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      “Telluris, Aida! Telluris, Phoenix!” I tried calling out to them again, but I was only met with silence.

      Two hours had passed since Draven and I had returned from Marton with the young Druids. Two hours since we’d found Stonewall besieged by Sluaghs. Two hours since the horrifying revelation that Azazel had gotten what he’d been looking for since the day we’d first set foot in Eritopia—the Prince of Destroyers had used Sluaghs to attack and distract our group while sending Destroyers in to snatch Phoenix and Aida.

      The hate brewing inside me burned with the fire of a thousand suns as I channeled it toward Azazel. It felt like I’d passed through every stage of mourning by this point, and had now settled on this rage broiling in my chest. That rage and Draven’s reassuring presence were the only sources of energy I had left.

      Bijarki and Vita’s attempt to escape from Luceria had most likely been thwarted. It was the only conclusion I could draw, given that I hadn’t been able to get hold of the incubus via the telepathy spell. The best thing we could do was focus on what we knew now: Azazel had the Oracles and the little Daughter; the Allies were moving into position around his castle; and we had the young Druids joining us, ready to take the monster down.

      Field and Jovi’s expressions were eerily similar. Darkness had settled over their eyes, and muscles twitched in their jaws. They stood next to me, watching quietly as the Bajangs and wards nursed the wounded. The young Druids retrieved herbs and powders from the archive hall cabinets and brewed healing pastes, which they applied to the deeper wounds, covering them with large waxed leaves from the potted palm trees decorating the inner courtyard.

      Draven was a few feet away, staring at the thick column of black smoke rising from below, his back toward us. The four mutated shifters we had left kept watch around the funeral pyre, where dozens of incubi and succubi still burned, their bodies until recently occupied by Sluaghs. I hoped the two shifters that had followed Aida and Phoenix were still alive and able to help once we got there, if not sooner. I couldn’t tell what they would do because we still knew next to nothing about the new behavior Viola had caused in them.

      Rebel stood at the bottom of the steps, gazing at the fire with teary eyes. She’d been forced to add some of her own garrison to the pyre, just to make sure there weren’t any bodies left for Sluaghs to sneak into.

      “Do you think there are any Sluaghs left?” Anjani muttered next to us, wiping her blood-smeared face with a wet cloth.

      “If there are, I’m pretty sure the shifters are eager to chomp down on them,” Jovi replied, his voice low and chilling.

      “We need to move things along. I need to get them ready,” Draven said, turning to face me and nodding toward the young Druids.

      “Agreed,” I replied. “How? When do we leave?”

      “Tomorrow morning, at the latest.” He sighed. “It will take some time before Azazel realizes his Sluaghs aren’t coming back and sends more troops over here—at least another day. The Destroyers who took Aida and Phoenix won’t know how this siege ended since they didn’t stick around to watch it unfold. We need to use this to our advantage and go through the higher level dark magic before we can rely on our Druid strength.”

      “I thought Druids usually take a lot of time to learn each level.” Jovi frowned. “How much do you think you’ll be able to cover before the morning?”

      “I actually found a way to bypass the timeframe,” Draven replied, a faint smile passing over his face.

      He gathered the young Druids and took them inside. Jovi, Field, and I quietly followed, leaving Hansa, Anjani, and Jax with the others.

      Draven had stirred my curiosity, and I wanted to see what he was going to do with the young Druids. One of the Bajang cubs came with us and used a droplet of his blood to let us through the cloaking spell as we entered the concealed part of Stonewall.

      “Azazel has enough power coming from the little Daughter, the volcanoes, and Asherak to even break the cloaking spell,” Draven said as we reached the grand hall. “Of that I’m certain. The only thing that kept Stonewall safe until now was the fact that everyone thought it was abandoned and nobody bothered to check. But things have changed. Azazel tracked the Oracles here, then sent Sluaghs to attack. He will soon understand, once the worms fail to return, that there are more creatures hiding here than he probably expected, creatures that are able to fight back and shatter his offensive, so he’ll most likely send even more troops our way. Stronger, fiercer, more destructive forces. The only thing we can do is speed things up and get out of here before they arrive, most likely tomorrow.”

      “I’ll send the cubs to Marton, then,” Rebel announced as she joined us.

      I hadn’t even heard her coming from behind. To be honest, I wasn’t paying attention anyway. My mind was racing between Luceria and Stonewall, between my brother and best friends and our group here.

      Draven stopped in the middle of the hall, and pulled several crystals and some chalk from his satchel. I’d forgotten all about them. He’d packed them for Marton, thinking he might need to use them, but he’d never specified for what.

      “Sending the cubs to Marton would be wise,” he replied as he drew a wide chalk circle with a diameter of about fifty feet on the marble floor. “I think the ship can hold them all, along with supplies.”

      “I’ve instructed my garrison to get everything ready. They’ll set sail first thing in the morning,” Rebel said, watching him curiously.

      Draven placed the crystals along the circle line, matching north, south, east and west. He then straightened his back and looked at us, while the Druids stepped closer to squint at the crystals.

      “This was in a forbidden scroll,” he explained briefly. “The spell isn’t that difficult to put together; it just requires a lot of live energy to jumpstart, after which it functions on its own. It looks small, but the space inside will be infinitely bigger. We’re going to create a miniature world, with some natural resources and a stream. We’ll use growth spells to produce food, and drink the water for sustenance.”

      He then looked at Jovi.

      “I left a trunk with spell supplies by the forbidden section in the archive hall. It’s black, with brass handles. Can you bring it over here, please? We’ll need the supplies for our practice inside the circle.”

      Jovi nodded, and Field joined him as they rushed to the archive hall.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Consider it a time cheat,” he replied. “Anything that goes on within this circle is not subject to the passage of time as we know it... Everything is slowed down. A minute in normal Eritopian time will be a day within the circle, basically. If we go and learn our high-level spells in there, we’ll have months at our disposal, while only hours go by here. Once we go in, we cannot come back before we finish our training. If any of us leave before we’re done, the spell breaks, and time is a precious commodity for us right now.”

      He looked at me intently, his steely eyes flickering black as a feeling of longing and anguish poured out of him. He was locking himself in that spell for several months, and he was pained by how much he was going to miss me. I could feel his thoughts poking at the back of my head in the form of deep emotions. It would only be hours for me.

      “What do you mean by ‘live energy’?” Jovi asked as he and Field returned with the trunk and left it at Draven’s feet. Field stepped back and stared at the crystals, his brows drawn close and his mouth flattened into a thin line.

      “Energy from living creatures, such as yourselves,” Draven replied, looking somewhat guilty.

      “What will it do to us?” Field looked at him, holding his side. His wound from the Sluaghs’ attack was still healing. The young Druids had patched him up quite nicely, saying he just needed to rest and he’d be good as new by morning. It did nothing to soothe his pain at losing Aida to Azazel, though.

      “All dark magic inherently draws energy from living beings. According to the notes I found on the back of the scroll, it will most likely cause fatigue and nothing more. You can regain your strength with food and sleep. The darker, more evil spells kill the creatures they feed on, but this one isn’t like that. From what I read in the Druids’ records, this spell was forbidden to prevent it from being used by lawless Druids trying to hide away from justice. We are a good-natured species by design, but even we have our rotten apples.”

      A moment passed in silence as Jovi, Field, and I looked at each other, eventually nodding.

      “Do it, then,” I told Draven.

      “Are you sure?”

      “We need you Druids to be at the top of your game when we face Azazel tomorrow.” I sighed. “We’re more than happy to help you get there.”

      “Besides, you said I can sleep it off,” Jovi added. “I’m fine with that, just like I’m fine with eating for three.”

      “You always eat for three,” Field mumbled, prompting the corner of Jovi’s mouth to move slightly. It warmed me to see them unwilling to let Azazel ruin their jovial nature. We couldn’t let him mess with our emotions. We couldn’t let him win.

      “Good, then I’ll need you to hold one of these,” Draven replied, and handed each of us, including Rebel, a clear, round crystal. “Close your fist around it, and hold it against mine.”

      He wrapped his fingers around a blue crystal and reached out. We all did as he said, gripping our crystals, then touching his hand with our knuckles. He muttered something under his breath, presumably the dark spell he needed to draw energy from us, because I instantly felt my limbs buzzing, and a wave of exhaustion came over me. The crystals in our hands lit up a peculiar shade of amber, our energy pulsating from within before it all vanished, while Draven’s blue crystal became an incandescent turquoise.

      “Thank you,” he said, then turned around to face the circle.

      He muttered something else, then tossed the glowing turquoise crystal into the middle. The crystal splattered into a bright bluish liquid that spread out over the floor until it covered the entire surface encompassed by the chalk circle, then swelled, until we found ourselves gaping at a large dome made of turquoise light, buzzing and flickering like a neon tube. I couldn’t see through it.

      “Well, you weren’t kidding about the tired part.” Jovi yawned and rubbed his face with his palms. “Not that bad, though. I’ve still got some hours left in me!”

      The spell had taken some energy out of me, but it hadn’t drained me completely either. Field stretched his arms out and stifled a yawn, but he, too, seemed pretty much okay. Rebel, on the other hand, looked quite tired.

      The Druids stood around the light dome, waiting for Draven to say something. He came up to me and took me in his arms, pressing his lips against mine in a tender, knee-melting kiss. I felt his love trickle through me like warm sunshine.

      “I’ll miss you in there,” he sighed, his gaze locked on mine.

      “It’ll be over before you know it,” I whispered encouragingly.

      He gave me a weak smile, then planted a kiss on my forehead before he took his satchel, filled with spell scrolls, and walked into the dome. The young Druids followed, and they all disappeared inside.

      I took a deep breath, partly impressed by how much he’d been able to learn over the course of a few days, and partly eager to see how much they’d manage to cover while inside that time-cheating spell.

      A couple of minutes went by before Rebel walked out of the grand hall, heading toward the living quarters.

      “I’ll go get the cubs ready,” she said over her shoulder. “And get some shut eye.”

      “We can’t just stay here and wait for the Druids,” Field grumbled. “We should get ready for tomorrow.”

      The Hawk was right. I could replenish my energy from anyone willing to “donate” in Stonewall, and Field and Jovi just seemed too restless to sit still.

      “We could train a little,” I suggested.

      “Read my mind,” Jovi replied. “Anjani, Hansa, and the others will want to join in.”

      “Do you want to go get them? They’re still outside,” I said. “Field and I can bring some more weapons from the armory, and there’s plenty of room here for sparring.”

      Jovi nodded and closed his eyes for a moment.

      “Telluris Anjani!” he called out. “We’re about to do some training here in the grand hall. Do you want to join us? Okay, cool, and get anyone else who’s feeling up to it. We need to be ready for tomorrow.”

      He smirked, probably in response to whatever Anjani had told him, then exhaled.

      “Really, Jovi? Telluris, when they’re literally outside on the front steps of the citadel?” I raised an eyebrow at him.

      “I’m trying to preserve my energy.” He shrugged, an innocent expression on his face, making me smile.

      I took a deep breath and mentally prepared myself for what was coming next. I’d attempt Telluris later in the evening—hopefully either Aida or Phoenix would be conscious and able to respond. But until then, I had to train. I had to get ready. The fight of our lives was tomorrow, and we had a demented overlord commanding an army of bloodthirsty Destroyers to obliterate.
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      We spent a couple of hours training, but the energy I’d had left after the Druid’s spell was beginning to leave me. My punches got slower; my kicks no longer reached the height needed for maximum impact. I was getting sloppy and frustrated.

      I decided it was time for a break, but I didn’t want to be on my own. The thought of Aida, Phoenix, and Vita in Azazel’s clutches was messing with my head, and the more time I spent dwelling on it, the worse it felt.

      I had my own mission to deal with tomorrow. I was going to take two shifters and extract the little Daughter from Azazel’s castle. It only occurred to me around dusk to actually check this with the shape-shifters myself. So many things had happened since this morning, I’d completely forgotten that the creatures might not be able or willing to help. Sure, they’d been extraordinarily supportive so far, but they were still mostly a mystery to me.

      I found all four of the creatures crouching on the edge of the front steps outside the citadel, quietly licking their healing wounds and watching the embers glowing in the pile of ashes left from the funeral pyre below. The smell of burnt flesh had dissipated, but the smoke lingered, marring the pure orange sky.

      They turned their heads to look at me with glowing violet eyes. Whatever was in their saliva was toxic to their prey—I’d seen it clearly during battle—but it seemed to do them good, rapidly speeding up the healing process and turning gashes to fine white lines on their pale skin.

      “I’m really not sure you understand what I’m saying,” I spoke up. “But thank you all. My sister and friends would be dead if it weren’t for you.”

      I didn’t expect them to say anything, but I was surprised when they didn’t even react to my words. They just stared at the stone slabs beneath them, breathing heavily. I wasn’t ready to give up, though.

      “I need your help,” I continued. “I need two of you to come with me to Luceria. One of you can shift into a flying horse and the other into a Destroyer. I’ll teach you how to act if we run into actual Destroyers. I’ll pretend to be your prisoner.”

      They stared at me, expressionless and still. At least they weren’t looking at the stone slabs anymore, which I thought meant progress.

      “We have to get a Daughter out of Azazel’s castle. He’s holding her hostage and draining her energy for his dark magic. If we’re going to destroy him and save Aida, Phoenix, and Vita, we need to cut off his power supplies, and that Daughter is one of them. You’re excellent shifters—I’ve seen you morph into Destroyers and flying horses before. We could totally get away with it.”

      Still nothing, just my levels of frustration spiking.

      “Two of your own are probably in Luceria already. I’m thinking you could help us rescue your friends… And mine, too, including my sister.”

      A minute went by, but none responded in any way. I was beginning to think it would be too difficult to include shifters in my extraction plan. They’d morphed into Destroyers and flying horses when they were under attack, but we’d never tried something pre-planned with them before. Maybe they didn’t understand what we said after all. Maybe they just reacted to their environment, their circumstances, all for the sake of keeping us safe, as that was how they’d been rewired by Viola.

      That’s probably the most likely explanation… Feeling pretty dumb for even trying to talk to them in the first place, I turned and walked toward the courtyard. I’d have to find another way into Luceria.

      The sound of hooves, followed by neighing and hissing, stopped me in my tracks. I looked over my shoulder, and stilled. There were no longer shifters on the steps, but two pairs of Destroyers and flying horses, waiting patiently for me to choose. The Destroyers were large in size, significantly taller than me, with thick black serpent tails for lower bodies and long brown hair loosely combed down the back. They looked slightly different from each other and reminded me of two of the beasts we’d taken down when we rescued Aida and the others.

      I couldn’t help but chuckle lightly. “You guys never cease to amaze me, you know that?”

      I moved closer, pointed at one Destroyer, and patted the stallion next to him on the neck. I had no criteria for my selection whatsoever. The flying horse shuddered under my touch, then nuzzled my face, while the Destroyer nodded, its violet eyes fixed on me… The creatures still had Viola’s glow in their eyes, and I feared that might be a giveaway if the real Destroyers got too close.

      “Think you can dim the light show?” I asked, pointing at their eyes.

      They both nodded, blinking rapidly and shaking their heads until the glow was gone, and a dull shade of purple remained.

      “And to think a few weeks back I looked at your kind and saw nothing but death,” I said, then looked at the other two. “You two should go feed in the meantime. There are plenty of creatures in the woods for you. We need you at full strength tomorrow.”

      The two shifters that hadn’t made the cut reverted to their original form and rushed down the stone steps, visibly excited and eager to hunt, while the other two gazed longingly after them. I patted the flying horse on the neck again.

      “Bring something for your mates, too!” I shouted after the shifters heading into the trees.

      “Bring something for your mates, too!”

      I heard my own voice echo back from the shifters below. It sounded creepy as heck. I couldn’t be sure whether they were mimicking my words to tell me they’d understood, or whether they were just repeating phrases like parrots.

      “Okay then, let’s go inside,” I told my new teammates. “We’ve got some rehearsals to do…”

      We had a long night ahead, although I had faith the shifters would be able to pull it off now. I just needed to make sure they had the right expressions in their vocabulary in order for us to seem inconspicuous and not arouse any suspicion once we reached the castle.

      As long as I was a convincing captive, and they knew how to act, they could get me into Luceria. All we needed was an accurate location, which I hoped we could get from Aida once she was awake and able to respond via Telluris. My stomach tightened as we crossed the courtyard and the thought of my sister once more bit into my soul.
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      I felt cold and wet. My eyes peeled open—and the panic immediately hit me, like a giant hammer. I was submerged in water. The fear of drowning instantly set in, but it only lasted for a few seconds, until I realized I was breathing.

      How the hell am I still breathing?

      This wasn’t just any water. It felt like liquid air, and my body seemed to have adjusted to it, somehow. I turned back and saw Abrille in a glass bubble behind me, unconscious and floating, as runes flickered across her skin.

      I reached out and felt the glass of my own prison capsule. I looked to my right and saw Vita in her bubble, her hands splayed against the transparent surface as she stared at me with a pained expression. Phoenix was in a separate sphere on my left, rubbing his face and frowning as the reality of our situation kicked in. Obsidian cuffs had been mounted on his wrists, most likely to stop him from using his sentry abilities.

      Dread took over, freezing my blood as I remembered what had happened—the Sluaghs’ siege on Stonewall and the Destroyers plucking Phoenix and me from the middle of the fight, Field trying to come after me, two of our mutated shifters following us. Had they made it all the way here?

      “Aida, can you hear me?” Vita’s voice wafted over, muffled but still audible enough for me to make out her words.

      I nodded, fighting back tears as I understood where we were at this stage in our war against Azazel—at his mercy, suspended in weird waters and unable to get out.

      “How did they get you?” Vita asked, her lower lip trembling.

      “How’d they get me? How’d they get you?! You and Bijarki were the ones with the invisibility spell! What happened?” I burst out, anger quickly replacing my fear. It was easier to manage, given the circumstances.

      “Azazel found the invisible spell pouch that Draven and Serena lost during their first mission here,” Vita replied, looking away. “He was able to track us using our body heat. He saw Bijarki coming in. We only made it to Nova’s room before they caught us…”

      “And Bijarki? Where is he now?” Phoenix asked while punching the glass, to no effect.

      “I don’t know,” Vita cried, her tears dissolving into the water. “I blacked out…”

      “How do we get out of here?” I growled, kicking at the glass as I allowed the rage to take over.

      “You don’t.” Azazel’s voice thundered from across the black marble platform.

      We all stilled. My eyes bulged at the sight of him. It was one thing to see him in a vision, and something else entirely to be so close to him physically. He was menacingly tall, his broad frame flooding my field of vision, his yellow eyes wide and his long black hair flowing down his back. His beard was trimmed to a fade on both sides, contrasting with his red silk shirt and wide leather belt, fitted with a gold buckle. His presence horrified me as I moved away, my back against the glass.

      He slithered toward us, accompanied by Damion and Thadeus.

      My heart hammered in my chest as he closed the distance between us. He stopped in front of me, wearing a most satisfied grin.

      “The spheres are magically sealed, little Oracles,” he hissed. “You’re all mine now, and there is nothing you can do about it. That liquid lets you breathe because I allow it. One snap of my fingers, and you will drown.”

      “Where’s Bijarki?!” Vita pounded her fists against the glass.

      The fury I saw in her was impressive. She’d always been the one with the powerful self-control, yet Azazel had managed to bring out the most primal reactions in her. He glanced at her and smirked.

      “Your incubus is downstairs, my darling,” he replied. “Getting a personalized introduction to dungeon life. He’ll soon answer for his crimes against my empire. I’ll deliver his punishment myself, just for you to get it through your thick little head that there’s no double-crossing me without paying a hefty price. But I’m a little busy at the moment, getting my troops ready for that alliance of yours. You’d be surprised how fast word travels; I hear they want to come knocking on my castle gates, so to speak.”

      “This alliance will be the end of you,” I shot back, baring my teeth.

      My wolf instincts were rising to the surface, and every inch of me wanted to tear his head off and rip him to shreds.

      “No, it won’t, and I won’t even bother to explain why. You’re too young and inexperienced to understand the magnitude of my power.” He raised an eyebrow at me. “I must say, it is an absolute pleasure to meet you in the flesh, Aida. I trust you’ll all be more cooperative once you’ve spent some time in the bubbles. Or you can insist on being stupid and spend the rest of your lives up here. Your pick.”

      “Where’s Nova?” I growled.

      He frowned for a second before he scoffed and moved closer to Phoenix.

      “Ah yes, I forgot. You know about her,” he muttered. “She’s fine, worry not. I take good care of my most prized possessions. When they let me!”

      He put more weight on those last four words as he shot Vita a furious glare.

      “I mean, what were you thinking? Did you really believe you could get the upper hand over me? Over me?!” He laughed mockingly.

      “The higher they fly, the harder they fall,” Phoenix replied, bringing his face closer as Azazel tapped a finger on the glass.

      “Yes, yes, keep telling yourselves that, naïve little Oracles,” Azazel snickered. “But the truth is, you’re all mine, and there isn’t a single thing your friends can do to stop me.”

      He straightened his back and moved away, turning to face all three of us.

      “I hold magic older than all those rebels put together. Older than some of the Dearghs, even,” he said, his fingers lovingly holding the snake pendant. “And, whether you like it or not, you’re my permanent guests here. You will serve me accordingly.”

      “Yeah, keep telling yourself that,” I shot back. “If you actually think we’ll tell you anything from our visions, you’re dumber than I thought.”

      A moment passed in silence, during which Azazel glared at me.

      “That liquid you’re in is infused with powerful herbs that facilitate visions,” he said, choosing to ignore me. “Every few hours or so, you’ll find yourselves unable to resist as it enters your bloodstream. You will experience visions, and you will tell me all about them. Unless, of course, you’d like to see me string up your incubus friend and slowly peel the skin off his flesh.”

      My blood ran cold. I gave Vita a sideways glance. Horror was imprinted on her delicate features, her turquoise eyes wide and fearful. We didn’t have much time, and we didn’t have much of a choice, either. I didn’t see myself sacrificing Bijarki so early in the game, and, judging by the look on Phoenix’s face, neither did he.

      “So, ultimately, you three have a decision to make,” Azazel continued. “You obey, and tell me what the present and the future hold, or I pluck it out of you with every inch of skin I fillet off your friend Bijarki. I’ll give you a few hours to decide.”

      “There were two more Oracles here,” Vita asked. “Where are they?”

      Azazel put on a sad face, but we all knew he didn’t care. His cheap theatricals were only meant to mess with our heads.

      “Unfortunately, they didn’t make it,” he replied. “They refused to comply, over and over, so I had no choice but to snap my fingers.”

      He turned his back on us and slithered away, with Damion and Thadeus by his side. As Azazel vanished below, Damion glanced over his shoulder and frowned at Vita before following him downstairs. He clearly wasn’t happy to see her there, despite their love-hate relationship, but couldn’t do anything about it.

      I took a deep breath, my lungs chilling in the process, and tried to keep myself calm. I knew the alliance would soon begin its siege on the castle; I only feared that we’d be forced to share our visions beforehand just to keep Bijarki alive and in one piece. Otherwise it would destroy Vita, and, most importantly, Bijarki had already risked his life for us more than once. We couldn’t betray him.
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      I watched Azazel as he vanished below the platform, followed by his two slithering lapdogs. I couldn’t do anything to stop them from inside this sphere, but I did have the Telluris blood oath on my side. I needed a few moments to regain my calm, as rage had made me see red in Azazel’s presence.

      I took deep breaths. The liquid filled my lungs without drowning me—a peculiar sensation to say the least, but at least I was conscious for now.

      “Telluris Serena,” I muttered, gritting my teeth and looking at Aida and Vita.

      Aida briefly explained to Vita what the spell was about, while I began to hear Serena’s hopeful voice in my head.

      “Phoenix?”

