

      Every time I glanced into Ama’s eyes, it was like being transported to another world. A world in which integrity, loyalty, and happiness were the foundations. There was so much strength in her, it left me speechless—not that I was much of a talker to begin with.

      The only people I truly spoke with and let in were my parents and my little sister. Well, I guess I had let Damien in some, as he was probably the only friend I had. But even then, I kept a wall between us out of my natural instinct to stick to the shadows alone.

      However, meeting and speaking with Ama had made me realize one glaringly obvious hole in my life. I lacked true companionship and was fearful of it. It was like the well within me that wanted love and affection had dried up, but damn if I wasn't thirsty for her to fill it.

      I wanted to have those needs within me satisfied by her until I was overflowing with so much gratitude and happiness that it was impossible for me to deny or hide.

      Why did she inspire such a change in my attitude and such an intense longing for these feelings that I had buried so deeply? I felt like I was having a fucking spiritual awakening.

      Blowing out a deep breath, I gazed at the sky that was hazy with wispy clouds amidst shades of pink and orange as the sun began its descent for the day. Just because we were in Hell didn't mean we didn't have the typical day and night cycle like the topside world. It was rumored that Heaven, Hell, and the human world were actually all on the same time schedule in different dimensions that lay on top of one another, never crossing unless you had the power—like the Reaper’s who collected souls from the human realm.

      I was curious about the workings of other worlds and possible dimensions, and I wished I could approach the House of Fallen to confirm whether Heaven had been on the same time as ours in Hell. They were a broody and prideful group, though, and they weren't keen on relations of any kind with other species—not even platonic friendships.

      Also, it might be a touchy subject to bring up the topic of them falling from Heaven and being disgraced.

      A tapping on my shoulder brought me back to the present, and Ama’s sweet voice inquired, "Where did you go? It's like you were in a whole other world for a moment."

      I couldn't help but chuckle at how close she had come to the train of my thoughts. "I was actually contemplating the existence of different dimensions and how the inner workings of that concept revolve around one another."

      This was exactly why I didn’t date, for the record. I nearly face palmed, realizing that I had just told this stunning woman that I’d zoned out for a moment, despite her presence…to think about interdimensional realm travel and time.

      Expecting her to find that odd, I prepared myself for her to brush it off, move on to the next topic, and never want to converse with me again. I wouldn’t have blamed her. I had never had many friends for this exact reason. Many wanted to have surface level conversations, while I wanted to have deep, intellectual conversations that forced people to expand concepts of life as we knew it. I didn’t have the best social skills because I spent most of my time with my family or buried in the library back at our house, but I would like to think that I was somewhat easy to talk to. It was more the topics that I chose that were the issue. I didn’t share the same interests as most.

      “You mean Earth?” She frowned softly, “Or Heaven?”

      I nodded, “Both, I suppose...and how the three revolve around each other. What the other two are like compared to Hell. I envy people who have gotten to travel out of this realm. I’m jealous of those who are on the journey to finding their…” I paused, not really having the right word.

      “Purpose?” Ama whispered softly. “What’s our purpose in life?”

      There was longing in her tone as she rested her forearms on the balcony and stared at the sunset. Her skin practically glowed with the colors reflecting off her, and her pink-red highlights truly shone. She was mesmerizing.

      My gaze was glued to her beautiful face as I answered her. I wasn’t positive whether she was really looking for an answer, but I had to give this woman something instead of just staring at her. Because I knew I was incapable of looking away.

      “Maybe our purpose is to figure out the answer to that exact question. To figure out where we fit into the systems in place and how we will alter the world we live in. How our decisions affect destiny's purpose for us. I think…I think that is the purpose of life.”

      A small nod came from her as she nibbled on her lower lip, almost as if she was truly chewing on my answer in her mind. I was both surprised and not, that she was taking our conversation so seriously. I was almost damn positive that this woman had been handcrafted by the devil for me. I could feel it resonating in my soul that there was a connection between us that was both comforting and electric.

      It would have been completely reasonable for her to be afraid when I had whisked her away with my shadows to shield her from Celorn’s temper. After all, I’d all but kidnapped the woman. Instead, she’d melted against me and, instead of trying to leave my company, we’d fallen into one of the most meaningful conversations I’d ever had. Of course, I’d talked about the purpose of life with my parents before, but this was different. This felt unique to us. To our destiny. To our future. I felt like this woman was imprinted on my soul—like we’d known one another our entire lives.

      There was no other explanation. She was mine.

      As if hearing my thoughts, she peeked at me out of the corner of her eye and immediately tried to hide her smile, her cheeks tinted a shade of pink.

      Curious. What was she thinking about? What thoughts could turn her cheeks pink, and what else could I do to turn the rest of her body the same delicate shade that had me wanting to kiss and lick every part of her.

      It was the first time I’d ever found myself wanting to do that. I wasn’t one to do casual flings, and I’d certainly never had a relationship. No one had ever drawn my attention enough to warrant me not being focused on my family, my house, and my studies.

      Clearing her throat, she switched topics from whatever had been on her mind. "So, do you think they'll be upset at our departure? Introductions weren't over."

      "Trust me, I think the introductions were absolutely over. Everyone else knew each other already, and they most definitely know who you are now," I joked, loving that she had been so openly herself, despite the fact that who she was, is exactly why she dealt with so much hate.

      A hybrid.

      She scoffed at my statement. "Yeah, I suppose they do." A flash of indecision crossed her face. "Do you think I made the wrong decision being so bold in there?"

      It did something to me to have a woman as confident and strong-willed as Ama ask for my opinion of her actions. In my eyes, I didn’t think the woman could do anything wrong, but it still felt amazing that she asked. I was damn near positive that what I was feeling was completely unnatural, but it was an immovable force. Both unimaginable and unstoppable.

      Reaching out, I put a finger under her chin and turned her face toward me. Her mouth parted as I did, and my thumb crept up to run across her plush lower lip as I answered her. "I don't think it's possible to make a wrong decision when you are staying true to you, Ama. Some simply fear that you don't fear them. It goes against everything the older generation has strived to build ever since the devil went to sleep."

      Her pink tongue darted out to wet her lip on instinct, but it crossed over my finger, and my cock instantly began to harden. I didn't think it had been her intention, but damn did I suddenly want her tongue to stroke other areas.

      Clearing my throat to hide a pained groan, I continued, "They rule through fear. If fear is suddenly absent, how do they control everyone?"

      Her long lashes fluttered, and the warmth of her breath fanned across my thumb. Removing it, I dropped my hand to my side before I did something irrational like peel those tight leather pants down so I could taste her. Or bend her over the balcony and fuck her loud enough that the entire estate heard how good I could make her feel. That she was mine.

      Lust and desire coursed through me in a blinding inferno, obscuring all rationalization.

      Her eyebrows pinched together as she asked, "But didn't the devil appoint them as leaders of the houses? Surely, that gave them power to control their people without fear."

      My own brows rose and my mouth ballooned with air as I considered how to tread with this answer. Blowing my breath out, I hedged, "My parents could get in a lot of trouble for this information getting out, and my family is the most important thing in this world to me. Know that I don't share this lightly and that I'm entrusting you to keep it to yourself."

      Her lips thinned with determination and a glint entered her eyes, as if she was steeling herself for me to drop a bomb on her. She wasn't wrong.

      She gave a small nod of understanding as encouragement for me to continue.

      Looking back out into the sky, I admitted, "Some people in charge of their houses weren't always that way. Lucifer hand chose your Dad, my parents, Damien’s, and Colt's to lead. But the House of Sin and House of Runes leaders were not."

      Her sharp intake of breath confirmed that her father had not filled her in on that. My parents had risked everything when they’d told my sister and me, but we kept nothing from each other. They’d told us if anything ever happened to them, to look to those two Houses because they were brutal strategists who killed for their position.

      When I looked back at Ama, she appeared troubled, prompting me to ask, "What are you thinking?"

      Her lips pursed as she shook her head. "Why wouldn't my dad tell me that? That sounds like vital information to know going into this. They're dangerous and bloodthirsty for power."

      Ahh, so she had a close relationship with her father like I did with my own parents. The hurt in her voice was clear, and I knew I needed to offer a different perspective to shed some light.

      "Don't think that way. He was protecting you by not telling you. The houses made a pact to not tell their subjects of the power struggles and deaths in those two Houses in particular. Our realm needed unity and peace, not the war that would have happened if the four true rulers had denied the two who had killed for their titles."

      A small growl of frustration burst from her, and she threw her hands in the air as she exclaimed, "I'm not a child, though! I don't need to be coddled or kept in the dark for my own safety."

      I had a feeling that this wasn’t the first time Ama had felt this way.

      I kept my voice even and soft as I spoke, trying to calm her. "I trusted you enough to tell you, Ama. Don't let your agitation at who you didn't hear this information from overwhelm the fact that you are the only person outside of my sister and I who knows—other than the kings and queens."

      The fight bled out of her instantly. Her shoulders sagged and she turned her doe eyes up to meet my gaze. "I'm sorry. My dad is just my best friend, and it hurts to think he would keep something from me."

      The overwhelming need to comfort her had me pulling her softly into my embrace and wrapping my arms around her snugly. Her arms wrapped around me instantly, returning the gesture as she tucked her head into my lower chest and whispered, "You barely know me, yet you shared something that could hurt your family. Why is that?"

      My hand began to trace circles on her back where her wings would have been as I chose to be honest and open with her. "I might have just met you, but my soul doesn't feel like we just met."

      That felt like a heavy bomb to drop, but I respected the way she had been true to herself, and I would give her that same side of me in return. The true me. No walls.

      Silence stretched between us, and I worried that maybe I had made the wrong move. Then, her arms tightened around me as she nuzzled into me and softly admitted, "I feel the same way. You feel like home. No judgement. Safety. Unwavering trust. But that's insane, isn't it?"

      The smile that lit my face was so wide it hurt my cheeks, but I couldn't help it. My entire being felt like it was glowing. This was just right. Us.

      "It is a bit insane,” I hedged, but then I exhaled, kissing the top of her head, “But damn does insanity feel good."

      She giggled at that answer and tipped her head up to look at me. I tilted my chin down as she moved. Once again, I fell deep into the pools of warmth reflected in her eyes. At this moment, it was only her and me. The world could burn down around us and I wouldn't notice anything other than the treasure in my arms.

      "May I kiss you, Ama?"

      A multitude of emotions crossed her face, flashing from intrigue, to fear, to uncertainty, and finally landing on disappointment. Had I fucked up and tried to make things physical too quickly? I hadn’t had any intentions of taking it further than a polite kiss, but she likely didn't think that.

      "Damnit, I'm sorry." I cursed under my breath and dropped my arms, backing up to give her space.

      She shocked me by tightening her grip around me and demanding, "Stop. It isn't you, it's me."

      I couldn't help the laughter that ripped through me at the cliché line. That most definitely meant it was me, but she didn't want to hurt my feelings. I tried to not overthink her rejection. I couldn’t blame the woman—she’d just met me today. Just because I was losing it completely, didn’t mean I had to drag her down with me.

      Vulnerability seeped into her voice as she admitted, "I can't kiss you because I could kill you. My hybrid powers are something I don't have a true grasp on yet. I have a..." she trailed off and looked away for a moment. Looking back at me, she continued, "I have mommy issues, to put it bluntly. I have shunned the Succubus side of myself because of it, and due to that, I almost killed the first boy I ever kissed. I began sucking his soul from his body without even trying."

      Oh, it really wasn't me. In that case...

      Before she had a chance to object, I held her face gently between my palms and melded our lips together. I didn’t fear her. Why would I fear something that was so natural? I refused to believe that she would hurt me. Subconsciously or otherwise.

      Her small hands tried to push against my chest as she mumbled against my lips, “I don’t want to hurt you. I can’t hurt you.”

      “Ama. I feel no pain. No pulling on my soul. Just you. Your lips on mine,” I murmured, opening my eyes to stare directly into hers.

      Shock reflected back at me. Softly, I pressed my lips against hers, giving her a chance to react and understand that I was okay. A single tear rolled from the corner of her eye as she rose onto her tiptoes, wrapping her arms around my neck and returning the kiss.

      Sparks danced behind my eyes when they closed.

      I’d been wrong. This was our purpose in life. To find the other half of your soul that made life worth living.

      Could this be what I had read about in my studies? The concept of fated mates?
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      I was kissing someone. Holy shit. I was kissing someone and he wasn’t dying. In fact, as I pulled back for a moment, overcome by emotions, tears streaking down my face and out of breath, I realized he looked more than healthy. He seemed to be vibrating with energy and power. There was an intensity to him that should have been intimidating but instead had me feeling ten times more turned on.

      “Adrien,” I whispered as he pressed his forehead to mine. I felt that telltale prickle of heat across my body as my Succubus magic came alive, but instead of seeming to affect Adrien, it just wrapped around the two of us comfortingly. Just like with Finias, my magic seemed to not only accept Adrien, but also embrace him.

      Oh man, I was so in over my head here.

      “You are so exquisite.” He groaned, and I let out a small happy sound at the heat and comfort that radiated between us. How had I only known this man for hours? That was impossible. I felt like I had known him for years. Longer than Drayven.

      Drayven…why wasn’t Adrien being affected by my kiss like Drayven had been?

      “Where did you go, beauty?” my Wraith prince whispered softly, the question reminiscent of the one I had asked him. My Wraith prince? He really did feel like mine.

      I met his gaze again and, on an impulse, I tugged him back down to me, the kiss quickly turning from delicate and teasing, almost cautious, to something deeper and hungrier.

      A low, vibrating growl tore from his throat as his tattooed fingers twisted around the length of my hair, his grip unyielding.

      There was something so dangerously seductive about this man, and it was paired with a quiet intensity that was so much more predatory than he let on. I could feel his shadows wrapping around us, and my fingers dropped down from his neck to dig lightly into his chest. I moaned against his lips as he pinned me to the nearest wall, his breathing as uneven and rough as my own.

      I was losing myself in this man. Or maybe finding myself. Recreating myself. The limits I had imposed on myself for physical affection were gone, and with them the immense weight on my mind that told me I could never have a normal relationship. I hadn’t realized how much it truly impacted me subconsciously until the tears of relief had streamed down my face.

      When the door swung open, slamming into the wall, I jolted and then let out a surprised scream as I was pulled rather violently away from Adrien.

      Oh shit.

      I groaned as I slammed into a ridiculously hard, large body. Drayven’s entire frame vibrated beneath my touch, and I blinked, trying to steady myself. I was getting high off my own magic or something.

      “Get off me,” I growled, pushing away from Drayven, or trying to. I thought he was just doing the typical annoying bodyguard role he had assumed since coming here. Unfortunately, I'd clearly missed the extent of the tension in the room.

      When I looked up at Drayven’s face, I immediately stilled. His gaze was locked on Adrien, and his expression was frankly beyond chilling. I swallowed nervously, seeing Drayven's jaw tighten as if he felt my gaze. Then he looked down at me with eyes that flashed with neon green. Ah, shit.

      This was bad. Very, very bad. I had no idea what his deal was, but this had to stop. Now. I’d never seen Drayven lose it, but I could tell he was nearly there.

      “Dray, stop.” My words were a hard command as my gaze flickered over to Adrien, who was watching Drayven with complete indifference. Well, attempted indifference. I had a feeling he was ready for Drayven to attack and more than prepared. His gaze flickered to where Drayven had a firm, nearly bruising, hold on my frame.

      “Let go of her, Drayven.” Adrien’s voice was smooth, and there was a lethality to it. “Let go of her and get the fuck out of my house’s quarters.” Is that where we were?

      “We are leaving.” Drayven’s voice was rough with emotion that blazed in his gaze as I tugged my body away from his. He let out an ominous growl.

      “Ama, this is not the fucking time. We are leaving. Now.”

      “No.” I kept my face blank. “No, Drayven, I am spending time with Adrien.”

      “Damn it, Ama. Now,” he hissed, and I nearly listened to him, my toes curling as I tried not to think about why his demanding tone was so appealing.

      “You don’t have to go anywhere.” Adrien appeared behind me, placing a hand on my hip. “He knows that. He just doesn’t like it.”

      “I don’t give a fuck who you are. I will snap your fingers one by one if you don’t get them off her.” My eyes widened at Drayven’s threat and my breathing hitched.

      Adrien chuckled softly, “I more than welcome the attempt, but I would much rather be using my fingers for other, more enjoyable things.”

      My cheeks flamed with color as I watched Drayven teeter on the edge of control. It was both addicting and dangerous to watch. I shook my head and stepped away from both of them, swallowing and running a nervous hand through my hair.

      “I am going to go,” I muttered, hating how confused Drayven had made me feel with his territorial and demanding personality the past two days. I’d been elated that I’d kissed Adrien and felt such a deep connection, and now I was pissed that Drayven had managed to ruin another moment for me. How? How did the man always manage to do that? It had to be his favorite hobby in life.

      Adrien raised my hand to his mouth, dropped a soft kiss to the top, and whispered, “I’ll be seeing you, beauty.”

      I gave him a soft smile and strode from the room, fury at Drayven growing inside of me. Questions began to gather in my head, and my breaths grew uneven. I was so lost in my thoughts as I stormed towards our room that I barely heard Drayven growling out my name from behind me. After I slammed open the door to our suite and walked to the center of the room, I turned and pinned Drayven with a withering look.

      The man looked unraveled—his hair was messy and his eyes pulsed green as if he was barely controlling his magic.

      “Why?” I hissed, my eyes prickling with tears of anger. “Why can’t you just let me be happy?”

      “He isn’t right for you,” Drayven bit out, his hand raking through his silver hair roughly.

      “Isn’t right for me?” I seethed. “Is it so damn hard to imagine a world where someone wants me, Drayven? Where someone actually looks at me as more than just a hybrid? Why can’t you just let me be fucking happy? Why can’t you leave me alone when I manage to find some small measure of happiness? First with Finias, and now with Adrien.”

      He was in my space then, and I fell back against the couch, suddenly overwhelmed by him. “I will never leave you alone, Ama. Absolutely never.”

      I let out a growl of frustration, shoving him in the chest as he loomed above me, “Why, Drayven? Why won’t you leave me alone?!” I practically screamed the last part, feeling exhausted by this emotional push and pull with him. “Why can’t you let me feel cared about and not so damn alone?” The last part was whispered, and I wished I could shove the words back inside, because it hurt to say them aloud.

      Tension crackled in the air as he grabbed my jaw and spoke predatorily, “You think you’re undesirable and that no one wanted you, Ama? No. It’s because I refused to accept that any of them were good enough to lay a fucking finger on you. And I’ve finally accepted why that is. Because you. Are. Mine.”

      Excuse me? What the...

      My brain stuttered to a stop as my mouth popped open, “What? What the hell are you--”

      Soft yet firm lips seared against mine, and everything around me came to a grinding halt. The room crackled with tension and pleasure. Pure, euphoric happiness surged through me as my magic explored him. Panic ran rampant because the kiss deepened, and I wondered briefly how he was still kissing me with such intensity. My magic was out. It was playing with his power, and it should have been draining him like it had the last time…

      But it wasn’t.

      The magic-filled kiss was suddenly ice cold, and I ripped my face away from his, feeling my heart stutter to a stop. Drayven was fine. My magic was doing exactly what it had last time…and he was fine. I saw when the reality of his mistake hit him, panic and concern flashing through his gaze.

      “Drayven.” My voice was soft and dangerous.

      “Ama,” his voice choked.

      “No,” I shook my head as tears welled in my eyes, “Absolutely fucking not. Explain now. Explain why you and Adrien are both perfectly fine after kissing me. Nothing has changed. My magic is as deadly as ever, so why aren’t you fucking dead?”