      “Hey, Sis,” I said. “I’m alive. So is Aida. We’re on the platform, bubbled up with Vita.”

      “Oh, God,” I heard her gasp. “Are you okay?”

      “We’re okay, mostly. Azazel has us locked in these glass spheres like the other Oracles. The liquid lets us breathe. It’s pretty weird. He said it can also drown us if he chooses. He’s holding that over our heads in case we don’t comply.”

      “What happened to Vita and Bijarki?” she asked.

      I filled her in on how they had gotten caught by Azazel, before Vita interjected, “But we did manage to warn Nova about Azazel’s intentions!”

      “Vita says the little Daughter knows about Azazel’s intentions,” I repeated to Serena. “Chances are she’s not that willing to stay anymore.”

      I looked at Vita, and she nodded her confirmation.

      “He probably has to sedate her or something, and he won’t be keeping her in the same room again, either,” Vita added.

      I relayed Vita’s message to Serena.

      “How about you? How are you guys holding up? What about Bijarki? Do you remember what happened?” My sister bombarded me with questions, as was expected.

      “Well, we definitely remember what happened, and we’re stuck here. We can’t get out,” I explained briefly. “Azazel’s holding Bijarki in the dungeons, has promised to punish him, and is threatening to torture him to death unless we tell him what our visions show. And I’m pretty sure two of our shifters followed us here, but I don’t know where they are right now. Not sure how they could help us, either. The spheres have been sealed by Azazel.”

      It took Serena a few moments to digest the information.

      “Listen, at least you’re all together, despite these horrible circumstances. I need you all to hang in there. We’re coming for you tomorrow,” she said, making my heart pump faster. “Draven and the Druids are getting ready, and the allies are in position and waiting for our signal. Jovi will be the first one to land in Luceria as per our plan B, provided the shifters he takes with him play their parts. Our first objective is to get the Daughter out of there. Then Field will send the signal out. The Dearghs will proceed as planned and put the volcanoes to sleep. And then the siege will begin. We’ll come in separately and head straight for you guys!”

      “You make it sound so easy.” I couldn’t help but chuckle.

      My inability to fight my way out of there gave me the pause I needed to just look at the bigger picture. We had an impressive amount of work cut out for us, and none of us Shadians had ever experienced anything like this before, not even during GASP training simulations.

      “Well, it beats stressing over it from top to bottom, don’t you think, Bro?” she quipped.

      I heard her voice tremble. She was worried, and I knew it, but she did a fine job of keeping herself together. My sister was capable of moving mountains with a straight face if she had to—except that sometimes, even she wasn’t aware of it. I hated to admit it, but this strange land of Eritopia had changed her for the better in more ways than one.

      “So, I’ll see you in the morning, then?” I asked with a half-smile, looking at Vita and Aida’s hopeful expressions.

      “Yeah, just don’t bother with coffee and croissants,” she replied. “We’re skipping breakfast.”

      I stifled a chuckle, feeling energized by her wit and ability to make light of what was, without a doubt, our worst predicament to date. We couldn’t afford to despair, anyway. It was exactly what Azazel would want.

      And I was in no way ready to give that bastard anything he wanted, not even my grief.
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      After Phoenix caught up with Serena, Aida used Telluris to get in touch with Jovi and find out more about his mission to extract the little Daughter. He’d gone over the castle plans, and, based on the throne room and the location of the stairs that accessed the platform, had decided his best bet was coming through the eastern wing of the castle on the fifth level, as it gave him minimum exposure to potential hostiles.

      We spent some time talking about what we could do to get out of there, or at least help Serena and the others. It was becoming increasingly difficult for me to concentrate, as my mind kept returning to Bijarki, trapped in a cage somewhere in Azazel’s dungeon. The only thing we had on our side was time, as Azazel had said he’d yet to punish Bijarki because of the alliance rising. He knew there was an attack coming, but, from what Patrik had told me before, he couldn’t get much information besides that. He had eyes everywhere, but the alliance members were more cunning than the “snakes” on the ground and had managed to keep a low profile. The swamp witch spell that Draven had given them to use against green fireflies had probably helped, too. Azazel had increased defenses around the castle in the meantime, just to be sure no one was getting in.

      Little did the Prince of Destroyers know, it was about to get worse for him on that end. Nevertheless, my heart tightened in my chest at the thought of Bijarki getting hurt. He’d gone through so much trouble just to get to me. It wasn’t fair.

      But, then again, when is life ever fair where Azazel’s involved?

      My mind battled the despair and shoved it into a dark corner. Phoenix was right. There was no time for emotional torment—it only gave Azazel satisfaction, and it did no good to the rest of us. I looked around the platform.

      Abrille was still unconscious, probably sleeping or experiencing a vision. I couldn’t really tell with her, as she had been in full Oracle form from the very beginning, the white eyes and flitting runes a permanent part of her appearance. She had been weakened after passing her powers on to our mothers, but remnants of her Oracle nature were still there. We’d seen it in the way she’d managed to project herself to us, as well as in the visions she’d mentioned herself.

      Something moved along the black marble floor, a few feet away from me. I brought my face closer to the glass and gasped as I recognized the small black viper slithering toward us.

      “Patrik!” I called out, leaning into the bubble.

      “What? Where?” Aida asked, glancing across the platform.

      Her eyes widened when she noticed the little creature getting closer. It was good to see him, after what had happened. I’d feared he’d been captured as well, but, given his ability to shift into any snake size he wanted, it seemed like Patrik had safely gotten out of Nova’s room.

      He stopped in front of my bubble and morphed into his Druid form, gloriously tall and… naked. He gave me a concerned look, while Aida and Phoenix groaned and covered their eyes.

      “Oh, for Pete’s sake!” Phoenix croaked. “Couldn’t you have snatched some clothes on the way up here?”

      Patrik raised his eyebrow as he looked at Phoenix.

      “Of course, because there’s nothing less conspicuous than a small viper dragging a pair of pants around in a castle filled with Destroyers ready to crush its head,” he shot back bluntly.

      Phoenix let out a heavy sigh and leaned back, crossing his arms over his chest and refusing to look at Patrik—like Aida. I was having a hard time with his naked form as well, but, given the circumstances, I was happier with this naked version of him than no Patrik at all.

      “I’m sorry I left you and Bijarki there.” Patrik turned to me with a pained expression. “But I had no other choice. I couldn’t get caught, too…”

      “I know, Patrik. Don’t feel bad,” I replied. “I would’ve done the same if I were you. But you’re here now, and that’s all that matters. Can you get us out of here?”

      He placed his palms on the glass of my bubble and frowned, shaking his head.

      “It’s much more powerful than my magic.” He sighed.

      I counted eighty-seven tattoo bands on his arms. He was, by far, one of the most accomplished Druids who had fallen under Azazel’s control spell, but apparently still was not strong enough to break the glass spheres.

      “What else can I do to help you all?” he asked.

      “Serena and the others are coming for us tomorrow,” I told Patrik. “Jovi will come in from the east wing on the fifth level to get the little Daughter out. So, if you can find out where they’re keeping her, you can help him get to her.”

      “Indeed.” He nodded energetically. “I’ll get her location and wait on the fifth level in the east wing for him, then. “I’m sorry he captured all of you…”

      He looked at Aida and Phoenix when he said that. They slowly turned their heads to face him, trying not to look down at the rest of his body.

      He moved back from the sphere, preparing to shift back into his snake form.

      “Patrik, wait,” Aida said, and he stilled in response. “Damion and Thadeus are not your average Destroyers. They were part of a group of Druid students who were rescued from the Grand Temple on Persea, decades ago, when Azazel took over. They were taken to Marton, and kept a low profile until several of them ventured out on the western shore. Damion and Thadeus were captured by Destroyers there, and brought back to Azazel, but the others are still very much alive and kicking. They’ve joined the alliance, in fact, and will be coming here tomorrow.”

      “They never said anything about their past lives,” Patrik mused, processing the information.

      “Clearly, Damion and Thadeus kept their past on Marton to themselves,” I added. “Azazel doesn’t know about Ori, Malachy, and the others. Maybe you could use this information and get them to fight the control spell harder. Maybe you can help them break free. The more Druids we bring in against Azazel and his Destroyers, the higher our chances of success.”

      Patrik took a deep breath, then nodded. “I’ll see what I can do,” he replied, before shifting back into his black viper form.

      I watched him slither away, and I couldn’t help but put a little prayer out there into the universe, hoping he’d find out where Azazel kept Nova, and even persuade Thadeus and Damion to fight the spell, without getting caught.

      In the meantime, there was nothing left for us to do but wait. I was afraid to try to summon visions of the future—not just because Azazel would then force me to tell him about them, but also because I wasn’t sure we’d changed anything for the better. The liquid I breathed was going to knock me out and push me into a set of visions anyway, but the longer I managed to delay it, the better.

      After all, we pretty much knew what was going to happen next. And given how stressed Azazel was about the alliance—enough to postpone the delight of punishing Bijarki—it made me think that the Prince of Destroyers was, in fact, beginning to contemplate the prospect of death, and had run out of tricks up his sleeve to prevent an alliance attack.

      Our troops were in position, and it was all going to unravel tomorrow, whether he liked it or not.
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      The night went by slowly. We finished our training somewhere close to midnight. Half of the Mara wards stood watch outside, while the rest of us stayed in the Grand Hall. The cubs were sent to bed early, their satchels packed for the long journey across the ocean.

      I regularly caught up with Aida and Phoenix via Telluris, while keeping watch over the large glowing sphere where Draven and the young Druids had retired for their prolonged training. I grabbed a couple of blankets from my room and settled under the table in the middle of the room, not wanting to be away when they all came out.

      As morning arrived and sunshine burst through the tall, narrow windows, my eyes peeled open, and I quietly listened to the neon-like buzzing of the sphere. According to some rough estimates, six months had gone by in there. Ever since we’d arrived in Eritopia, I’d been a part of Draven’s everyday life. I couldn’t even begin to fathom how it must feel for him to be away for so long. The heartsickness he had to live with, trapped in that sphere. I missed him after just a few hours apart.

      I sat up, rubbing my face and pulling my hair back, while voices outside reminded me that the cubs were getting ready to board the ship, along with several Bajangs from Rebel’s garrison, to sail across the ocean and find some safety on Marton.

      I stilled as Malachy and Ori came out of the sphere first, followed by Flynn, Mason, Cassin, and Dain. They didn’t look any different, though their eyes seemed to hold something they hadn’t when they’d first walked in—the fierceness of a seasoned fighter. Druids aged differently from the humans in our world anyway, and their bodies weren’t easy victims of time. After all, Draven was already a couple of centuries old and didn’t look a day over twenty-five.

      He was the last to come out. The darkness on his face dissipated as soon as he saw me. His eyes flickered black, and I felt a wave of love and longing crashing into me from the bottom of his soul. I stood up but didn’t manage to step forward, as he was already wrapping his arms around me, holding me tight against his body and covering my mouth with his in a dazzling and profound kiss. My blood sizzled.

      He breathed against my lips as he ran his fingers through my hair, then proceeded to cover my face in short, sweet kisses.

      “I’ve missed you so much,” he whispered, pulling me into another deep kiss.

      I welcomed his warmth, his hunger, and his primal need to feel me. I kissed him back, cupping his face in my hands. He moaned gently.

      Ori cleared his throat from behind, reminding us that they were all still there. I felt my cheeks burn, but Draven raised a finger to basically say “Hold on, not done yet!” and pressed his lips against mine once more, igniting all my senses at once.

      I eventually found the strength to pull back and look into his gray eyes. He gave me a half-smile.

      “How did it go in there?” I asked, my voice raspy and low.

      “Consider us highly educated now.” Malachy grinned. “Draven here is quite the teacher, in fact!”

      “Although, to be fair, he learned just as much along with us.” Ori winked.

      “How long were you in there?” I looked at the young Druids, who then glanced back at Draven.

      “We don’t really know,” Cassin replied. “Draven was the only one who kept track. We were too focused on catching up with his skill level, which may have been impressive before, but it’s downright jaw-dropping now...”

      “Six months and thirteen days,” Draven said slowly, unable to take his eyes off me. I felt his pain, and did my best to relax and let everything I felt for him radiate out of me, to soothe him.

      “It was worth it, though,” Malachy interjected. “We went through the levels so fast, with such intensity. I didn’t even think it was possible!”

      “I’m guessing the urgency of saving our world had a part to play in this.” Ori pursed his lips, glancing around the hall. “Let’s just say we’re much better equipped to take on Destroyers and Azazel, now.”

      “That’s good!” I beamed at them. “Can we go save my brother and best friends—and the rest of Eritopia while we’re at it—then?”

      “Absolutely.” Draven winked at me before he looked over his shoulder to address the young Druids. “Gather everything you can from the spell supply cabinets in the archive hall. Whatever you can carry in your satchels. I’ll meet you outside on the eastern terrace in an hour.”

      The Druids nodded and left the grand hall, while Draven took my hands into his, a concerned look on his face as his eyebrows pulled into a frown.

      “This is it, Serena,” he said slowly. “Today, we face him.”

      “Today, we kill him,” I added reassuringly.

      He took a deep breath, struggling to say something. I felt ribbons of dull pain coming out of his chest and instantly knew where the conversation was going. I wasn’t eager to discuss this, but I knew we’d have to sooner or later.

      “Serena, we have to talk about this,” he said, instantly reading my emotions. We were so connected that he, too, felt what I was experiencing in that moment. I sighed, and nodded. “Once I take his pendant away from him, you all strike hard and without hesitation.”

      “Yes, Draven.”

      “And if I have to take Asherak’s soul into me, you know what you have to do…”

      I couldn’t answer that one.

      “Serena, look at me.”

      I listened, but tears were already rushing to glaze my eyes. I blinked several times, forcing them to roll down my cheeks. He brushed his knuckles along my jawline and gave me a weak smile.

      “Once he’s out of the pendant’s reach, all we’ll have to do is chop his head off,” I said. “It’ll be over quick.”

      “I agree, darling, but let’s keep all options open. Nothing about this situation has ever been fully predictable,” he replied gently. “If I have to take Asherak into me for you to kill Azazel, I will. And you’ll have to take me down, then, Serena. Do not waiver on my account. Go straight for the head before he takes over completely.”

      “Shut up,” I growled, and hid my face in his chest, holding him tight.

      I felt his kiss on the top of my head and his hands moving slowly up and down my back, and I felt his heartbeat echoed in my chest. I’d heard enough. We were not going to have to cross that bridge, I told myself.

      “I love you, Serena,” he whispered in my ear as I swallowed back more tears.

      “I love you, Draven.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Less than an hour later, six Bajangs boarded the ship in the derelict harbor, along with the dozens of cubs who had known nothing but Stonewall their whole lives. I understood every emotion that flickered in their wide eyes—the anguish, the fear, the confusion, and the longing to be with their parents, but they had no choice but to listen if they wanted to survive.

      We waited on the eastern terrace, watching Rebel on the pier below as she waved goodbye to them. The old vessel moaned and creaked as it was pushed out farther into the ocean. Draven and the Druids lined up on the edge of the terrace, bringing their hands forward and muttering a spell. Bright white lights shot from their palms and vanished into the deep blue water below.

      Incandescent pulses spread out like liquid ripples of light, pushing the ship farther and increasing its speed as it cut across the waves.

      “Is it the same thing you did when we sailed to Marton?” I asked.

      “Yes and no,” he replied. “This is much more powerful. We gave them water wards to keep them safe. Those light pulses you saw are ancient wards we summoned. They’ll guide the ship to Marton and keep it above water at all times. The weather can do nothing against it.”

      “That’s impressive.” Jovi came up from behind us.

      I turned around and saw the rest of our group there, satchels packed, weapons and shields ready for battle. Rebel joined us after a quick sprint and climb up the jagged rocks separating the pier from Stonewall. Her expression was firm, but her eyes were glazed with tears and her lower lip trembled. I didn’t need to reach out with my sentry power to understand her grief and worry for her pack’s cubs, the future generation she’d vowed to protect.

      We gathered in a circle in the middle of the terrace, occasionally glancing at each other.

      “Our time has come,” Draven said. “Are you ready?”

      We all nodded. Jovi rubbed the neck of his shape-shifter horse, while the shape-shifter Destroyer towered behind him.

      “Yeah, we’re ready.” Jovi winked. “My friends here are quite the accomplished thespians, in fact!”

      I held back a smile, pressing my lips together as I hugged him and wished him good luck. Jovi held me tight, sinking his nose in my hair for a moment.

      “You be safe out there, you hear me?” I said. “Make liberal use of Telluris, as well. You have the castle plans, right? Patrik will be there when you get in on the fifth floor, based on what Aida told me.”

      “I most certainly do,” he replied, patting the satchel on his back.

      He then turned and kissed Anjani goodbye. They whispered something to each other before he got on the flying horse in front of the Destroyer. It was incredibly creepy to look at the creature, and yet I couldn’t peel my eyes off the elaborate trickery. Those shifters were, indeed, excellent at replicating not just the physique, but also the demeanor and speech patterns of other creatures – a skill that had nearly cost me my life when I’d first encountered them.

      Anjani took a deep breath as Jovi took off. When he had become just a black dot in the bright blue sky, I turned my attention to Field, my heart feeling heavier than usual. We’d talked about all this already, but still, it felt difficult to watch my friends fly into clear and present danger.

      “The same goes for you, Hawk,” I muttered as he hugged me. He closed his hand into a fist and rubbed down hard into my forehead with his knuckles, making me curse under my breath.

      “Worry not, my dear. Got two trustworthy copies here to keep me company and the enemy distracted.” He gave me a half-smile and spread his wings out.

      The remaining two shifters took on his form, complete with large black wings. Their eyes glowed violet, and they looked to him, waiting for him to take off. It was part of our initial plan for Field to fly out and give the signal to our allies once Nova was out of the castle.

      “I’ll find cover in one of the tallest purple trees on the east side of the jungle,” he said. “Once Jovi confirms the little Daughter’s out of the castle, I’ll give the signal, like we agreed.”

      His satchel was mounted on his chest, tied with strings around his back to make his flight easy and comfortable. I nodded, and he flapped his wings and took off, followed by the shifters.

      We rushed to the front steps of Stonewall, where horses had been prepared—not just our indigo stallions, but several other white mares that had made a habit of grazing by the citadel walls.

      Rebel went ahead with forty Bajangs. They all morphed into their giant feline forms and darted across the meadow. Jax’s nine wards rode after them, focused on keeping potential predators and hostiles at bay.

      Draven, Hansa, Anjani, Jax, and I rode out after them, accompanied by the six Druids.

      We crossed the wide meadow, hooves thundering below, and noticed strands of black smoke rising in the distant north.

      “Hostile campfires,” Jax said. “They’re getting closer to Stonewall. Sluaghs must’ve survived from yesterday and reported back to Azazel.”

      “Or he figured it out on his own when the Sluaghs didn’t return. Either way, we’re out of here,” I muttered. “The sooner we kill that snake, the better.”

      “Right on, sister!” Hansa cheered on my left, her fingers brushing against the bejeweled gold handle of her broadsword.

      We rode like the wind, angry and determined and ready to strike hard and mercilessly until Azazel’s head tumbled at our feet.
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      An hour passed as we rode deeper into the dark jungle, our horses galloping at incredible speeds. According to the terrain markers we’d passed so far, and the notes on our map, we were a couple of miles away from a Mara camp, and three miles from Luceria.

      We couldn’t see the castle yet because tall purple trees curled out above, nearly covering the sky and casting heavy shadows around us. We had the swamp witches’ spell ready if any green fireflies decided to get too close. It involved throwing diamond dust at them and uttering a three-word incantation that would temporarily blind them, or, if they were close enough, would burn each of those creepy critters into a tiny puff of smoke.

      Draven and I were first in line, galloping down the narrow path leading to Luceria, with the young Druids, Anjani, Hansa, and Jax right behind us. The Mara wards and the Bajangs kept a close distance, circling us about a third-of-a-mile away.

      I could hear Destroyers hissing in the distance and the drums of war echoing from the castle. They were on high alert, aware that a strike was imminent. Zeriel, Tamara and the others had already circled the area with their armies, but were keeping a low profile, waiting for the signal. It didn’t matter what Azazel’s troops were up to anyway; we knew what we had to do. Furthermore, Azazel could amp up his defenses as much as he wanted, but the first hit was still coming from the inside.

      My indigo horse got nervous and came to an abrupt halt, nearly throwing me over its head. Draven’s did the same, and I heard the others neighing behind. I looked up, clutching my crossbow and turning on my True Sight. I saw shadows darting around through the dark woods and Bajangs growling nearby.

      I looked over my shoulder and saw that Hansa and Anjani had each loaded and raised their crossbows, ready to strike, as did Draven. Jax’s eyes flickered gold as he clicked his teeth with a displeased expression.

      “They’re moving too fast,” he muttered. “I can’t latch onto them.”

      I focused on what was in front of us again. One by one, the shadows rushed closer, and I got a better view. Our horses nervously began to trot back. These were succubi, dozens of them, wearing white paint on their faces and arms.

      They were coming in too fast, so I pushed out a strong barrier, enough to knock some of them back, but more darted through the woods toward us. I heard the Bajangs growling as they moved back and tightened the protective circle around us. The wards must’ve managed to capture some slower succubi with their mind-bending abilities—several White Tribe members crawled out onto the path, holding their heads as they cried out, begging the wards to stop.

      More of them came out toward us, but we already had our crossbows ready to strike.

      “Stand down or we’ll shoot!” Draven shouted.

      A sharp whistle shot through the forest, and the succubi stilled, slowly raising their hands in the air. My heart thumped in my chest as I realized what was going on. Jasmine was somewhere nearby. These were her succubi, after all.

      “Jasmine must be here,” I whispered, not ready to put my weapon down just yet.

      “She’s very smart, Draven,” a female voice echoed around us. “I’m impressed.”

      I saw her then, just a few feet away, as she revealed herself and stepped onto the path. Jasmine was tall, with long, pale, sandy hair pouring over her shoulders and steely gray eyes that mirrored Draven’s. She wore a navy-blue dress, multiple layers of silk wrapped around her slender body, and a dark green hood that partially covered her tattooed arms. The Druid bands were a symbol of her training and wisdom, but it was her jaded gaze that truly reflected her experience.

      She came closer, eyeing us all before she focused on Draven and put on a warm half-smile meant to defuse the tension. I felt a mixture of curiosity and anger seeping out of him, and I couldn’t blame him. He was most likely asking himself the same questions that had arisen when we’d first learned that she was still alive.

      Jasmine looked at the succubi still groaning in pain on the ground to our right, then gave Jax a pleading look.

      “Can you please make them stop?” she asked. “They were only following my orders.”

      “Orders to do what, kill us?” the Lord of Maras snapped, an eyebrow raised.

      “No.” She shook her head. “To test you.”

      Jax scoffed, but snapped his fingers. The wards immediately released their hold on the succubi, while the Bajangs came even closer, the giant felines making the very trees around them tremble.

      “I don’t think you’re in any position to test us,” Draven replied dryly.

      “Oh, but I am, Draven.” She smiled. “I wanted to make sure you’re ready for what lies ahead. I must say, you’ve exceeded my expectations. You were fast in your response and very well organized. The succubi would’ve put up a good fight, but you’ve got, what, forty Bajangs prowling these woods?”

      One of the succubi huffed, pursing her lips. She stood up and brushed the dirt from her arms. Jasmine’s gaze continued to wander from one member of our group to another, her eyes flickering black when she once again looked at Draven.

      “It is so good to see you, Draven,” she said slowly, taking a step forward.

      “Don’t move,” Draven shot back, and aimed his crossbow at her.

      I knew he wasn’t going to shoot. He was just irritated and eager to give her a taste of her own “testing” medicine. Jasmine stopped, her hands in the air, and sighed.