      Guilt. So much guilt filled his features, and he crouched in front of me, his hands tightening on my legs. My fingers curled in on themselves, nails biting into my skin, as I waited for the truth. The truth that I could feel was about to shatter my heart into a million tiny fucking pieces.

      “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know?” I echoed. “You don’t know why you aren’t dead, or you don’t know why you lied? Because that’s what happened, isn’t it? You lied. I never fucking hurt you. Our kiss was never—”

      Betrayal slammed into me. I had felt so guilty, so horrible, for so long because of his accusation. People had hated me. People had relentlessly rejected me because of what he’d started. It was bad enough that I was a hybrid, but for people to treat me like I had some kind of disease that could kill them? Tears streamed down my face as he watched me with a helpless expression.

      “Admit it.” My voice was far more controlled than I would have expected. Especially considering the man was shattering my heart. Any wall I thought I'd erected against Drayven was obviously non-existent in truth.

      His voice was rough as he looked down at the floor, “Ama, you have to understand—”

      “Admit it,” I hissed, leaning forward so we were closer. “Fucking admit it, Drayven.”

      “Your kiss never hurt me!” he roared, slamming his fist into the couch beside me as his words settled like rocks hitting the bottom of a well in my chest. Hollow and empty.

      I blinked away my tears, feeling a cold chill roll over me as I asked, “Why?”

      “I told you. Because you’re mine,” he whispered, his voice strained and his eyes pleading for me to understand. “There was only one way to ensure everyone would leave you alone.”

      “You made me a pariah in my own home.”

      “It didn't start like that.” He sat back on his heels, “Before I even really started spending time with you, I was told that you would be considered the enemy…the thing between me and the throne. The council for the House of Death was grooming me to take over your father’s position so that there was a different option available rather than you.”

      His words were cold and almost robotic. I knew it. I knew it, but that didn’t make it hurt any less. “I was young, and I ate up what they told me…and then I met you.”

      “And?”

      “I had never met someone so fucking perfect in my life.” His words were angry—almost hateful—despite what he was saying, “I was filled with so much anger and confusion. I felt betrayed by what I’d been told, but I still felt loyalty to the council. So, I did something to both distance you from the throne and make sure no one else touched you…touched what was mine.”

      “You made me an outcast.” A weird numbness settled over me, and I felt like I was having some sort of odd, out of body experience.

      “Yes.” His words were whispered as he looked at my shoulder, shame evident in his face.

      I felt so much in that moment. Anger, betrayal, sympathy, affection, heartbreak…all of it slammed into me in a confusing mix that had my head pounding. I pressed my hand to his chest, but he refused to move, his hands tightening on the fabric on either side of me.

      “Ama, please—”

      “Leave.” My words were cold and hard. Unwavering.

      “No.” His temper flared again, “Absolutely not.”

      “I wasn’t giving you an option,” I hissed, pushing against him with enough force that it surprised him, and he jerked back. I escaped his hold and ran towards my bedroom door. My bedroom. Not fucking his, and most definitely not ours anymore.

      “You have to understand—”

      I spun around, “I don’t have to understand shit, Dray. Get the hell out of here. I don’t care where you sleep, but it is not going to be here.”

      I slammed the bedroom doors closed, locking them and leaning against them, head back as I let out a quiet sob before collapsing onto the bed. This was so messed up. I shoved my head under the pillow, hoping like hell that tomorrow would bring more…more of something. I couldn’t hope for anything more than “something” right now.

      I fell asleep feeling more betrayed than ever before in my life.
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        * * *

      

      I was woken by a crash from the other room and a grunt of pain. I blinked my heavy eyes, stinging from crying myself to sleep, as I slid to the edge of the bed. Looking down, I considered changing out of Drayven’s shirt that I had grabbed and put on when I’d woken up still in my clothes an hour after falling asleep, but it was super comfortable, and frankly…fuck him. When a body slammed against the door, I muttered a curse.

      I knew it was Drayven. I knew it, and it made me want to ignore him. What time was it even? I squinted at the clock, realizing it was nearly three in the morning.

      With my emotions cooled, I still felt pain radiating through me, but now it was paired with concern that he’d done something stupid tonight. Drayven wasn’t usually very reactionary, but his emotions earlier had been lethal and toxic.

      “Ama...” His voice was filled with emotion that I’d never heard from him before. A sick curiosity had me pressing my hand against the locked door.

      “What, Dray?” I asked softly, feeling emotionally and physically drained.

      I heard him lean into the door, the surface groaning under the weight of his massive frame. “Please let me in. I don’t want to sleep out here without you.”

      Oh, devil. He was drunk. Like drunk as a skunk. I could tell.

      I inhaled sharply, “It shouldn’t be different than usual—it's not like we ever sleep together.”

      “Not by my choice,” he seemed to grumble to himself. “Please, Ama? I don’t want to be apart from you. Not after today. I feel like I’m going to lose you.”

      “You never had me,” I snapped, and he let out a low, frustrated growl.

      “That’s not true,” he ground out. “You were always mine. Which is why I went to beat the shit out of Adrien. No one else should ever kiss you—”

      I swung the door open and found his massive form crumpled against the door frame, falling forward slightly as he stumbled. The smell of whiskey surrounded us as I looked up at him, my arms crossed over my chest while I examined the frustrating bastard.

      “You’re in my shirt.” He smiled, a goofy, almost boyish grin, “Fuck, Ama, you look so good in my clothes. I want to mark every inch of your—”

      I tried closing the door so he wouldn’t see my reaction, but he stopped it and let out a small worried sound, “Fine. Fine. I’ll behave, I promise.”

      “You went to beat up Adrien?” I asked softly, concerned for all parties involved. I didn’t want any of them fighting over me. I wasn’t worth that.

      “Yeah,” he muttered, stepping closer to me as the moonlight from the main room’s open window showcased dried blood on his face. I cursed and dragged him towards the bathroom, my eyes widening at the number done on his pretty face.

      “Adrien did this?” I asked with surprise, dampening a wet rag. I wasn’t going to examine why all of this made me feel…weird. Just weird.

      “No.” He barked out a laugh, “Bastard wouldn’t fight me.”

      Sadness filled his gaze, “Said I wasn’t worth it.”

      Fuck.

      “I’m sure he just didn’t want to fight,” I breathed out, still trying to get rid of the blood. “How did you get injured, then?”

      “Finias,” he growled. “I was down at the bar—”

      “Yes, that much is clear.” I offered him a dry look.

      “I’d been drinking for a bit when Adrien and Damien arrived. I figured I would tell Adrien to fuck off and leave you alone because you’re my girl—”

      “Which I’m not,” I muttered quietly, but he ignored me.

      “He wouldn’t fight me,” he hissed. “And fucking Finias appeared out of nowhere and tried to tell me you’d be upset if I ‘did this’. I tried to tell him he didn’t know you, Ama. I tried to tell him he didn’t understand us.”

      “And he hit you?” I knew there had to be moments missing from this timeline.

      Drayven’s ears turned pink, “No. That happened after I told him he would never be good enough for you.”

      Ah. Damnit.

      “Well—” I started but was immediately cut off.

      “Then, when we were fighting, the fucking House of Fallen prince came out of nowhere and tried to separate us.” He rolled his eyes, grunting as I touched his nose, which was thankfully not broken. “I have no idea why they were all there—maybe being a royal means you have to drink at a special time every night or some shit, and I was just misfortunate enough to have chosen the same bar.”

      I snorted at that, shaking my head as he offered me that cute smile again. His eyes went serious suddenly as he cupped my face, and my entire body froze.

      “I don’t know how to fix this, Ama” His voice was filled with agony. “I can’t change the past. I don’t know how to fix what I’ve broken.” That was the true question, wasn’t it? Had he irreparably broken our relationship—and any potential for the future that might have existed there—with his actions? I honestly didn’t know.

      I inhaled and shook my head, “Let’s just get some sleep, Dray. It’s been a really long day.”

      His eyes filled with hope, “Can I sleep with you?”

      My body lit up at that, despite knowing what he meant. I sighed, “We have to share a bed, don’t we?” And come morning, we would have to talk—about everything.

      As I slid into bed, Drayven got in behind me and immediately wrapped his arm around my middle, practically engulfing me. My cheeks heated as he splayed his hands possessively on my skin, and a soft, unintentional sigh of contentment slipped from my lips.

      “Goodnight, Ama,” he murmured as his body went heavy, locking me further against him.

      I closed my eyes, feeling overwhelmed by so many emotions. I wasn’t ready to deal with any of them. Instead, I let sleep take over and floated in the abyss of unconsciousness. I hoped when I woke up, I would be ready for everything to come.
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      Drayven was gone when I woke up.

      Of course he was.

      I tried not to let that get me down as I rolled over in bed, the large imprint of his frame still evident on the pillows and sheets. As my fingers traced over it, I realized the sheets were still warm. Well, he clearly hadn’t been gone for long.

      I glanced over at the small bits of sunlight trying to peek around the curtain. What time was it? I swear, this entire trip was messing with my delicately balanced sleep schedule, which operated on the principle of “I sleep almost twelve hours each night.” Hopefully, it wouldn’t be too hard to correct when I went home.

      When I went home...would any of these men still be interested in me? It was a question that was far too real and elicited far too many emotions for barely having been awake a few minutes.

      A knock on the main door had me yawning, stretching my arms above my head, and padding across the room. I didn’t bother pulling on a robe or anything, figuring the visitor was someone that worked here at the estate. I was sorely mistaken.

      Opening the door, I first saw coffee. That made me happy.

      The coffee, unfortunately, was being held by…Colt. Why? Why was Colt here?

      My displeasure at the situation must have been evident on my face because he quickly said, “Calm down, Princess.” Colt stepped forward as I retreated, and he crossed the room, invading my space and placing down the tray of breakfast and coffee on the table near the couch.

      “You got me breakfast?” I frowned in confusion. How perplexing.

      He barked out a laugh, sitting down on the couch as I closed the door and crossed my arms over my chest, becoming increasingly aware of how not dressed I was.

      “No. This was delivered and sitting outside,” he corrected. “I am here for a different reason.”

      “I see.” I blinked, walking over and grabbing coffee before sitting in an armchair and offering him a curious look. I felt both lighter and more depressed about yesterday, so instead of thinking about it, I took a long sip of coffee and kept my eyes on the House of Fallen asshole.

      “Your boyfriend caused a pretty big stir last night,” he mused as he looked around. “I am to assume he got back to you without Finias gutting him?”

      “Finias wouldn’t do that, and Dray isn’t my boyfriend,” I rolled my eyes at Colt’s dramatics. It was oddly surreal having him in my room, and his grin at my answer had my stomach tightening.

      “Finias would absolutely do that.” His eyes flashed with amusement before he grabbed some grapes off my breakfast tray.

      “Why are you here, Colt?” I noticed his body shift, almost as if he hadn’t expected me to say his name. I’d said his name before, right?

      He inhaled and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees while he examined my expression. “You nearly got yourself killed yesterday.”

      I shook my head, taking another big gulp of coffee, “What, by your daddy?”

      His eyes flared with anger. “You don’t have a good grasp on the politics here, Ama. You need to be more careful. Far more careful. You are protected at the House of Death, but not here. And considering you didn’t bring enough reinforcements with you to start a war…I would just watch your back.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      His face sobered, suddenly void of emotion as he leveled me with a pointed look, “No, Princess. You would know if I was threatening you. Consider it a warning.”

      I watched him stand and stride out of my bedroom as I finished my coffee and scowled at the empty cup. Then, I nearly face palmed. Why the hell would I ever drink something handed to me by the House of Fallen? Fuck, maybe Colt was right. I would never admit that, but clearly I needed to be far more careful.

      After a few more minutes of relaxing, I checked the time, and my eyes widened realizing it was noon. How the hell had I slept so late?

      I briefly wondered when Finias would pick me up for the ball but figured he would show up sometime sooner rather than later. At least I hoped so. I enjoyed spending time with the Dark Elf. I liked spending time with a lot of the princes, if I was being honest with myself.

      Was it wrong that I had feelings for multiple men? Finias was my cheeky prince who made me laugh and feel carefree. Adrien was a breath of fresh air and made me feel like I was truly being seen for who I was inside. Colt pissed me the hell off, but despite that, I couldn’t deny my attraction to the Fallen Angel. While Nico and Damien were the princes I’d spent the least amount of time with, I still found myself thinking about them and wanting to know more about them.

      So far, I knew Nico could charm the pants off anyone with his natural Incubus allure, but I suspected there was more to him than that, and I wanted to peel back his layers.

      Damien had immediately made me feel warm and welcomed in a room full of sharks, not giving a damn about what it looked like to be seated next to me as a clear ally. He was kind, and it was clear he had a heart of pure gold.

      And then there was Dray...the teenage crush who had broken my heart and created deep insecurities within me with his lies. But the guilt he carried over those things had been clear in his eyes and voice yesterday. I couldn’t deny that my feelings for him had never fully faded, but was an apology enough for me to forgive and move on?

      I just didn’t know. I didn’t know what to do with any of this anymore.

      I had a few hours to get ready, and I took full advantage, locking myself in the bathroom and blasting music, wanting to get lost in it. Normally, I would have picked something relaxing, but today I blasted classic rock while scrubbing my body and shaving. After traveling and having such an insane first two days, it felt amazing to just wash all of that away. I even took time to wash and condition my hair.

      By the time I got out, I felt like a new woman—refreshed and ready to take on this ball and all that would come with it.

      Although, about an hour later, my arms were sore and I was annoyed with the amount of hair I had. Sure, every piece had been ruthlessly blow dried and curled into a loose, romantic wave, but was gorgeous hair really worth it if it made my arms feel like I’d just done a work out? Debatable.

      The time ticked by as I applied a smokey eye and deep red lipstick to match the dress I planned to wear, my stomach starting to tighten uncomfortably.

      Had Fin forgotten we were supposed to go together? And where was Drayven? I nibbled on my lip but tried to put it from my head as I walked towards the closet and pulled on a black lace lingerie set that was cut perfectly to complement the deep-cut, skin-tight dress.

      Zurie and I had purchased the dress recently, at the start of the season, and I was really glad she’d convinced me to bring it.

      Crimson lace at the top gradually faded into a black ombre material that hugged every single inch of my curves, from the deep v that cut to my navel, continuing over my hips, down to where it fell to the floor in a cascade of luxurious fabric. The slit on the left leg came up to my upper thigh, showing off my legs and black, red-bottomed stilettos. I felt good, and when I crossed to the mirror, my crown settled tightly around my horns, I realized that I looked truly beautiful.

      Like, possibly better than I ever had. Which was great, considering my confidence in everything else was lacking. I was just waiting for someone to call me out on not knowing what I was doing. Well, I suppose Colt already had.

      When I heard the estate bells ring throughout the building, signaling that the ball was to begin soon, I accepted that Finias had forgotten about our little date. That’s what I told myself anyway, because the idea of him blatantly not showing up hurt more than I cared to admit.

      Muttering a curse and trying to not be disappointed, I left my room and walked confidently out of our wing towards the ballroom. Despite arriving alone, I would do so confidently. Well, until I got lost.

      About ten minutes later, I was cursing myself because I’d turned down a few corridors that seemed to be going in the opposite direction of where I needed to be. I was about to give up on the event entirely when I heard a familiar voice. Finias.

      I walked closer, hearing him right around the bend, but I stopped, something in my gut telling me to not show myself just yet.

      “Are you useless, boy?” a man’s voice hissed, filled with hatred. “You had one fucking job.”

      “Ama is not a job.” Finias’ voice lacked any warmth. It was hollow. I wanted to see his expression, but at the same time, I was afraid of what I would find.

      “Not a job?” A woman’s cold, smooth voice filled the space. “Finias, every interaction you entertain is a job. You are nothing but a weapon for our house, so either do what you are told, or you can face the consequences.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that. My back straightened defensively as I felt a surge of protectiveness for Finias. I wanted to round the corner and tell whoever was speaking to him to go fuck themselves.

      “No.”

      His answer surprised me, but what surprised me even more was the sharp sound of a slap that echoed through the hall. Finias didn’t say anything or even make a sound, but I knew without a doubt that the woman had hit him. A seething rage pounded through me, and I kept my powers wrapped up tight, worried I would do something that would only get Finias in more trouble.

      “What was that, again?” The woman’s voice was so cold it caused me to shiver as I gripped the wall. I would not kill her. I would not kill her.

      Not yet, anyway.

      “Nothing, Mother.” Finias’ whisper was so broken that I felt everything inside of me well with emotion. No! My Finias didn’t sound desolate and broken. That wasn’t him. I wouldn’t allow that to be him.

      “Good boy,” she bit out before demanding, “Now go. Go get the little hybrid freak, and make sure you secure the vote tonight. I don’t care what you need to do to make that happen.”

      I leaned against the wall as I heard two pairs of footsteps walk in the opposite direction. I let out a slow breath and considered turning the corner, but then I didn’t have to. Face-to-face with a tuxedo-clad chest and enveloped by a warm, familiar scent, I raised my eyes—first to the tattoo-covered neck, then to familiar violet eyes. I would like to say I didn’t tear up a bit as my eyes met Finias’, but that would be a lie.

      The man’s emotions were absolutely laid bare upon his face, and he did nothing to try to hide them from me, his fingers brushing over my jaw before he pressed his forehead to mine. He knew I’d heard.

      Hell, he’d probably known I’d been there from the start. He had stood up to his parents for me, and it had gotten him hurt.

      “Fin,” I whispered. He shook his head, nearly brushing his lips against mine and keeping me pinned to the wall, seemingly overcome by whatever was going on in his head.

      I wrapped my arms around him and let out a small sound as I nuzzled against his chest, probably getting makeup on it, which I felt bad about. He only held me closer, clearly not caring.

      We must have stood in that bubble, in that moment, for several minutes, his body slowly unlocking from the tension. Each muscle that unlocked seemed to allow him to breathe easier. He was also wrapping himself around me far more. So much so that he had me completely encompassed and pressed between him and the wall when I began to run my hands gently through his short, white hair.

      “I’m sorry you had to hear that, Ama.”

      His voice was cold and unemotional, but the way he was touching me was anything but. I pulled back slightly, taking in his expression as his eyes ran over every inch of my face. As if he was looking for something. What, I wasn’t sure, but I wanted to assure him that whatever he needed, I could give him. It sounded absurd, but I meant that fully. I was starting to realize that I was forming a very deep connection with Finias, and it wasn’t one that would ever go away—unless it was broken painfully.

      “I want to kill them,” I hissed, anger coursing through me. “I want to kill her for slapping you. For hitting you at all.”

      A sad warmth filled his gaze as he brushed his nose against mine, “She’s not worth your time. You’re far more valuable than anything regarding her. And me, if we are being honest.”

      “Don’t say that.” I gripped his jaw and searched his face, “I love spending time with you. You always lift my spirits, and I feel like a smile is permanently glued to my face when we’re together.”

      His eyes filled with emotion, almost appearing to make the purple glow, before he let out a small sound, as if he was fighting something in his head. He offered me a more “Finias” smile and nodded towards the hall, intertwining our fingers as if none of what had transpired in the past few minutes had happened.

      “No matter what they do, I won’t play politics. Not with you.” He spoke softly, and my heart warmed.

      “I know. I trust you.”

      The smile he rewarded me with was absolutely gorgeous. Actually, all of him was gorgeous, from the dark tuxedo on his lean, muscled physique to the tattoos that covered every available inch of his skin.