      “You’re angry,” she muttered.

      “You’re damn right, I’m angry,” he growled. “I didn’t even know you were alive until one of our Oracles spotted you in a vision, and yet, somehow, you seem to know plenty about me. Explain yourself before I ‘accidentally’ release a poisoned arrow into your chest.”

      “That’s rather vitriolic coming from you.” Jasmine frowned.

      “It’s coming from all of us,” Malachy’s voice boomed from behind.

      The young Druids kicked their horses and moved closer, settling by Draven’s side. They were all mad at her, and, once more, I found myself unable to blame them. She had abandoned them, after all. Jasmine didn’t seem all that surprised to see them, just happy, a smile lighting her up from the inside.

      “You made a wise choice to join my nephew,” she replied with a nod.

      “First things first.” Draven raised his voice. “How did you find us?”

      “I’ve had you followed since your friends left the mansion and sought shelter in Stonewall.”

      She winked and whistled. I heard leaves rustling behind us. A young succubus, petite like Vita, appeared almost out of nowhere, her body covered in dark green paint and dried up dirt. Her bright, silvery eyes were the only thing that stopped us from mistaking her for a solitary tree. She came to Jasmine’s side, then bowed respectfully.

      “We used a telepathy spell to keep in touch,” Jasmine continued. “It’s how I knew who each of you were before we came here to greet you.”

      “You’ve got a cloaking spell over your camp, you have a telepathy spell,” I mused. “You’re using plenty of swamp witch magic, aren’t you?”

      “Indeed, I am.” She smiled at me. “Long before the swamp witches were killed, I spent days in their company. They taught me a few tricks before things got bad and Azazel started coming after them. I was the one who urged them to split their spell book in three and got my brother involved in keeping a copy safe. These tricks have kept me alive until now.”

      “So you knew about me. You spoke to my father. And my father knew you were alive but never told me anything,” Draven said heatedly, his nostrils flaring.

      She nodded cautiously. “I asked him not to tell anyone. To be fair, he didn’t tell me about you, per se,” she explained. “After news broke of Genevieve dying in labor, along with the baby, I had a feeling that Almus wasn’t telling me the whole truth. He was never able to lie to me, anyway. At the time, we were facing constant betrayal from Druids turning to Azazel, and we were forced to separate. We didn’t know whom to trust anymore, and I’d made it my mission to protect the Grand Temple students. An attack on Persea was inevitable at that point.”

      She paused to take a deep breath, looking at the young Druids. Recognition glimmered in her eyes.

      “I brought them here while the portals were still active, and I hid them on Marton. I checked in on them once every full moon, but I was eventually tracked down and nearly killed. I’d been betrayed, though I still don’t know by whom—at the time, I was surrounded by many creatures I didn’t trust.  Thankfully, whoever it was hadn’t figured out why I’d been going to Marton. In any case, after I got back to Antara and nursed my wounds, I went looking for my brother. I sent a message to him through several rogue succubi, and I was given a time and a place to meet. By then, Almus was getting weaker, still recovering from deeper wounds. Azazel was getting closer. It was then that he decided to tell me the truth about you, Draven, and the mansion with all its secrets, including the Daughter. He feared that death was imminent and needed to make sure you’d be looked after.”

      “What a fine job you’ve done,” Draven scoffed, putting his crossbow away.

      “I made the choice to stay away from you, yes,” she replied. “But not because I didn’t want to look after you. I did. More than anything. But there were still Destroyers on my tail. Traitors around me. Too many creatures knew where I was, and I couldn’t bring them all to your doorstep. I just couldn’t. You had the ancient wards in there; the mansion was protected. Almus had told me everything about the deal he’d made with the Daughters. I didn’t want to put you in danger. It wasn’t an easy choice, my dear, but I had to make sure you stayed safe. As cruel as it may seem, I felt it was in your best interest that I kept my distance.”

      A moment passed in heavy silence as Draven and Jasmine stared at each other. I sensed the turmoil brewing in his heart, the mixed feelings and the inexplicable relief to see her standing there. I did understand where he was coming from. Despite his anger, Jasmine was the only family he had left. He’d grown up yearning for someone to show him the ropes, but all he’d had were invisible wards and the occasional friends he’d made whenever he’d ventured beyond the shield.

      As someone who’d grown up pretty much on his own, he was relieved to see he still had family. It hurt that she’d kept her distance but, deep down, I knew he understood her reasons. I did, too.

      “I kept an eye on the mansion all these years,” she continued. “I formed an alliance with the White Tribe once Azazel’s armies started burning through their territory up north. They joined me beneath the cloaking spell, and we operated quietly from there, waiting for you to grow up and continue your father’s work. When the protective shield came down, however, I had to come out of hiding. I’m here to help you, Draven. I’m here to lend you my strength. I see you’re finally taking the fight to Azazel, and believe me when I say that I’ve been waiting for this day to come for a long time…”

      Draven still had trouble replying. But I could feel his defenses shattering. I knew him well enough to know how his reasoning worked. Past the novelty of a living relative, he was facing a new ally with dozens of succubi under her command. We needed every able-bodied fighter we could get, and the White Tribe was a welcome addition to our alliance.

      Most importantly, Jasmine was an experienced Druid.

      “I think I should also inform you now that my trusted White Tribe succubi were gracious enough to ambush and burn down the caravan of papers that the Destroyers had been ordered to bring back from the mansion after the shield fell,” she said.

      “You kept eyes on the mansion after it fell to the Destroyers?” Draven blinked with surprise.

      “I did, yes,” she replied. “There was too much precious information in there, I knew the beasts would have to bring it back to Azazel for him to look through. I didn’t want him to get anything of use to him. Consider it a gesture of good will, on my part.”

      I looked over at Malachy and the others, and I could see them exhaling and nodding slowly as they exchanged glances. Draven ran a hand through his hair, then leaned forward.

      “At least you got to see this day come,” he finally said.

      Jasmine’s eyes flickered black as she fought back tears.

      “I miss him, too, you know,” she replied in a trembling voice. “We were inseparable for centuries before Azazel decided he wanted Eritopia all to himself. Almus dedicated his life to preserving Druid principles and peace across the realm.”

      “Then it’s time we bring it all back for him.” Draven straightened his back, the corner of his mouth twitching slightly.

      Jasmine cocked her head to one side and put on a charming smile. I’d seen Almus in Draven’s memories, and I had to admit, she was definitely his sister.

      “Does that mean you’ll allow us to fight by your side?” she asked with an undertone of humor.

      “If you can keep up with us, sure,” Draven replied, then clicked his teeth and gently nudged his horse into motion.

      He was the first to ride out. The others followed suit, their horses galloping down the path. The Bajangs, the wards, and the succubi all darted in the same direction, rustling the leaves as they widened their circle around our group.

      I trotted closer to her and offered her a hand.

      “Need a ride?” I asked.

      She looked up and smiled at me. She then took my hand and climbed onto my horse behind me. The stallion neighed, slightly unhappy with two riders, but eventually started racing after the others.

      “Thank you, Serena,” she whispered in my ear.

      “For what? It’s just a ride!”

      “For helping him become the Druid he is today. I see the way he looks at you. It’s the same look that Almus had whenever Genevieve was near him.”

      “Oh,” I mumbled, feeling my cheeks catch fire. I guessed we really were that obvious. “Thanks…”

      “You give him strength, I can tell,” she said. “I’m happy he’s found someone like you at a time like this. True love blossoms in the face of adversity, after all.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that. She was right, so I let her see my smile before I looked ahead and focused on getting my horse to run faster until we caught up with the group. I trotted to Draven’s side, and our eyes met for a moment. My heart swelled at the golden energy that emanated from him whenever I was near.

      He looked briefly at Jasmine and nodded, then focused on the path ahead.

      We’d gained an ally on our way to Luceria, but the hard part hadn’t even started yet. The castle loomed ahead, black and menacing, with swarms of Destroyers and green fireflies. The drums of war grew louder, as did the sound of a river flowing nearby.

      The first real stage of our mission was about to begin.
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      We were stuck in glass bubbles, but it didn’t mean we were useless—at least, that was what I’d been telling myself as the hours slipped by. At dawn, I could see the sun rising boldly over the horizon, casting soft hues of orange and pink, quietly announcing the beginning of war. It was time to see what else was happening below.

      Damion had visited us the night before, informing us that Azazel would come see us first thing in the morning to inquire about any visions we’d had. I sure as hell wasn’t going to tell him anything, and neither were Phoenix and Vita. The only things coming out of our mouths would be lies, and he couldn’t prove otherwise anyway.

      Azazel had been right about one thing, though. Sooner or later, the liquid in our spheres was going to push us into visions. In fact, I could feel its effect on my senses, as my limbs softened and my breathing slowed.

      “Guys, I’m starting to slip.” I gasped as I realized that I was drifting into a vision.

      Phoenix and Vita had fallen asleep in the early hours of the morning, but instantly opened their eyes at the sound of my muffled voice. They both moved closer and watched me as I went under.

      “I’ll be back in a jiff,” I mumbled as the darkness enveloped me.

      I found myself somewhere inside Azazel’s castle, judging by the black marble flooring and walls. It was a residential room, fully furnished with ebony tables and dressers, golden satin curtains and bedding, and decorated with massive gold-framed paintings and intricately molded brass candelabras. My first instinct was to look out the tall windows, and when I did I noticed the gaping distance to the ground—I was somewhere on the top floor, or at least very close to the top, from what I could tell from this angle.

      I turned around and saw Nova, the little Daughter, emerging from the en-suite bathroom. She looked so fragile and weak in her black velvet dress, it broke my heart. Her skin was pale, and dark circles had settled around her violet eyes. Her reddish pink hair had been fashioned into a tight bun, and the little ruby pendant still hung around her neck.

      She looked down at it, then rubbed her face and scoffed before she took it off and tossed it on the floor. Her legs gave out, and she collapsed by the side of the bed, whimpering as she swallowed back tears.

      “Oh, darling, if you take that off, you’ll be even weaker.” Azazel’s voice poured in from the doorway, freezing the blood in my veins.

      I instinctively took a step back, wondering if he was still using that cheat spell to detect my presence during visions. He didn’t have a reason to do that anymore, though, as I was already here. He didn’t acknowledge me, just picked at an imaginary piece of lint from his shoulder. He’d switched to a black velvet shirt this morning, with a thick golden, bejeweled belt complementing the snake pendant that continued moving in its eight-loop.

      Nova looked up at him and frowned, pulling herself up on the side of the bed.

      “I hate you,” she muttered. “What have you done to me?”

      “What, I’m not ‘Daddy’ anymore?” Azazel replied with a fake gasp, clearly mocking her.

      “You were never my daddy. I know the truth now!” she spat. “You’re just using me!”

      “Of course I’m just using you. Don’t be ridiculous.” He shook his head and rolled his eyes, as if he couldn’t muster enough patience to deal with her.

      “What did you do to me?!” she cried out, leaning against the bed, unable to stand on her own.

      Azazel slithered across the room and scooped her up in his arms, then immediately planted her on the bed. He then picked the ruby pendant off the floor and put it around her neck. She groaned and moved to take it off again, but Azazel’s hand gently settled over hers, and he sat next to her.

      “If you take it off, you’ll feel a lot worse, darling.”

      “What did you do to me?” she asked again, her voice weak, her breathing ragged. Her eyelids dropped slowly.

      “It’s just a little counter-effect. The pendant draws your energy, and it now comes with an added failsafe spell to make sure you’re not too quick to take it off,” he replied, a little too sweetly for the content of his statement, making me squirm. “A little proprietary magic to keep you in line.”

      Anger made me simmer on the inside—the sneer on his face was an open invitation for me to grab the nearest blunt object and ram it down his throat. I took a deep breath instead, reminding myself that I had no power over this situation.

      Nova couldn’t hold back her tears anymore. Azazel wore a theatrical pout as he wiped one off her cheek, then stood and moved toward the door.

      “I’m only trying to look out for you,” he said. “Obviously I’m using your power, because why not? But believe me when I say that I’m the closest thing to family you’ll ever have. Whatever the little fae told you is a lie, Nova, and your sisters can’t even be bothered to get to you, anyway.”

      “You’re the one who’s lying!” she shot back, fury glistening in her eyes. “I see my sisters in my dreams every night. They’re always trying to reach out to me, but they can’t! Vita said it’s because you forced me to hatch too soon. You’re a bad, bad person!”

      Azazel scoffed and opened the door.

      “Whatever you say, dear.” He grinned. “It doesn’t change the fact that you’re mine, whether you like it or not.” He slammed the door behind him.

      Nova caved in and hid her face in one of the embroidered pillows. My stomach churned at the sight of Azazel’s despicable behavior, but I found some comfort in the thought that Jovi was on his way to get Nova. For that, however, he needed a precise location.

      I ran to the door and passed through it like the ghost I was, to check the hallway and figure out which room she was in. I shuffled around until I knew exactly where Jovi would find her in the east wing, memorizing as many details as possible to pass on to him later.

      It was good timing, too, because as soon as I’d made a mental note of her room’s position in the castle, the darkness swallowed me and I was carried off to another vision.
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* * *

      “How much longer will you live like this?” Thadeus’s voice boomed as I became aware of the blackness dissipating around me.

      “Shut up! Just shut up! You’ll get us both in trouble!” Damion hissed.

      I was in the kitchens below, which were mostly abandoned, except for a few incubi scrubbing the floors at the far end and the two Destroyers arguing in front of an open pantry filled with jars of herbs and food. They looked like they were trying to keep it down, so the incubi wouldn’t hear them.

      “Aren’t you tired? Patrik broke free, so why can’t we do the same?” Thadeus insisted, this time at a lower volume.

      “Are you hearing yourself? Do you not feel the pain whenever you think of going against him? Or do you take pleasure in tormenting yourself, you masochist?!”

      “Yeah, I feel the pain,” Thadeus replied with a frown, a muscle in his jaw twitching. “But that doesn’t stop me from conditioning myself to withstand more and more of it until I break free. I’ll put up with any amount of pain if it leads me to freedom.”

      “Good for you!” Damion shot back. “Now get out of my way. I have a breakfast to prepare!”

      Thadeus stepped aside, allowing Damion to gather some cereal jars from the pantry. He watched quietly as the former Druid spilled their contents into a bowl, and poured fresh milk out of a jug on top.

      “What happened to you, Damion?” Thadeus asked, his voice raw and trembling. “You were once the most determined to put Azazel’s head on a spike. How did you get to this point?”

      “Oh, please, spare me the sermon! You were just the same, if not worse, until you heard about Patrik. Like shifting back to your Druid form will save your ass when Azazel burns this whole planet down! Get over yourself!”

      “Are you telling me that, if given the chance, you’d rather remain a Destroyer under his spell than regain your independence?”

      “Azazel has control over Eritopia,” Damion muttered. “I’m just trying to survive, that’s all.”

      “This isn’t survival,” Thadeus hissed. “It’s cowardice.”

      “Fine, then. I’ll be the coward. You go on. Keep torturing yourself; see what that gets you besides a poisoned spear through your chest.”

      Thadeus exhaled sharply, his shoulders dropping, and shook his head.

      “If only Cayron could see you now,” he said.

      “Don’t mention his name!” Damion growled, his gaze fixed on the breakfast tray. “And get out. Nova needs to eat.”

      Thadeus scoffed and slithered out of the kitchen, leaving Damion on his own. I watched quietly as Damion placed his fists on the table, leaning on his knuckles, and mulled over his heated conversation with Thadeus. His head clearly hurt, judging by his grimace.

      He exhaled, beads of sweat blooming on his forehead. He wiped them off with the back of his hand, took a deep breath, and then carried the tray to what looked like service stairs.

      It was interesting and encouraging to see that at least one Destroyer was already contemplating rebellion after word of Patrik’s achievement had spread through the castle. Damion was obviously too scared to rebel outright, but even he seemed to be flirting with the idea, despite his protests. Thadeus was quickly slipping toward freedom, and I had a feeling that Patrik would be able to help him break Azazel’s control spell.
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* * *

      As fate would have it, I ended up following Thadeus through the dark corridors in my third vision. I walked behind him as he turned left, then right, into a staircase leading up to a higher level. Once he reached the top of the stairs, he was grabbed and pulled to the side, into a corner.

      I rushed up after him to see who it was, and stilled when I recognized Patrik, naked, with his arms around Thadeus’s neck in a tight chokehold. The Destroyer’s tail flailed as the Druid dragged him into one of the rooms and slammed the door behind them.

      I passed through just as Patrik was urging Thadeus to stay calm.

      “I don’t wish to hurt you, Thadeus,” he whispered. “I just want to talk.”

      “I should kill you on sight!” Thadeus hissed.

      “But will you?”

      Thadeus stopped fighting Patrik’s hold and slowly raised his hands in the air, breathing heavily. Patrik seemed to take it as a sign of peace and let go, putting a few feet of distance between them. The young Destroyer brought his fingers up to his temples, massaging with circular motions.

      “I know it’s painful to go against Azazel,” Patrick said. “But I can see you’ve made some progress on your own. Your choice to not capture or kill me should have you writhing in pain right now, since I’m an enemy of Azazel.”

      “It hasn’t been easy… How did you manage to break free?”

      “I had a little help.” Patrik smirked. “Which is why I’m here. You need a friend, Thadeus, now more than ever. Do you want to be free? Do you want to be a Druid again?”

      Thadeus sighed, flinching every other second.

      “More than anything,” he replied.

      “It will hurt. A lot.”

      “I didn’t think I had the strength until I heard you made it. The Destroyers below have been talking, you know. You’ve given some of us hope…”

      “Good. Azazel’s time is coming to an end, Thadeus.” Patrik nodded. “An alliance is rising. They will strike today. I’m giving you a chance to join us.”

      “But he’s powerful! I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’d rather fight and die than spend an eternity as his slave, but still, I’m not sure we stand much of a chance.”

      “He’s not as powerful as you might think. Not when we know what his power sources are and how we can shut them down.” The Druid grinned.

      As soon as the information sank in, Thadeus took a deep breath, his face lighting up.

      “Nova,” he puffed out.

      “And the volcanoes, too.” Patrik winked. “The Dearghs are with us, my friend.”

      Thadeus straightened, a look of determination accentuating his sharp features.

      “Where do I start?” he asked.

      “Where you always do. Just fight it. I’ll be with you every step of the way.”

      I then watched as Thadeus tapped into his willpower, currently buried under Azazel’s spell. He heaved and groaned and coughed as the pain got worse. He doubled over, then dropped to the ground in the fetal position. All the while, Patrik encouraged him to fight and get his freedom back.

      The Druid muttered something under his breath and touched the Destroyer’s forehead.

      “What… What are you doing?” Thadeus grunted.

      “Helping you. Soothing your pain,” Patrik replied. His fingers lit up and dispersed a soft white light into Thadeus’s temples.

      Thadeus struggled for a good few minutes, his muscles jerking and his bones crackling violently in his snake tail. He turned livid, a sheet of sweat covering his bare chest and arms, while the Druid continued muttering under his breath and helping him ride it all out.

      The Destroyer snarled and looked up, his eyes flickering green, his whole body shuddering.

      “Come on, you can do it!” Patrik gritted his teeth. “Fight it! Your fellow Druids from Marton are on their way here, Thadeus. They’re coming to fight! That’s it, Thadeus! Fight it!”

      At the mention of his Grand Temple friends, Thadeus groaned, then stilled. A bright green light burned out of his body, and he appeared to lose consciousness as his tail split in two and resumed the form of legs. As the green glow died out, Thadeus’s eyes blinked open.

      He breathed in and out several times, not moving. The sweat dripped off his forehead and onto the cold, black marble floor. Patrik watched him quietly, crouching next to him. A minute went by. Thadeus finally came back to his senses, looking up at Patrik and then down at his body.

      I turned away at that point, my cheeks flushing as I realized I was now standing in the presence of two naked Druids. If only they could find a better way to morph between serpent and Druid, to include clothes…

      “I-I can’t believe it,” Thadeus gasped, sitting up.

      “You did it.” Patrik smiled.

      “I can’t believe it,” the young Druid repeated, as if still adjusting to his new reality. “Thank you, Patrik. It’s been years… I’d nearly lost hope.”

      “Azazel may be powerful, but the will of Druids is much older than he is. He might be able to put us on a leash, but he cannot keep us down forever.”

      Thadeus stood up, his knees wobbling as he reacquainted himself with life on two legs. I could see parts of them in the mirror on the wall in front of me—just their heads and shoulders, little enough to not feel guilt for spending this much time in one room with two naked dudes.

      My heart swelled with joy. Thadeus had regained his freedom and his Druid form. We now had two Druids on the inside, ready to help us dismantle Azazel’s house of cards—because tyranny and destruction would never last in a world where the people had been genetically engineered for freedom and a deep respect of nature.

      I listened quietly as Patrik brought Thadeus up to speed with what the alliance had been up to and what was going to happen next, based on what we’d already told him about Jovi and his extraction mission. Soon enough, however, my vision faded away, and I was pulled back inside the glass sphere, where cold reality awaited.
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* * *

      My eyes popped open, and I breathed in, my lungs tickled by the cool liquid. Vita and Phoenix watched me in silence, expressions of concern drawing shadows on both their faces. I slowly shook my head.

      “I didn’t get out of the castle,” I said. “But I know where he’s keeping Nova, and I just watched Patrik help Thadeus regain his Druid form. We’re off to a decent start, I think.”

      Phoenix frowned and nodded, while Vita sighed and looked out onto the terrace.

      “Do you think they’ll be here soon?” she asked, her voice muffled.

      “Let’s find out,” I replied, then closed my eyes for a moment. “Telluris Serena!”

      Less than a minute later, I could hear Serena’s voice, crystal clear, inside my head. It gave me unspeakable relief to listen to her as if she were standing right next to me.

      “Aida! Are you okay?” she asked.

      “I’m good. We’re good. Still here!” I sighed, then proceeded to update her on Nova’s location and Thadeus’s return.

      “We’re just a few miles away now,” she said. “Hold on tight, and tell Jovi about Nova’s location. I’ll see you soon!”

      The energy in her tone traveled the many miles between us and filled me up like liquid sunshine. I nodded, tears coming to my eyes. I found it increasingly difficult to control my emotions in this state. The bubble made me feel claustrophobic, showing me the entire world without letting me touch it.

      I couldn’t wait to get out of here, to feel the ground beneath my feet and the wind in my hair and Field’s lips on mine. I could only imagine what he was going through in this moment, given my current condition. I wanted to reach out to him, but I knew he was out flying, surrounded by hostiles while waiting to give the signal. I was afraid I’d distract him, and I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if something happened to him because of me.

      “Telluris Jovi!” I called out next, my heart skipping a bit at the sound of his voice.

      “Hey, Sis!” I heard him gasping.

      “Are you okay?” I stilled, holding my breath.

      “Yeah, just lying on my belly on top of a faux flying horse ridden by an equally faux Destroyer, playing the damsel… I mean, the gentleman in distress,” he shot back sarcastically.

      He was on his way to Luceria. That brilliant brother of mine was either going to save the day or get himself killed.

      “Of course you are,” I muttered. “Listen, Bro, I have Nova’s location. East wing, seventh floor. It’s a master bedroom, the fifth on the left-hand side from the main hallway, toward the end of the corridor. The door’s different from the others, with gold embellishments around the handle, and there’s a potted miniature purple tree right next to it. Patrik and Thadeus will wait for you on the fifth floor, and then take you to Nova. I hope!”

      “Whoa, whoa, Sis! Thadeus?”

      “Yeah, long story short, Patrik helped him back to his Druid form.”

      “Ah, good stuff!” he exclaimed. “Thanks, Sis! I’ll see you soon!”

      “Be careful, Jovi!”