      “I imagine Drayven won’t be happy about me taking you to the ball.” He chuckled then, and it jogged my memory of last night.

      I shrugged, “He disappeared this morning after coming back drunk…so, I don’t care.”

      “That’s not true.” Finias squeezed my hand, and I swallowed at how easily he saw through me. “But he was, in fact, drunk, and I did, in fact, almost slit his throat last night.”

      “So casual, the manner in which you speak about the act of slitting someone’s throat,” I observed, my brows raising in amusement.

      “He told me I would never be good enough for you.” His jaw clenched hard before he continued, “Hit a bit too close to home.”

      “Don’t pay him any mind, Finias. You know how I feel,” I assured him, then exhaled, “Plus he’s totally in the dog house right now for being an ass.”

      “The dog house, huh? What did he do?” Finias’ smile was growing, as if he found Dray’s suffering funny, and I couldn’t lie—the two squabbled like brothers did, whether they realized it or not.

      “Remember the first kiss thing I told you about in the courtyard the night we met?” I asked softly.

      “How could I forget? I forced him to take a nap on the ground with my fist.” He scowled with the memory.

      “He lied,” I murmured, “I never hurt him. Never began sucking the soul from him. He lied to keep people away from me and to put distance between us.”

      Finias stopped me and grabbed my hand, pulling me against him. “What do you mean?”

      We were a hallway turn away from the ballroom, yet I still felt like we were completely alone, enclosed in our own private bubble.

      “He did it so that I would be considered a danger and an outcast. So that people would stay away from me. So that no one would even attempt to touch me. But he also wanted distance between us because of lies the council back home told him about me as they groomed him to take over the throne.”

      “How did you finally find out?”

      “Adrien kissed me, and Dray walked in on it,” I mumbled, heat rising in my cheeks at the admission.

      Finias’ eyes blazed as he let out a dangerous hum, “Is that so?”

      I swallowed a lump in my throat and nodded. “And then Drayven kissed me.”

      My back hit the wall of the hallway as Finias walked me up against it, his large tattooed hands gripping my waist as his head dipped to bring his lips closer to mine. His voice was rough, “I don’t like that. I don’t like that they kissed you. They don’t deserve it. Especially Drayven. Especially with how he’s hurt you.”

      “And who deserves it?” I breathed out, wanting to hear his answer.

      A smile stole over Finias’ face as he hesitated over my lips. “Not me either, Ama.”

      Oh.

      Disappointment flooded me, but then suddenly, he brushed my lips gently with his as he spoke against them, “But that doesn’t mean I won’t take it—and you—anyway.”

      Oh devil.

      Finias’ kiss was explorative and cautious at first, and I completely gave in to it, my body melting against his as he traced my lips with his tongue and made my knees weak. Every point in my body lit up with pleasure as the man simply kissed me. It was such a dangerous kiss, though. Such a toxic, dangerous kiss.

      My body flooded with warmth at the memory of the way he had made me come with his fingers, and I wanted to find a room and ask for a repeat right now.

      Unfortunately I knew that wasn’t an option so I decided instead to go up on my toes and press a kiss to his cheek. Finias let out a low rumble his hands wrapping around my waist and pulling me closer in a tight embrace that had my face flushing.

      A dangerous sound had us pulling apart, and my gaze snapped to the side, where Drayven stood, looking dashing despite the small cuts and light bruising from the fight last night. His silver hair was slicked back and contrasted handsomely with his all-black tuxedo set. I froze as his eyes ran over me, then he cursed and stormed back towards the ballroom. Shit, how long had he been standing there? It couldn’t have been long and I was hoping all he saw was the kiss to Fin’s cheek.

      Pain blossomed in my chest. Guilt and pain. Why did I feel that? I wasn’t Drayven’s, and he had hurt me immensely. Yet, I couldn’t shake the feeling of guilt at him seeing me with Finias—especially since he’d admitted that he had feelings for me. That had to have wounded him to see. Again.

      But I couldn’t go to him. I couldn’t keep giving up these moments of happiness to placate him or soothe his anger.

      Fin held me closer, and I closed my eyes, allowing myself to relax and feel comforted before we headed towards the ballroom. My stomach clenched as a ball of dread settled into it. Tempers were flaring between the men, and emotions were running high with the vote on the line between the kings and queens.

      Tonight wasn’t just a ball. Tonight was a game of chess. One I intended to destroy.
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      Walking into the ball on Finias' arm was a bold move. It indicated an alliance between our houses, but it would still be unclear who was voting for whom. His parents were likely under the impression that he had secured my vote, while the other houses that thought I was whoring myself out likely thought I had secured a vote from the House of Runes.

      That placed a big target on my back—one that showed I was a force to be reckoned with. I wasn't here to be quiet, complacent, or stepped on.

      No, I was here to make my father proud and win this vote for our house once again. And I wasn't going to do that by making any shady, manipulative moves. Staying true to myself was extremely important to me, and no matter what I felt for the men around me, I wouldn't let my values or goals slip from my mind.

      I hadn’t realized just how many opinions I had on leadership until I’d stepped away from my father and had to navigate these things on my own. It was both nerve wracking and freeing. I felt like I was growing through this experience, and it was a completely unintended side effect of something I hadn’t even wanted to do. Now, though? Well, now I was glad I’d come—and for more reasons than one.

      "You look absolutely ravishing. I realize I failed to tell you that earlier," Fin whispered discretely to me. All eyes were on us, and his comment brought a smile to my face, which in turn, caused several enemies to scowl.

      They wanted me out, and they wanted me to feel shame at what I was. Who I was.

      Something peculiar had shifted within me in my short time at the Summit. While I had an intense desire to prove hybrids weren't lesser, I had also realized that I had been shaming myself for being a hybrid my whole life by shunning the Succubus half of me.

      I had treated myself exactly the way I hated others treating me, and it was time to put an end to that bullying too. No longer would I despise or feel disgust over who I was. While it was true I had some unresolved mommy issues, I couldn't change who my birth parents were. They had found love, or so my father claimed, and then I had come along.

      I was a result of love, and after meeting these princes, I had to admit I found the line that had been drawn between all the species when it came to relationships disgusting. Why were we not free to love who we wanted to? Why did purity of lines matter?

      They didn't.

      Lifting my chin, I let my lips pull back into a toothy grin that encompassed my face, “Why, thank you, Fin. You look rather dashing yourself.”

      He tossed me a wink and said, “That’s my girl. Shine.”

      Swoon. Fucking swoon. He’d just called me his girl.

      My eyes landed on the sweet Hellhound I’d found myself intrigued by. Damien looked dashing, and I genuinely grinned as he took my hand and kissed it politely. There was a heat simmering behind the kiss on my skin, likely due to his Hellhound nature, and my mind immediately drifted to how that warmth would feel a little further down my body.

      Focus, Ama. Devil, how many men do you need?

      I missed what Damien said to me as I attempted to tame myself, and I winced as I asked, “I’m sorry, what was that? I got a little lost in thought for a moment.”

      He chuckled good-naturedly, thankfully not taking it personally. "I said that my House is only a table away if you need something tonight. I happened to get here first and swapped some of the place cards around," he ended by wiggling his eyebrows at me mischievously.

      Smacking his arm playfully, I gushed, "That's amazing. I can't believe you did that, but I totally love you for it. Who did they originally have me by?"

      His eyes widened, and his mouth opened and closed repeatedly as Fin made a grunting noise beside me. Completely unaware of my own words, I asked with my brows pinched together, "What? What did I do? I know I didn't fart or anything."

      I was positive I’d done something far more embarrassing, but I’d found that, when in doubt…fart jokes. Fart jokes always broke the tension. They were the skeleton key to relieving awkwardness.

      As I’d hoped, my comment snapped them out of their shock. Fin choked on a laugh, and Damien blushed deeply as he answered. "You uhm, just said that you love me for it. It's totally cool," he ended by holding up both hands in the universal symbol for "okay", with his pointer finger and thumb tips touching and his other fingers up.

      He looked the total opposite of cool right now. More like frazzled, flustered, or downright flabbergasted. Apparently, I had a thing for “f” words right now, which made sense because it felt like all these boys were making me think of sinful things constantly—the biggest one being fucking.

      Had I really said I loved him? I suppose I had.

      The tips of my ears heated at the fact that I had said “love” so nonchalantly. It was very much not a normal thing for me to say, and because my brain fucking hated me, I was now thinking of all of the princes in one room, making love to me at the same time. Where the hell did these ideas even come from? Seriously.

      Fanning my hand to get some air moving, I panted, "Do they have air conditioning in here, or am I the only hot one?"

      Distract everyone from the awkward conversation. Yup. That was smart.

      "I think you're definitely the only hot one here," a rumbling voice purred in my ear. A familiar voice, attached to a man I hadn’t gotten to speak to more than a few moments, but with whom I already found myself enamored. Unfortunately, Drayven had scared him off before I’d had a chance to speak with him much.

      Nico.

      Finias rolled his eyes and motioned like he was throwing up, and I giggled as I turned around and properly greeted the Incubus prince. I had felt his powers reach out for me when we first met, and at the time it had confused me. It hadn’t felt grimy or pushy, like other Incubus and Succubus energies I’d felt.

      It was teasing and gentle. Exploratory, even. Like he wanted my power to come out and play with his.

      Nico’s eyes were like pools of liquid gold that drew me in immediately. This man was dangerous. Obviously, as a member of the House of Sin, it came with the territory that everyone was ridiculously good looking, but he was so much more than that. He oozed confidence that wasn't cocky, just self-assured. Like, when he knew what he wanted, he went for it, and nothing would get between him and what he desired.

      And, at this moment, the predatory glint in his eyes told me that what he desired was me. In keeping with my new self-love motto, I allowed my Succubus energy to rise to the surface and reach out to him as I offered him my hand to shake and said, "Hello there, Nico. It's nice to see you again."

      Disregarding my hand, he reached out and placed his hands lightly on my bare arms as he leaned into my ear once more and whispered, "The pleasure is all mine, gorgeous." As he spoke, I felt his energy twine together with mine, followed by a featherlight stroke where the slit in my dress exposed my leg. Damnit. He was good. Nico was literally so good at this—the man oozed sex, and my knees felt wobbly and weak.

      How was he touching me, though? His hands were still on my shoulders, so I knew it had to be his power. Unless it was his...No, do not go there, Ama.

      "Save me a dance," he quietly demanded as he pulled back from me and walked away towards his house's table, which seemed to be in the opposite corner of the large ballroom.

      I swear, the man could read a dictionary and I'd end up in a pool of my own drool. His voice was so fucking sexy.

      The clearing of a throat drew my attention back to Damien, who supplied an answer to my previous question, "The House of Sin and the House of Fallen were originally the tables closest to you."

      "Thank fucking devil you changed that," Finias groaned out, and I smiled coyly, liking the slightly territorial tone to his voice. It wasn't jealousy, which made it all the hotter. His hand reached out to snake around my waist and settled lightly on my hip.

      Damien's gaze immediately latched onto the move, and I saw his face fall slightly. My heart panged at the idea of making him feel uncomfortable or unwanted when he had been so amazing and supportive. Wiggling out of Fin's grip, I looked up at him and asked, "Grab me a drink?"

      In a very bold move that shocked even me, as we had so many eyes on us, Finias leaned forward and pressed a quick kiss to my forehead before walking toward the bar set up in the back corner of the room. There was already quite a long line. I suppose booze was the quickest way to ease the nerves at gatherings like this.

      Turning to face Damien, I held out a hand and smiled, "Want to dance? I think he's going to be stuck for a while."

      His eyes flashed orange for a moment as he played with his cufflinks nervously before responding, “I’d be honored.” My hand was still outstretched for him to take, but he was glancing at it nervously, so I retracted it, feeling confused. We’d have to touch to dance. Why would he say yes to my offer if he was afraid to touch even my hand?

      As my hand began to drop, his shot out to catch it, and he moved closer until we were separated by only a few inches. "I'm sorry. I've just never felt such an intense desire from my Hellhound before, and I worry about him taking over when I'm with you."

      I admittedly didn't know much about how the Hellhounds’ shifts worked. Curious, I asked, "Is he a separate entity from you?"

      He rolled his eyes exasperatedly as he answered, "Yes. My emotions are heightened by his, but we do often have distinctly different impulses on how to handle situations."

      Intrigued by this, I inquired, "Like when? I don’t know much about Hellhounds…but I would like to know more about you, Damien.” Was that clear enough? I felt like I was being pretty damn clear.

      His free hand rose up to tug on the tight collar of the dress shirt under his jacket as he winced. "Like right now. He wants to mark you, and I'm really fighting the urge to do that, as it would be completely indecent, and you are clearly with Finias."

      Oh. Wow.

      Genuine butterflies erupted in my stomach at his gentle, polite, yet honest answer. His answer didn't scare me away like I think he thought it might, based upon the wince and trepidation with which he had said it.

      Tugging on his hand, I began to walk towards the dance floor in the middle of the room. "Let's go dance."

      Relief flooded his features, and his shoulders relaxed as he let me guide him to the edge of the crowd that was dancing slowly to the same pianist and violinist duo from yesterday. Turning to face him, I placed my arms loosely around his neck, and his hands came to softly touch my waist. He looked at me nervously, as if asking permission.

      He was so sweet it made my toes curl in delight at the genuine soul that resided within him. He was a rare gem. We began to sway to the music, and I decided I wanted to keep learning more about this incredible man.

      "So, was that your Hellhound rising to the surface when your eyes flashed orange?"

      "Yes."

      "You said he wanted to mark me." Damien's body tensed slightly. "Does that mean he approves of me?"

      "You could say that." He smiled, amusement flashing in his gaze, as his hands tightened minutely against my waist.

      I nibbled on my lower lip out of habit before I remembered I had lipstick on and stopped. I wanted to ask him if I could meet his Hellhound, but I couldn't figure out if that would be rude of me or not.

      Eh, fuck it. I didn't get the feeling that he would be put off by my honest questions.

      Peering up at him from under my lashes, I squeaked out, "Can I meet him? Not now, obviously, but eventually—"

      He immediately stopped moving, and I groaned, apologizing, "I'm so sorry. I knew I shouldn't have asked that."

      His large hand pushed my chin up to look at him instead of hanging my head in embarrassment. "I would love for you to meet him."

      There was an intensity to his gaze I didn’t completely understand, and everything in me told me to tread lightly—that maybe this other part of Damien wasn’t as sweet as he was. The dual nature of this man seriously turned me on, and I found myself wanting to experience both of them.

      Before I could answer, a clammy hand landed on my arm, bringing my attention to the man it belonged to. The king of the House of Sin.

      Fucking yuck.

      "I believe the song is over. May I have this next dance?" he asked politely, but the way his eyes roamed over my body was anything but polite.

      Damien's chest rumbled as a growl worked its way out, and I immediately moved to soothe him with a hand on his chest, rubbing gently. "It's okay, Damien."

      Glancing back at the king, I smiled—well, more like grimaced—and mustered all of the fake politeness I could gather. "Of course. I suppose we should chat about the vote anyway."

      I felt sick to my stomach the second I put my hand in his, and dread washed through me, mental alarm bells sounding and alerting me that I should not be doing this.

      But I had to. I had to do this for my house—it's what I was here for.

      I'd give him one dance and figure out where he stood on the vote during that short time so I could be done with him.

      "Oh, you naïve little vixen, didn't you know it's rude to discuss business on the first dance? Did your father teach you no manners?"

      Fuck this.
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      “She’s a whore—a hybrid whore who is fucking others to gain votes,” my father hissed to my mother, her attempts at trying to calm him ineffective as the man worked himself into a fit. The tick in my jaw and tension rolling through me at his words weren’t something I was willing to examine just yet. I nearly rolled my eyes at that, knowing exactly what it was, but instead kept them trained right where they’d been since she entered the room.

      Ama.

      I had absolutely no idea what to make of the woman, and it was both infuriating and exhilarating. I loved the way she continued to challenge everyone, including me. I’d also loved the sleepy little scowl on her face this morning when I’d gone to wake her up.

      I wanted to push her until she lost control while basking in her interesting mix of magic that was like a euphoric buzzing sensation against my skin. I exhaled slowly, taking a sip of my drink, as I tried to not let that other feeling slide into my consciousness.

      The one that told me to rip her out of the king’s arms. His Incubus power flooded the space around him as usual, as if he was trying to compensate for something.

      Even if it didn’t affect her—if it was somehow nullified by her own Succubus magic—I hated the way he was touching her. I hated the leering way he leaned closer to her. The emotions I was feeling were ten times more than the annoyance I’d felt at her being in Damien’s arms. I didn’t like the Hellfire prince. At all. He was far better than the king, but still not my favorite person here.

      It felt wrong that someone like Damien got to dance with Ama. What had the man done to deserve that? To deserve her attention? He was completely uncontrolled, and while he was terrifying to most, it was only because of his unpredictable nature. And the absolute chaos and massacres his Hellhound wrought upon enemies of the realm. It wasn’t because of his natural leadership ability—he was just a psychotic force to be reckoned with in his Hellhound form.

      I would bet Ama didn’t know any of that. I would bet she had absolutely no idea what he turned into—shifting into not just a Hellhound, but a notoriously murderous one. I shook my head and tried to block out my father’s words as they began to grate on me. Why the hell wouldn’t he just let it go? Seriously, you would have thought the man cared about Ama’s opinion, based on the way he was griping and insulting her. I knew that wasn’t the case, though.

      No, he’d just had his pride and ego absolutely decimated by Ama, so now he hated her more than he had before. It didn’t help that she was a hybrid, but he hated when any women stood up to him—which was why my mother was so damn submissive. I loved the woman, but watching her get walked all over by my father made me more and more uncomfortable as the years went on.

      Ama would absolutely never be okay with that.

      The thing I worried about was that my father was rather…irrational when it came to his pride. I was worried he would go after or try to hurt Ama. The idea infuriated me, and while I supported our territory, Angelus, I didn’t think I could justify hurting Ama just because of my father’s ego. I just hoped it didn’t come to that. I hoped I never needed to make that choice.

      I really needed to get this woman out of my head, but instead, I found myself standing as she tried to push away from the House of Sin’s king. It wasn’t a hard shove, but the look of disgust on her face was enough that I was crossing the room, feeling more than validated in removing her from the presence of that asshole.

      Good thing my parents hated the House of Sin as well. Hopefully, they wouldn’t think my actions were that odd. I didn’t have a good explanation for them.

      “You’re seriously disgusting,” Ama hissed. “What is wrong with you?”

      The man chuckled, his fingers digging into her back in a bruising hold that had me wanting to snap them off. “The only thing wrong right now is that I’m not getting a chance to see what’s under that tight fucking—”

      I had never been so thankful for my strength and size as I was in that moment. I towered over the man, my fingers wrapping around his wrist as I exerted enough pressure that he cried out. Immediately, he let go of her, and she stumbled into me, her face flushed with anger as she narrowed her eyes at the bastard. I wouldn’t lie—I loved how she was leaning into me, allowing me to shield her from him. I shouldn’t love it, but I did.

      “Prince Colt.” The king adjusted his outfit and tossed Ama a scowl, “If you had wanted a dance, you should have just asked.”

      “Just like I asked you to let go?” Ama growled like a fierce kitten, her magic amping up as I smoothed a hand around her waist, lightly massaging the skin that was no doubt sore from his grip.

      “You are not only a freak, but a prude one,” the king snarled, leaning towards us, “You don’t fit in anywhere, do you? Not in the House of Death, not in the House of Sin, and for sure not amongst royalty. I would start thinking about your options, Ama, because the only way you have a chance of surviving this experience is by spreading your pretty thighs.”