      I put extra weight on those three words. I wanted to see my brother soon, in one piece. We had an evil maniac to bring down together.

      I breathed in and relaxed my body in the clear liquid of my spherical prison, then glanced over at Vita and Phoenix, who had their arms crossed over their chests as they floated in their bubbles.

      “Show’s about to start,” I murmured.

      Indeed, it was all about to go down, and I prayed to all possible deities that it would go down with a loud and unforgettable bang, hard enough to wipe Azazel off the face of Calliope.
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      I hunched over the shape-shifter horse’s back, the other shifter riding behind me in Destroyer form, guiding the creature toward Luceria. My wrists and ankles had been superficially bound together with loose rope to complete my “captive” look, while the pretend-Destroyer carried my satchel on its back. It had been given a sword and a shield to match the rest of the outfit.

      The taste of Anjani’s goodbye kiss still lingered on my lips, and it was the one thing that gave me the strength I needed to pull this off as close to flawlessly as possible. Well, that and seeing my sister again, but Anjani had this long-lasting effect on me that was always difficult to ignore.

      We flew over dark jungles and emerald-green hills, while Azazel’s castle grew taller with each mile. The sky was riddled with swarms of green fireflies that swirled around us, watching curiously. We ignored them and kept our trajectory clear toward the east wing. Thousands of incubi soldiers and Destroyers spread out on the ground surrounding the castle, their drums echoing and sending chills down my spine. Azazel was getting ready for war, only he didn’t know where we’d hit from first.

      “Whatever you do, don’t look straight at them. The less you engage them, the better,” I said to the shifters. “And hurry up—this is getting uncomfortable...”

      The pretend-Destroyer nodded with a hiss, then tightened its serpent tail around the flying horse, making the creature neigh with discomfort and frantically flap its wide, white wings.

      “Yeah, I think you got it!” I noted sarcastically.

      Several Destroyers approached us, riding their pale winged companions. They hissed as they got closer, eyeing me curiously. It wasn’t exactly difficult for me to act like I hated them. I wore my best sullen prisoner look as I watched them circle us mid-flight.

      “What’s that you got there?” one of them asked.

      “Another prisoner for the dungeon?” another chimed in, grinning.

      My shifter-Destroyer shook its head, grunting as it bared its long fangs, its long, forked tongue flitting in the air.

      “This one’s a special delivery for Azazel,” it said, mimicking the voice of a Destroyer.

      I couldn’t help but feel my heart swell with pride, like a papa bear watching his cubs catch fish up stream for the first time. Or like a daddy tiger witnessing his offspring’s first hunt. Primal and beautiful in its theatrical performance.

      “Need help with him?” The first one cocked his head to one side.

      My “captor” avoided eye contact, as I’d instructed him, beckoning the horse to fly faster and farther away from the horde.

      “No, just a measly chunk of meat. I can handle him,” my shifter hissed, and waved them goodbye.

      The horde didn’t insist. They shrugged and continued their elliptical flight around Luceria, while we headed for the east wing.

      “You know, where I’m from,” I said after a minute, the strong wind in my face making it hard to talk and breathe, “they give awards for best acting performances.”

      Neither shifter responded to that—they were focused on the large window on the fifth floor that waited just a dozen or so feet away. This was going to be a literal crash landing, so I loosened my restraints, tossing the rope away.

      “I’m just saying,” I grunted, shifting my position until I ended up riding the pretend-flying horse, with the Destroyer’s massive, rock-hard body awkwardly behind me. “Once this is over, you two will get the feast of your lives. I can promise you that!”

      “I can promise you that.” The shifter-Destroyer hissed its approval, delight oozing from its husky voice.

      We caught a clear aerial path ahead, Destroyers flying away from us and closer to the troops below, while the green fireflies were spread out toward the northern and western sides of the castle. We were going full speed ahead into one of the windows. I braced myself for the impact, wrapping my arms around the flying horse’s thick neck just before we crashed through the window. Glass shards scratched the sides of my face, and we landed with a thud in a narrow hallway.

      It took the shifter-horse a few good feet to come to a halt, enough for both the pretend-Destroyer and me to shake off the broken glass and get a good look at where we’d ended up. We were in a narrow corridor with black stone walls and green fire torches.

      I paled once I realized that Azazel could be watching through those flames.

      “We need to put the fires out,” I said as I jumped off the horse and knocked one of the torches off the wall. I stomped on it with my boot until the green flame died out.

      The shifters reverted to their original forms, thin, hairless creatures with pale, almost translucent skin, and quickly put out the others, waiting for my instructions as I collected the shield, the sword, and the satchel they’d left behind where they’d shifted, several feet from the window.

      I looked around, lifting an eyebrow at the sight of the gaping hole we’d made through that large window. Only the wooden frame remained. This had once been an elegant residence, I briefly thought to myself—a smooth combination of natural stone, glass, and woodcraft, worthy of a nineteenth century nobleman at least.

      “I thought Patrik was supposed to wait for us here,” I muttered.

      “I am.” A male voice made me freeze.

      I looked ahead and saw a tall, naked man with curly black hair and blue eyes grinning at me from the end of the corridor. Another, equally naked man stood next to him.

      “Pa-Patrick?” I croaked, instantly looking away, my eyes nearly burned out of their orbits. “Dude! Clothes!”

      The shifters growled, but I snapped my fingers and motioned them to stand down.

      “They’re the good guys, fellas!” I said to my weirdly faithful companions.

      “You must be Jovi,” the one I identified as Thadeus remarked dryly.

      “Yeah,” I replied, forcing myself not to look at them. Nudity has this funny effect on people, I realized then. You really don’t want to look, and yet you can’t seem to look away. The paradox can be embarrassing, to say the least. “Seriously, though, where are your clothes? How are you so cool with roaming around a castle butt naked?!”

      “I’ve already explained this to your sister,” Patrik groaned, and I could sense the exasperation in his voice. “Just put yourself in my shoes, and you’ll figure it out by yourself!”

      A second passed as the notion sank in. He made a fair point, as uncomfortable as it was. I gathered the strength to look them both in the eyes, and pursed my lips.

      “You’re barefoot.” I couldn’t help myself, trying to keep a straight face. He sighed with frustration, letting me know that it was time to get serious. “That makes sense, though. I get it. So, my sister saw you naked, then?”

      I stifled a grin as the shifters rolled their black eyes at me. They were just as naked, and I’d never had a problem with that. I walked toward them, giving each a smirk.

      “In your mindless wisdom, you two are actually right,” I told the shifters, confirming what I’d just been thinking. The understanding look they gave me in return once again reminded me that they really were no longer the asinine predators I’d once thought them to be. I shifted my focus back to the Druids. “How do we get to Nova?”

      “Follow me,” Patrik said, and rushed down another corridor. I went after him with Thadeus and the shifters. We climbed up some dark service stairs to the seventh floor, then made a few turns, and I noticed the torches had already been put out on this side of the castle.

      “You’ve already been to this part of the castle?” I asked, just to double check.

      “We knew where you’d land, so we cleared the entire route of Azazel’s green flames for a smooth extraction,” Patrik replied.

      They’d prepped the terrain prior to my arrival—proof of what good coordination could accomplish.

      I watched as the Druids quickly shifted back into snakes, and my shifters followed suit, leaving me as the only two-legged creature around.

      “Not fair,” I scoffed, keeping up with their quick, slithering movements.

      I frequently glanced over my shoulder, just to make sure we weren’t spotted or followed by any real Destroyers, but it seemed quiet. I had a feeling Azazel was focusing his troops outside the castle, trusting that the inside would be clear and no one would be daring or stupid enough to try something.

      Little did the self-proclaimed dictator of the Eritopian galaxy know that he was dealing with a master of bold recklessness like Jovi Blackhall. I wasn’t stupid, obviously, but I had enough daring in me to avenge my entire family for all the grief he’d caused us.
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      Azazel had been on the terrace for over ten minutes, pacing around, occasionally glaring at us. He was fuming, his eyes flickering green as he slithered back and forth, his fingers playing with his snake medallion.

      He stopped in front of my bubble, his eyes two vicious slits.

      “What are you all so calm for?” he hissed. “I see none of you are willing to tell me about your visions yet!”

      “Oh, that’s why you’re here,” I replied with fake surprise. “Why didn’t you say something? I thought you just came up here for a breath of fresh air and were treating us like common garden décor!”

      “You think you’re so smart, don’t you, little Oracle?” Azazel sneered, his lips peeling back and revealing his long, sharp fangs.

      “I’m just saying, a little communication goes a long way,” I replied with a shrug.

      I was feeling brave, despite the dread his presence injected into my veins. His days were numbered—I could feel it in my bones. One way or another, his reign of terror was coming to an end. He couldn’t afford to kill us, either, and I knew my friends and our allies would be here soon. All we had to do was hold out, and if we could annoy him into making mistakes in the meantime, even better.

      Phoenix and Vita were equally calm, watching him quietly.

      I heard Abrille moan behind us. I looked over my shoulder and found her conscious, her white eyes open, the black runes on her body still as she listened to us. It was the first time we’d seen her awake since we’d been brought up to the platform, so we hadn’t had the opportunity to chat.

      I’d shouted at her, banged my fists against the glass, hoping I’d wake her up, but she’d been unconscious and unresponsive. Whatever that fluid was doing to her, she’d been under its effects for so long that she was almost constantly knocked out.

      “I could easily make you tell me,” Azazel replied, shifting his focus to Vita, who didn’t seem phased, despite the glimmer in her turquoise eyes.

      “And do what, torture Bijarki?” she said firmly. “Go ahead. He’s made his peace. He’s a fighter, unlike you. He’s always ready for the worst, while you get cocky and think you’re unbeatable. The mighty always fall the hardest!”

      She was nowhere near comfortable with the idea of Bijarki getting tortured—on the contrary. But I knew her well enough to understand that she’d grown tired of his threats and was aware that the alliance would soon be here. It was all about buying some time and keeping him busy and angry enough to not think twice before he did or said something that might eventually work against him. No creature was impervious to the clouded judgment inflicted by rage.

      “I am unbeatable!” Azazel snarled, pointing a furious finger at her. “I will peel the skin off him and all your friends until you tell me everything I need to know!”

      “You don’t get it, do you?” Phoenix chimed in. “It’s over, Azazel. You can do whatever you want to us; it doesn’t matter. You will die in the end. There will be no glory for you.”

      Azazel stilled, staring at Phoenix for a minute before he scoffed and circled round to Abrille’s sphere. We turned to see what he would do next. I froze as he rammed his fist through the glass, shattering the bubble Abrille floated in and grabbing her by the throat.

      The clear liquid splashed all over the black stone floor, spreading outward and spilling over the edge. Abrille squirmed and whimpered, struggling to breathe as Azazel clutched her throat tight enough to nearly crush her windpipe.

      “Stop it!” Phoenix growled, and punched at the glass in front of him. “Let her go!”

      Azazel bellowed mockingly, while Abrille’s face lost color, her lips slowly turning purple.

      “You’re killing her!” I cried out. “I thought you valued your Oracles!”

      “What good is an Oracle that won’t tell me the future?” Azazel replied through gritted teeth. “I have three perfectly functional Oracles who refuse to cooperate—and, on top of that, have the audacity to belittle me as if there will be no consequences for their unruly behavior! What in the world am I going to do with an Oracle like Abrille, who is not only weak and nearly powerless, but has taken after you three and refused to assist me further? Do you think I’m just going to let you trample all over my honor? You must be joking!”

      “You abandoned your honor when you started killing your own kind out of greed, you bastard!” Vita kicked and punched at the glass, an angry vein throbbing in her temple.

      Abrille was too weak to fight him anymore. Her breathing seemed to slow, her arms and legs going limp. Azazel held her suspended a couple of feet above the floor, his long fingers digging deeper into her throat.

      “Let her go!” I shouted, my blood boiling. I fought off my horror at the sight of Abrille losing consciousness in his grip.

      “You are quite the coward for going after defenseless creatures like that,” a deep, familiar voice suddenly boomed from across the platform.

      I froze, looking toward the source of the voice.

      Draven stood on the edge of the platform, his hands clasped behind his back and a half-smile giving him an air of confidence that hit me like a breath of fresh air.

      Azazel’s cold gaze shot in his direction, and he dropped Abrille. The Nevertide Oracle fell hard on the floor, wheezing and coughing as she struggled to breathe again.

      “I take it you didn’t learn your lesson from the first time we met, Druid.” Azazel said, grinning, after several seconds of deafening silence. “Have you come for another serving? I didn’t get to do much damage, since you and your accomplices ran off and jumped into the river, but I’m more than happy to finish the job now.”

      “You caught me off guard back then,” Draven replied bluntly. “I’ve come a long way since. In fact, I’m just about ready to tear your head off your shoulders and rid this world of your pestilent existence once and for all.”

      Azazel scoffed, then slithered toward him, fingers twitching at his sides. Whatever the Druid had in mind, I hoped he had a contingency plan, because the Prince of Destroyers looked like he was ready to drive a fist through his chest.

      “Is that so? Why don’t you give it a try now, then? Or do you want me to go first?” Azazel hissed, then put his hand out.

      His fingertips lit up as he conjured a large, green fireball, which he threw at Draven with a roar. The flame shot right through Draven, cutting my breath for a second, until I realized that the Druid wasn’t actually there.

      He was projecting himself, with an impressive level of detail.

      Azazel blinked as the green fireball flared out into thin air, leaving behind a wisp of black smoke. He cocked his head to one side, squinting.

      “You’re not here,” he muttered.

      “You’re not so dumb after all,” Draven shot back with a smirk.

      “Come say that to my face, little Druid.”

      “Oh, but I will. You see, I’ve learned a lot since we first saw each other,” Draven replied. “I can lock on to your presence and project myself with great accuracy.”

      “Yes, parlor tricks at best.” Azazel chuckled mockingly.

      “You say that now…” Draven’s projection suddenly multiplied, and Azazel found himself surrounded by twenty images of the Druid, each crystal clear and impressively realistic. I understood then that Draven had found some wicked spell to clone himself. “But let’s hear your thoughts later on,” he added.

      “Coming to see me, then? Shall I get the tea ready?” Azazel muttered, his hands balling into fists.

      “Don’t bother, Azazel. I’m not coming for tea. I’m coming for you.”

      That said, all twenty projections of Draven vanished at the same time, leaving Azazel on his own in the middle of the terrace. None of us said anything for a while, watching silently as he struggled to get his temper under control. Draven seemed to have really gotten to him, worse than anything we’d managed to accomplish up till now.

      Azazel turned around to face us, his face ashen, his eyes yellow and filled with rage. His lips were pressed tightly together as he slithered toward us and put one hand out, his fingers moving in a circular pattern.

      I looked to my left and saw a new glass bubble being woven where Abrille had been kept. Threads of clear glass twirled until they formed a compact sphere with a wide opening in the front, hung from the same black iron hook. Azazel then looked at Abrille, who was still lying on the floor, finally breathing without any restraint. He made a swift gesture with his hand, and Abrille was immediately pulled into the sphere by an invisible force, the glass sealing itself around her.

      Upon realizing she’d been shoved into another bubble, the Nevertide Oracle burst into tears, desperately punching and kicking as the clear liquid surrounded her. She gagged and coughed several times until she got readjusted to the strange, vision-inducing water.

      Azazel then looked at us, one corner of his mouth pulled up.

      “Well, at least now I know why you’re all in such a good mood,” he said slowly, his tone cold and cutting through my bones. “Whatever hopes you have, I suggest you abandon them. A little Druid and his silly magic tricks will not bring me to my knees.”

      He moved toward the staircase opening in the floor at the northern end of the platform, and glanced over his shoulder before he went down.

      “This world is mine,” he added.

      Phoenix, Vita, and I glanced tentatively at each other after he disappeared. Draven had gotten Azazel so mad that he’d postponed whatever punishment he’d had for us, forcing him to leave the platform and probably put pressure on his Destroyers.

      I had a feeling he was going to ramp up his defenses below. But brute force wasn’t going to be a problem for our allies. They’d spent their whole lives fighting treacherous incubi and Destroyers. They were all ready to slash down anyone who stood in the way of our freedom.

      My main concern at this point was Jovi. I knew he’d be in touch as soon as he got Nova out, but he faced plenty of dangers in the process. I was worried sick, and each minute that passed seemed longer than the one before.

      “Now what?” Phoenix asked, looking around.

      “I guess we wait some more,” I replied, a hint of sarcasm in my tone. There wasn’t much else to do until someone got us out of the glass bubbles.

      I decided to distract myself by analyzing the platform, its open spaces and weak points. All of Vita’s visions pointed to a massive fight here, on top of the castle. The least I could do was take in all the details and use them later in my fight strategy. Because I knew that once I got out of this damn bubble, I would dive directly into combat.

      I stretched my legs and arms, taking deep breaths and scanning the area, preparing for my imminent release.

      Not much longer now…
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      We managed to stay undetected until we reached the river leading up to the castle. It was the same river that Draven, Hansa, Sverik, and I had swum down during our escape from Luceria. The drums were getting louder as we shortened the distance between our garrison and Azazel’s ground troops.

      Based on what we could see from our angle, at least a couple hundred Destroyers were out, circling the castle and hissing menacingly. We slid off our horses and moved upstream, leaving them behind and following the river path. Willow trees provided good cover as we moved forward, their cascading foliage whispering in the wind.

      “We’ll stay beneath the trees,” Draven said as we trekked across the smooth river rocks. “We can enter through the pipe system in the south-east.”

      I’d watched him mutter under his breath less than an hour earlier, seen him glow white while projecting an image of himself directly to Azazel. I’d been getting more anxious as the distance between us and the castle decreased, and he’d felt my concern, occasionally glancing my way and giving me a reassuring wink.

      Jasmine was right behind us, while Jax and Hansa led the way, with Anjani bringing up the rear. The Bajangs, the White Tribe succubi, and the Mara wards were darting through the woods on both sides of the stream. I could hear leaves rustling and branches breaking as they moved forward.

      “Do you think it was a good idea to reveal yourself to Azazel like that?” I finally asked Draven.

      “He’s angry and scrambling for more defenses now,” he replied. “The more rattled he is, the higher the possibility of him making mistakes.”

      “That’s a double-edged sword, dear nephew,” Jasmine chimed in from behind. “He’s most likely even more vicious now.”

      “It’s not his viciousness I’m concerned about,” Draven replied. “I already know what a ruthless monster he is. I need him tense; I need him furious. An unhinged beast might be more unpredictable, but it’s also easier to bring down, more prone to errors, and, in his case, extremely desperate to prove an unwavering self-confidence. He’s been droning on about how invincible he is for so long, and yet, when I confronted him, he was shaken. He didn’t expect it. He’s used to having control, and now it’s all crumbling down. Believe me when I tell you we have him right where we want him.”

      “I trust your judgment, Draven, don’t get me wrong,” I said. “But Azazel does have a habit of surprising us in the most unpleasant ways.”

      “We’re not playing it safe anymore,” Hansa said over her shoulder. “We’re out here, bringing the fight to him. It will get messy one way or another, but it’ll be better for us if our opponent is more neurotic than usual.”

      I nodded. We continued our trek along the riverside, moving deeper into the woods as we got closer to the castle, its massive black façade casting its shadow over us. The wards did a good job of mind-bending nearby hostiles into staying away from the riverbank, and several Bajangs were sent out as decoys to deflect enemies away from our position.

      “Your wards are truly extraordinary, Jax,” I gasped as I used my True Sight to check our surroundings.

      I could see them up in the trees, planting suggestions in the heads of incubi and Destroyers who were less than a hundred yards from us. They started brawls and had the Destroyers chasing random noises in the woods, farther away from us.

      “They work better in teams,” he replied, a sense of pride in his voice. “They’ve spent centuries perfecting the mind-bending technique. Even I’m in awe of them, sometimes.”

      “We’re less than five hundred yards from the sewage opening,” Draven said, checking the map, then looked at me, his eyes flickering black. “Are you ready?”

      “You’re damn right I’m ready.” I gave him a confident grin.

      The pipe system allowed us to get through most of Luceria virtually undetected. Knowing Azazel, the opening on the ground level was most likely heavily guarded, but Jax had already assured us that the wards would have that part covered by the time we got there.

      I used my True Sight again, and, as we got closer to the sewage opening, saw the wards falling back and moving ahead, one by one, their sights set on the twenty Destroyers slithering back and forth in front of it.

      My body was tense, my nerves extensively stretched.

      I wiped the sweat from my forehead as the wards directed the Destroyers away from the opening, making the creatures think we were coming in hard from the west. They slithered into the woods as we came in from the opposite direction.

      I could hear them hissing a few yards away, busy on a wild goose chase while we infiltrated Azazel’s castle, one by one. I climbed up that large round stone pipe, my feet splashing the dirty water pouring into the river we left behind.

      The deeper we went, the darker and colder it got.

      But it was also quiet, which boded well for our mission. We’d gotten past the guards undetected, and we were slowly but surely making our way up to the higher levels. My mind immediately wandered to Phoenix, Aida, Vita, and Bijarki.

      Hold on, guys. We’re coming…
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      I ran after Patrik, Thadeus, and my two mutated shifters disguised as snakes until we came to a halt at a corner. The Druids morphed back to normal, peeking around the corner, then frowning at me.

      “What?” I whispered.

      “Four Destroyers guarding the door,” Patrik said.

      “That’s new,” I muttered. “Aida didn’t see any guards.”

      “Azazel’s tightening his defenses.” Thadeus shook his head.

      “What do we do?” I asked, moving up to Patrik’s side to get a better look.

      He bent forward, muttering something under his breath and reaching out a hand, wiggling his fingers. He sent out an invisible pulse, knocking torches off the wall at the far end of the hallway. It caught the Destroyers’ attention, and they slithered away from the door in the opposite direction before hissing and vanishing around the corner.

      “That should keep them busy for a bit,” Patrik said as we darted toward Nova’s room.

      “Ah, there’s the damn purple tree,” I mumbled at the sight of the potted tree that Aida had mentioned.

      The door was unlocked. We ran into the room, and noticed the key on the other side. I locked the door behind us and stilled, my eyes nearly popping out of their orbits at the sight of Damion and Nova staring blankly at us.

      The shifters rose to their feet, back in their original form, growling and putting out the green fire candles in the wall fixtures. Patrik and Thadeus moved closer to Damion, who drew his sword, equally shocked and cringing. I guessed he hadn’t expected to see Thadeus back in Druid form, and especially not next to Patrik, both of them buck naked.

      “Nova, honey,” I said gently to the Daughter sitting up in her bed. “You might want to cover your eyes for this one.”

      “What… What are you doing?!” Damion hissed, consternation imprinted on his face.

      “What does it look like we’re doing?” Thadeus smirked. “We’re free.”

      “How… How did you break free? This is treason! Azazel will kill us all!”

      “Damion, we can help you,” Patrik said, raising his hands in a peaceful gesture.

      “No one can help me!” the Destroyer snapped, then lunged at Patrik with his sword above his head.

      Patrik dodged as Damion brought the sword down. Its tip hit the marble floor with a sharp clang. The Druid threw a heavy punch into Damion’s side, making him wheeze, while Thadeus moved around and jumped him from behind, wrapping his arms around the Destroyer’s neck in a tight chokehold.

      “Stop it.” Damion struggled as his air was cut off.

      Thadeus had a firm grip on him, making it impossible for the Destroyer to get free, his serpent tail flailing around the room and knocking into the furniture. He pulled Damion down to the floor. Patrik shushed him.

      “We can help you!” he said. “Just let us help you!”

      “No, he’ll kill me!”

      “Do you want to see Cayron again or not?” Thadeus shot back.

      Damion finally stilled, his yellow eyes wide. He looked at the Druids for a long minute, then nodded slowly.