      A low growl tore from my throat as I caught her around the waist, the Incubus fleeing like a little bitch as Ama tried to follow. I immediately spun her against me and grasped her jaw gently, forcing her to look away from the asshole in question and instead focus on me. Something that I found myself feeding off of. That couldn’t be healthy.

      “Calm down, Princess, he’s not worth it. No one here respects the House of Sin. Trust me.”

      “I don’t care about respect! I care about him being a creepy bastard,” Ama snarled, shaking my grip on her jaw off but not moving from my grasp.

      “What exactly did he say to you?” I had to ask. Of course I had to ask—even though I knew it would no doubt piss me off.

      Her face started to look less flushed, and she closed her eyes, pressing her forehead against me as she attempted to calm down. My fingers were splayed gently against her waist, and I had to fight the urge to wrap her hair around my fist, wanting to feel the soft texture against my rough fingers. I cleared my throat so the groan at the image of her bent over as I fisted her hair didn’t break through. I knew she was trying to calm down—she would probably detonate if she discovered that I was being a bit of a creep as well.

      At least I had the damn courtesy to keep those thoughts to myself.

      “He said that he’d never fucked a hybrid before,” she muttered, shaking her head. “He thought it would be an ‘exotic experience.’ Who the hell says that to someone?”

      “Someone from the House of Sin,” I answered immediately and winced at the face she made. How easy it was to forget the woman was from the House of Sin as well…genetically, at least. She clearly hadn’t been raised in their culture at all; she was completely different from them.

      Her body tensed and she tried to step away, as if just now realizing whose arms she was in, “Why are you over here, again? I appreciate the save, but I could have handled it myself.”

      But you allowed me to handle it, Princess. Why did I want to continue to handle her problems for her? Better yet, why the fuck was I so protective of this woman? I should have stepped away and left her alone, but instead, I found myself leading her from our standstill on the dance floor to the side, an empty table allowing us to have some level of privacy.

      I was only spending time with her to try to win over her vote…. was what I was telling myself. It was a complete lie because I knew that wasn’t why I was leaning closer to this woman as she watched me with caution. There was no chance of me getting the House of Death’s vote, but I was loyal to the House of Fallen, so I had to at least give it a chance.

      “I have to apologize for the first night we met,” I offered sincerely, keeping my gaze locked with hers as I sat forward, my elbows on my knees. The woman was the picture of elegance, her skin-tight dress shaping the way she held herself—like the future queen she was, sitting on her throne. My cock only got harder at the idea of fucking her on that throne, and I seriously needed to get laid because this woman was doing a number on my head.

      I would have attempted a random hookup, devil knew there were enough women here who would be willing, but the idea made me…well, I didn’t have a good word for it. Uncomfortable? Maybe it was because I knew that my attraction to Ama was strong enough that it would taint every other experience. It wouldn’t be worth it. I wasn’t positive what I was going to do, but fucking some random chick wasn’t it.

      “You were sort of an ass,” she agreed, her lip twitching. “Why the apology?”

      “Because we got off on the wrong foot,” I explained.

      “Wrong wing, not foot,” She smiled, eyeing my shoulders as if she expected my wings to pop out over them from my back.

      “Of course,” I chuckled. I swear to the devil, if the woman ever asked to see my wings, I would fucking lose it. I tried to ignore the surge of lust that slammed into me at the idea of her touching them. Her delicate fingers running along each and every feather…

      “Why were you at that restaurant?” She narrowed her eyes.

      “I’d been traveling through your territory for a few days and was exhausted,” I shrugged, “Then, I assumed you were using your magic on me and got pissed.”

      Her eyes lit with amusement, “Why did you assume I was using my magic on you?”

      Fuck. I felt my jaw tighten, “You had an effect on me that I hadn’t expected.”

      “You thought I was hot, so you assumed I was trying to use my magic on you for… what? So, you would fuck me?” Ama’s amusement was only growing, and I felt frustration fill my chest because it sounded bad when she put it that way. It also sounded like I thought a lot of myself, which frankly wasn’t completely off base.

      “I’m still sorry,” I grunted as she leaned forward and squeezed my hand.

      “Apology accepted.” Thank fuck.

      Maybe the dreams would stop now. Ever since that first night I’d met her, I’d been plagued with the most vivid and intense dreams of her and I. It wasn’t unusual for me to dream, but I’d never felt so sure that someone was there with me. It was also possible I wanted her badly enough my subconscious had decided to terrorize me with dreams of fucking the gorgeous princess every night. A dream that would never come to fruition.

      My gaze moved over to my parents, who were both watching me, and I felt myself stiffen, having forgotten why I was here. As if noticing, Ama sat back, watching me with equal parts curiosity and caution. What I wouldn’t do to make the caution aspect disappear, but I knew my next words weren’t going to do anything to help with that.

      “So, have you given any thought to who you are voting for?” I asked directly.

      Immediately, her eyes narrowed, “Is that why you apologized, Colt? Because you thought it would somehow garner my vote? Why the hell would I ever vote for the House of Fallen?”

      You wouldn’t. I felt like a dumbass for even broaching the topic, but if I wasn’t here to try to convince her to vote for us…I didn’t know why I was over here. Well, I didn’t want to consider why I was over here. Honestly, I probably just needed to get up and leave. I couldn’t, though, because now I hated that she was pissed at me again, and it somehow made me even more frustrated.

      “No,” I exhaled and ran a hand through my hair. “Although, I did assume it would help to some extent.”

      She blinked and then shook her head, standing up. Without thinking, I caught her wrist, and she scowled down at me. “Don’t leave. Seriously, Ama, it’s not about that.”

      Why was I saying that?

      “Then what is it about, Colt?” she growled. “Because this sudden urge to play nice feels like bullshit, considering I have had to listen to your father berate me at every chance he gets. I don’t even need to be over there to know he’s been talking shit about me all night.”

      My mouth opened as I tried to figure out what I could do to fix this. I attempted as much truth as I could muster. “I don’t have an excuse for him. I am telling you, as the heir to the House of Fallen, that I wish to make amends. It isn’t about the vote—although I can’t discount that’s important. It's about taking responsibility for my shitty behavior. And getting to know you, Ama. I would very much like to know you better.”

      Her eyes dilated slightly as she looked down at me, although ‘down’ was a stretch because even standing in heels, she was nearly eye level with me sitting. I fought the urge to tug her down onto my lap so that I could feel every inch of her curves, and instead waited for her response.

      Before she could respond, though, a shadow crowded over us, and my spine stiffened. Annoyance flared inside me.

      “Colt,” a voice purred. I frowned, looking away from Ama, and found a woman from my house standing there looking at me expectantly. What the hell was she expecting? Ama tried to tug her wrist from my hand, but I held it there.

      “What?” I snapped out at the woman, suddenly annoyed that Ama was trying to escape. Unfortunately, Ama jumped at my tone and pulled away in earnest. I stood up and tried to follow her as she walked across the dance floor, but the new woman stepped in the way.

      “Your father sent me over here to get you out of talking to the hybrid whore,” she whispered conspiratorially, flashing a smile I was positive she thought was sexy.

      “Do not call her that,” I growled, shoving past the woman as she called out for me. Luckily, I was tall enough that I could see the tips of Ama’s horns as she weaved through the crowd towards a side door. Where the hell was she going?

      I muttered in annoyance as she was suddenly stopped by Damien, who looked all too concerned about her. Normally, I would have backed away, but I needed to talk to her. Not just about the misunderstanding about why I’d been apologizing, but also because I hadn’t been lying. I very much wanted to get to know her better.

      “I just need some air, I’m seriously fine,” Ama insisted quietly. “Just hard to be in a room with so many…” her words trailed off as she motioned to the room. Assholes. She meant assholes, and I didn’t blame her. Even coming from a house that hated most of the others, I had to admit that people were being exceptionally cold towards her.

      “Want me to come with you?” Damien asked, his voice filled with a ridiculous amount of compassion. Her cheeks tinted pink, and I fought the urge to punch him. If I tried being that sweet to Ama or used that tone she would think I was plotting her death or some shit. Something that was completely my fault, to be sure…but I still hated it.

      “I was actually in the middle of talking to Ama,” I ground out, and Damien turned his gaze on me, narrowing his eyes before wrapping an arm around her waist.

      “We were pretty much done,” Ama mumbled, looking at me with speculation, as if she couldn’t decide exactly how much she hated me.

      “I just want to talk. We can even go on a walk—”

      “Over my dead body,” Drayven hissed over my shoulder, and Ama went completely still, her eyes darkening with emotion. Way more emotion than I could dissect, and that had me more annoyed with Drayven than before, because it was clearly linked to him. Which probably inspired what I said next.

      “That can be arranged.”
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      I scowled at Colt, whose words were harsh and frustrated, as Drayven rounded him looking pissed. I knew why he was worried about Colt wanting to go on a walk with me, but it didn’t make things any better. In fact, nothing about this night seemed to be going well.

      Between everyone staring at me and very clearly talking shit to Mr. Creepy King of Sin, I just wasn’t having a very good time. Even Damien was frustrating me, because despite his sweetness, I very much needed a moment to breathe right now, and I wasn’t being given that opportunity. Rather the opposite, considering we were all crowded into a corner of the room, near a door that would have been my escape route, if it hadn’t been for my Hellhound's secure grip on me.

      Sorry, not my Hellhound.

      “Ama, if you need to go on a walk, I’ll take you,” Drayven leveled, not meeting my gaze, despite his words being directed at me. Oh good. Glad I wasn't the only one feeling horribly awkward about last night. Also pissed—I was extremely pissed.

      “She isn’t any safer with you than me.” Colt chuckled, looking both amused and annoyed, “You nearly lost your shit last night.”

      Oh, Drayven did not like that reminder—not if the literal growl with which he responded was any indication. I knew how personally he took my safety, and Colt’s words had the Reaper's eyes flashing green with anger. This was going to escalate.

      “I wouldn’t let anyone from the House of Fallen near Ama, especially not you,” Dray snapped, his gaze moving to where Damien was holding me, but he still wasn’t meeting my eyes. What the hell was his problem?

      “You want to go?” Damien asked softly to just me, “We can. Just take a moment to relax and—”

      I opened my mouth to answer, but Colt shot him a look, “As if you are any better. How do we know you won’t shift around her and do something stupid that could hurt her?”

      Damien’s chest released a low rumble, but his face contrasted the aggressive sound, looking both angry and sad and making my heart hurt at the vulnerability there. “I would never hurt Ama.”

      “Don’t assume I would either,” Colt snapped at both of them.

      Did I believe Colt wouldn’t hurt me? I suppose I did. Sort of. The man confused me, though, and I felt like I couldn’t trust him. I didn’t understand his motives half the time. Like right now—what did he have to gain from being in this situation?

      “Listen,” I detached myself from Damien, despite the slightly wounded noise he made, and stepped away from all three of them. “I really would like a moment to be alone—”

      My words were interrupted by Adrien’s sudden appearance behind me. How did I know it was Adrien? I could feel it. It shouldn’t have been like that, but it one hundred percent was. I could feel my very core that it was Adrien, and that was before he wrapped a hand around my hip, his grip firm but not demanding like the House of Sin bastard had been.

      “Beauty.” He kissed the shell of my ear, making my knees practically give out as Drayven let out a low growl.

      “What the fuck did I say about your hands on her?” Drayven hissed, stepping forward. Still managing not to look me in the damn eye.

      Colt, to his credit, put a hand on the Reaper’s chest to halt him, and I think Dray seriously considered hitting him, throwing Colt’s hand from his chest as Damien let out a low rumble. I looked over at him to find his eyes on Adrien, something clearly passing between the two of them that I didn’t understand.

      What in the fuckity fuck was going on here?

      “Hey Dray,” I snapped finally, hitting my limit of ‘bullshit’, “how about you cut it the fuck out? Tone down the crazy, okay? You don’t get to be all...whatever the hell this is after yesterday. Especially after yesterday. You don’t get to tell me who I do and don’t touch, and honestly, I really like Adrien touching me, so how about we stop with the possessive bullshit?”

      Drayven’s eyes finally met mine, and I felt surprise and pain slam into my chest. There were so many emotions in his eyes, which were flashing neon green, and his voice grew rough. “Ama, we need to talk about yesterday. Alone.”

      I was starting to think he didn’t want to look me in the eye because of how much I could see. Any walls that were normally there were gone, and the man looked almost lost. Lost and angry, not a good combination.

      “What happened yesterday?” Nico appeared, joining our little fiasco of bullshit. Unlike the other men, he appeared completely unemotional, sending me a wink but otherwise keeping his face blank of expression.

      “Nothing,” I muttered, closing my eyes and trying to regain some semblance of control. I had no idea how to handle this. I barely talked to anyone other than Zurie, and now I was supposed to handle these handsome men fighting over taking me on a walk like I was their pet? Okay.

      “Excuse me,” a rumbling voice cut in, making me smile as Finias slid between Colt and Drayven, both men practically jumping out of the way as the Dark Elf handed me my drink.

      Despite his eyes being lit up with mischief, Finias acted like there wasn’t tons of tension between the group of us. Instead, he just ‘cheers’-ed me before taking a sip of whatever it was he’d brought us.

      My hands were shaking slightly from the anxiety of the situation, but I managed to take a small sip of the drink as well. How had I gotten myself into a pickle like this? And how dare they be all up in my space, being all alpha male and territorial...and sexy.

      “So, what did I miss?” Finias asked curiously. Colt and Drayven glared at him. Nico seemed to be enjoying the show. Damien looked worried, and Adrien was just holding me tighter and tighter by the moment. I had a feeling the man planned on whisking me away if need be.

      I was contemplating asking him to do exactly that. I was already feeling so uncomfortable as people stared and whispered at the seven of us, caught in a heated argument.

      “Ama was about to tell us why she was angry at Drayven and why he doesn’t have a right to be possessive ‘after yesterday.’ The yesterday element is what we are attempting to fill in.” Adrien mused, his tone filled with what I would almost describe as mirth.

      I turned to see his expression, but he kept me tight against him, making me grumble. Although, when I tried to squirm against him, I realized how hard his cock was against my backside and promptly stopped, my face turning pink as my center tightened. Nico chuckled at that, and I managed to ignore him.

      “It’s nothing,” I waved it off. It wasn’t nothing, but I didn’t want to air my dirty laundry with Drayven in front of everyone.

      “It is most definitely not nothing,” Fin chuckled, but his laugh was far from nice. He chugged his drink and set it down at the table. I could practically feel the Finias I knew disappearing as an icy element to his energy seemed to crawl over him, turning him into a different man.

      “Why does he know?” Colt demanded, almost sounding jealous.

      “You told him?” Drayven growled, his voice filled with a combination of anger and hurt.

      “Told who what?” Damien demanded, seeming increasingly frustrated at being out of the loop.

      “I really would love to know,” Nico agreed, his nonchalant attitude shifting to a more serious one.

      I was confused about what Fin was doing as he shed his jacket and came over to kiss me on the temple. Such a sweet display of affection that had me preening.

      Adrien made an amused sound, and I looked up at him…which is exactly how I missed Finias turning and knocking Drayven out in that split second.

      Fuck. Not again.

      The sound of his fist colliding with Dray’s face made me wince as the Reaper flew back, and any lightness that had been left in Finias completely disappeared. The Dark Elf stalked forward, slamming his elbow against Drayven’s neck and keeping him pinned on the floor as I fought the urge to go break them up. I had no idea how to describe how I was feeling, and honestly, it filled me with guilt.

      I was both secretly happy with Finias defending my honor and annoyingly worried about Dray. I had no idea what Finias said to Drayven next, but Drayven’s eyes turned a vibrant green as his magic began to wrap around him in a smoky black texture.

      Shit. Shit.

      “Not a good idea, beauty,” Adrien suggested as I tried to move out of his arms to break up Finias and Drayven. I knew it wasn’t a good idea, but allowing them to continue was an even worse idea.

      Damien crossed the space and tried to grab Finias’ shoulder, but the man was gone in a blink of an eye, re-appearing a few feet away and looking down at Drayven with a thrilled expression. I winced as Drayven stood up, blood dripping from his nose as he tried to move after Finias, blocked suddenly by Colt and Damien.

      “It’s not a good idea,” Damien grunted. Finias’ smile only grew, and I could see that he very much wanted Drayven to come after him. He was getting a thrill out of this. The bloodthirsty assassin side of him was fully making an appearance.

      “I don’t give a fuck,” Dray snarled, “Fucking asshole doesn’t belong anywhere near Ama.”

      “Not positive if anyone cares, but I happen to love having Finias around,” I mumbled. Nico shook his head, smiling as if I had said something amusing, before setting down his own drink. What was with the smile at me admitting I liked another man's presence?

      Drayven, in a surge of power, collided with Finias, and they crashed into a nearby table, the sound of glass and porcelain shattering drawing everyone's attention.

      “Fuck. Adrien, let go,” I demanded, watching Finias easily flip the two of them and somehow procure a glowing purple dagger out of thin air, placing it against the Reaper’s neck. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but it was causing the entire room to crackle with tension. The scent of blood filled the space as Finias pressed the dagger into Dray’s skin.

      “No can do,” Adrien insisted, keeping me hostage. “I can’t let you get in the middle of that.”

      I watched in shock and a bit of horror as the others tried to remove Finias from Drayven and failed, the knife cutting further into Drayven’s neck. I could feel a cold sweat breaking out on my skin, and my breathing was ragged when Colt finally pulled Finias off.

      Except, that was almost worse because the two of them began to yell at one another. My ears buzzed as anxiety started to make me feel like I couldn’t breathe. There were so many eyes on us, and Damien’s power was ramping up. I had no idea why, but I could feel their anger. Their frustration. Fucking everything, and it was making me dizzy. My chest locked up. Even Adrien’s comforting embrace felt off.

      I needed space.

      I needed to breathe.

      When Damien tried to get between Colt and Finias, I could see he was close to something really dangerous from the orange glow of his eyes. He was going to shift. Nico helped Drayven up, offering Adrien a look I didn’t understand.

      Drayven was bleeding and looked fucking awful, honestly. I winced as he dislodged glass from his hand and tossed it to the side.

      “Stay here,” Adrien instructed and tried to intervene. Instead of feeling better, I felt worse—now they were all involved. I stumbled back against the doors I’d been trying to escape out of.

      All of a sudden, everything felt extremely overwhelming. All the new experiences I’d been having, my attraction to these men, the not-so-positive attention everyone was giving me—it was all making me feel dizzy and sick to my stomach. I had to get out of here.

      It was too much, too soon.

      “What the fuck do you mean you’ve kissed her?!” Drayven snarled at Finias, who flashed him a dangerous smile.

      “I mean I fucking kissed her,” Fin’s gaze was ice cold, and his tone was goading. “I’m not giving you another damn warning, Reaper. Next time you try to fight me, I will just slit your throat.”

      “Fucking hell,” Nico shook his head, “this is ridiculous. You guys know that, right? So what if Ama has kissed three—”

      “Three?” Colt snarled, “Who the fuck else?”

      Oh sweet devil.

      I couldn’t keep my gaze off Damien, though, who was so clearly struggling to keep control but feeding off the chaos around him. For such a sweet man, it was all too obvious that a dangerous creature lived beneath his skin. The blood-lust energy pouring off him was so intense, it was almost intoxicating. I felt drunk off it.

      “Adrien,” Drayven answered sharply.

      Colt’s gaze found mine, and something flashed through it that almost looked like jealousy. Nope. I wasn’t going there. Absolutely not.

      “Well, now, don’t leave out the part where you fucking lied to her for the past few years, Dray,” Finias said his nick name in a mocking tone. “When you told an impressionable teenage girl that her kiss almost killed you because you’re such a possessive bastard. Made her feel not only guilty but like a fucking outcast in her own home when no one wanted to go near her.”

      I might have been falling in love with Finias. I mean…the man just summarized shit so perfectly.

      This was so weird. All of this was so absolutely odd. I didn’t really feel like I was in the moment anymore, truthfully. I felt almost detached. As if I was watching this from outside my own body.

      “What the hell?” Nico demanded, looking actually angry.

      “He made her think she couldn’t kiss anyone without sucking their soul from their body,” Adrien’s face was completely void of emotion, and I had a feeling that Drayven wasn’t going to get out of this cleanly. I couldn’t say he didn’t deserve it though.

      Before I could try to say my piece, I was pinned up against the door, and a surprised noise came from my throat. How had I not noticed him moving towards me? Shit. The bonfire scent around me told me it was Damien, but when I looked up and found that his eyes were ringed with orange that moved like hellfire within his irises, I knew it wasn’t “normal” Damien. No, this was all his Hellhound.

      How did I know that? The man’s nose was now trailing over my throat as everything inside of me exploded with pleasure. A deep rumble was coming from his chest, and instead of sweet words coming from his mouth, his grip on my waist turned hard. The others were arguing, so I wasn’t positive they had noticed my current predicament. The one where I was being scented by an unfairly handsome Hellhound.

      “Damien,” Adrien’s voice was hard as he turned around, his eyes flaring with surprise. “Get away from her. You’re not yourself right now.”

      My Hellhound let out a snarl, and I was almost damn positive his tongue darted out against my neck as if he was tasting me, causing my knees to nearly give out. Holy hell. Bad, Ama. You should not find this attractive.

      “Damien,” Nico’s voice was smooth as he appeared next to us, his power rubbing up against mine as he seemed to try to lower the vicious power coming off the man in front of me. Instead, Damien just held me tighter and kept me caged while letting out a vicious growl.

      “Mine.”

      Come again? I frowned and looked at Nico, who was watching Damien in legitimate shock.

      “I need to get out of here.” My breathing was fast as I tried to push back against the door, but Damien’s grip simply tightened.

      Then, he was gone, and I watched as Colt and Damien clashed, both of them sliding right into one of the stone walls, which shook on impact. Why the hell wasn’t anyone stopping this? Instead, they were watching it like some sick show. My eyes met the House of Sin’s king’s gaze, and he offered me a sick smile, as if this was exactly what he wanted.

      This level of chaos. Did he have something to do with this?

      I snapped out of my daze. My magic flared, and I used enough force that the doors flew open. I had never moved faster in my life. I wasn’t proud to admit it, but I fucking ran. I ran away from that chaos. Those emotions. And those men.

      I could handle a lot, but everyone had their limits…and that had been mine.
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      Tears streaked down my face from the overwhelming emotions coursing through me as I fled from that damned ballroom. I didn't give a shit that I likely had black, make-up laden tears pouring down my face like a maniac. All I cared about was getting back to my quarters and being alone.

      Shame, guilt, and so much disappointment slammed through me as I navigated the corridors, hoping I had memorized the path correctly.

      I was a failure to my father. To our house.

      Tonight had been my night to prove that I was mature, had my shit together, and could work the political climate to our advantage. I hadn't just failed; I had embarrassed us. News of this incident would spread through the entire realm.

      My face burned as hot tears cascaded down my cheeks, and I choked out a sob, picturing my dad finding out about this. All of the princes of Hell fighting over me at a dignified political gathering, which had been my last chance at gaining votes for our house.

      I was a fucking disgrace. How many times had I told myself not to not let these princes and their devilishly handsome looks and sweet words get in the way of my goal here?

      "So stupid," I seethed at myself, lifting my long dress to stomp up the stairs towards my quarters.

      "Bad night, gorgeous?" a chilling voice asked, drawing my attention to a man at the top of the stairs.

      Normally, I'd appreciate the compliment, but the way he’d said it was like oil rolling off his tongue and coating me in a layer of sludge. It felt icky. That was the simplest way to put it.

      He was an Incubus. In addition to his alarmingly good looks, the power I felt grazing my own gave it away. Mine had surged up defensively as he prodded me for a way to affect me.

      Scrunching my nose up in confusion and slight disgust as he raked his hazel eyes over my body, I mumbled, "Excuse me," as I brushed by him, continuing towards my quarters.

      I figured I was in the clear as I rounded the corner and didn't hear any footsteps following me, despite no verbal response having been given. Still feeling on edge, I glanced behind me and tried to shake the feeling of unease when I saw no one there. I’d met a lot of creepy men in my life, but never one that had me feeling like there were bugs crawling under my skin.

      Kicking off my heels, I grabbed them in one hand and hurried down the rest of the hallway, making a sharp right towards my door. Relief crashed through me as I opened the large black door and slammed it behind me, locking it and sliding down the wood until my ass hit the floor.

      My body was surging with adrenaline from my encounter with the Incubus, and the feeling of being in danger hadn’t completely disappeared. It didn’t help that, now that I was away from my guys—ugh, no, bad Ama, not my guys—I suddenly wasn’t confident that I’d handled this situation correctly.

      I shouldn’t be alone. I really shouldn’t be alone. That instinctual alarm was growing.

      Something within me was pulsating in my brain, telling me to go find the guys immediately. But I couldn't. I just couldn't. I had already made enough of a mess tonight by not setting boundaries and by thinking I could somehow have multiple budding romances.

      My mom would probably be proud. Her daughter, who had shunned all things to do with her Succubus nature, getting involved with six men. A hollow laugh escaped me at the thought as disgust at my behavior slammed through me. What was wrong with me?

      I was turning into exactly what I hated. Why did I think it was fair of me to be kissing multiple men, when I knew damn well I'd flip my shit if they kissed other women?

      The mere thought had my blood boiling and fists clenching, ready to tear the throat out of anyone who tried to touch my men.

      Fuck. I had to stop thinking of them that way.

      Pushing myself from the floor, I left my heels at the door and walked barefoot into my bedroom. Glancing at the messy bed, I thought of how Drayven had held me like he couldn't bear to live without me last night.

      That damn man had me all kinds of twisted up emotionally and physically. Part of me yearned for the explosion of passion that had only just shown in our kiss. I knew it would be unbelievably intoxicating if I let it go further.

      The other half of me wanted to punch him in the throat every time he acted like he could tell me who I could and could not be around. Right after the fucker admitted that the biggest shame of my life, which had permanently impacted how I viewed myself, was a fucking lie.

      Rage coursed through me at the memory. I needed a bath to calm down. Some zen time. That was the clear answer to this. An uninterrupted bath this time. Away from all of them to clear my head and emotions without them breathing down my neck—or licking it, in Damien's case. A shiver ran through me at the memory as I reached back to undo the clasp at the top of my dress.

      As I struggled with it, I grumbled quietly, "Damnit, this was not a good time to make a stand for my independence. Can't even get myself out of this damn thing."

      “Here, let me help you,” a rough voice that I didn’t recognize whispered into my ear.

      What the hell?

      My blood chilled at the venom in his voice, and as I went to scream for help, a cloth was clamped over my mouth, muffling my attempt.

      His other arm clamped around my chest from behind, holding me in a vice-like grip as I struggled to get away. Kicking back with my feet, wishing I still had my heels on now to hurt him, I heard him let out a grunt. He increased the pressure on my mouth as he muttered, "Relax, bitch."

      I would not relax, bitch.

      Calling my scythe to me, ready to cut this fucker's head from his body, I whimpered as my brain began to feel foggy. My powers felt like they were just out of reach, on the other side of a wall.

      Fuck. Think, Ama.

      I was getting drowsier by the second, and my limbs began to feel impossibly heavy.

      Limbs! Wings!

      Focusing hard, I peeled off the glamour I had on my wings and snapped them out, hitting him square in the face. The tips were razor sharp, and I knew they nicked him because his grip on me loosened enough for me to jump away.

      His voice was rough as he growled, "If you won't go quietly, then the boss said it was okay to kill you. You just made your own death sentence, little girl."

      "Didn't anyone tell you? I'm Death's daughter," I seethed, rage funneling through me, burning out whatever chemical he’d used on me. His large frame was hunched, one hand cupping the wound on his cheek, which was steadily seeping blood that coated his fingers and dripped to the floor.

      Disgust flared in his eyes, and I snarled at him. I would not let this motherfucker take me out.

      Sucking in deep, steadying breaths, I allowed myself to act on instinct. I was still blocked from my scythe, and that left me with only one other option. While I hadn't used that side of me enough to quite understand how it worked, I knew I needed to trust that it was a part of me and would protect me.

      I couldn't immediately tell the species of this man, and that made this all the more dangerous. His eyes were shadowed by the black hair hanging over his eyes, which were typically the easiest way to figure out what house someone belonged to. I didn't know what to look out for attack wise in order to defend myself properly. I'd need to finish this quickly.

      A glimmer of silver flashed in his hand under the bedroom lights seconds before he lunged for me. Dropping into a crouch, I used my wings to launch myself into the air as his hand shot forward, knife ready to make me bleed.

      He growled in annoyance as I moved quickly, rolling forward in the air and dropping down behind him. Wrapping my hands around his throat, I let my Succubus powers roll off me in waves—the first time I had ever allowed myself to feel it coursing through me.

      It was a heady feeling—or maybe that was the chloroform he’d used.

      Just as he prepared to jab at me blindly with the knife, my power engulfed him. I saw the pink and red twining of my energy seeping into him the second the knife dropped from his fingers, and he went slack in my hands. I pushed more power into him, needing him to be completely immobile while I grabbed the knife from the ground.

      I wasn't quite sure how this worked, but I imbued my energy with the thought that I wanted him to picture what he desired the most for pleasure.

      He groaned and moved his hand to what I imagined was his crotch. I gagged at the thought but knew he was in a deep enough lustful trance now. Slowly removing my hands from him, I took a testing step to the side before quickly bending to grab the knife.

      The hilt was warm in my hand, and I contemplated what to do with the stranger now. My adrenaline was wearing off, and my body felt like I was possibly going into shock.

      An attempted kidnapping, turned failed assassination.

      The man was unzipping his black jeans and moved to fondle himself, in utter bliss. Gross. So freakin’ gross. His eyes were now clear to me. Purple. Like Finias' eyes, which I loved so much. This man was a Dark Elf. Looking more closely at his hair, I could now make out that it had been a rushed dye job. There were patches where the dye hadn't stuck as well to the typical white color of House of Runes.

      Knowing that the king and queen of the House of Runes abused Finias, along with the information from Adrien about them killing those who’d stood in their way of the throne, I wasn't even surprised.

      My mind began to whirl as pieces clicked into place. The way the guys had acted had been way more than a typical spat. It was as if they had been influenced subtly to act so barbarically. I had no doubt that the things they’d said were true, there had been too much conviction in their words for it to be otherwise, but would they have said them without influence? Would they have been so aggressive without influence? I didn’t think so. Combined with the Incubus who had been at the top of the stairs, as if looking out for me, and now a Dark Elf assassin, it was clear what was occurring.

      These Houses had to be working together to make moves. Huffing out loud, I mused, "Because of course they'd work together. They’re the only ones bloodthirsty enough to kill for the positions they hold now."

      I had been so engrossed with these revelations in my mind that I didn't notice the way the Dark Elf had subtly moved closer to me, still yanking on his hard dick, which I had purposefully kept my gaze from.

      I should have known that my powers would wear off at some point if I wasn't constantly using them on him. Devil, I was such a disgrace of a hybrid, not knowing how to use both sides of my powers.

      When his large hand wrapped around my throat and he walked me back to the closest wall, slamming me into it, my throat produced a noise that sounded like a choked squeak toy. His hand was so tight around my windpipe that I couldn't breathe. His other hand grabbed my wrist and banged it against the wall painfully. I felt something snap and had no choice but to let the knife drop to the floor.

      I couldn't speak, couldn't breathe, couldn't get his hand off my throat.

      A deep growl was the only warning either of us had before the Dark Elf was being torn off me and flung against the opposite wall of the room. His head met it with a sickening crunch, and he fell to the ground, crumpled and unmoving.

      Oh thank fuck…oh shit.

      In front of me stood a massive Hellhound with large paws covered in orange flames. He had short black hair that shockingly looked very sleek and soft. His large frame was full of muscle, which was now tense and coiled to strike again. I couldn't see his eyes, as he was facing towards the assassin, but I knew this was Damien's Hellhound.

      The Hellhound that everyone had been openly petrified of in conversation, judging from their words and the looks on their faces whenever he came up.

      "Damien," I tried to say, but my windpipe felt bruised from the crushing grip that had been holding it moments ago. There would be bruises for sure.

      The Dark Elf roused from his temporary unconsciousness, and that was all it took for Damien to lunge for the man's throat. A scream of pain began, then I heard a crunch and the scream was silenced as Damien's head whipped side to side twice, ripping the man's throat.

      Out of his body and onto my floor.

      The Dark Elf's eyes had focused on me in his moment of death, and a chill ran through me at the lifeless gaze now.

      Blood dripped from Damien's elongated teeth as his lip curled back, and he growled once more at the assassin before turning to look at me fully. His orange eyes burned brightly, dancing with the hellfire within them. Before my eyes, he turned from a vicious beast into a practical lap dog as he padded over to me, sitting in front of me and whining as he looked up at me.

      I didn't know how to react. Was I allowed to pet him? Would that be rude? Why was that my first thought? Because he looked soft. Holy hell. I had no idea how to handle what had just happened.

      His wet snout nudged my hand as he let out a low whine again, and I took that as permission. Running my hand through his black hair, I let myself feel something other than determination to not die.

      I was safe.

      The thought opened the floodgate of shock, and tears rolled down my cheeks. I bit my bottom lip, trying to keep myself from sobbing, and I sank to the floor, throwing my arms around the Hellhound's neck. The sense of security was my undoing.

      What had I been thinking, coming back here alone after being repeatedly warned about how lethal that decision could be? How risky my existence at the Summit was in the first place.

      After a few minutes of full-on snot crying on my Hellhound, my cries faded into sniffles, and he took a few steps back from me, causing my arms to fall to my side. Running my hand across my nose to wipe it, I struggled to understand what he was trying to tell me.

      Hitting my bare feet with his nose, he let out a little woof, startling me at the deep baritone. I jolted, and he whined at the movement and licked my toes, tickling me this time. He jerked his head towards the door, and I surmised that he wanted me to get up and leave the room.

      Taking a deep breath, I stood up and walked towards the sitting room, doing my best to not look at the elf with his throat torn out next to the door. My Hellhound walked at my side, keeping his head under my hand, clearly knowing I found comfort in his touch.

      He herded me towards the bathroom, and I turned the light on. His head jerked towards the glass-walled walk-in shower in the back corner of the room, behind the free-standing tub.

      Taking a few steps in that direction, I jumped slightly as I heard the door close behind me. Turning around, I saw that he had nudged the door closed before trotting over to me once more. Guiding me towards the shower, he whined at the entrance and turned around, giving me his back as he sat like a sentry, protecting me.

      Despite my eyes stinging from crying, I couldn’t help but smile just a little at his actions.

      My heart swelled, and I found that I truly did feel comfortable enough to undress and shower, knowing he would be watching over me. Something within me trusted him on a soul-deep level. He would defend me should anyone else come for me, and he wouldn't encroach on my privacy at this moment.

      Thankfully, when my wings had come out, it had torn my dress in the back, making it easy to shimmy out of now. It pooled on the floor, and I quickly stripped out of my bra and panties, padding the remaining distance to the shower handles as I glamoured my wings again. They were too large to fit in here. Turning the hot water all the way up, I patiently waited for it to warm up, allowing the shock of the cool water to calm me as I did.

      I stood under the hot water, basking in the scorching temperature. Willing my body to unwind and relax, I grabbed some of the vanilla body wash from the ledge in the corner, along with the cream loofah, and lathered it up. Working it into my skin, I scrubbed away until I felt like a snake that had shed its skin.

      Unfortunately, I could still feel the man's hand around my throat as I had completely short-circuited, unable to formulate a thought at the end to save myself.

      As I rinsed the soap from my body and set the loofah aside, I raised a shaking hand to my throat, lightly skimming my fingers along it. Wincing at the pain, I knew this was going to leave a large, ugly bruise in its wake.

      One that everyone would see tomorrow at the vote.

      Instead of being upset about that, I pulled my shoulders back and steeled myself to look into the eyes of the kings and queens of the houses responsible for this. I'd look them in the eyes and show that I wasn't afraid of them and that they had failed.

      They wouldn't get rid of me.

      They would, however, feel my wrath as I exposed them to the rest of the houses, ensuring they didn't get a single vote.

      Something within me felt that, even if the others despised my hybrid nature, they wouldn't stand for someone stooping to assassinations in order to take a rival out. This was supposed to be a title that was earned, not through violence, but through true leadership. The Supreme was supposed to be someone who would rule without favoritism and who wanted what was best for the realm—not just their own territory.

      With the title came a boost of powers and wealth. Two things that easily shrouded people’s minds with greed.

      I'd be damned if I allowed them to succeed in taking that. I'd say hell would freeze over—but it was less likely that the devil would wake up, so I'd go with that.

      The devil would wake up before those vile people took the Supreme seat.

      Satisfied that I had calmed down enough and had a good grip on my mental state, I turned the shower off and smiled as I saw my Hellhound still staring the door down with intensity, as if daring someone to come in.

      Grabbing a towel from the bar on the wall just outside the glass enclosure, I wrapped it around myself and said, "Thank you, Damien. I need to grab clothes from my...bedroom."

      I didn't want to go in there and see the massacre all over again, but I couldn't just live in a towel for the remainder of my stay here. Apparently, he didn't want me to go in there either, as his gaze whipped to my own and he shook his head side to side, giving me a firm but gentle woof.

      I thought he was telling me to stay there, so I nodded at him. What I didn't expect was for him to shift into a butt naked Damien in all of his glory.

      Tanned muscles and a hard length stood before me, showcasing a tribal tattoo that sprawled across his chest, piquing my interest, but he didn't say a word as he left the bathroom. I most definitely checked his rounded ass out as he did so. Damn. He was so insanely muscular.

      Curious, I walked to the entrance of the bathroom and jumped as he rounded the corner at the same time with clothes in his hand. Shoving them at me, he instructed roughly, "Put these on and then meet me back out here."

      Stepping back, I was shocked as he shut the door and left me alone to change in private. He was such a damn gentleman.

      Quickly pulling on the black leggings and red tank top he’d picked out, I opened the door and smiled when I saw he was in Hellhound form once more, sitting and waiting with his back to the door. "I'm decent," I called out softly to let him know it was okay to look at me.

      Instead, he trotted to the door that would leave my quarters, and I trailed after him. He hit the door handle with his nose, and I took the cue and opened it for him. Taking a few steps out and looking side to side in the hallway, likely clearing it for safety, he let out a yip and stepped out fully.

      I followed him, and we took up the comforting stance of the side of him being glued to me with my hand on his head. He guided us through hallways I hadn't been down and stopped in front of a room. I opened the door, letting him walk in first and following closely behind. Shutting the door and locking it, I was surprised to see the room beyond was quaint and small, with a bed at the far back center, some chairs to lounge in, and a bathroom to my right as I stepped in further.

      This must be his bedroom, but why was he separate from his house?