      “Then let us help you. Azazel’s reign is over. The whole of Antara is rising against him,” Patrik said. “You can hear the drums of war. That’s the sound of Azazel’s fear. He knows we’re coming!”

      I drew closer along with the shifters, trying to get to Nova, who’d covered her eyes, listening quietly.

      “Let us help you,” Patrik added.

      Damion’s eyes flared green, breaking his attempt to go against Azazel. The Destroyer bared his fangs and coiled his tail around Patrik’s neck. Thadeus responded by tightening his chokehold on Damion, but it didn’t seem to work.

      “I’ll kill you before he kills me!” Damion said through gritted teeth.

      “I don’t want to kill you!” Thadeus retorted. “I’m trying to help you! Stop it!”

      “You can’t help me! No one can help me!”

      I moved toward them, thinking I could try to loosen the serpent tail from around Patrik’s neck. His face was turning white, his lips a dark shade of purple, and his eyes rolled back in his head. He was close to blacking out already.

      “Enough!” I heard Nova shout.

      I hadn’t even seen her when she’d snuck to Damion’s side. The shifters had been unable to keep her away, and were now growling by my side as we watched her grab Damion’s head and dig her fingers into his temples.

      He stilled, and her eyes glowed violet. I’d seen this in Viola before. She was using her power to do something to him.

      “What are you doing, Nova?” I asked.

      “Making it stop!” She frowned, her gaze fixed on Damion, whose snake tail released Patrik.

      The Druid fell back, coughing and choking as he gradually recovered his breath. Thadeus let go of Damion and stepped back. The Daughter’s fingers lit up in a bright pink. Damion grunted, his eyes shut. Beads of sweat bloomed all over his face.

      His body shuddered, his arms twitching. The bones in his serpent tail began to crack, and he gasped from the pain. A green light flared out of him before his lower body returned to its original Druid form, two legs shaking against the cold floor.

      Nova stood up, looking curiously at her hands as the glow in her eyes dimmed.

      “How did you do that?” Patrik looked at her with genuine amazement, then at Damion, who was once again a Druid.

      “I don’t know,” she mumbled. “I just wanted to make him stop. I think… I think I knew I could do it…”

      “Well done, Nova!” Thadeus gave her a warm smile, which faded when the Daughter fell to the floor, too weak to get up.

      She was pale and fragile, and her trick of breaking Azazel’s hold on Damion had clearly taken its toll on her. I hung the sword on my belt and set the shield aside to scoop her up in my arms, and she rested her head on my chest. Patrik and Thadeus looked at her with visible concern, before Damion’s groans caught their attention.

      “What happened?” he asked, peeling his eyes open and wiping the sweat from his face. He glanced at us, blinking rapidly until he realized where he was and what had happened. He noticed his legs and gasped. “Oh! I’m… I’m back?”

      Thadeus gave him a friendly slap on the shoulder, chuckling with relief.

      “Yeah, you’re back, you whiny bastard! The Daughter helped!”

      They all stood up, Damion leaning against Thadeus for initial support, getting reacquainted with his legs. He grinned as he looked down at his toes, while I turned around to shield Nova from the nakedness of now three Druids standing in front of us.

      “Are you okay, honey?” I asked her, scanning her face.

      “Yes, I think so.” She blinked slowly. “Just tired, always tired…”

      The little ruby pendant around her neck drew my attention.

      “Azazel uses this to feed off your powers, doesn’t he?”

      She nodded her response, clutching it in her little hand.

      “He said I’ll feel worse if I take it off.” She sighed.

      “He lied,” Damion replied. “It feels worse with it off, but that’s just to convince you to keep it on. You need to destroy it, and it’ll cut off the power link he made to you. I watched him set it all up with a spell.”

      A moment passed as we all stared at him. He’d gotten so far so quick, going from the stubborn Destroyer to the helpful Druid in front of us.

      “Look at you, so cooperative all of a sudden.” Thadeus smirked, then moved toward Nova and me. He quietly waited for her permission. When she nodded, he took the pendant off and tossed it on the floor.

      He raised his foot, ready to stomp it.

      “Wait,” I said, suddenly thinking about the repercussions. “Azazel will most likely feel the break.”

      “He’s right,” Damion agreed. “Best to wait to break it until she’s out of here…”

      “Where am I going?” she asked, half asleep already.

      My heart broke to see her so weak, so exhausted, a victim of Azazel’s greed and desperate bid for power.

      Damion stepped forward, looking at Nova and me. “I’ll get her out of here,” he said. “Thadeus and I have been looking after her from the moment we were turned. Thadeus can stay here and fight. I’m not strong or brave enough to face Azazel, but I can take her to Mount Agrith. I can take her to her sisters.”

      Patrik, Thadeus, and I looked at each other—a brief and wordless exchange that ended in a collective nod. One of my shifters turned into a flying horse, spectacularly large for the size of the room. It reminded me of the proverbial bull in a china shop as it trotted over to the tall window, which was narrow but not enough to keep the horse from getting out of there.

      The other shifter padded over to its mate and fiddled with the lock on the window until it was able to open it wide, then looked at me and stepped back. They never ceased to amaze me.

      Patrik grabbed the bedspread and loosely wrapped it around Damion’s waist, a glimmer of amusement in his blue eyes. Damion gave him a confused look in return.

      “You know, since you’re going to see the Daughters on Mount Agrith. At least make yourself presentable.” Patrik grinned.

      “Ah, yes, true…”

      “Get on the horse,” I said.

      He climbed onto the back of the winged shifter, unable to take his eyes off it. I gave him Nova, whom he held affectionately close to his chest, then recovered my shield from the floor.

      “How’d you get shifters to obey your commands like this?” he asked.

      “One of Nova’s sisters helped.” I smirked, pointing at the flying horse’s glowing violet eyes.

      “Oh.” He nodded, making the connection. He then looked at us, a pained expression settling on his face. “I’ll keep her safe and get her to Mount Agrith, I promise. It’s the least I can do, and not enough to right my wrongs.”

      “It’s okay, Damion,” I replied. “Azazel’s hold is strong—you have every reason to be afraid. You’re free now. That’s all that matters.”

      “Smash the pendant as soon as I’m over fifty yards away,” he said. “Azazel will sense it. You need to get out of here, too. He’ll be out for blood.”

      “Got it.” Patrik gave him a curt nod.

      The shifter-horse neighed and moved back a couple of feet. Damion grasped its mane while using his other arm to hold Nova. The creature then ran and jumped through the open window, expanding its wings and shooting upward into the sky.

      There were plenty of Destroyers flying around, but none close enough to immediately notice Damion. The shifter was fast, too, covering the fifty-yard distance in just a couple of seconds. I immediately stomped my boot on the pendant, satisfied by the crackling sound. We all felt the pulse emitted by the crushed ruby, and looked at each other for a brief moment.

      “I think Azazel felt that too,” Patrik muttered.

      We ran out of the room and back around the corner in the direction we’d come from. Thadeus and Patrik took the lead, while the remaining shifter and I followed. My stomach tightened into a knot at the thought of a raging Azazel storming down here after us. We’d really kicked the hornet’s nest this time.

      “Where do we go now?” Thadeus asked as we rushed down the hallway.

      “The platform at the top,” I replied, breathing fast.

      “Okay, I know a safer way up. Follow me,” Thadeus said before he morphed into his rather large anaconda form.

      Patrik shifted into a small viper, and the shifter followed suit. We rushed up a narrow service staircase, and I reached out to Serena and Field.

      “Telluris Serena!”

      “Jovi,” came her voice echoing in my head. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, where are you?”

      “We’re in the castle, coming up through the pipe system.”

      “Oh, ew!” I grimaced. “Update—Nova’s out of the castle! The power’s cut off!”

      “Fantastic!” I heard her gasp. “I’ll tell the Dearghs… You’re amazing!”

      “I know.” I smirked. “See you upstairs!”

      I then gave Field the signal he’d been waiting for.

      “Telluris Field!”

      “Wolf boy,” he muttered in my skull.

      “Light’em up, Hawk! It’s go time!” I shot back, then ran faster up the circular stairs after Patrik, Thadeus, and my shifter.

      “You got it,” I heard Field say before the line went dead.

      That was it. The signal we needed for the alliance to begin its offensive. For the Dearghs to sacrifice six of their own and dim the volcanoes until they were rendered useless to Azazel.

      The battle was about to begin. I gripped the handle of my sword, bracing myself for what we were going to find up on the terrace of Luceria. The day had finally come for us to pay Azazel back in kind for everything he’d done to us and the people we loved, our friends and our allies.

      The concept of my impending death snuck into the back of my head, but I pushed it away before it could drill too deeply into my heart. I’d sworn to myself that I would do everything possible to survive, but I was also ready to die, if it meant protecting Anjani, my sister, and everyone I held dear.

      We’ll cross that bridge when we get there, I thought, taking two steps at a time.
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      My soul had been aching since my sisters had taken me away from Phoenix. I couldn’t do anything at the time because I knew, deep in my heart, that they were right. I did not have my powers under control—it may have started out with changing the physiognomy of shape-shifters, but it wasn’t going to stop there. I could feel the energy flowing through me, and if I didn’t get it under control, I was bound to do something that would cause irreparable damage.

      At the same time, I missed Phoenix. Terribly. We’d been bound to one another since before I’d hatched. I could feel his heart beating in my chest, and he could feel mine. I knew he was in distress; I sensed his emotions even from many miles away.

      For days, I listened to my sisters. They helped me harness the cosmic amounts of energy inside me. They taught me how to keep my instincts under control and manage my actions. Most importantly, they taught me to consider all the factors before making a decision—who would benefit, who would be hurt, and what would happen to Eritopia, the land we’d been sworn to protect.

      I crouched by the pink waters on top of Mount Agrith, looking at my reflection. I recognized the pink hair and the violet eyes. I’d seen them mirrored in Phoenix’s own eyes. My skin tightened with the memory of his touch. My lower lip trembled in desperate need of his kiss. The days were getting longer in his absence, and it was now bordering on unbearable. He was everything I knew, from the moment I’d emerged from my egg.

      My sisters had been talking about Azazel and Eritopia for days, without reaching a conclusion. It was always the same vicious circle: they were angry, they wanted to act, but they feared that he was too strong, even for them, and that he would hurt Nova. They’d sworn an oath to never interfere in the affairs of Eritopians, and, by all possible definitions, Azazel was one such affair. They took their oaths seriously. Their word was their bond, and it simply went against their nature to break it. It was as if they’d been hardwired like that.

      I’d told them that I hadn’t sworn to anything.

      “You’re a Daughter of Eritopia. It’s part of who you are, not a string of words we utter to ourselves,” one of my sisters had said.

      I glanced over my shoulder, my heart heavy, my mind wandering off to Phoenix for the thousandth time that morning. The wind howled above, and the forests dressing the mountain were restless. The smell of change lingered in the air, and I wondered if any of them felt it. It tickled the back of my throat.

      “As long as he has Nova, we cannot get involved,” Rubia said.

      “We should do something, still,” Ruelle replied. “I don’t like how we left the Druid and his group to fend for themselves.”

      “Perhaps we rushed when we took the shield down,” Safira chimed in.

      You bet your bejeweled fingers you rushed, I thought to myself.

      “We have no right to adjust the natural course of history,” Rubia, one of my sisters, shot back. “We’ve done enough as it is, and look where it got us. One sister in the hands of a mad Druid and one who nearly redesigned an entire species because she got mad. We need to stay out of this.”

      “So, you think it’s fair to just sit on the sidelines and watch it all burn, right?” I stood up and turned to face them, fists balled at my sides. I’d grown tired of their constant chatter that never led anywhere.

      My sisters all looked at me, their eyes glowing violet beneath their golden masks.

      “You should wear your mask, Viola,” Rubia said. “No mortal or immortal of Eritopia should ever lay eyes on our true forms, not even us. It has been our custom since the beginning of time.”

      “Oh, so, if you walk down a road and pass a succubus camp right now, do you think they’ll look at you with fear and adoration, or do you think they’ll spit in your faces for your cowardice? For letting this world burn under Azazel?” I shot back, getting angrier with each minute. I’d had enough.

      “Mind your tongue, Viola,” came Effissa’s warning.

      “Or what? You’ll kill me? Sew my lips together? What will that resolve?” I scoffed. “No one adores you anymore. The people no longer pray to you. No one understands why you’re still here, if you don’t intend to help.”

      “What part of ‘we can’t interrupt the natural history of Eritopia’ did you not understand?” Chana replied.

      “What part of Azazel’s reign is natural?! He’s gained tremendous power right under your noses, and he’s holding our sister hostage.” I raised my voice. “Are you not hearing yourselves?!”

      “Viola.” Rubia sighed. “You must understand, he isn’t just holding Nova hostage. He’s feeding off her. There is pure Daughter energy flowing through his spells. He’s become too strong, even for us, I’m afraid. Millions would die if we launched a full-scale attack against him. Entire planets would crumble. This issue has taken on cosmic proportions.”

      A moment passed as I processed what sounded like the first truth they’d dared to utter in my presence—their admission that Azazel had, indeed, grown stronger than they’d first anticipated. Unfortunately, their faces were covered, so I couldn’t bask in the expressions of guilt they were probably wearing.

      “So, what, he just won? That’s it?” I muttered.

      “We will not go against him. It’s not the fact that he can kill Nova that scares us. It’s his ability to use her power and cause even more damage.”

      “At least you admit you’re afraid.” I rolled my eyes and turned my back on them.

      I was angry and disappointed. I’d read the most impressive tales about them. The Druid had told me about their ancient magic, their strength, and their nearly godlike skills. But I was not standing in front of the real Daughters of Eritopia. These were insecure creatures that had allowed a crazed Druid to disrupt the natural world and wreak havoc throughout the galaxy.

      A pulse shot through me. I felt it hard and deep in my stomach, like a knot untying from around my heart. I could breathe again, in a way. A pressure I’d felt since I’d hatched was released, relief flowing through my veins.

      At first, I thought it had something to do with Phoenix, but when I glanced over my shoulder, I knew it didn’t involve him. My sisters had felt it, too. I could see through their sculpted golden masks that their eyes were wide open. Their bodies were still, the mountain wind brushing against the rich silks of their dresses and their flowing reddish pink hair.

      “You felt that, too.” Chana looked at me.

      “What was that?” I asked, my voice barely audible.

      “Close your eyes and think of Nova.” Rubia cocked her head to one side.

      I did as she asked, letting my mind swim through the darkness. A silhouette formed in front of me, made of incandescent pink ribbons. Nova’s face emerged from the pink light, and I could see her in full detail—her long hair, the same color as mine, her pale face, and her vibrant violet eyes.

      “I can see her!” I gasped.

      “We all can see her now,” Amassa said, while Nibel nodded.

      I felt my lips pull back into a smile as I reached out to touch her. She was too far away, and yet so close, so clear, so beautiful and fragile. She could see me too. She smiled at me.

      “We couldn’t before,” Rubia added, prompting me to open my eyes and frown. “She was always shrouded. Always silent. Always deaf. We tried reaching out to her, over and over, but consistently failed. It’s why we could never attack Azazel, because we didn’t know where he was holding her…”

      “Whatever Azazel did, it kept her out of our range,” Ruelle said. “But now, it’s over. We can see her. We can hear her. Her heartbeat echoes in our chests.”

      “She’s left Luceria.” Effissa sighed. “She is free.”

      My heart skipped a beat as I realized what that meant. With Nova out of his reach, Azazel had lost a significant source of power. Most importantly, he no longer had any leverage over the Daughters of Eritopia.

      “We need to stop Azazel,” I said. “He no longer holds Nova’s life over our heads.”

      “We cannot intervene, Viola. It’s not natural!”

      I groaned and ran my fingers through my hair, pressing into my scalp for minor tension release. They were excruciatingly frustrating. How had they come upon such positions of power if they were so backwards and stubborn?

      “You know what? Until not too long ago, you were all expecting me to sacrifice myself for the greater good,” I snapped. “You moaned about our sister being held captive. You moaned about the rules, the regulations, the ancient traditions, and any other excuses you pulled out of your behinds to not get involved and save this world that made you in the first place! Well, you know what? I’m done!”

      They didn’t say anything. They just stared, blinking rapidly as they tried to process my outburst. I figured they weren’t used to anyone speaking to them like this. I’d spent the first days of my life surrounded by outspoken and rebellious creatures—I’d learned a thing or two about expressing oneself without an ounce of regret. And those creatures needed my help now more than ever.

      “I am done with your pandering and lack of initiative,” I added, my voice booming against the white walls of the mountain peak. “You lost our sister to a greedy megalomaniac. You abandoned me six feet under a tree and asked a complete Druid stranger to look after me. You then asked me to give my own life to save this world, and then you flipped and left my friends to fend for themselves. You took me away from the only creature I love, and you’ve allowed the greedy megalomaniac to amass such power that he’s nearly impossible to destroy. And you’re the freaking Daughters of Eritopia! Your name means something!”

      Once more, not a single word came out of them. But I was on a roll and nowhere near done with them. Fury burned inside me, pouring through my veins, and the need to see Phoenix again grew stronger with each second.

      “You seven can stand here and talk about this all day, if you wish,” I said. “If I’m not mistaken, Nova’s on her way here. I can feel her getting closer. She’ll need looking after. You’ve spent so much time moaning about our little sister, now you can cower here on top of Mount Agrith and look after her. I’m going to do what you all should’ve done centuries ago!”

      I walked over to the edge, my toes touching the cool pink water.

      “Viola, wait. Where are you going?” Rubia asked, her hand reaching out with trembling fingers.

      “I’m going to help my friends. My family. My Phoenix. I’m going to finish this once and for all, and if my sacrifice is required, then so be it. Perhaps then you’ll be better sisters to Nova than you ever were to me!”

      I didn’t wait for their response.

      I allowed my body to disintegrate, my consciousness expanding as my flesh turned to wisps of pink dust, carried off to Luceria by the wind.

      I’d meant it all. Phoenix needed me. Aida, Serena, Vita, Draven, Hansa… They all needed me now more than ever. I had acquired enough control over my powers to hold my own against Azazel.

      Besides, my sisters had only spoken about his power based on assumptions and deductions. We knew I could sacrifice myself and destroy him, because a Daughter’s single touch might not do it. It was time to put all those theories to the test and find out exactly how strong the self-proclaimed Prince of Destroyers was.
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      Draven used a little bit of Druid magic to knock some holes into the smooth stone surface of the pipe leading up to the top. We climbed after him until we reached the first opening onto the fourth floor. It was a large round iron door, locked from the other side.

      He placed his hand on its only hinge and whispered a spell, causing the rusty screw to come loose. He pushed the door forward, giving us enough space to crawl through it. One by one, we emerged from the pipe.

      I looked around the narrow corridor stretching ahead, while Draven pulled out the castle plan from his satchel. I used my True Sight to watch out for hostiles—there were plenty on this floor, but none close enough to pose an immediate threat.

      “Someone needs to go down into the dungeons and start freeing the prisoners,” Draven whispered. “The more chaos we can cause, the better.”

      “Two of my wards can do that,” Jax replied, snapping his fingers.

      Two Maras came forward, their deep-set jade eyes focused on Draven. Anjani moved to their side and patted the hilt of the sword resting on her wide leather belt.

      “I’ll go with them,” she said. “I know plenty of the creatures held captive below. They’ll need a familiar face.”

      “Okay, just be careful,” I said, my chest tightening.

      I was already having a hard time with Jovi and Field out on their own with so many Destroyers around. I didn’t want anything to happen to her. She gave me a warm and reassuring smile.

      “I’m a succubus, Serena.” She winked. “I eat snakes like these for breakfast.”

      “That’s my girl.” Hansa grinned from my side.

      I watched Anjani and the wards as they moved up the corridor. They reached the end, where a service staircase awaited, dark and narrow. I looked at Draven.

      “Where are we going now?” I asked.

      “Follow me,” he said after he checked the castle plan, then rolled it up and shoved it into the back of his trousers.

      He went ahead, then took a sharp turn to the right, where the walls were farther apart. They led us to another staircase leading to both top and bottom levels. I was right behind him, followed closely by Hansa, Jax, Jasmine, and the remaining wards.

      Rebel and the Bajangs were last in line, prowling in the dark parts of the hallway while Draven put out all the green fire torches we encountered.

      The sound of a distant horn rattled me. We all stilled around the staircase, glancing at one another.

      “The horns of war,” Hansa muttered.

      Swords clanging and footsteps thudding got louder with each second, getting closer to our location.

      “The Dearghs must’ve stopped the volcanoes,” Draven replied. “Azazel’s getting agitated. It’s starting…”

      I looked around, using my True Sight. On all levels above and below, dozens of incubi and Destroyers were coming out, most of them heading toward key defensive positions on the walls, up in the towers, and down on the ground level, where most of the grunts were.

      A garrison of twenty incubi and four Destroyers reached the stairs above us.

      I held my breath, pulling my sword out and taking several steps back. Jax and the wards widened the circle around us, their eyes flickering gold. The Destroyers were the first to come down.

      I heard the screech of more swords being drawn from their scabbards.

      I saw the Destroyers’ piercing yellow eyes widening as they slithered down the stairs and recognized us as intruders, hissing and pulling their blades out.

      It happened so fast. The Maras went hard on the mind-bending tricks, making the Destroyers squirm and look nervously around, as if we’d been replaced by something far scarier to these monsters. It was the opening we needed.

      I brought my sword down, cutting off one Destroyer’s head. Hansa, Jax, and Draven took care of the other three with swift and decisive moves, just as the incubi rushed down, nearly tripping down the stairs at the sight of the carnage we’d delivered.

      The soldiers looked at us, blinking rapidly with a mixture of fear and confusion on their faces, their hands reaching for their swords.

      “Don’t be stupid,” Draven told them. “This is your chance to redeem yourselves. We’re reclaiming Eritopia, and it starts here. The castle is about to be under siege. Which side of history do you wish to be on?”

      The incubi looked at each other for a couple of seconds. Most of them moved toward the corridor, their hands abandoning the swords for a moment as they nodded.

      “We’ll make our way down, gather more of our soldiers,” one of them said.

      “Plenty of us want that slithering bastard and his followers dead,” another replied.

      “By all means,” Draven smirked. “The more of you, the better.”

      “And you?” I shifted my focus to the six incubi still standing at the bottom of the staircase.

      “You’ll never win against Azazel,” one muttered. “He’s too powerful, and we’re not stupid enough to put our faith in a Druid, a succubus, some blood-suckers, and some cats!”

      He drew his sword and lunged at me, bringing the blade down. Draven moved to protect me, but I pushed him away and launched a powerful barrier, knocking the incubus and the other five soldiers off their feet.

      The Maras intervened with their mind-bending tricks, enough for Hansa, Jasmine, and Jax to knock most of them out. Two incubi were quite resilient and fast, darting from one side to the other so quickly the Maras couldn’t capture their minds.

      Unfortunately for them, the Bajangs coming from behind were bigger and faster. Two of them pounced on the incubi, sinking their fangs into their throats. I heard their spines crack before they were tossed on the floor like ragdolls.

      “They sure come in handy.” I muttered my appreciation to Rebel as we ran up the stairs.

      We did the same on every level, wherever we encountered hostiles. We had a good strategy going with the Maras and the Bajangs. We took down Destroyers and the incubi who resisted, and we let the others go. The more rebels on the inside, the bigger the surprise for Azazel.

      There were green flames burning everywhere, but Jasmine and Draven frequently blew them out as we advanced through the main hallway of the tenth level. We needed to reach another set of service stairs, closer to the central tower that led to the top.

      We moved fast, our boots barely touching the floor.

      The drums were beating frantically below. The horns were moaning every five minutes or so. I could hear the chainmail zinging, the clangs and screeches of swords and shields, the thumps and grunts of soldiers moving around, rushing to get to their stations.

      I kept my focus on Phoenix, Vita, and Aida, waiting for us upstairs.