      He jumped up onto the bed and motioned with his head for me to come over. Padding over, I pulled back the ivory sheets and scooted towards the center, settling into the pillows. Maybe I should have turned the lights off, but I had a feeling I wouldn't have been able to sleep if I did.

      A small tremor went through my body at the idea of closing my eyes and trying to go to sleep after everything that had happened. I still felt on edge.

      Damien must have felt the tremor or sensed my unease because he walked over and tucked himself into my side, curling up and putting his head on my stomach. He was cuddling me but still had his head turned towards the door, refusing to give up his job as protector.

      Running my hand over his head, I took a deep breath and felt the anxiety easing. I still wasn't sure if I'd be able to sleep, but within a few minutes, I was out.

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          

      

    

    






Nico

        

      

    

    
      “What the fuck is wrong with all of you?” The supposedly hot-headed hellhound demands, glaring at all of us with a fair amount of disgust. I say fair, because how we were acting as a group was absolutely ridiculous. It didn’t stop it from happening though.

      That was a fantastic question. What was wrong with us?

      I would love to say I could blame Ama for this, but I knew the truth. This was on us.

      Damien broke away from the chaos of our current predicament, jogging after Ama and leaving me staring in the wake of his words. My eyes darted back to where Drayven and Finias were exchanging barbs while Colt and Adrien attempted to gain some semblance of control.

      I was missing something here.

      I would never claim to be friends with these men, but I knew them well enough to know that this wasn’t normal behavior for any of them. There were pieces of this picture and what had happened tonight that I wasn’t being fully given.

      My gaze found my father, who was watching all of this with calm amusement. My mother, on the other hand, wasn’t even looking at the fight. Instead, her eyes were narrowed on the door behind me. Normally, they would have found this type of thing exciting, but instead, they looked…Well, I didn’t know how to describe it. There was an edge of both disappointment and expectation, as if they were waiting on something.

      A gut feeling told me to go after Ama. No. She wouldn’t want anything to do with us after tonight. The woman had already felt out of place at the Summit, and now we had caused a far larger issue for her, making her a source of entertainment because of the brutal way we’d been fighting over here.

      Damn. We had really fucked up.

      My chest squeezed, feeling a level of concern for Ama that I’d never felt for anyone else. I wasn’t good when it came to emotion, and when it came to physical intimacy, I usually kept any emotion far away from it. I felt a lot for Ama, though—far too much for the time I’d known her—and it was causing me anxiety. I cared about what she thought about tonight. I cared about whether she was hurt or angry. Shit. I cared far too much for her to be just some woman I was attracted to.

      I watched as my father turned from the scene, and it was like the tension from the moment completely popped, exploding like a water balloon. I’d been so caught up in the moment, I hadn’t even realized how present his magic had been until it was gone. Gone, and leaving in its wake the realization that my father had something to do with the emotional turmoil that had affected the group. Why would he do that? For fucking kicks? I mean, the man was a sick bastard, but that was ridiculous even for him.

      Walking towards the others, I spoke harshly, “Cut the shit. Ama is gone. She’s gone because of us.” Without another word, I walked towards my family table, smoothing out my emotions so that my parents wouldn’t notice how concerned I was about Ama. I wouldn’t call my parents abusive, but they were definitely emotionally manipulative. Anything I cared about was held on the line if I wasn’t doing what they wanted.

      “Good job, Nicolas.” My mother offered me a pleased smile. I blinked at her in confusion as her grin turned into something that was nearly evil.

      “Seducing her, causing chaos amongst the others, very tactful,” she praised as my father kept his eyes over my shoulder on the rest of the ballroom. For someone who had been acting so light-hearted and nearly tipsy earlier in the night, he seemed almost eerily alert now. I really didn’t like how he was acting, and that prickle of concern for Ama continued to grow into something that caused my throat to tighten with worry.

      “I don’t consider it a job well done because the girl is still very much at large and perfectly healthy,” my father clipped, causing my chest to tighten. What the hell was he saying?

      “What?” My voice was rough and almost choked.

      His smile grew as he offered me a sinister smile, “Come now, Nicolas, you didn’t think we would ever let that hybrid whore make it to the voting ceremony, did you?”

      Fuck.

      “Of course not,” I mumbled, staring at the table and counting to ten before looking up, finding both of my parents already entertained by other members of our house. Mumbling an excuse about using the bathroom, I immediately crossed the room back towards where the other guys were, the fight seeming to have de-escalated but the anger still prominent.

      “Something is wrong,” I announced immediately, and they all snapped their gazes my way. I didn’t wait for them to respond before I turned down the long hall and began to make my way towards the House of Death’s quarters.

      “What the fuck do you mean, ‘something is wrong’?” Drayven’s hand on my shoulder had me turning around and stepping into his space, a low rumble breaking from my chest.

      “Do not fucking touch me,” I snapped, feeling my anger at this situation peak. “I am telling you something is fucking wrong. Ama is in danger.”

      That last part seemed to be all I needed to say for the four of them to follow me. I had never been to the House of Death’s suites, but the faint scent of Ama’s Succubus magic was one I wouldn’t soon forget. I turned a corner and, as we reached the staircase, stopped momentarily, narrowing my eyes on Samuel, of all people.

      “Prince Nicolas.” He offered me a good-natured smile from where he leaned against the railing, smoking a cigarette and looking completely at ease. The man was a complete slime ball, so the fact that he wasn’t in the ballroom meant he was undoubtedly up to no good.

      I didn’t offer him a greeting in return, simply stalking past him as he let out a chuckle, making me shake my head. I had always found him particularly annoying, but tonight he was making me furious. After I checked in on Ama, ensuring her safety, I would come back and work out some of my frustration on his face.

      Shit. I really wasn’t normally violent. But I also wasn’t normally a lot of things that I was with Ama. The woman changed me, and it was both terrifying and like a shot of adrenaline to the heart. Would I ever get used to the effect she had on me? Did I want to?

      Incubi, by nature, indulged in whatever they wanted, and I very much wanted to indulge in Ama and everything she had to offer. That was, if she was even offering, which, after tonight, was highly doubtful.

      When I turned down the hallway towards her suite, I immediately knew something was very wrong.

      “Fuck.” Drayven’s words had my jog turning into a full-out sprint as I tugged her door open.

      Ice crawled up my spine as I stepped into the room, an onslaught of different things hitting me at once. For one, there was a dead man with his throat torn out lying near the door of her bedroom, easily visible from the living area.

      Secondly, there had clearly been a struggle. I could smell fear lingering in the room, and Ama’s Succubus magic had left an imprint on the energy of the space. Had she used her magic? Why?

      I watched as Finias turned the body over in the pool of blood, his face completely blank of emotion as he looked around. That was dangerous. Far more dangerous than Drayven, who after a sweep of the room, returned from the bathroom holding Ama’s torn dress and looking like he was about to break someone's neck.

      What the hell had happened here? Where was Ama? The man was clearly dead…I didn’t want to consider whether she had been injured. I had to believe she was alright. Where was she, though? I stayed perfectly still, not knowing how to handle the emotions coursing through me.

      “Damien was here,” Adrien’s voice was hard and sharp. I looked over at him and found the man looking almost panicked, which was extremely unusual for him. In fact, I think this was the first time I’d ever seen emotion from him at all.

      “Someone tried to have her killed,” Colt’s voice was choked. I looked over at him and found him staring at the body. “Damien must have gotten here and stopped him…which means they are together.”

      “This man is from my house,” Finias said coolly, looking down at the body.

      A growl tore from Drayven’s throat, but I could see the fire raging in Finias’ gaze as he ignored the Reaper and strode towards the door. I had an idea of where Ama and Damien were, but I hesitated to go find her. Not because I didn’t want to check on her and make sure a single hair hadn’t been harmed on that gorgeous head. No, it was because I was ashamed. While we’d been fighting amongst ourselves, Ama had been attacked.

      I followed behind the others as I considered everything that had happened, my mind starting to form connections and make assumptions that were extremely dangerous and upsetting. Had my father known? Is this what he had been referring to? Would that mean my parents had worked with the House of Runes in order to…kill Ama?

      Fury grew in my chest at such a betrayal as we turned down a different hallway than I’d expected. Why wasn’t Damien staying with the others from House of Hellfire? I shook my head as we reached a dark door and, instead of knocking, Drayven grabbed the handle. The door was yanked open before he could turn the knob, and Damien offered all of us a look that immediately silenced us.

      Shit. He was furious.

      “Damien,” Adrien’s voice was cautious. The Hellhound didn’t say anything, stepping to the side as we quietly entered the room. I walked over to the bed, ignoring the others as they quietly demanded answers from Damien, wanting…no, needing to see her face.

      Relief flooded me as I found Ama lying on the bed, clutching a pillow, and breathing deeply. Her face was flushed and her hair damp, as if she’d recently showered. Her eyelids fluttered slightly as she squeezed the pillow beneath her. I knelt down next to the bed and reached a hand out to graze her cheek, a soft rumble leaving my throat.

      My gaze traveled down to her neck, and white-hot fury slammed into me. Bruises. Like a hand had wrapped around her elegant throat, bruising it completely. These marks would only get worse as they truly set in and began to heal. The shade would turn from the dark purple and red they currently were, to green and brown, likely marring her beautiful skin for weeks.

      I stood up, nearly crashing into Finias, who was standing over me staring down at Ama. His eyes tracked the bruises on her, and he muttered something under his breath before rounding the bed and getting in with her. I felt a surge of envy at how he felt the right to be so close to her—to touch her like that. I turned away from him, smoothing her hair as he watched her with what I could only call love.

      Someone was going to die for hurting Ama. I had never felt so violent in my life. I paused on that thought. Would I really kill someone for this? Even if it was my own family that had given the command? The crisis felt overwhelming, and I put my head down, trying to center myself as I ran a hand through my hair in a nervous gesture.

      “If we hadn’t been busy fucking fighting, she would have never been alone,” Damien’s voice was low and dark as he narrowed his eyes at Drayven. Colt ran a hand over his face, sitting down against the wall as he stared at the bed but didn’t approach. Adrien clearly didn’t feel the same way, because he walked over, leaving me with Damien and Drayven.

      Drayven offered Damien a sneer and looked back at the bed, his eyes locking onto Finias. I stepped in front of him. “Stop. Just fucking stop it.”

      “The assassin was from his fucking house. He admitted it,” Drayven growled.

      Adrien was there, then, he got in Drayven’s space, making the reaper step back. The Wraith’s voice was cold and low, “If you wake up Ama after the experience she just had, I will remove your eyelids so that you never sleep again. Are we clear?”

      Drayven grunted, and Adrien appeared back at Ama’s side. I ran a hand through my hair, feeling both oddly relieved Adrien had said something to Drayven and equally terrified. Both Finias and Adrien scared me in good measure. I was man enough to admit that.

      “Listen,” I directed my conversation to Damien, Drayven, and Colt. The Fallen Angel was listening, despite his gaze being focused on the wall ahead of him, seemingly zoned out. I had no idea what was going on in his head, and honestly, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

      “It’s clear that someone thought getting rid of Ama the night before voting was a good idea,” I hissed. “I don’t think it's just the House of Runes' fault. I think…”

      I couldn’t believe I was admitting this, but the more I thought about it, the truer it sounded to me.

      “I think my parents are somehow involved. I am almost positive my father used his influence to create a more toxic and aggressive environment during that fight. When I went back to the table, he even expressed that he wished Ama had been hurt. I don’t think either of them want her at the ceremony tomorrow.”

      Damien shook his head, “But fucking assassination attempts, Nico? I mean your parents are bastards, but they aren’t murderous ones.”

      “I wouldn't be so sure about that,” I exhaled slowly.

      “We need to be ready for tomorrow.” Colt’s voice was filled with tension, and when I met the man’s gaze I saw a wave of emotions that I had no business sorting through.

      “Ready for what?” Drayven asked, his eyes darting over to the bed every few seconds, as if he was considering getting in there with Finias just to be close to Ama. The idea was almost laughable, yet I understood it completely.

      “At the voting tomorrow, we need to tell them about the attempt on her life, along with what little other information we have,” Colt exhaled and stood up. “Which means you are going to have to incriminate your own house, Nico. Same for you, Finias. No one will believe Ama if we don’t tell them everything.”

      He was right.

      “We are picking sides,” Damien concluded.

      “No,” Colt looked towards the bed, “We are picking Ama.”

      He was right. We were picking Ama. For the first time ever, the six houses would agree on something. Protecting Ama was essential.
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Ama

        

      

    

    
      Nightmares plagued my sleep as I tossed and turned, trying to avoid the fear that kept trying to crawl up my throat, threatening to overwhelm me. I didn’t feel safe. I felt like I had hands wrapped around my throat, making it so hard to breathe that I was losing consciousness. Then, right before I passed out, they would loosen—only to repeat the cycle once more. When my eyes finally opened, I was covered in sweat and feeling like I'd barely slept.

      Which was why I went completely still when an arm tightened around my waist. I should have freaked the fuck out, but while I was tense, I didn't feel the violent need to get away from the body behind me. Which meant that, subconsciously, my body and magic knew who I was in bed with. I turned, letting out a slow breath of relief at finding Finias wrapped around me. I squeezed my eyes shut, feeling a surge of thankfulness. I hadn't realized just how safe he made me feel until the moment I’d felt true terror.

      Running my hand over my face, I sat up, bringing my knees to my chest and looking around the room, trying to remember where I was exactly. The first thing I noticed was how comfortable and quaint it was compared to the massive suite I'd been put in. I couldn't see much because the window curtains were drawn, and the fire was burning out, but I could see how different it obviously was.

      I think I preferred this. Mind you, the other room was now tainted by the dead body of the assassin I was trying to not think about...but even if that hadn't been the case, I think I would have loved this. It smelled like Damien, and that was an absolutely wonderful smell, making me smile just a bit as I looked around for the man in question.

      Instead of finding human Damien, I found a massive Hellhound curled up at the end of the bed, his easy breathing not deep enough to make me believe he was truly sleeping. The same went for Finias, who I was nearly positive was aware I was awake.

      I was learning that the man noticed everything.

      I wanted to be upset with Finias. I really did. I wanted to be upset with all of them about what had transpired, but my gut was telling me it wasn't completely their fault. Not that they hadn't been having a pissing match or been serious about what they were saying, but King Marcelo's smile had been far too pleased and sick to make me believe the fight hadn't been exactly what he wanted.

      Sliding from the bed, I let out a small squeak of surprise when I nearly stepped on top of Colt. What the hell? Had they all come here? Colt's breathing was far deeper than the others’, and I stepped over him carefully, tip-toeing to the bathroom, where I closed the door and let out a slow exhale.

      Turning on the light, I relieved myself and washed my face, my skin feeling raw from crying and my eyes stinging. As I examined myself in the mirror, I winced at the dark bruising on my golden skin. Fuck. That was going to leave a mark, and not just physically.

      I'd been bullied most of my life, but nearly being killed was shocking to my system, and I suddenly felt like the bullying I'd experienced was absolutely nothing compared to what had happened tonight. Tonight, someone had tried to kill me because of how I'd been born and the power that they wanted. I knew, without a doubt in my mind, that was what this was about.

      Straightening my shoulders and trying to shake it off, I turned from the sink and grabbed the door handle to ease the bathroom door back open quietly. I turned off the light behind me and nearly slammed right into a hard chest. Fuck.

      Hands wrapped around my waist and picked me up, carrying me towards the fireplace. I considered struggling but found I was too tired to do so, especially since I knew who was holding me, which lessened the threat for sure. I did have a bit more caution and fear in my normal reactions, though, which made me wonder just how this attack was going to affect me going forward.

      I'd always been fearless, but tonight, I'd felt fear—and lots of it. Someone had tried to kill me. My magic fizzled against the more dominant Reaper power surrounding me as Drayven crushed me to his chest, burying his nose in my hair. I didn't hug him back, feeling emotional, raw, and tired from using magic I wasn't used to. So instead, I just let him hold me, absorbing his natural scent and wondering what the hell was going on in his head.

      "Ama." His voice was low and rough as he pulled back and gently grasped my jaw. "Baby, I am so fucking sorry. I should have never let you leave that ballroom. I completely failed you."

      What?

      I blinked in surprise as the man once again buried his head in my neck and nuzzled against me as if he truly thought I'd been dead. His reaction was so out of the ordinary, so reactionary, I didn't really know what to do besides smooth my fingers through his nearly silver hair. He was whispering soft, adoring sentiments against my neck, and it had me feeling surges of emotion I was not ready to face under any circumstances, let alone these.

      "Dray," I finally whispered, my ribs hurting from how he was holding me, "You have to put me down."

      I was set down almost immediately, and the man knelt in front of me, wrapping his arms around my waist in a gentler hold and placing his head against my stomach. My fingers ran through his hair again, and I started to wonder if maybe the man had lost it a bit. I seriously had no idea what the hell to do in this situation. I looked around the room, my eyes finding Nico, slouched over in a chair, breathing evenly, and looking absolutely exhausted.

      “Where’s Adrien?”

      "He left a bit ago," Drayven admitted, his voice muffled against my stomach. His words snapped me out of it, and I sank down so that I was sitting on the floor next to him. Well, I tried to, but Drayven pulled me onto his lap, wrapping me up in his arms again.

      This was bad. Not only for my hormones but also because, for Drayven to act like this, he had to be either under influence or truly scared of what had happened to me.

      "Dray, I need you to relax a bit," I soothed quietly, feeling overwhelmed as my eyes prickled. He pulled back, and the raw pain in his expression was something I felt deep down in my soul.

      "I can't relax." His growl vibrated against my skin. "I almost lost you, Ama."

      "I'm fine," I promised, pressing my forehead against his. "I'm fine."

      I wasn't fine, and he knew it.

      Except, the terror that I'd been feeling before was slowly giving way to something so much more dangerous. Something I wasn't positive I knew how to deal with.

      Rage and fury.

      At a level I’d never experienced before. Someone had honestly thought they could kill me. That I would be that easy to remove from this situation. My lip peeled back in a snarl, and I tensed, but Drayven only tightened his arms around me.

      "I'm going to kill whoever is responsible for this," I mumbled softly. Not just for myself, either. No. Anyone who played this dirty did not deserve the position of power they were vying for.

      "No," Drayven tilted my chin up, "We are leaving. After the vote, we are getting the fuck out of here. I don't care if I have to throw you over my shoulder and walk back. It is too dangerous. There are too many risks—"

      Surging forward, I shut him up with a brush of my lips. He went completely still and, fearing rejection, I moved back and off his lap. I watched with a bit of sick fascination as he closed his eyes, seemingly trying to control something, before lifting his hand to his lips and looking up at me. The heat in his eyes was like a damn tornado of fire, and I looked away towards the bed, not allowing myself to get lost in it.

      "I need you to support me," I whispered, "I can't do this alone and I can't walk away from it. We have to confront it."

      "You don't have to do shit," Drayven argued, his voice harsh and uneven.

      "I do," I whispered as my jaw tightened. "If I don't, the legacy of our house will be ruined. I will not let them think they can scare us, let alone steal the vote from us."

      "She's right," Nico's words had me looking over to find him in the chair, now seemingly wide awake. Hadn't he been sleeping moments ago?

      "I don't give a fuck what's right for the house. I care about your safety." Drayven's face was filled with authentic concern and panic. He really meant that. The man, who was so loyal and intent on serving our house, was willing to ruin our chances at the Supreme seat to protect me? I didn't know what to make of that.

      Nico stood, and I tilted my head back as he walked over to me. His finger tilted my jaw, his eyes scanning over my neck, and something flared in his gaze. "How are you?"

      "Throat hurts a bit," I shrugged.

      "You used your magic," he noted softly. “I was able to trace your magical energy to your rooms.”

      My face flushed, and I was glad it was dark so he couldn't see it. "It didn't work forever, but it allowed me to get away momentarily," I mumbled.

      "Let me train you. It can be a powerful asset to you," Nico insisted, despite the fact that I was already shaking my head on instinct. I had trained myself for so long to hide that part of myself away. Maybe I needed to accept his offer, though. It would definitely help me learn to satisfy my hunger. What if I wasn’t able to keep feeding off of sex dreams?

      "If it means you being safe—" I glared at Drayven, his words making me snap a bit because of all the times he'd made me feel like shit about that side of myself.

      "Now you want me to embrace that side of myself?" I hissed. “Now you are alright with me using the side of my magic that makes me a freak—a hybrid?”

      Drayven looked away, but not before I saw regret plastered all over his expression. Good. Just because there was something growing between the two of us didn’t mean I didn’t feel angry about what he’d done. How he had made me feel. How he had made others view me.

      Nico's hand on my shoulder had me feeling moderately calmer, but I still felt flushed. When the Reaper stood and walked over to me, he didn't respond, simply pressing a kiss to my forehead, which pissed me off so much more. Before I could yell at him, though, the door opened.

      "Adrien," I whispered as the Wraith walked in, not acknowledging Drayven when the Reaper closed the door and leaned against it, watching our interaction. I smiled up at the man as he approached, ignoring Nico's presence and dipping his head to brush his lips against mine. A tremble went through me, and I blinked in confusion as clothes were pressed into my hands. He pulled back, and I frowned, looking down at the clothing.

      Adrien walked over to the windows and pulled open the curtains, making all three of us wince uncomfortably as bright morning sunlight flooded the room. I recognized the clothing in my hands now. It was the outfit I'd laid out for the voting ceremony today. How had he known that?

      "Room is cleared, but I figured you wouldn't want to go back there," he explained softly before opening the rest of the windows, something that had the others groaning and shifting in response. It would have been funny if I hadn't been feeling so off about everything.

      "Thank you," I whispered to Adrien. I would never want to go back there.

      I watched as Colt managed to sit up. His eyes met mine, his face blank of emotion. So much so that I didn't believe it, and I wondered what he was hiding. No one felt that much indifference. Especially not someone who had slept on the floor of this room, not wanting to leave. Without a word, the Fallen Angel walked towards me and brushed my hair over my shoulder, his gaze roving over my neck as he let out a low rumble. He was gone then, as if he had never been there in the first place.

      What the hell had that been?

      "Prick," Nico muttered. My lips twitched.

      Damien hopped off the bed, still in Hellhound form, and trotted over to me. I bent down, wrapping my arms around his warm body, and he let out a low rumble. I felt tears sting my eyes, knowing that what we had been through last night would alter our relationship completely. What had once been lighthearted and sweet was now far more serious. He had killed someone for me. That was the truth of it. He had killed someone to protect me.

      I watched as he moved to the bathroom and closed the door with his snout. I needed to get in there as well, but I wasn't exactly super eager to go to this voting ceremony without a plan.

      "What should I do?" I hadn't meant to ask the question out loud, but I instantly knew I had the attention of all four men in the room, including Finias, who hadn't moved from the bed but was watching me with an intense expression. What was he thinking about? Did I want to know?

      "We tell them what happened," Damien walked out of the bathroom, naked except for the towel wrapped around his muscular hips, the shower running in the background. "You were almost fucking killed, and someone is responsible." With that, the door to the bathroom closed, and I tried to keep the surge of desire at seeing him practically naked—along with the memory of his truly naked body last night—from seeping out, not wanting to embarrass myself in front of Nico.

      "He's right," Nico admitted, sitting back down in the armchair. "I am almost fucking positive that my family had something to do with the attack."

      "Why do you think that?" I was hesitant to believe that he was so willing to openly blame his own family for such an act of aggression.

      Nico briefly explained his thoughts and how his father had acted, and I struggled to process what he was saying. He was telling me his family had tried to kill me and, instead of being on their side, he was here with me. What did that mean? I swallowed and looked towards the windows, where Adrien was now leaning, his eyes categorizing each emotion that flashed across my face.

      "The assassin who attacked you was from my house," Finias admitted when Nico finished, standing from the bed. My eyes widened briefly at how he looked in a t-shirt that was skin tight against his muscles, those sexy tattoos literally covering every inch of available space outside of his face.

      He continued, "Although that doesn't surprise me. Nothing my parents do surprises me." There was an edge of sadness to his words that had everything inside of me lighting up fiercely and protectively.

      I hesitated before meeting both of their gazes, "I know your loyalties lie with your families and houses. I hope what you are saying isn't true—"

      It was.

      I continued, "But if it is, I also understand that you probably don't want to stand with me as I accuse them of what happened last night."

      "Wrong." Finias stepped up close to me, smoothing his fingers up my jaw. “I stand with you.”

      “Oh.” I could feel my cheeks heating as Nico shifted, drawing my attention.

      “My house is not who I am. I have always thought my parents were bastards…but this is different. Their games have turned ruthless and deadly.”

      Was it wrong that I already felt ten times better going into this meeting? I knew their opinions wouldn’t change the votes, but the emotional support really altered my perspective. Plus, while the votes were important, there was a deadly game being played, and support when it came to that was far more essential.

      My gaze flew to Adrien, who was watching me with an affection that shouldn’t have been possible in the short time we’d known one another.

      “My house stands with you,” Adrien stated without hesitation. “But you don’t ever need to question me, even if that wasn’t the case, beauty.”

      Damnit. These men, I swear. How was I not supposed to have feelings for them when they acted like this?

      “You should get ready,” Drayven suggested. “The vote starts at noon.”

      My gaze met his. It was shadowed with concern, but the normal aggression that existed around the others was extinguished. He just seemed worried. I nodded and moved towards the bathroom right as Damien walked out. I leaned into the hug he gave me, his arms wrapping around and enveloping me.

      I had been nervous about the voting ceremony before because I’d felt the need to prove myself. Now, I was cautious and furious because proving myself wasn’t the concern…it was surviving this damn Summit.
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      I had never felt this way before. I wasn’t anxious—that wasn’t the correct word for it. It was a mixture between fury at what had occurred last night and an overall uneasiness about what was going to occur today.

      I was on edge, wanting everything to go to plan because, if it didn’t, Ama’s life would continue to be in danger. I didn’t trust these bastards to leave things at the voting ceremony. The House of Runes and House of Sin wanted power too much. That much was clear from the manner in which they’d achieved their status.

      They also hated Ama enough that I could see them justifying violence. Easily. As I’d told Ama, where the other house rulers had a secured place appointed by the devil himself, Sin and Runes had taken that into their own hands, and they were still extremely defensive over the fact. They felt as though they had to constantly fight for power, which bred a very dangerous attitude towards anyone they considered a threat.

      I should have considered the House of Fallen a threat, but I didn’t. They might have been assholes, but they lived by a code of conduct that was stiff and unyielding. They wouldn’t kill Ama unless she attacked first, even if they despised her. Of course, the House of Shadows and House of Hellfire were no threat to her, so I found myself solely focused on the villains on either end of our u-shaped table.

      This entire Summit had thrown me off my normal, calm and collected method of operating. All because of Ama. My stunning beauty.

      I could practically feel her nervousness, despite not being within sight of the room and her power being concealed, and it was making me want to go to her. To comfort her. Of course, she had every right to be anxious, considering the circumstances, but I still didn’t like it. The woman deserved to live in the sun and experience every bit of beauty and glory that this realm had to offer her. Not to be stuck inside this estate with shady political dealings and the judgement of the purists who infected our realm.

      I could handle that for her. I could handle anything for her. I would live in the shadows for her so that she didn’t have to. I inhaled, realizing that this…draw, a word I wasn’t sure quite described the compulsion I felt towards Ama, was like nothing I’d ever experienced before. It was so much more than attraction, and the more time I spent with her, the more I realized that there was no escaping it. I didn’t want to, but even if I wanted to, I couldn’t.

      I wasn’t the only one, either.

      Which was why we were here, in this room, without her, waiting and watching for Ama to make her appearance. But not before we confirmed our suspicions about who was to blame for last night. As we waited for voting to begin, I could see certain people growing more surprised that my beauty had yet to show up. The ceremonial voting room was silent, yet screaming with tension, the air thick with a mixture of emotions that were practically rolling over my skin like rain water.

      I could feel my mother watching me, and I was surprised she hadn’t asked me if I knew about Ama’s whereabouts. I had made it no secret to them how enamored I was with the woman, and instead of being surprised, they had seemed genuinely happy. Of course, they’d been concerned about her motivations for getting close to me, but I’d explained that Ama wasn’t like that. She didn’t play games. She destroyed them.

      The woman was a goddess among men. Unconcerned about trivial political agendas and focused on the quality of life of those around her.

      The lights within the room were low and relaxed, as if that would somehow ease the moment, and the front of the room was more brightly lit in the place where a podium stood, vacant and lonely. In a few short minutes, each house would plead their case, explaining why they should be voted in as Supreme. It was a pointless endeavor because I already knew who should be voted in, and now it was just a matter of convincing the others.

      Our u-shaped table faced towards the podium, and my parents sat to my left side, the open seat to my right normally reserved for the current Supreme—or in this case, Ama, who was filling the position for her father. We had chosen to get here early to ensure her closest allies were nearest to her. So, on the opposite side of Drayven, who would be sitting next to Ama, were Damien and his parents. Next to them was the House of Fallen, followed by the House of Runes. On my parents' other side was the House of Sin.

      “Where is she?” Nico’s father’s voice was filled with malice, and I watched his clear agitation with some measure of enjoyment. I knew he wasn’t directly asking the House of Runes, who had most likely arranged for the failed assassination, but you wouldn’t know that from how prickly and tense Finias’ father seemed to grow.

      “Maybe we should just start the process,” Finias’ mother suggested as my father shook his head and let out a sigh. It was a barely noticeable move that let me know he was as frustrated with this process as I was.

      I wanted more than anything for this to be over so that I could focus on more important things, like making Ama happy. Unfortunately, knowing this group as I did, it probably wouldn’t be that easy. It never was.

      “Drayven is here,” Nico announced, and his parents glared at him for speaking when not spoken to. “I see no reason to put it off.”

      That changed their glares to smiles, as if he had just done them a service. I saw Nico’s jaw clench, and I could practically feel the anger at his parents radiating off him. I would have been furious if I found out my parents had tried to do something to Ama, so I didn’t envy him.

      Luckily, the House of Shadows was completely in the support of Ama and her father without any of my interference. I’d heard my parents talking about it only a night ago, before everything that had occurred at the ball, and I didn’t think their opinions had changed since then.

      “Who else agrees?” Colt’s father asked, looking somewhat agitated. While he didn’t like Ama, and had made that very clear throughout the Summit, he was someone who thrived on order, so he would have likely preferred to wait hours than to break tradition on how to handle this.

      “We do,” Finias’ father put his hand up, as did King Marcelo.

      Colt’s father eyed my parents, my father shaking his head only once to make it clear where we stood, and then Damien’s parents, who seemed disgusted by the House of Sin’s suggestion.

      Colt’s father ran a hand over his face and sighed, “Very well, our house will be the third vote to begin the voting declarations. We waited as long as we could.”

      I could barely hold my smile back because this only meant I would get to see Ama sooner. I had been wondering how impatient they would be, and clearly, the answer was extremely. I hadn’t been wrong in my assumption that the House of Sin and House of Runes were trying to rush the votes before Ama could make an appearance. It was almost pathetic how predictable they’d been.

      I just wished it had been predictable enough for me to see this potential threat from the start. Then again, until Ama, I wouldn’t have paid any mind to the political tension because, as with anything regarding the House of Shadows, we kept to ourselves. Not anymore. Not when Ama was involved.

      “Drayven, since Ama is not here, we will save her speech for last,” Colt’s father stated, clearly trying to appease the Reaper, who looked relatively annoyed but nodded. “Following that, in the normal order, would be the House of Shadows.”

      One of the reasons that we had planned on Ama waiting to make her entrance—outside of making the two suspect houses sweat a bit—was to watch their reactions and see what they would say without her around. If pushed in the right direction, I had no doubt they would say something incriminating.

      As my father stepped up, I realized I hadn’t given thought to what, exactly, he’d say. My parents had always voted in support of the House of Death, and recently, he’d stated to both my mother and me that he had no intention of fighting Death himself for the Supreme position. It was a fairly reasonable point of view. I suppose I expected him to say just that, but instead, my father spoke more than I had ever heard him say in public.

      “The House of Shadows has no intention of trying to convince you to vote for our house,” he began, causing others to shift uncomfortably at how cool and calm his disposition was.

      “After experiencing this century's Summit without King Alaric, it has become even more clear to us that the only house level-headed and unbiased enough to continue to push through a reasonable and collected agenda would be the House of Death.”

      King Marcelo stood, looking furious, but stayed silent as my father eyed him with distaste. He continued, his voice sharper than before, yet filled with an uncharacteristic amount of passion. “Their heir is young and inexperienced, something we can all relate to because of our own children, but I have no doubt she will bring a fresh perspective to things and will speak for many instead of just a few. This war against hybrids has gone on for a very long time, and I think it is beyond outdated. I know that some of my more level-headed comrades will agree.”

      He finally looked right at Drayven, “I can say with finality that our vote will be going to the House of Death.”

      My mother nodded happily and squeezed my forearm. I knew how he felt about hybrids, but because we were so private, it was clear that no one else had known. King Marcelo practically vibrated with anger, and the House of Runes seemed shell shocked by my father’s words. I was so distracted by both of their reactions that I didn’t get a chance to gauge where House of Fallen and House of Hellfire stood.

      “House of Fallen, go ahead with your speech.” Drayven’s face was impassive, and I had to admit, despite being sort of a dick, the man was good at staying expressionless. I imagined that was a skill honed by constantly lying to Ama about how he felt about her. Something I could never do, even on threat of death.

      Colt’s father stood, and Colt watched him with narrowed eyes. I wasn’t exactly positive how the man was going to play this. I thought that he was far more upset about last night than he was letting on, and I had a feeling he didn’t plan on letting this entire scenario just sit. Then again, he hadn’t been there when we’d planned, so I had no idea.

      “The House of Fallen has preserved our purist ideals for centuries now,” Colt’s father looked around the room. “We continue to believe that the best way through is by preserving our culture as well as making sure our leadership in the Supreme position is level-headed. I’ll admit that, for the longest time, the House of Death has served their purpose well enough, despite the fact that we’ve never voted for them. It is clear, however, in King Alaric’s inability to show up, as well as in his daughter’s long-hidden hybrid status, that is no longer a viable option. I implore you, therefore, to vote for the House of Fallen. I will ensure that we continue to maintain our realm’s pristine nature and reputation.”

      Bastard made it sound like hybrids were polluting our realm. What a dumbass.

      Colt stood up then and spoke, “You’re wrong.”

      My eyebrows arched as Colt’s father frowned at him, “Sit down, boy.”

      “No.” Colt shook his head, “I thought, after this Summit and everything that has occurred, that you would have seen the truth, but instead, you are leading this entire realm down a path that will take us back in time rather than into the future. I am not against our house leading, Father, but not if those are your ideals.”

      “Control your son,” Finias’ father suggested, sneering, as Colt’s father narrowed his eyes.

      “Do not speak about or to my son, Marcelo. You are worse than any hybrid. Your entire house is made up of delinquents. Even your own son.” Damn.

      King Celorn looked back at Colt. “I heard you earlier, Colt, and I can concede that hybrids are not born innately bad…but there is something to be said about preserving history and culture. There is a social structure for a reason, and we are not the ones to change that. Besides, even outside of her hybrid status, I truly don’t believe Princess Amare is the right option.”

      “You can’t vote for our own house,” Colt ground out, clearly frustrated that his father hadn’t listened to him earlier “Who will you vote for?”

      Colt’s father looked around the room and then at my father, “The House of Shadows will have our vote.”

      “Bullshit,” Nico’s father growled, pounding his fist on the table. “This is bullshit.”

      I watched his emotional explosion with pleasure as the House of Fallen sat. Drayven continued as if nothing had happened. “House of Hellfire?”

      Damien’s father stood and walked towards the podium, eyeing the entire room. “It is clear to me that there has been tension since the start of this Summit. However, as always, Hellfire plans to vote for the most dominant and powerful house. That has been, and continues to be, the House of Death.”

      “What the fuck is wrong with all of you?!” Nico’s father demanded.

      “Sit,” my father snapped, “Unless you are speaking, Marcelo, you do not interrupt.”

      “It is my turn,” the man snarled, rounding the table to stand in front of us. “Is this the realm we’ve become? A realm where we accept dirty, tainted hybrids as a viable power option? It’s fucking disgusting and disappointing.”

      “You didn’t seem to find it disgusting when you were trying to fuck her the other night,” Colt growled, causing everyone to stare at him as King Marcelo’s face turned nearly purple.

      “I was just proving what a whore she is, which is something your own father has claimed,” he pointed out, following up with a slimy smile, “Besides, just because she’s a whore doesn’t mean I wouldn’t have fucked her. Here in the House of Sin, we don’t judge who you take to bed. But as a leader? Absolutely not.”

      Colt’s father stood and responded, one hand resting on his son’s shoulder, “While it’s true that I don’t approve of Ama’s choices, that is not why I am not voting for her. Outside of being a hybrid, the young woman is the future of her house but does not show the ability to lead. She doesn’t even show up, except to parties and dinners.”

      I so badly wanted to disagree.

      “Have you fallen under her spell as well?!” Nico’s father demanded. “She has managed to seduce all our sons, attempting to mix the blood lines and ruin the purity. How can any of you stand for that? Stand for the idea of that piece of trash running—”

      I stood then, my chair screeching, and everyone looked at me as I put my fists down on the table and leaned forward, meeting King Marcelo’s gaze dead on and trying to convey how close he was to death. “I highly suggest you stop talking about Ama like that. You are threatening any alliances you have that support her because of how you are handling this. I suppose it's something we should expect from you, but your plea for attention is disgusting. If you continue to speak about her in a disrespectful manner, I will kill you.”

      “You threaten him?” Finias’ father demanded.

      “It’s not a threat,” I leveled and then looked back at Nico’s father. “You’ve been warned.”

      “How can we trust your word when you have become one of her lovers?!” the bastard demanded, looking a bit more shaken than before. Good. I wasn’t trying to be scary, but apparently I was doing something right.

      “Because not all of us think with our dicks,” Nico growled finally, and his father stared at him in shock. I couldn’t help but smile at him calling his father out.

      “You as well?” He looked at his son with disgust, “When we told you to seduce the woman, I didn’t expect you to become such a pussy over her.”

      I put a pin in the ‘Nico was told to seduce Ama and I may have to kill him if his feelings were not authentic and he hurts her’ concept. I spoke up again.

      “Not only is it archaic and sexist to shame someone for the amount of lovers they have—similar to the ridiculous notion of purity of the bloodlines—but before the devil went into eternal rest, it was done all the time. Only in this new age has the notion of being ‘pure’ become important, and it is because of all of you. We created this toxic environment. There is no heritage or culture associated with it. Just hate. It ends now.”

      “It does not!” the King of Runes interrupted, standing. “The mixing of blood lines is disgusting.”

      “No, it's not,” Finias said, softly but firmly. His mother shot him a look that was loaded with malice, but Finias didn’t react, continuing to look at the rest of the room as if he’d never spoken.