      Almost there, guys. Almost there…
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      I’d spent several hours perched on top of a giant purple tree, keeping myself under the cover of leaves as I overlooked the entire region.

      Luceria loomed ahead, surrounded by rolling hills and deep jungles, its black walls glistening in the sunlight. Thick black columns of smoke rose from its towers, and from campfires around the base. Thousands of incubi had been dispatched on a one-mile radius around the castle, while dozens of Destroyers swarmed above, circling the massive structure and hissing savagely as they looked around for rebel forces.

      The green fireflies flew in wide ribbons across the hills, moving up and down as they scanned the area on behalf of Azazel.

      My shifters sat close to me, on two separate branches. They looked like me, though their eyes glowed violet as they looked around, waiting patiently to be deployed. I gripped the sculpted handle of my hatchet, shuddering from the creeps I got every time I looked at them. It was extremely weird and uncomfortable to look at these two versions of myself, and yet, at the same time, impressive. They were up there with me, ready to hack and slash at anyone who tried to harm me.

      Below, hidden beneath large swatches of dark green forest, were allied forces—Bajangs, Maras, Tritones, imps, succubi, and even incubi, all waiting for my signal. I pulled my satchel open, and handed the shifters several small pouches with fuses attached, along with matches.

      Mount Zur rested quietly in the south, and Mount Inon farther down, smoke and ashes rising from their incandescent peaks.

      “I’ve shown you how to use these, so you know what you have to do, right?” I asked the shifters.

      They looked at the pouches that Draven had filled with flammable powders, then back at me. They nodded, grins slitting their faces. My faces. Ugh.

      When Jovi’s voice came through, I took a deep breath and stood up on the branch. It creaked under my weight as I stretched my wings and strapped the hatchet to my belt. I left the opening loose on my satchel to give me easy access to the many pouches left, so I could pop them out and easily set them on fire during my flight.

      “It’s show time, fellas,” I said to the shifters, who immediately sprang to their feet.

      I took off in a clockwise trajectory around the castle. I kept a one-mile distance from it, but I was soon spotted by a pack of Destroyers, who changed their direction and darted toward me, their horses neighing and their poisoned spears drawn.

      The shifters headed out and intercepted them from two different angles. For a split second, the Destroyers were temporarily confused by their resemblance to me—the split second that the shifters needed to sink their poisoned teeth into their horses. One by one, the stallions fell. The shifters moved fast, dodging spears and swords as they kicked several Destroyers off their mounts and ripped others’ throats out. It wasn’t enough to kill them, but definitely enough to incapacitate them.

      I grinned as I flew forward, Destroyers dropping behind me. I started lighting the pouches one by one, tossing each into the air. They blew up in colorful fireworks—they drew the attention of the other Destroyers circling the castle, but they also signaled to the alliance that they could move toward the castle.

      I glanced back at Mount Zur and the distant Inon, and saw their peaks die out. The Dearghs were doing their part, putting the volcanoes to sleep and cutting off Azazel’s power supply. I could almost hear Azazel’s veins popping from where I was.

      Below, I noticed movement. The incubi were spread out in rectangular divisions, the drums thudding violently behind them. More Destroyers came after me, but I kept an irregular flight pattern, while more fireworks exploded behind me. My shifters were doing a fine job on their own, so I increased my speed to gain some distance and light up some more, as I’d only covered half of my trajectory.

      The allied armies began spilling out of the woods beneath us. Hundreds of them, roaring and charging the confused incubi on each side. A couple thousand Tritones had made it, launching rapid and bloody attacks on the north side. The Lamias came in hot from the west, accompanied by succubi and Grezzi’s incubi troops.

      Explosions rocked the east side, splitting the small valley between the two hills flanking the castle, with Maras, Bajangs, and incubi pouring in from the woods. Imps staggered among them, setting small explosive devices on fire and throwing them at Azazel’s incubi.

      A few dozen Destroyers swooped down, their spears piercing several rebels and their swords coming down hard, and more came out of the castle. The horns of war were constantly blowing. Blades clashed, thousands of arrows shot through the sky, and more explosions spread along the south side, making the ground quiver. Azazel had gathered his monsters from all over Calliope to strengthen his defenses.

      I lit up more pouches and threw them over my shoulder. They blew up in millions of colorful flashes—just in time, too, as several Destroyers were gaining on me. The pouches exploded in their faces, burning and blinding them. Their horses jerked back, scared by the loud bangs, throwing the riders off. I watched them fall, their thick serpent tails flailing desperately.

      The Lamias used their Druid magic, taking on clusters of incubi with simmering fireballs and energy pulses. The soldiers were fast and ruthless, but many were not strong enough to resist a plethora of combined forces, as Bajangs pounced from behind, shredding them to pieces across the battlefield.

      The Maras used their mind-bending tricks to confuse their opponents, while Grezzi’s incubi infiltrated their ranks and killed them from within. The Tritones were incredibly fierce, gliding across the tall grass and launching their flaming arrows at the Destroyers above and the incubi guarding one of the castle’s gates.

      The succubi were even more brutal, going straight for the incubi’s throats as the alliance forces tightened around the castle and pushed the soldiers back. More explosions ripped through the south side as Destroyers converged and launched another wave of poisoned spears. The allies roared and sent out a rain of arrows. I couldn’t help but squirm at the sight of the sharp projectiles piercing through eyes and throats like needles through fabric.

      Dark red blood sprayed from above as Destroyers fell. Dark red blood glazed the grass below, as hundreds of allied troops fell, mingled with the silver blood of even more incubi. Thundering roars sent chills down my spine; I looked back and saw Dearghs tumbling into battle.

      The massive stone giants had abandoned their volcanoes, using what was left of their energy to fire themselves up and set every hostile in their path ablaze. The Destroyers knew better than to try to go after the Dearghs, from what I could tell. They pulled back and focused on the other species coming after them.

      More incubi and Destroyers came out through the front gates, shouting as they ran into battle. Limbs were lost. Lives were cast into the wind. It was brutal but necessary, and the alliance came in harder, energized by the imps’ lethal tricks and the dozen Dearghs sweeping through Azazel’s armies.

      Bright green fireballs were cast from the castle walls, splashing onto the allies and swallowing them like liquid flames. I could hear their screams, the smell of burning flesh spreading out swiftly and making my stomach churn.

      The skies grew dark above, black and gray clouds swirling in as lighting split the sky open. The green flames shrank in size but continued to shoot out of the castle. However, their aim got sloppier, and they wound up killing dozens of Azazel’s incubi and even engulfing a flying horde of Destroyers on the east side.

      I had a feeling that was the last spurt of large-scale magic that Azazel could use against us, now that he’d been left without the Daughter or the volcanoes. I flew over the fights raging below a couple more times, drawing Destroyers after me. I slowed down, enough to give them the impression that they were going to catch up, before I did tight drops and brought them face to face with an angry Deargh.

      I heard the beasts yelp behind me as I passed the Deargh and glanced over my shoulder. The Destroyers scrambled to fly away, but the stone giant burst into enormous flames and ran his fist through the horde, lighting them up as he crushed them into the ground. I then heard the shifters tittering beneath me.

      With no intention of spoiling their fun, I let them repeat the pattern and taunt Destroyers into following them until they wound up in close proximity to the other Dearghs.

      The battle raged on. Many of the incubi soon realized that they weren’t going to win. Too many forces had come together, armies that no one had thought would ever get along. The Destroyers, however, were relentless in their defenses—at least, until they were nabbed by Dearghs or pulled off their horses.

      Further proof of Azazel’s loss of power came forward when the green fireflies started dying out, swarms upon swarms turning into lifeless little black insects that rained down on the fighters below.

      The succubi and the Lamias had been instructed to try to take some of the Destroyers alive. The imps had brought in some interesting snare traps—it required a team effort, Lamias teasing and succubi running around and distracting the Destroyers until they could get them within the traps’ range. When the ropes were released, however, they slapped down so hard that the beasts were stuffed into the tall grass, unable to move as the trap mechanism twisted in rapid motions and tightened the ropes around them.

      They couldn’t do that to all the Destroyers, but if they were able to gather at least ten or twenty of them, it was considered a success. From what information we’d gathered from the Druid archives, once Azazel’s control spell was broken from the source, the Destroyers would shift back to their original Druid forms, regaining their freedom. We needed as many as we could save, to rebuild Eritopia.

      One by one, the Dearghs slowed in their attacks, the energy inside them dimming like flickering candle lights. I slowed near one of them, measuring him from giant head to massive toe.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      The Deargh nodded slowly with a heavy breath.

      “Getting tired. My energy is running low. I’ll be nothing more than a statue soon…”

      My chest ached at the sight of his and his brothers’ sacrifice. We couldn’t let them down. They were giving us everything they had in this war. We had to win. We had to give the world back to them.

      We’d come so far. The ground outside Luceria was more or less covered by our troops. The allies were closing in, despite their casualties. The determination and resilience of oppressed nations were far stronger than troops driven by one crazy Destroyer’s tyranny. I could see it in their eyes.

      They had nothing to lose, other than their lives. But no life was worth living if it was to be spent in agony, in fear, in shackles, and in hopelessness. The Bajangs, the Maras, the succubi, the Lamias, the Tritones, even the Dearghs still standing and the rebel incubi—they all had the fire burning in their eyes, the flame of hope, the blaze of yearning for freedom.

      It was there, unleashing itself on the battlefield with every arrow shot, with every sword brought down, with every throat ripped out. Azazel’s armies were fighting to defend a tyrant. Most of their hearts weren’t in it. Their weapons were driven by fear and dirty magic.

      We fought with our souls, on the other hand. We killed with our hearts.
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      I wasn’t always like this…

      The mirror in front of me showed me someone I still couldn’t get used to, someone I’d been forced to coexist with for centuries. Someone I’d allowed to become me because the reality of my weakness had been unbearable. My insufficiency had chipped away at my soul, leaving a black hole on the inside that needed to be filled. I was always hungry, and nothing sated me better than power.

      Raw, unapologetic power.

      I could hear them outside. Swords cutting through flesh and bone. Explosions tearing the hills apart. Stone giants burning my Destroyers alive.

      I’d felt Nova’s departure deep in my core. The emptiness I’d once smothered with electrifying ribbons of pure pink energy once again howled in my head. The moment they broke the pendant I’d linked to her very essence was the moment I’d experienced a new, different kind of pain. It cut through me like an incandescent blade, burning my insides as they stripped me of her power.

      By the time I got to her room, she was gone, the windows wide open and the curtains fluttering in the wind. The traitors roaming through my castle. My domain.

      Then the volcanoes died down. One by one, I felt their amber fires leave me, softening my bones and forcing my shoulders to drop. They’d done it. I couldn’t believe it, but they’d done it.

      I had three perfectly functional Oracles in my possession, along with that whimpering mess named Abrille, and yet I couldn’t prevent this. They’d done it. They’d taken the Daughter away. They’d persuaded the Dearghs to, I assumed, sacrifice themselves and strip me of a considerable amount of my power.

      I heard the turmoil outside and the clashes below. Incubi were deserting their posts, though Destroyers were forced to stay loyal to me and kill those who tried to flee. The Druid was somewhere nearby—I could almost smell his arrogance wafting through the air. Loud bangs made my castle shudder. My Luceria was under siege.

      The bastards…

      My throne room felt cold. The green fire in my cauldron had died out. I couldn’t see through the flames anymore. Rage engulfed me, and I kicked the cauldron down, its dark, pungent liquid contents spilling across the black marble floor. The proprietary blend of dead creatures’ bones turned to dust and mixed with fae blood and poisonous herbs had been rendered useless without the energy I’d drawn from volcanoes. No longer could I fire it up and look through every green flame it provided.

      A large painting of me rested on the wall to my left. It showed me in my younger days, when I’d just been given the keys to the Third Kingdom of Purgaris. My hair was long, combed back and brought together in a braided tail reaching down to my lower back. My eyes were bright, like two suns, my skin pale in contrast with the trimmed black beard and mustache I had sported at the time. I’d opted for a dark green velvet suit when I’d posed for that portrait, consisting of riding pants, a waistcoat, and a fitting tailcoat, complemented by a crisp white shirt and knee-high leather boots.

      That wasn’t me anymore.

      That version of me had died the moment I’d said yes to Asherak. I kept the portrait because it was the only physical image of myself that was left. The others had been burned in the wars that followed.

      I looked handsome…

      The mirror showed me someone else. The real Azazel.

      My yellow eyes. My slick black hair. My massive frame and braided beard. My bare chest. A hundred black discs tattooed on my arms, once the distinction of a Master Druid. My lower body glistening, covered in black scales as the tip of my tail twitched nervously. And Asherak’s pendant flowing in its endless loop.

      My savior. My punisher. My master.

      I wasn’t always like this…

      I had been a sensible little Druid. My mother hadn’t loved me much. She’d thought I was too sensible. That I’d never amount to anything. My father had had his tattoos burned off his skin—all twenty of them. He hadn’t even made it into the twenty-first level when he’d first used his powers in corruption, trading favors for land and soldiers. Of course, he had been caught. A few years in prison had brought him back a changed Druid.

      A violent creature, filled with frustration and contempt. I’d never liked him, but when he started hitting me, I learned how to hate him. It was my mother who’d added fuel to my flame, to my desire to break free and rid myself of their pathetic existence. She’d blamed my father’s shortcomings on me. I was too soft. I brought shame to them.

      It wasn’t my father’s string of wrongdoings. It was little Azazel, who was too soft, too gentle to defend himself. They poked and prodded me until I reached my limit.

      I showed them. I showed them both.

      The world didn’t even notice they were gone. But I was free. And I swore to myself that I would never allow myself to be weak or poor or powerless again. My voyage to power and wealth began at an early age. Unfortunately, my Druid magic skills were well below the Grand Temple acceptance limits. For years I struggled to get in, only to be repeatedly turned away.

      Still, I was me. Insufficient. Quiet. But me.

      Light poured into my life when Genevieve first looked at me. I lost myself in her greenish eyes, her sandy hair flowing carelessly down her back. She was perfection, her curvaceous body gently wrapped in silvery silk and layers of shimmering organza, white blossoms resting behind one ear. Her soft lips kept me awake at night. Her exceptional Druid talents made me feel inadequate.

      I struggled for a long time, until one day I was finally accepted into the Grand Temple. Genevieve was in her fifth year there when I started. I always suspected she’d had something to do with those old windbags allowing me to join the school, but I had no proof, so I kept the idea to myself.

      It wasn’t easy. I consistently failed, barely acquiring ten levels before one of the Grand Druids pulled me aside one day and advised me to consider other options outside the Grand Temple.

      “Perhaps an apprenticeship in one of the southern cities here, on Persea,” he’d said, making me scoff. I’d ignored him but taken it as a warning. I wasn’t wanted there. I was considered weak.

      Inadequate.

      My friendship with Genevieve, on the other hand, grew stronger. Her laughter brought me to life. Her smile turned my heart inside out. I longed for her with every breath I took. Then Almus came along. I liked him at first. He was the only one besides Genevieve who acknowledged me. Who spoke to me. He was the one who advised me to be bold. To think outside the box. To be daring and take risks.

      So I did. One night, I snuck into the Grand Temple library and rummaged through the forbidden section. I’d heard rumors about some powerful magic there. The others had said it was easy to learn, but dangerous, even deadly. I was tired of my insufficiency.

      My inadequacy.

      I started fiddling with forbidden magic. Surprisingly enough, it helped unleash something in me I’d never thought existed. Strength. Determination. Hunger for more. I went through the other Druid levels like a hot knife cutting through a block of butter.

      By the time I was ninety, I was eligible for a Master Druid position, having just earned my hundredth tattoo. Genevieve was still working through her ninetieth, and Almus was having trouble with his trials for his hundredth level. They were both good, but a bit too righteous for my taste. I’d gotten the hang of playing dirty and enjoyed reaping my rewards.

      Once I was given the keys to Purgaris, I put on that dark green velvet suit and posed for my portrait. My heart ached for Genevieve, still. She’d just become a Master Druid herself, months after Almus. The years went by, and we all stayed close, but something changed, and I didn’t even notice it until it was too late.

      After Almus took control of Persea and Genevieve celebrated her fifth year as Master Druid of Calliope, our meetings got shorter and shorter. They were both busy. They had little time left for their good friend Azazel.

      It was then that I realized it.

      Their good friend Azazel. Their friend.

      They were together. I saw it clearly during one of the Master Council meetings in the hall between worlds. I’d been dealing with bureaucracy for years. Other Master Druids telling me what to do with my kingdom. My people. My laws. The arrogance!

      I was taking Purgaris to a whole new level of greatness, but I still had to get their approval for everything, like I was a little Druid, unable to think for himself.

      Like I was inadequate.

      I’d felt the darkness growing inside me. The hate toward each of those Master Druids. Each more arrogant than the other. All considering themselves far superior to me, when, in fact, they were afraid. They’d given me the lousiest of Eritopia’s planets, a land full of thugs, thieves, and killers, thinking I would fail. I’d turned it around so fast, they didn’t even realize what had happened until it was too late. Purgaris held the most aggressive and downright lethal fleet. My armies were ruthless. Obedient. Disciplined. And it scared the hell out of the Master Council.

      And yet, nothing stung more than realizing that Genevieve had given her heart to Almus. A heart I’d struggled to get for myself for so long. It blistered on the inside. It festered. It hurt.

      When news of their wedding came, I finally collapsed.

      Before I knew it, I was sneaking back into the Grand Temple on Persea, digging deeper through the forbidden manuscripts. It was there that I learned of Asherak. Now there was a Druid I admired. He’d been ruthless. He’d gathered power. He’d turned a planet around like I had. Whatever he’d wanted, he’d taken it. His prowess drilled holes in my stomach.

      I felt inadequate.

      Then I saw a sketch of his pendant. The jewel in which he’d hidden his soul, an item so powerful that no Druid alive had been able to destroy it. Rage came over me when I read that the Master Druids had been tasked with its safekeeping. They’d all kept me in the dark. They’d kept it a secret from me.

      I realized then that I’d seen the pendant before. A golden snake twisted in a perfect eight-loop, quiet and beautiful, with glistening ruby eyes. That sniveling old fool Lorenz had been wearing it. It had been his turn to keep it safe.

      But I wanted it. The darkness growing inside me yearned for it. I’d already been using some of Asherak’s spells, putting to use things I’d read in those forbidden manuscripts. The strength I’d infused my soldiers with. The poisons I’d used to remove the generals who had gone against me, supposedly upholding the Master Council’s wishes. The tricks I’d played to modify Purgaris’s constitution by bending the will of its people in my favor.

      I was more than worthy of that pendant. The manuscripts had also spoken of fusing one’s soul with another. The final proprietary spell that Asherak had written down before sealing his soul inside the snake with ruby eyes, leaving behind a lifeless body before they could kill him. A smart Druid, that one.

      I could be like that.

      I could be stronger. Richer. More powerful than the entire Master Council put together. I could take Genevieve away from Almus and keep her to myself. What would he do against me, if I had the force of Asherak behind me?

      Killing Lorenz was one of the easiest things I ever did. Putting the pendant around my neck and summoning the spirit of Asherak, on the other hand, was something else entirely. The moment I allowed his soul to enter my body, everything changed. My body changed, slowly, from the inside.

      I’d already met Tamara by then. She’d been keeping my bed warm.

      Almus and Genevieve had announced that they would soon have a son.

      And Asherak’s voice continued whispering in my head, beckoning me to go further. To kill those who opposed me. To claim my throne. To gather more power. He showed me feats of dark magic I’d never thought possible. The pride that surged through me was addictive, lifting me closer to a permanent state of ecstasy with every day that went by.

      Then I learned about Tamara’s lies. She was revealed as a Lamia, the filthiest of creatures I’d ever seen, and yet she’d convinced me that she was a Druid. She was with child when she fled. My child. It was then that I finally broke. It was her betrayal, her insolence and her lack of respect, her lying to me and taking me for an imbecile, that pushed me over the edge.

      Before I knew it, I was so deep, so lost in Asherak’s charms that I willingly gave him my soul. He ate it all up. He swallowed me whole, and I welcomed it. My bones broke. My muscles swelled, mind-numbing pain flaring through me as my serpent nature consumed my physical body and I became a Destroyer.

      The massive creature looking back at me from the mirror in my throne room. The yellow eyes. The retracting fangs. The forked tongue. And all that power surging through me, fueling my hatred for those who had looked down on me, who had made me feel inadequate.

      I wasn’t inadequate anymore, though.

      I was strong. I was powerful. I could do anything I pleased. I’d embraced the darkness inside me. I’d given it everything it wanted, and, in return, it made me into a force to be reckoned with. One that even the Daughters of Eritopia didn’t wish to deal with, especially after I’d snatched their sister from Mount Agrith.

      One by one, the planets fell under my control. The people had a choice—obey and serve me, or go out and die in the wilderness. I had no room for traitors in my ranks. Those I considered a threat I immediately killed. On some I took mercy, shoving them into cages, solely because they’d never really done anything against me. They’d never belittled me. They’d never looked down on me.

      And yet, after all those years, after losing Genevieve, after spilling Almus’s blood, after conquering the entire galaxy, I was once more staring at my reflection in the mirror, feeling inadequate. My volcanoes were gone. My Daughter of Eritopia was gone. And a little Druid, a snotty bastard with silvery eyes and too much magic on his hands, had managed to bring back an emotion I’d sworn I would never feel again.

      Inadequacy.

      But Asherak wasn’t done with me. I felt his voice thundering through my head in that instant, as another explosion rumbled through the western hills and the screams of dying incubi filled the sky.

      Your power is draining, Azazel. He sounded calm, but I could feel his anger coursing through my veins.

      I didn’t move my lips, but my reflection in the mirror did, as if speaking on his behalf.

      How could you allow this? You’ve gotten soft, Azazel. Confident. Too confident.

      He was right. I’d enjoyed the feeling of invincibility for so long, I’d completely disregarded the possibility of a creature brave or stupid enough to defy me. To slip through the cracks and dismantle the empire I’d spent so much time building, brick by brick.

      It’s not over yet, Azazel. The Daughter may be gone. The volcanoes may be gone. But we both know where your real power comes from. Asherak smiled at me, wearing my face, my yellow eyes.

      Indeed, I felt it broiling in me, pulsating through every fiber of my muscles and trickling through my veins. The darkness I’d embraced so many moons ago. The darkness that had pushed me to kill. To lie. To cheat and steal. To do everything I could until I got everything I wanted. It was still there.

      I’m still here, he said.

      And I had plenty of tricks up my sleeve. Plenty of ways to make one unruly Druid regret the day he ever came out of hiding to defy me.

      I took a deep breath as the castle shuddered from another explosion. The enormous golden chandelier dangling from the black stone ceiling overhead creaked. I went over to the north wall, where two rectangular stones were slightly pushed out. I pushed them both in, and they clicked into place.

      The wall trembled and grumbled as it moved back a foot and to the side, revealing a hidden chamber I’d set up centuries ago. Amber flames burst onto the wall-mounted torches as I walked in. The walls were covered in glass vials, carefully affixed one next to the other, each holding a blood sample I’d taken from various persons of interest. All my followers had been instructed to do the same, and every week I was given new samples from creatures they’d met through their voyages, creatures they’d thought I’d like to control if I needed to.

      A cauldron was set in the middle, filled to the brim with a black liquid. I’d had it prepared decades ago, when I wasn’t sure I could fully trust Patrik after his transformation. If I’d known then what I knew now, I would’ve employed this method sooner.

      I heard the rebels shouting outside.

      It made me grin as I gathered an armful of vials from a recent batch and poured them all into the black liquid. I tossed them on the floor, enjoying the scratchy sound of glass breaking, then uttered a fire spell. The flame surged from my hand and lit the liquid’s surface up.