      “You have no proof she has taken them as lovers, anyway,” Colt’s father stated evenly to the House of Runes, not meeting the gaze of his son, who was looking at him with frustration. “Don’t go around accusing our sons of something when your own is practically painted in blood.”

      “Because he knows his place,” Finias’ mother hissed.

      I didn’t know Finias well, but from the way he was staring at King Marcelo, mixed with his reputation, I seriously felt like warning Nico’s father that he might not survive the night. Not that it would be a loss in any way, shape, or form.

      It was then that Ama made the decision she had heard enough. I felt her before I saw her, my entire body shifting forward as she darted down from where she’d been waiting and watching, landing silently as King Marcelo continued to rant and rave. Something I was no longer listening to. She stretched to her full height from crouching, snapping her wings shut as she offered the man a disgusted look and strode towards him.

      It was obvious how upset she was about everything she’d heard and, in part, I wished she hadn’t been able to hear the vile shit they had spewed. The room had gone quiet except for Nico’s father. She circled the man, watching him with a predatorial energy and causing him to jolt and go silent. I couldn’t lie, the woman looked deadly right now, dressed completely in black with heeled boots that were absolutely lethal looking. Beneath the tough exterior, though, I saw vulnerability and hurt.

      Her bruised neck was on display, as she’d boldly chosen to wear a tank top instead of the turtle neck she had been debating over. But the downlighting cast a shadow from her chin over her neck. That, in combination with her dark locks pulled to the front, concealed the bruising ever so slightly.

      When Ama pointed to the King of Sin’s seat, he practically sprinted away from her. She looked around the room, pausing on Nico for a minute, before addressing all of us. I didn’t miss the hurt in her eyes when she’d looked at the Incubus. Yeah, he was going to suffer for that admission that he had been told to seduce her.

      “If you don’t mind, House of Runes, I would like to speak before you do,” she said emotionlessly as everyone watched her with equal measures of fear and awe. The awe might have been from the six of us men, to be fair. When they didn’t respond, she nodded sharply and stood in front of the podium, clearly trying to sort through what to say. Or, at least appearing to—I knew Ama knew exactly what to say.

      “I had mulled quite some time over who to vote for, since I can’t vote for our own house,” she stated softly before looking at the House of Fallen. “My first thought was the House of Fallen because, despite their clear distaste for me, I can’t deny that they are fantastic leaders. I had also considered the House of Hellfire, as their military capabilities and strategy far outweigh any of the other houses. Then, of course, there was the House of Shadows, which is made up of some of the most level-headed and calm individuals I know.”

      Except when I imagined stripping her bare and devouring every inch of her. But sure, calm.

      “But do you know who I never considered?” She offered a tight smile to Runes and Sin. “Both of your houses, and surprisingly, it's not because of your open hatred of me. No, it's because, while you preach about purity, you dirty your hands every day. You are the ones who can’t earn anything fairly, always cheating or scheming your way into positions of power. Just like you did when you became additional houses to this realm. You were never meant to be, and you know it.”

      Her eyes flashed to me, and I nodded. The words had an obvious impact, and the entire room seemed to freeze. Then Nico shifted to stare at his parents in confusion. Finias seemed unsurprised, but I could tell Damien, Drayven, and Colt were all startled by this revelation. I had made a promise to my parents to never reveal the truth, but this had been the right time. It proved one of many of the motivations for what they had done.

      “Last night,” she breathed out and chuckled humorlessly, “I had thought something was off at the ball. As you know, your sons are reasonable and level-headed men, but last night, everyone’s emotions were heightened and messy because King Marcelo was trying to play all of us. Trying to make all of us look bad.”

      The man didn’t deny it, which was essentially a confirmation. In fact, his smile almost made me think he was proud of his actions, and it filled me with a blood lust that had nothing to do with his magic.

      “Then,” Ama pointed out, “the greatest cheat of all. The House of Runes tried to have me killed.” She reached up and pulled her dark hair behind her, completely revealing the ugly mottled bruising that showed a clear attempt at strangulation. My mother’s gasp rang in my ears, and I squeezed her shoulder in comfort, keeping my eyes on Ama.

      Finias’ father stood, but Ama put up her hand, silencing him. “Clearly, the House of Sin and House of Runes have been working together, and they managed to get me alone, away from everyone else, so that an assassin could attack me in my own bedroom. All because you couldn’t stomach the idea of me winning this vote.”

      Finias’ father scoffed, so nonchalant that I was absolutely baffled when he said, “You have no proof of that.”

      Why weren’t they freaking out more about this coming to light?

      “The assassin was from our house,” Finias countered. With a snarl, his mother grabbed his hair, yanking hard and causing him to grunt. I stood, feeling disgusted at the clear act of abuse and intending to defend Finias, but Ama beat me to it.

      She was across the room, throwing Queen Ava off Finias. The woman hit the wall and slid down, offering a careless laugh.

      “Do not touch him,” Ama growled. “You abusive fuck head.”

      “So what?” King Roarke retorted.

      “So what?” Ama hissed.

      “You don’t deserve to be alive. You are not natural. You’re sick and disgusting.”

      “And how, exactly, did you plan to explain how I had been killed, when your house is known for having assassins? Did you think you would escape suspicion?” Ama demanded, looking furious.

      Queen Ava stood and stepped forward, bleeding from the head as she sneered. “No, you foolish girl. We just didn’t care if they suspected us. Do you want to know why?”

      “Enlighten me, bitch.”

      “Because no one who opposed us was going to leave this room alive in the first place.” The woman’s smile grew wider as King Roarke shouted a command. Suddenly, glass shattered and doors were thrown open.

      Fuck. They had planned on killing all of us. We had read the situation entirely wrong, and now we were going to pay for it.
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      Ever have one of those moments where everything seems to slow almost to a stop while happening in a blink of an eye? I was there. I was completely in one of those moments.

      The sound of glass shattering and doors being thrown open echoed through the room, alongside the screams of some of the people within. I immediately ducked down, feeling glass pelt and bounce off me, my wings defensively shooting out to shield me as my magic roared to life. I could hear shouting around me, and for a split second, I considered dipping out.

      It was absolutely a selfish desire, but after everything I'd been through, the urge to flee instead of fighting was a steady pulse. After a moment, though, it was gone, and I snapped my head up when Drayven shouted my name. The panicked outbursts and sudden crashing of chairs as people tried to move away from the edges of the room seemed to fade into the background as I met Drayven's dark gaze, noting the green magic already pulsing in his eyes. The massive Reaper leapt over the table, landing next to me. One large hand wrapped around my waist and tugged me against him as his scythe appeared in the other.

      I found myself caught off guard by the tension and quiet, lethal energy running through him. I didn't find many things scary, but Drayven right now was truly terrifying— and that, I found, really turned me on. So not the time, Ama.

      "I'm fine," I assured him, keeping my voice firm as I placed a hand on his chest in order to step back. As sexy as I found it, now was absolutely not the time or place for him to go all caveman on my ass and not allow me to fight. We had bigger fish to fry, and by that, I meant absolutely destroying the obvious traitors to the realm who had ordered this attack.

      Swarms of Dark Elves, outfitted in all black, surrounded us from all sides, silently stepping over broken glass as they watched us with a quiet intensity. There was an edge in the air, and I could practically hear them waiting for a command from their master like a pack of dogs. Some had daggers in their hands, while others were surrounded by various forms of magic that seemed to pulse and jump from their fingers like dangerous electric storms. All of them had tattooed runes, but I noticed once again that no one had as many as Finias. Thinking back to my tutoring session with Otto, I gathered that this meant Finias was the most powerful of his house.

      The full extent of the situation hit me then. Holy shit. The Dark Elves really had betrayed us. Not just me either...literally everyone. I swallowed, feeling completely lost for the first time., My gaze searched the rest of the room, seeking the men who had become so important to me in such a short period of time.

      Adrien had pushed his parents behind him, shadows wrapping around them as King Victor kept his arms around Queen Adira, tucking her into his chest protectively. His gaze met mine momentarily, all previous emotion gone and fear and fury now dancing in his icy eyes instead. I wasn't naive enough to think the fear was for himself—I knew it was for his parents, and possibly even for me. The fury though, that one was far more dangerous. It was one that spelled death for everyone in this room.

      My only concern was that he would get himself killed in the process.

      I jolted at a low, dangerous growl. Drayven let me have a few inches of space, his gaze meeting mine before he nodded sharply. I called my scythe, the feel of the familiar metal in my hand and the power pulsating through me helping ground me, and I realized why Drayven had been okay with letting go.

      Damien's massive Hellhound frame was now covering my other side as he pressed his nose against my leg, sniffing me. I had a feeling he was scenting for blood to see if I was injured. I wasn't exactly sure how to feel about that. Possibly annoyed, but also stupidly warm and fuzzy because Damien was once again trying to protect me. Very confusing, indeed. When he snapped his massive teeth, I froze, staring at the dangerous weapons and listening to the deep, low growl coming from his throat as he glared at the nearest threat. A few elves who had ventured far too close for comfort.

      I wasn't going to analyze why I found his blatantly terrifying behavior so damn sexy.

      Also, was it just me, or were there an insane number of elves filling the room? The numbers alone were terrifying, and that wasn't even considering the blatant powers they exhibited.

      Colt's father slammed his hand on the table, his voice low and thunderous, "What is the meaning of this?!"

      My gaze jumped to Colt, who had his body wedged between his mother and the nearing Dark Elves, a storm brewing in his gaze as he looked around, seeming to calculate what his next move was. I would absolutely love to know what he thought because I was clueless at this point. Colt might have been a frustrating bastard, but I would absolutely follow his command if he found a way for us all to get out of here safe and sound.

      "Save your words," the Queen of Sin laughed, looking absolutely elated and almost manic. I could feel her energy from here, and anger surged through me. Were they going to use their Incubus and Succubus powers to influence those around us? To try to make us more pliable to their wishes? If they did that...well, I wouldn't hesitate to lose my shit.

      Rather the opposite. That would give me every inch of justification to hurt them.

      "No," Colt's father hissed. "You think your little plan will be successful!?"

      Clearly it was. We were practically at their mercy.

      "You think you can slaughter all of us and our people will bow down to you?! We might not have wanted war between the houses, but this is too far. We were being gracious when we gave you seats at the table, despite the devil himself never choosing you to represent your houses. I realize now he was right."

      At the end of his statement, King Celorn’s onyx-colored wings snapped out fully, silver glinting off the edges of each outer feather, as if they had lethal blades attached to them. Wicked.

      I knew I needed to stay quiet because, with how much they disliked me, I would only push people over the edge, not help. We needed a way to handle this that would ensure the least amount of blood was shed, if that was even possible. I could practically feel the blood lust radiating off the elves around me. I tightened my fist around my scythe as I looked around, trying to find something to fix this.

      Nico's mother walked towards the center of the room, her head held high as she offered a smooth response. "As I said, your words don't matter to me. In fact, I would choose them more carefully because you likely won't be making it out of here alive. The men and women in this room have orders to kill you at a single command, and even more wait outside. You've lost, Celorn."

      I shifted my eyes from her and nearly gagged when I met the gaze of her husband, who was leaning against the inside edge of his table and rubbing his ridiculously obvious hard-on over his pants. His eyes were focused on the bruising around my neck, and I immediately found myself baring my teeth at him, growling sharply and making my Hellhound's hackles rise. King Marcelo’s responding smile was sick and dangerous.

      "Damien." A feminine voice that seemed to be seeped in warning had me glancing back at Damien's mother, who looked absolutely lethal, her dark eyes flashing with a ring of fire as her husband vibrated with tension, seeming ready to shift and rip out the throats of everyone in the room. Something I was completely not opposed to. I could tell she was worried about her son attacking the King of Sin, considering he was edging towards him, but Damien didn't move farther than in front of me, the low growling vibration emanating from his chest soothing me in an odd way.

      When a high whistle sounded, I looked to Damien's father, who was eyeing the open doors and windows as if waiting for something.

      "Your forces won't be coming to save you," Finias' father offered dismissively. "Convenient that the joint training exercises for the military forces this morning took place outside the Summit walls, wasn't it? You will find the entire place warded against those pathetic excuses for military options you've brought."

      Damnit. They really had thought of everything. Well...except one thing.

      I wasn't positive how the House of Sin and House of Runes thought they would take down the royals of each house when they were, from my knowledge, the most powerful and accomplished fighters of their houses. I eyed the forces around us, knowing that they were a rather vicious crew. I mean, assassins were considered assassins for a reason. Still, they seemed extremely confident, which had me assuming they had something up their sleeves—and that unknown factor scared me.

      There was still a question though that permeated everything else and had the ability to absolutely shatter my heart. Had Finias known? Currently, he was standing next to his parents, his gaze on the table in front of him. He seemed completely emotionless and indifferent to the entire experience. I wondered for a moment if maybe he had been part of this the whole time. When his violet gaze met mine for the briefest moment, though, I saw a darkness there that had me confident not only that he was furious, but also that he hadn't expected this.

      His fingers drew up his arms as he quietly spoke words I couldn't hear.

      When his tattoos began to light up, each one a different color, until his entire right arm was a beautiful array of glowing art, his father growled and narrowed his eyes at him. His purple eyes turned into steely daggers as he spoke in a hard tone, "You may be our son, but don't mistake me Finias: if you interfere for that whore, I will kill you. This is the only warning you will get."

      A few people in the room made startled sounds, telling me that people hadn’t been aware of what abusive assholes Finias’ parents were towards him. I wasn't shocked by the words, and I didn't doubt that his father meant them. He would, without a doubt, kill his son if Finias tried to prevent him from reaching his goal.

      Finias didn't move—didn't react—his body vibrating with a tension that was reflected through the room. His gaze moved across the room to where Nico stood, his entire body frozen and face filled with shock, enough so that I also didn't question whether he had known about this or not.

      It was clear he hadn't.

      "So, this is how it's going to work." King Marcelo stood straight from where he'd been leaning, stopping his gross assault on his own crotch, "I am willing to graciously give you an option. You can either be killed or willingly become our prisoners." His eyes fell to mine as he offered a dark smile, "I think I have a few special positions for each of you—"

      A bloody gurgle filled the air as a dagger was embedded in his throat. My eyes widened.

      Finias' father laughed, "Did you really think we would allow you to rule jointly with us? Or did you think us dumb enough to not know you would have taken the first opportunity you had to kill us as well?" I was listening to his words, but they were interrupted by the shrieking of Queen Anastasia as she fell over to hold her husband's crumpled form. I might have hated the motherfuckers, but shit, that was...that was something else.

      "Guards!" Nico's mother shrieked as she looked around in panic.

      Queen Ava offered a small smirk, "Now, Anastasia, where do you think that is going to get you? We have disposed of your people. There is no one to save you. No one can save any of you from the rightful justice and fate each one of you deserve."

      Justice? Was this lady off her rocker? The only one in the wrong here was them.

      Nico stared at his father, who was choking on his own blood, and his mother, who was sobbing, clearly not processing the sight in front of him. He stepped back when his mother rose to her feet and fled towards the door, clearly leaving him to fend for himself. Unfortunately for her, she didn't get very far, her foot barely crossing the threshold of where the door had been before a dagger whizzed through the air and found its mark in the back of her head.

      Oh fuck.

      The crack of her face hitting the ground, unmoving, sent chills up my spine.

      For whatever reason, that was what sent the room into chaos. Everyone moved sharply towards the center of the room, descending on us as I screamed out Nico's name, knowing he wasn't in the right mindset to protect himself. I tried to surge forward to get to him, but Drayven caught me around the waist with a growl. Nico looked up to meet my gaze, and the pain and betrayal I saw there had my heart breaking.

      They were his parents. They were pieces of shit, but they were still his parents.

      At that moment, King Celorn and Queen Kahli launched themselves at the rulers of Rune. Twin swords appeared in their hands, white flames licking at the metal of the blades as they arced through the air towards their target. I grunted as Damien backed up into me, pressing me further between Drayven and himself. Colt, in a move that surprised me, grabbed Nico by the collar and tugged him towards the center of the room. Nico’s gaze was still glued to his mother and father’s unmoving forms. Shit. This was so bad.

      I looked back towards the clash between Fallen and Runes, but I was distracted by the panic that surged through me as four elves surrounded the rulers of House of Shadows, the shadows Adrien attempted to summon to transport them flickering out. What the fuck? The light the assassins were using on them was too much. It was doing something to their magic, and I saw horror drawn on all of their faces.

      "The Dark Elves’ magic. It's somehow nullifying the Wraiths’ power," Colt explained sharply.

      I let out a panicked sound, realizing what danger they were in and trying to break out of Drayven's arms to get to them. Before I had a chance to tell him to let go, the elves descended upon Adrien and his parents, immediately binding Adrien's parents in black cuffs that seemed to appear out of nowhere. Their arms lit up with a dark, bolt-like energy that seemed to travel through their veins, and King Victor and Queen Adira fell to their knees, looking as if they were suddenly exhausted. The cuffs had clearly drained them of any energy they’d had left after their magic had been nullified.

      This was why King Roarke and Queen Ava had been so arrogant. They had numbers, the ability to nullify magic, and restraints that seemed to suck the energy out of whoever they held captive. This was such bullshit. Adrien stepped back, his eyes widening in true shock. Suddenly, Finias tackled him to the ground just as an elf tried to cuff him. King Roarke and Queen Ava were dragged to the side, leaving Finias and Adrien in the center of the room near us. Relief that both of them were safe flooded me, before I realized how fucked we were.

      "Look out!" Drayven's gruff command had me ducking on instinct as Damien leapt and met the arm of the Dark Elf who had tried to attack us. Colt helped me up, but the crunching of bones sounded near me, and Damien was whipped to the side by another elf. I kept low and crawled towards him, the other men surrounding us as Damien let out a low whimper. Fuck. Fuck.

      "We have to get out of here," Finias demanded. "We aren't going to win this."

      "Any fucking suggestions on how?" Drayven's magic paired with Adrien’s, who looked infuriated as he blocked the different shades of elemental magic being thrown our way. It was clear that these elves were well prepared for battle, the multitude of abilities surprising me amidst the insanity of the moment.

      A hit to my shoulder made me cry out, a sizzling sound letting me know my skin was burning. Then, a massive shadow fell over Damien and I. Looking up, I found Colt's massive wings covering us, his hand on Nico's arm, tugging him to the ground and seeming to shake him from whatever fugue he'd been in. I, on the other hand, was in absolute shock as I stared at Colt’s gorgeous wings.

      "He's right—we're going to die or be taken as prisoners." Nico's voice was a low hiss.

      A protective fury filled me at his words, and I stood up, my eyes narrowing on the multiple assassins coming our way. Once again, knowing it was necessary but a small part of me rebelling against the idea, I let my Succubus magic out. Instead of slowly unraveling, it flew into them in a wall of power that had all of them jolting to a standstill, as if they were puppets awaiting my command. I avoided Adrien's grip as he tried to grab me and instead moved to stand at the front of the group. I used my Reaper magic in a sharp movement of my scythe and brought them to their knees.

      I could feel the rage coursing through me at the possibility that the men behind me could be killed. I wanted to kill these fuckers who opposed us. It didn't matter that it would be my first kill or that the idea didn't bother me at all. None of that really even registered. All that mattered was getting out of here and protecting the others. I probably would have killed them in that moment if I hadn't immediately been struck by a vibrant punch of elemental magic that felt like a damn boulder had knocked me to the ground. I whimpered as my head hit the marble floor, and everything in my body went absolutely still.

      Holy hell. The pain was unreal.

      My eyes fluttered shut as pain completely assaulted my system. I heard someone call my name, but that was right about when everything went dark.
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