      It smelled of lilies and roses, despite its highly poisonous contents. It was the most powerful blood spell I’d ever assembled. It did immeasurable damage to its victims. It bent them to my will and then some.

      That’s right, Azazel… Show them who they’re dealing with.

      I watched the fire die out, the black liquid simmering in the cauldron. I put my hand inside, hissing as my skin burned. I felt it then, and wrapped my fingers around it. I pulled my hand out and smiled at the sight of a small, rectangular diamond, with perfectly polished facets and a tiny thread of green glimmering inside it.

      I licked the black liquid off my hand. It tasted like sweet water. Like sin.

      Show them who Azazel really is, Asherak’s voice continued whispering in my ear. Show them who we are.

      It was time to set the record straight. It was time to reaffirm my position. I was Azazel, Prince of Destroyers, Eater of Worlds, and Drinker of Souls. I ruled over all twenty planets of Eritopia. I owned every soul that walked my lands. I had the rivers, the oceans, the mountains, and the valleys. Even the air they all breathed was mine.

      And I was going to show them exactly what it meant to cross me.

      I was going to break them down, piece by piece, then toss them over the edge.

      This is my world. And they’re not having it.
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      We made our way up a narrow stone staircase. Draven was first, in front of me, while Jax, Hansa, Jasmine, the young Druids, and the wards followed. Rebel deployed Bajangs on each level of the castle to distract the Destroyers and the incubi roaming around—we could hear the commotion beyond the staircase wall.

      She and eight Bajangs were left with us as we advanced toward the top level. I used my True Sight as I looked up. Six more floors and we’d reach the top platform. My heart felt smaller with every step I took.

      A loud bang made my blood freeze, and the staircase shuddered from a blast, thick clouds of dust swallowing us from behind. I immediately drew my sword and leaned against the wall to keep my footing as I whirled around.

      Destroyers had burst through the staircase, the stone wall torn about thirty steps down from our position. There were dozens of them, accompanied by incubi, too many for the space available and our numbers.

      “Out of the way!” I shouted, and pushed out a strong barrier.

      Our group below instantly obeyed and stepped aside, enough for the invisible pulse to shoot past them and smack the hostiles hard. They fell backward, but were quick to recover.

      The Bajangs immediately leaped into action, their flexible feline bodies sneaking through the tight spots, their long fangs sinking into several Destroyers, while the others tried to move up toward us, their eyes glimmering with the anticipation of murder as they hissed.

      “Draven, you four go ahead,” Jasmine said, referring to me, him, Jax, and Hansa. “We’ll hold them off!”

      “No, you can’t!” Draven shot back, lifting his sword with both hands, clutching the grip. I felt his fear of losing her after having just found her, and it tore me apart on the inside.

      The wards jumped in and used the narrow space to their advantage, and the Destroyers became like sitting ducks in that staircase—unable to move much, allowing the wards to use their mind-bending abilities in full.

      “Milord, go! We’ll take care of this!” one of the wards shouted over his shoulder.

      “Fijian!” Jax managed to shout before Hansa cursed under her breath and pushed him up the stairs.

      “Go, Jax,” she growled. “They’ve got this! We need to go before more of them show up!”

      “Draven, go!” Jasmine insisted as she turned to face the incubi and Destroyers, some of them wailing and crying as they collapsed on the stairs, while others struggled to move past them and come after us, their swords drawn. She gave us a quick glance over her shoulder. “I’ll see you up there, darling!”

      She muttered under her breath and sent out spheres of concentrated blue flame from her hands, each engulfing a Destroyer, the fire eating away at their flesh. The creatures writhed in pain, screaming and howling as the Druid spell consumed them.

      Draven blinked, breathing rapidly, before finally acquiescing. “I’ll hold you to that!” he called, grabbing my hand as we ran up the stairs along with Jax and Hansa.

      We took two steps at a time, putting more distance between us and the scuffle below. Jax repeatedly cursed as we darted through the next two levels.

      A small door opened to the side just a few feet ahead. We were moving too fast to stop in time, and bumped into the three creatures that rushed through it. I jumped back as far as the narrow staircase allowed me to, bringing my sword up in self-defense. It was then that I noticed that Jax, Hansa, and Draven had stilled, looking confused.

      Jovi and two males who wore nothing but dark green military pants stood in the middle, both tall and armed with broadswords.

      “Jovi!” I exclaimed, rushing forward and drawing him in for a quick hug.

      A familiar growl made me turn my head toward the small door, where one of the two shifters he’d taken with him was waiting, a slew of dead incubi scattered along the corridor behind them. I then looked at the two males, trying to figure out who they were.

      “This is Patrik, and Thadeus,” Jovi said, pointing at each.

      “Oh, I can’t explain how happy I am to see you all!” I gasped.

      Draven nodded firmly. “Let’s go. We don’t have much time.”

      Indeed, I could still hear the fighting below, swords clashing, Destroyers hissing and Bajangs roaring. Without further ado, we continued our race up the stairs, followed closely by the shifter.

      “You managed to turn Thadeus,” I said to Jovi as we ran.

      “Believe it or not, that was the easy part,” Jovi replied, breathing heavily. “Finding them clothes that fit was the bigger challenge. These dudes are tall!”

      I would’ve laughed, had it not been for our life-threatening circumstances. They’d most likely stripped two of the incubi I’d seen in the corridor below, and Patrik and Thadeus seemed taller than the average Druids, who were already at least one head above the incubi. The borrowed clothes looked awkwardly short on them.

      “But at least they’re dressed now,” Jovi added. “You have no idea how awkward it’s been running around with two naked Druids.”

      “Not as awkward as you staring at our lower naked parts!” Thadeus retorted from behind.

      I glanced back and noticed Jovi’s cheeks flush slightly as he gave the young Druid a sideways glance. “You made it hard not to look with all the running! Not my fault, dude!”

      “Keep telling yourself that.” Patrik smirked as he ran past them and reached my side.

      At least our morale was still high, our spirits feisty, and our weapons eager to draw Azazel’s blood. A couple more floors and we’d finally reach the platform. We’d finally face off with our mortal enemy, the only creature left standing in the way of our freedom.
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      I could hear the war unraveling below. We could all hear it. We could see the black smoke billowing, Destroyers flying around frantically before descending to defend the castle against the allied armies. The entire building tremored from the explosions, our glass spheres swinging on their hooks.

      Aida was in touch with Jovi and Serena through Telluris. Her eyes darted around the terrace, while Phoenix kept tossing and turning, visibly frustrated by his imprisonment.

      “They’re on their way up,” Aida said, hope lighting her up. “This is it, guys!”

      “Great,” I muttered. “If I could get out of here and get these stupid cuffs off so I could help, that would be even better…”

      We all stilled when we heard Azazel coming up, cursing under his breath. He slithered across the terrace. Rage burned in his yellow eyes, and he sneered as he reached our bubbles.

      “I will kill each of you. Slowly. I will take my time, I promise you that,” he said, his tone glazed in ice.

      I would’ve been more comfortable with the snarky version of him, snarling, shouting and kicking. He was too calm, too cold for what was going on outside Luceria. His demeanor wasn’t that of a defeated overlord, but rather one who kept his best tricks up his sleeve, who was still waiting to release them.

      “Vita, sweetheart,” he added, cocking his head to one side as he squinted at me. “This is your last chance to tell me what the future holds. My contingency plan is top notch, but I cannot keep an Oracle that refuses to cooperate, darling. You’re either in or you’re dead.”

      “Right,” I scoffed. “As if that’ll make me talk.”

      He smirked, sending chills down my spine.

      “Hm. Okay then, you want to do this the hard way,” he replied.

      A second went by before his arm shot out, crashing through the glass sphere with a bright green spark. He grabbed me by the throat and pulled me out, his fingers pressing hard against my windpipe. I instinctively brought my hands up, clawing away at his arm and drawing blood in a desperate attempt to release myself. I heard the water from my bubble splash upon the stone floor and Phoenix and Aida shouting and knocking against their spheres.

      “Let her go!” Aida growled.

      Azazel was unfazed, keeping me up, my feet dangling in the air. I choked, my vision becoming blurry. My throat hurt as I wheezed, struggling to breathe. He grinned at me.

      “Still no visions, darling?”

      “Drop… dead…” I managed to say between the quarter-breaths I strained to take in.

      “Again, I find you picking on defenseless creatures instead of facing your enemies like the real Destroyer that you claim to be.” Draven’s calm voice traveled across the platform.

      Azazel glanced over his shoulder and smirked, relaxing his grip on my throat, and I felt the blood draining from my face.

      “Here to taunt me again, little Druid?” he scoffed.

      “I’m here to tell you that there’s still time for you to surrender,” Draven replied.

      His tall silhouette stood alone at the top of the only staircase linking the level below to the platform, his hands behind his back, a sword dangling from his belt.

      Azazel laughed mockingly, then tossed me aside like a ragdoll. I landed with a thud, whimpering from the pain shooting through my shoulder and the fire burning in my throat as I breathed in a lungful of air and gradually recovered my senses.

      “I’m really not interested in dealing with a projection, little Druid.” Azazel turned around to face Draven. “Come face me yourself, coward.”

      A small black snake moved along the edge of the platform, coming toward me. Something twinkled between its fangs. As it got closer, I got a better view—it was the little golden key, the magical object designed to unlock my obsidian suppressor cuffs. He must have gotten a copy off Thadeus or Damion before he got here.

      “Patrik,” I whispered. I snatched the key from his mouth and freed myself, while Patrik slithered away and vanished behind a pillar.

      I looked up and watched Azazel saunter toward Draven, who gave him a dry half-smile. There were several torches mounted on the black marble columns decorating the bare edge of the round platform. The closest one was just ten feet behind me. Azazel was focused on Draven’s projection, so I had the two seconds I needed to get the torch and use its flame against him.

      I pushed myself up to my knees, then stilled as a thought crossed my mind. Serena had told Aida that her group was on its way up. I stared at the Druid for a couple of seconds, the realization quickly coming over me. This wasn’t a projection. This was really him!

      My eyes immediately scanned the platform again, and I held my breath, my heart skipping a beat. I recognized the familiar faces peeking out from behind the black marble pillars, at key points around Azazel—Serena, Jovi, Hansa and Jax, Thadeus in Druid form, and one shape-shifter. I couldn’t believe it. I hadn’t noticed them come up, and neither had Azazel. While he’d been busy threatening us, they must have snuck up the stairs and onto the platform, one by one.

      Azazel stopped in front of Draven, still grinning. Just a few inches were left between them.

      He must’ve felt Draven’s breath against his face as the Druid looked up at him with calm and serenity. Azazel froze, a frown settling between his eyebrows, before his eyes widened and he realized that Draven was very real, and right in front of him.

      “You’re really here,” he managed to say, baring his fangs.

      He moved toward Draven but was instantly hit from the side by an invisible pulse that made him wobble and nearly lose his balance. He looked to his right and identified the source. Serena had come out and pushed a powerful barrier against him.

      Draven immediately muttered something, loading his fists with incandescent energy and punching out blazing fireballs that pummeled Azazel, turning his skin red as they impacted.

      He hissed and pushed back with an invisible pulse of his own, followed by several green flames, which Draven blocked expertly with his glowing forearms. Azazel then noticed that Serena wasn’t alone.

      Jax, Hansa, Jovi, Thadeus, and Patrik had emerged from their hiding spots, along with the shifter. The latter drew Azazel’s attention for a split second, and he looked at him with genuine confusion before he decided he didn’t care why a shifter, belonging to a wild, untamed species, had joined this fight. He obviously had a lot more to worry about, as the group had brought out their crossbows, poisoned arrows loaded and ready to strike.

      Patrik had most likely come up here wearing a pair of pants, before he’d morphed into a snake to bring me the key, because he was wearing them now. He shot me a glance and a friendly, reassuring wink. My heart began to race, and I moved slowly back toward the torch I’d eyed earlier.

      “Look at you, fine traitors,” Azazel hissed as he looked at Thadeus and Patrik. “You think this means you’ve won? You think it’s the end of me? You’re all in for a very rude awakening…”

      He glanced around, setting his sights on Serena.

      “You’ve bothered me before, coming here unannounced, uninvited, and have been particularly rude to my staff.” His voice boomed across the terrace.

      “I liked it so much the first time, I decided I wanted a do-over,” Serena replied dryly, her finger curved around the crossbow’s trigger.

      “She’s feisty,” Azazel remarked, grinning at Draven. “I’ll enjoy ripping her head off.”

      “Yeah, before you do that, I should warn you that while these arrows won’t kill you, there’s enough shifter poison on their tips to put you through a considerable amount of excruciating pain,” Serena shot back, undeterred by his gruesome promise.

      “Surrender now, Azazel,” Draven added, his arms still glowing white, loaded with energy. “It’s no use. Luceria is falling. You can see it. You can hear it. You can feel it.”

      “The only thing I feel is an urge to put my fist through your chest and rip your heart out, so you can watch its final beats,” Azazel replied, gritting his teeth.

      I held the torch up. I placed my hand above the flame, reveling in how its warmth poured into me, sharpening my senses and filling me with the kind of energy I’d missed since they’d first slapped those obsidian cuffs on me.

      I was ready to hit Azazel hard. There was enough fire in me to probably torch the entire place.

      This was it.

      Aida and Phoenix watched quietly from their bubbles, their fingers splayed over the glass, as the showdown began.

      This is it, Azazel. You’re going down.
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      The Mara wards were adept at diverting potential hostiles away as we raced through the tight corridors and down the service stairs toward Azazel’s dungeons. We stayed in the shadows as we listened to every noise beyond the walls. I had a feeling that all the loud bangs and fighting outside were keeping most of the Destroyers and incubi busy. The volcanoes getting shut down, along with the little Daughter’s extraction, were clearly taking their toll on Azazel’s magic.

      The dungeon was ripe for the picking, I realized as we got there. Seemingly endless rooms were filled with black iron cages rattling as the prisoners called out for help, eager to get out and fight, energized by the sound of war trickling in from the ground above. They’d been down here for so long, I couldn’t blame them.

      Several Destroyers emerged from behind the cages, armed to the teeth. They hissed and came at us. I brought my crossbow out and shot a couple of them in the eyes, moving quickly from side to side to keep a distance. They both wailed. I dropped the weapon and took my sword out. Its stainless steel blade was thirsty for blood.

      The wards used their mind-bending skill to disrupt two other beasts before using their swords to behead them. Our opponents were blind and cursing, their serpent tails flailing erratically. One of them was quite close to one of the walls, and I needed a high angle, so I ran and jumped at the wall, using the push from my legs to launch a mid-air strike against him with my sword. The blade swished down, and his head rolled to the floor before his body collapsed.

      The cages rattled even harder, prisoners gripping the bars and growling, desperate to get out as they witnessed our fight. The second Destroyer in front of me pulled the arrows out of his eyes with a short scream, the blood pouring down in streams from his orbits.

      “I’ll kill you, you little…” He snarled, and used his forked tongue to pick out my precise location by scent.

      I was counting on him to do that. He lunged my way, and I immediately shuffled around, gripping my sword with both hands and driving it right through his spine in an upward motion. I heard the bones crack as the steel cut through them, severing his spinal cord. There was no going back from that. He choked on his own blood, the tip of my sword piercing his throat.

      I put my foot against his back and pushed in order to pull my sword back.

      He fell flat on his face, lifeless.

      There was a set of keys hanging from his belt, including a small gold one that caught my eye. I snatched it and proceeded to unlock the cages. I looked around and noticed the Mara wards were doing the same thing, after they’d brought down a couple more Destroyers and snatched their keys. Each set of keys had a gold one included, it seemed. Dozens more beasts poured in from the darker corners of the dungeon, so I moved as fast as I could to let as many creatures out as possible. The incubi and succubi were quick to pick up weapons from the Destroyers we’d killed.

      When more Destroyers poured in, they were ready to strike. A fight ensued as the wards and I liberated some Maras and more succubi.

      “You’re a sight for sore eyes!” one of the Maras said as I opened his cage.

      He pointed at the little golden key as he lifted his arms. He’d been restrained with obsidian cuffs.

      “Use that to open these; otherwise, I can’t do any mind-bending,” he said as he jumped out of his cage.

      He was significantly taller than me, almost towering over me. His broad shoulders and athletic frame were well complemented by his ruffled black hair and jade eyes. I had a feeling I’d seen him before, somehow. He looked familiar.

      My heart was thudding—every second counted. The more prisoners we freed, the more fighting power we had—not just against the Destroyers left in the dungeons, but also the hostiles on the upper levels.

      I unlocked the cuffs, the symbols carved in them glowing green for a second before they came off, and he rubbed his wrists with relief. I had two long knives strapped to my back, and I pulled them out and handed them over to him.

      “Here, use these,” I said.

      “Thank you!” He grinned. “It’s been a while…”

      “How long have you been down here?” I asked as I continued to let prisoners out and remove their obsidian cuffs with the little golden key, while the Mara wards did the same. Several incubi broke into one of the armories on the other side of the hallway used to access the dungeons. Swords and spears were brought out, then distributed around so each freed creature could wield a weapon.

      “I lost track. At least ten years,” the Mara grumbled, moving to my side and helping the weaker prisoners stand for the first time in perhaps decades. “I’m Heron, of the Dorchadas clan.”

      “I’m Anjani, of the Red Tribe.” I nodded respectfully, then stilled. I’d heard the name before, from the White City Maras. The wards had used it to address Jax. I looked around and saw one of the wards moving toward us from the growing crowd of prisoners.

      The Destroyers spilling in were now quite easily overpowered, as the freed incubi, succubi, Lamias, Maras, Bajangs, and imps took their revenge in droves. The dungeons were ours.

      The ward reached us and greeted Heron with a reverent bow and a short hug, visibly happy and relieved to see him.

      “Milord, thank the Daughters you are still alive!” the ward said, further amplifying my confusion.

      “I’m missing something here,” I muttered.

      “This is Heron, Jaxxon’s younger brother,” the ward replied. “He was captured during a raid, many years ago. We’d feared him dead.”

      “As you can see, I’m still here.” Heron smirked. “Though it’s been boring as hell. No entertainment whatsoever, terrible food, rude service. I’m not coming back!”

      I had a joker on my hands. I smirked, then gave him a hard pat on the arm.

      “Welcome back to the free world, then,” I said. “We’re taking Eritopia back. Your companions can fill you in.”

      I left him there with the ward and moved on to the next cages. I glanced over my shoulder and watched as they herded the weak and wounded off to the side. Several incubi brought them water and blankets from some of the nearby service quarters. They’d even broken into one of the dry food deposits, bringing out rolls of dry bread and nuts, to feed those who had been deprived of sustenance.

      The other prisoners were surprisingly well coordinated. They’d been here for so long, they’d probably bonded with one another and were able to quickly assign offense and defense positions appropriately—it worked, too, as the few Destroyers left were swiftly taken out.

      “Help me!” I spotted an old female fae in a cage, half covered with a dirty blanket.

      Had she not spoken, I might’ve missed her. She’d been kept separate from the others, tucked away in a dark corner. She looked pale and weak, her bony fingers trembling as I took the lock off. She reached out, showing me her obsidian cuffs.

      “I’ll get you out of those now,” I said reassuringly, and inserted the little golden key into the first cuff.

      She looked at me, frowning before her eyes widened with surprise.

      “I know you,” she mumbled as I took off the second cuff and gently rubbed her wrinkled wrists. I stared at her, trying to figure out if I’d seen her before, but there was nothing familiar. Her skin felt cold, her flesh soft and her bones brittle. I couldn’t help but feel sorry for the ordeal she’d had to endure.

      “I don’t think so. We’ve never met,” I said, helping her out of the cage.

      “We haven’t, but I saw you at the Sarang Marketplace, not too long ago,” she replied, unable to take her eyes off my wolf’s head pendant. “Before they brought me here. You were with an incubus and the boy who smelled like a wolf.”

      “Jovi.” I stilled.

      My heart ached. I’d been so busy down here that I’d managed to put the thought of him aside completely. I knew he’d successfully extracted the Daughter, but I had yet to reach out to him via Telluris.

      “Listen, he’s in danger,” the fae said, visibly worried, her lower lip trembling.

      “What do you mean?”

      My stomach tightened. She tucked locks of her white hair behind her ears and leaned against the cage. Her feeble legs couldn’t hold her up for long.

      “I’ve had to do terrible things to stay alive in this world,” she explained, her voice thick with regret. “I’ve had to do Azazel’s bidding, collect blood samples from different creatures. After he felt the Oracles come through, he instructed me to keep an eye out for anyone who seemed like an outsider, not a native of Eritopia. Jovi was one such creature…”

      “So you were at the Marketplace as Azazel’s spy?” I felt rage pouring through my veins but kept myself under control. “What have you been doing in a cage, then?”

      “I couldn’t do his dirty work for him anymore.” She sniffed, and tears rolled down her cheeks. “He’d been working on a powerful blood spell, and he needed samples from all the creatures that weren’t from Eritopia. Whatever it’s for, it’s not good. I couldn’t do it anymore. I am not an evil person. You must believe me… I only did what I had to do to survive…”

      “You’re telling me Azazel has Jovi’s blood? How did you get it from him?” I asked, gritting my teeth.

      “You were all at the Marketplace that day, the three of you,” she replied, touching my pendant. “He got this for you. I gave it to him. And I snatched a drop of his blood in the process. He didn’t even realize what I’d done. After I passed it on to Azazel, I told him I couldn’t do this anymore. He sneered, and he threw me in here, promising to put me through a slow and torturous death. I’ve been experiencing it since I’ve been in this cage, but you saved me, and it’s only fair that you know the truth, that you understand the danger Jovi’s in.”

      “Make yourself understood, old fae,” I growled. “What is that blood spell you’re talking about?”

      “It’s meant to control creatures whose blood he has. But it gets worse. It can kill…”

      My blood turned to ice. Jovi was up at the very top. I could feel him through Telluris. I had to get to him. I had to let him know. I broke into a cold sweat as I reached out to him in my mind.

      “Telluris Jovi!” I cried out.

      The old fae looked at me with confusion.

      “You need to go to him,” she whispered.

      “Telluris Jovi!” I ignored her, calling out to him.

      But there was no answer.

      I had to get to him, and I had to do it fast. I moved to leave, but the old fae grabbed my wrist, holding me back.

      “Let me go, or I will punish you for what you did!” I snarled, fury burning in my temples.

      “The pendant,” she said. “The pendant will save him!”

      I looked down at my wolf’s head jewel, then at her, my brows pulled into a frown.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Make him swallow the stone.” She sighed. “I took his blood, but I gave him this pendant as a way out. I told you, I’m not an evil person. I couldn’t do it anymore.”

      I had a long way up to go. I nodded briefly, then ran as fast as I could. I had to get to Jovi.

      My heart started racing as heat spread through me. I ran up the service stairs, using a copy of the castle plans I’d tucked away in my boot to find the quickest way to the platform. There was no way I’d let Azazel hurt the man I loved. There was no way I’d allow any version of the future in which Jovi was killed come true.

      No, Jovi, you’re staying with me, I thought furiously to myself as I passed each level. Hang in there. I’m coming…
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      I had my crossbow aimed at Azazel, who stood tall and broad in the middle of the platform. My nerves were stretched to their limits, my muscles twitching, eager for a fight. My grip was firm, a finger clutching the trigger as the tip of the poisoned arrow pointed at his head. It wasn’t my call to attack, though. We’d made a plan and we were sticking to it, no matter what.

      Vita was several feet behind him, holding up a torch, her knees trembling. She was ready to strike, while my sister and Phoenix were still, helplessly watching this unfold from inside their glass bubbles.

      “Give it up, Azazel,” I said firmly. “There’s nothing you can do.”

      He looked at me, a grin slitting his face in a way that sent shivers down my spine.

      With slow movements, he brought a rectangular diamond up to his lips. It looked strange, with iridescent green veins flowing through its core. He whispered something into it.

      “Tell you what,” he replied dryly. “How about you point that thing somewhere else, instead? Like at her, for example.”

      He nodded at Hansa, who was standing a couple of feet to my left.

      My body stiffened, a bizarre coldness rushing through me, and I felt my arms suddenly move without my consent. My torso turned, and I found myself pointing my crossbow at Hansa, my finger trembling on the trigger.

      “What are you doing to me?” I managed to ask, my voice hoarse as I broke into a sweat.

      My gaze darted around the platform, and I recognized the horror in my friends’ eyes. They were all staring at me, frozen, unable to react. Hansa was still pointing her crossbow at Azazel, but was giving me a fearful look.

      “What are you doing, Jovi?” she growled.

      “I can’t control it,” I gasped. “He’s doing something to me.”

      I felt like a puppet. Azazel laughed.

      “Shoot her,” he ordered.

      Despite every bone in my body, every sliver of instinct, and every sense I had telling me to launch that arrow back at him, I couldn’t. Instead, I pulled the trigger.

      “No!” I heard Serena scream.

      The poisoned arrow hit Hansa hard, lodging between two of her ribs, and the shifter toxin spread quickly through her body. She grunted and fell to the floor, soon losing her natural shimmer. Silver blood oozed from her wound.

      “Hansa!” I cried out.

      She looked at me, her emerald-gold eyes flickering with pain, stunned by the poison. It wouldn’t kill Azazel because he was too strong, but it was definitely deadly enough for any one of us.

      Hansa was dying. My senses caved in, my rage unable to manifest itself, as I was under Azazel’s physical control.

      I saw the devastation on my friends’ faces. I saw Jax’s face turn white as he watched Hansa writhe in pain, the toxin gradually kicking in. I instinctively looked at the shifter. I’d seen it lick its own wounds to heal itself and figured a way out for Hansa through them.

      “You!” I shouted at my faithful companion.

      Azazel had control over my limbs, but not my mind. The creature glanced at me, its eyes glowing violet. Its thin lips parted, and it started drooling.

      It rushed over to Hansa, but was immediately knocked back by a powerful pulse shot from Azazel’s hand. It fell hard against the floor, and then a second pulse came and swept it off the terrace.

      My heart broke as I heard its panicked wails… followed by deathly silence. I glared at Azazel, who wore a satisfied grin drawn from ear to ear.

      “Surprised?” Azazel asked, his tone laced with mockery. “You shouldn’t be. I told you, over and over, that I am always one step ahead of you.”

      “What did you do?” Draven asked, his eyes set on the Prince of Destroyers.

      “I did what I do best.” Azazel scoffed, as if insulted by the question. “Did you really think I wouldn’t have a backup plan if you nasty little bugs tried to come at me? You must be joking! I’ve been collecting blood samples from all over Calliope for years now, especially from foreigners! Did you really think my spies wouldn’t notice your wolf-boy down south at the market?”

      I stilled then, my eyes opened wide. I remembered my encounter with the old fae in the Sarang Marketplace, the one who’d given me the wolf’s head pendant. I’d felt the prick on my neck. I’d seen the drop of blood, but I’d figured it had been an insect. I looked at Azazel, the realization crashing into me so hard and so fast that it knocked the air out of my lungs.

      “The old fae,” I muttered. “She got the blood from me…”

      “Of course she did!” Azazel’s voice boomed. “I have eyes and servants everywhere. What part of that didn’t you understand? This is a powerful blood spell, my boy! You and thousands of others are under my control, but I’m focusing all my energy on you right now. I’m enjoying this too much not to give you a taste of my full power!”

      He grinned, watching me intently. My hand reached into the extra quiver I’d gotten from Serena and reloaded the crossbow. My whole body shook as I pulled the arrow into place, the string digging into my fingertips.

      “Stop this,” I growled. “Serena, stop it! Shoot me!”

      Dread came over me as I pointed the arrow at Jax next. The Lord of Maras turned slowly to face me, raising his hands in a defensive gesture. I needed this to be over. I needed someone to take me out before I did anyone more harm. I couldn’t control myself!

      My heart broke, as I was suddenly faced with my own mortality.

      My destiny.

      One way or another, the future had shown me that my death was probable. Azazel’s control of my body was yet another confirmation. If I was going to die, I sure as hell wasn’t going to take anyone else with me.

      “Shoot me, Serena!” I bellowed.

      I heard Aida and Phoenix banging on the glass, their voices muffled as they protested and screamed at me.

      “Jovi, no! Fight it! Jovi!” my sister cried, her eyes red.

      “I… I can’t…”

      “Jovi, I can’t shoot you.” Serena’s voice trembled. “Fight it! You have to fight it!”

      “Jovi, his control is not absolute,” Patrik urged from the side. “I broke free. You can, too!”

      “Jovi, look at me,” Jax said, surprisingly calm.

      I listened, and our eyes met. His flickered gold as he used his mind-bending abilities on me. I could feel him poking through my head. I could hear the whispers urging me to put the crossbow down.

      “You don’t want to do this,” Jax added.

      “I don’t.” I shook my head, tears glazing my eyes. “I don’t want to hurt any of you…”

      I glanced over at Hansa, who was lying on her side in the fetal position, trying to keep her breathing and pulse even as she fought the shifter toxin. I felt myself torn on the inside, the pain crippling my very soul.

      “Just kill me…”

      “Oh, just get it over with.” Azazel scoffed and snapped his fingers.

      I felt myself starting to pull the trigger, but I struggled against it.

      “No!” I shouted, my blood boiling and burning through me.

      “Jovi, look at me!” Jax said, perfectly calm, his golden eyes drilling into me.

      I felt his influence; I heard the whispers getting louder, shaping into voices. The image in front of me warped, and I couldn’t see anyone other than Azazel, big and dark and evil. I tried to force myself to move the crossbow away and aim it at him, but my body didn’t respond.

      Fight it.

      My muscles tensed. My inner-wolf roared and howled, desperate for freedom.

      “Don’t be foolish, boy.” Azazel’s voice trickled into my ear. “You can’t stop it.”

      Fight it, Jovi.

      “Jovi, please… Fight it…” My sister’s voice echoed through.

      It surged through me. Whatever Jax was doing to me, it wasn’t enough to help me, but Aida’s heartfelt plea seemed to give me the boost I needed. I roared as I pulled the crossbow away and aimed it at Azazel. The tip of the poisoned arrow pointed at his head, ready to go.

      He sneered, then waved his arm, sending out an invisible pulse that hit me like a freight train. I felt my bones crack when it threw me back. I hit the floor hard, with a thud, landing on my back.

      My muscles instantly relaxed, and I felt my head get light, a deaf pain throbbing in my temples.

      I blacked out.
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      I watched helplessly as Hansa convulsed on the floor, the poison causing unbearable damage to her body. I couldn’t move to help her, my crossbow locked on Azazel. I couldn’t let him out of my sight. He didn’t seem to mind, watching us with amusement flickering in his yellow eyes. The corner of his mouth twitched.

      I couldn’t take it anymore. I shot my arrow, but Azazel saw it coming. He flicked his wrist and the projectile vanished into a puff of smoke and ashes. I held my breath as I reloaded, Azazel’s chuckle stretching my nerves.

      Jovi was unconscious, but at least he was still alive, his chest moving slightly with each breath. Jax slid on his knees over to Hansa, applying pressure to the wound in her side while his fingers wrapped around the arrow, preparing to slowly pull it out.

      I looked over at Draven, who kept his eyes on Azazel the whole time, as did Patrik and Thadeus. We needed to catch him with his guard down if we wanted to get some arrows into him, that much had just become obvious.

      “I don’t know what it will take for you people to understand that you can’t win,” Azazel said. “But I’m more than happy to prove it, repeatedly, until either you all die, or fall to your knees and acknowledge me as the supreme leader of Eritopia.”

      “Keep dreaming, snake!” Hansa coughed from below, prompting him to laugh mockingly.

      “Save your breath, darling. I can see the life slipping out of you already,” he shot back.

      Jax started pulling the arrow out, making her groan and curse from the pain. She pushed him away, pointing at Azazel.

      “Forget me! Kill him! Don’t falter, don’t hesitate—kill him!” she shouted.

      A giant fireball hit Azazel from behind, hard enough to swallow him whole. My breath hitched as he struggled with it before the flames turned green and fizzled out in a puff of black smoke. His skin tone was darker, parts of his beard and hair still burning as he patted them down, cursing under his breath.

      He glanced over his shoulder at Vita, who’d attacked him. She stood proudly with her chin up, holding a torch. Another fireball formed in her spare hand.

      “Oh, please.” Azazel clicked his teeth and waved her away.

      His hand gesture triggered another invisible pulse to shoot out. It knocked Vita off her feet, and she fell backwards with a squeal. He then brought the diamond up to his lips and whispered something into it. I realized too late what was happening—Vita was pulled to her feet, unable to control her own body.

      She stared at us with horror, blinking rapidly as Azazel controlled her like a puppet. He’d managed to get some of her blood, too, which suddenly made sense to me. She’d been a prisoner here, after all.

      “What… What’s happening? You… You took my blood!” She cried out as she was made to move around like a doll on strings.

      “I must admit, I find myself continuously offended by your inability to acknowledge my greatness.” Azazel sighed theatrically as he moved his fingers in the air, watching as she obeyed his every command.

      My heart shrank in my chest. I feared that the “fun” would soon stop and that Azazel would do something much worse to her. He was paying attention to every move around him, and as long as he was so focused, our poisoned arrows or Druid spells would fail. Most importantly, he had Jovi and Vita under his control. We couldn’t risk trying something else, yet.

      “Let her go.” I gritted my teeth and aimed the arrow at his head.

      “You try to shoot me again and I will kill her.” Azazel gave me a cool sideways glance.

      “This stops now, Azazel.” Draven’s voice cut through the madness with crystal clarity.

      Azazel flicked his hand, forcing Vita to fall flat on her face. She hit her head hard against the black stone slabs. Blood trickled from her temple, and she passed out, making me boil with rage. I couldn’t shoot him. I couldn’t do anything against him at this point, as he had both Vita and Jovi under his control, and I didn’t know the extent to which the blood spell worked.

      I didn’t have time to think of any solutions or alternatives, either, because Azazel swiftly focused his attention on us, grinning. He muttered something, and a bright green light shot out all around him— it looked like it was going to hit us, until a golden light blocked it.

      I glanced over to Draven and stilled, watching as he lit up like the sun, the energy pouring out of him opposing the green blaze that Azazel had pushed our way. The two force fields resisted one another, and Azazel blinked nervously, frowning at Draven.

      “How did you… How are you doing this? This isn’t a job for a single Druid!” he barked.

      “Did you think I’d come here alone?” Draven grinned.

      One by one, the sources of his power emerged from below. They’d been waiting patiently by the staircase, waiting for Draven’s signal. Ori, Malachy, Mason, Flynn, Cassin, and Dain revealed themselves, their bodies incandescent with the same golden light as they fed Draven’s protective shield. They were feeding him with their energy, so he could amplify that force field.

      “Druids,” Azazel muttered as anger lit his eyes in a ghastly green glow.

      He pushed out more of his dark energy to amplify his offensive spell, but he was still struggling. He was enveloped in a bright green sphere of light, while Draven’s had an amber hue to it, held strong by the young Druids. Both spheres still opposed one another. Left without the little Daughter and the power from the volcanoes, Azazel had clearly lost his edge and was experiencing difficulties for the first time, up against seven Druids. Draven’s training in the sphere back at Stonewall had paid off nicely, and I dared to let hope blossom in my chest.

      “I’m sure you had a lovely reunion party planned for this occasion.” Azazel grinned. “But I fear I have to once again reiterate that I am still, and always will be, one step ahead of you.”

      “You’re done for, Azazel,” Draven replied. “I know it’s hard to come to terms with it, but you’re not getting out of here alive. The more you fight us, the easier it will be for us to kill you and spare you the honor of judgment before the Eritopians you’ve hurt.”

      I caught sight of Jovi slowly getting up, clutching his crossbow and straightening his back. His muscles twitched and his knees shook as he fought Azazel’s control spell. I had a feeling Azazel wasn’t putting any energy into controlling Jovi at the moment, giving him the opening he needed to raise his weapon and point it straight at the back of Azazel’s head.

      The snake pendant’s ruby eyes flashed a phosphorescent green as more emerald light emanated from Azazel’s body. My heart stopped when he threw Jovi a sideways glance, materialized a sharp sword from the energy oozing out of him, and hurled it at him.

      “No!” I screamed.

      But it was too late. The blade pierced Jovi’s stomach.

      Aida screamed. The others gasped as Jovi fell backward, blood pooling beneath him. My heart was torn to shreds, my eyes burning, and I struggled to keep my head clear.

      Azazel then looked at Draven and me, glowing all green as his energy continued to oppose the Druids’.

      “I am always one step ahead.” He sneered, then hissed—this sounded different, a higher pitch that lasted a few seconds.

      Destroyers soared up around the platform, armed with swords and spears and riding their pale flying horses. Time seemed to stop for a second. I looked around and felt the dread rushing through me and shattering my defenses.

      There was a growl, and I glanced to my right. Two more shifters emerged from the staircase, advancing across the platform. I heard Phoenix knocking on the glass, his eyes widening as he recognized them.

      “They made it all the way here!” My brother’s muffled shout came through. “They followed us here!”

      These were the shifters that had gone after Phoenix and Aida during the Sluaghs’ attack on Stonewall. Their eyes glowed violet as they came up next to Patrik and Thadeus, glaring at Azazel and baring their sharp fangs, ready to fight by our side.

      Better late than never. There wasn’t any time to think about where they’d been hiding all this time. We desperately needed them in this fight.

      Jovi and Hansa were on the floor, dying. Aida and Phoenix were still trapped in their glass spheres, as was Abrille, who looked more dead than alive as she floated in the clear liquid. We were surrounded by at least twenty Destroyers, their forked tongues flitting out to catch our scent.

      The war continued to unravel below. The allied forces were making advances, explosions rocking the castle and swords viciously clanging as the free nations fought to reclaim their land. I could hear them overpowering the incubi and Destroyers below. Soon enough, they’d be swarming through the castle.

      We were up here, surrounding Azazel in a standstill that, as horrible as it seemed, was pretty much where we’d planned to be before we’d left Stonewall. None of us had seen the blood spell coming, though. Hansa, Vita, and Jovi’s predicament had not been part of the plan, and it tore me apart because I couldn’t do anything to help them. With hordes of Destroyers arriving to defend Azazel, we couldn’t spare a single fighter at this moment.

      “Take these slithering bastards on,” Draven shouted at the young Druids, “you’ve put enough energy into me, I think I can hold it on my own.”

      The young Druids nodded wearily, their golden glow dimming as they turned to face the incoming attackers. Draven was left on his own to sustain his bright force field against Azazel, and it seemed like a substantial effort on his part, as beads of sweat blossomed on his forehead.

      The shifters morphed into Destroyers, baring their fangs at the hostiles flying around us. Our attackers closed in on the platform, drawing their swords and getting ready to fight us.

      “Hold your ground, Draven,” I managed, and aimed my crossbow at one of the Destroyers, while Jax, Patrik, and Thadeus drew their swords. “It’s about to get crazy…”

      The beasts hissed as they came down hard.

      I released an arrow and watched it splinter a Destroyer’s eye.

      Our real war had just begun.
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      I screamed so hard, it felt like my lungs were going to collapse.

      My brother was lying on his back, a massive sword in his stomach. He was bleeding out fast, and no matter how hard I kicked and punched the damned glass sphere, I couldn’t get out.

      Waves of hot and cold pummeled me, my inner-wolf roaring. I felt tears spilling from my eyes.

      My throat burned, and my heart ached so much, I feared it would cave in on itself.

      “Jovi!” I cried out. “Get up! Dammit, Jovi, get up!”

      But he wasn’t moving. His eyes were open, blinking slowly. His chest still rose with every staggering breath. His fingers trembled. His skin became paler with each moment that went by. And I couldn’t do anything.

      Serena had just hit one of the Destroyers in the eye with an arrow; now she brought her sword out and engaged in battle, using brief barriers to gain a minor advantage against the beasts. Jax, Thadeus, Patrik, the young Druids, and the shifters took on the others. Destroyer blades screeched out of their sheaths and clashed hard against those of my friends. The shifters snarled and ripped the heads off two of the Destroyers, snatching their spears and swords and using them against the others.

      Jax used his mind-bending ability on another before he jumped on its back and shoved his sword through the back of its neck. The Destroyer fell flat on its face as Jax pulled his blade back and moved on to the next one, while Serena pushed a barrier out and beheaded the Destroyer she’d partially blinded.

      The young Druids were nimble and swift on their feet, using their swords to block the Destroyers’ hits and shooting white flames that ate away at the monsters’ flesh. One by one, the Destroyers were falling, but more were coming from below, having responded to Azazel’s hiss for help.

      Azazel stood in the middle, facing off with Draven and chuckling. He shone all green, Asherak’s energy oozing out of him like toxic fumes.

      The hatred searing through me was impossible to control. My muscles jerked, and I bared my teeth, glaring at the back of his neck.

      If looks could kill…

      “You’re a coward for calling your drones out to do your fighting for you,” Draven spat, glowing with golden energy, still holding his own against Azazel.

      “I’m not interested in fighting Druids.” Azazel laughed. “Your little rebellion needs crushing, not entertaining! I imagine you won’t last more than a few minutes, anyway.”

      “Listen to me carefully, Azazel, as I’m only going to say this one more time before I bring the whole of Eritopia down on you,” Draven replied. “The castle is surrounded. The free nations are coming in, and your defenses are falling, one by one. You can’t stop it. It’s all coming to an end for you, whether you’re ready to admit it or not.”

      Azazel clearly didn’t like what he heard. He glanced over at Serena, who was fighting off another Destroyer with the help of one of the shifters. Just as the beast fell to its knees, the shifter gnawing on its neck, Azazel put a hand out and balled it into a fist, using an invisible force to grab Serena by the neck and drag her away from the fight.

      He lifted her off the floor. She struggled in the invisible chokehold, coughing and gasping for air. This wasn’t a blood spell he was using on Serena. It was much more basic, akin perhaps to telekinesis. Draven’s eyes flickered black as he released the arrow from his crossbow. Azazel dodged it so fast, it whizzed past him and vanished somewhere beyond the platform. He grinned and clutched his fist even tighter, his knuckles white. Serena fought for her life, gagging and kicking her legs.

      “Try something else and I will snap her neck like a twig,” Azazel said.

      I watched helplessly, no longer able to even think. I kept a close eye on Jovi’s breathing, hanging onto a thread of hope that he’d live through this somehow, that we’d finish this quickly and get to him before it was too late.

      Patrik slipped out of a scuffle with a Destroyer and slid across the floor toward Jovi. He grabbed the crossbow next to him and aimed it at the back of Azazel’s neck. He pulled the trigger fast enough for the arrow to lodge in Azazel’s shoulder, just as he turned his head to look at Patrik.

      Azazel grunted from the pain, but didn’t let Serena go, while Draven’s gaze darted from one to the other, a muscle twitching in his jaw, his lips pressed tight.

      “I swear, you people never learn.” Azazel sighed and brought the diamond up to his lips again.

      “Oh, no,” I gasped. “No, no, no…”

      Patrik’s body stiffened as he raised his sword above his head. Thadeus was forced out of a fight as well. His legs carried him several feet across the platform, until he stood face to face with Patrik. Their faces grew pale as they realized what was happening. Azazel had their blood, too.

      “No,” Patrik gasped, his arms no longer obeying him. Thadeus brought his sword forward, sweating and grunting, desperately struggling against Azazel’s blood spell.

      I could only imagine their frustration, after having just liberated themselves from his control.

      “Yes.” Azazel sneered, plucking the arrow from his shoulder. “Now, get busy with one another and stop being so troublesome.”

      Patrik and Thadeus started fighting each other, their swords clashing, though they did their best to oppose Azazel’s control. Their pained expressions brought more tears to my eyes. I couldn’t take this anymore. I needed to get out of here. I needed to help.

      I kicked at the glass bubble once more, praying to all the supernatural entities out there, including the Daughters of Eritopia, for some help. My brother was dying on the floor. One of my best friends was unconscious, while the other was suffocating in Azazel’s invisible grip.

      I had to do something…
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      Like Aida, I was helpless. The obsidian cuffs were making it even worse for me, as I couldn’t use my sentry powers, either. My best friend was slowly dying on the floor, and my sister was struggling to breathe in Azazel’s invisible hold. The others were fighting off Destroyers, while Draven was facing off with Azazel, unable to get Serena out of his grip.

      It didn’t look good, and I could feel my heart twisting in agony.

      Like a winged gift from the heavens, Field suddenly flew in, along with two more shifters that looked like him, their grins telling me they were itching for a fight.

      The shifters were the first to drop, sinking their fangs into a couple of Destroyers that had gotten dangerously close to killing Jax. The Mara took advantage of the opening and drove his sword through a beast’s neck, severing its spinal cord.

      Field had high speed and his hatchet out, chopping off another Destroyer’s head before he crashed into a second one. One of the young Druids brought his sword down and beheaded the monster, giving Field the second he needed to get to us.

      He brought his hatchet down against Aida’s bubble, but the glass didn’t give in. Aida’s expression lit up as they glanced briefly at one another. He tried hitting the sphere again, but still, he couldn’t even scratch it.

      “It’s no use.” I groaned out loud. “They’re sealed by Azazel!”

      “Jovi needs help! He’s dying!” Aida cried out, pointing at her brother.

      It was only then that Field noticed him on the floor, several feet away, the sword stuck in his stomach. He instantly paled and rushed to Jovi’s side, dropping to his knees. He looked at the wound, then checked Jovi’s pulse. Jovi’s eyes were still open, and he was still breathing, but he was clearly struggling to stay conscious. Nevertheless, he was able to give Field a weak smile before he coughed up some blood. The sight of him in this state tormented me. Field’s face was drained of all color as he moved to pull the sword out.

      “Don’t!” Jax shouted at him from across the platform while dodging a Destroyer’s broadsword. “The sword hit critical organs! If you remove it, he’ll bleed out even faster!”

      “So what the hell do I do?” Field shot back, his voice shaking with panic.

      “One of the shifters might be able to help him, but they’re a little busy at the moment, as we all are!” Jax replied, then blocked another hit before he shuffled around and used his mind-bending skill to confuse the Destroyer and drive his blade through its head in an upward motion.

      Field roared with rage but couldn’t do anything further for Jovi, as he was immediately attacked by two other Destroyers and was forced to go on the defensive, moving away as he blocked their hits. One of the shifters wailed, caught between two Destroyers. The beasts snapped its neck and tossed its body over the edge of the platform, eager to take on more. That left us with just three shifters to help Jovi, should they be given a window of opportunity – but there were so many Destroyers involved, every one of our fighters was overwhelmed.

      I heard Azazel laugh and saw him cock his head to one side and look at Draven. I was surprised at how the snake was able to multitask his spells, though I was focused enough to instantly take everything in and look for soft spots in his deadly theatricals. But I couldn’t spot anything. I could only rely on Draven finding the opening he needed to take the snake pendant away from him.

      “Did you really think dipping your arrows in toxic shifter blood would do something to me? I’ve been conditioning my body to all of Eritopia’s poisons for years,” he said. “I couldn’t risk someone slipping something in my drink, could I?”

      “Azazel, if you hurt her, I swear I will take extra time to torture you for this,” Draven hissed. “Let her go, and face me! Stop hiding behind her like a coward!”

      Movement at the corner of my eye caught my attention. I lost all focus for a moment as I turned my head and saw Viola standing by my glass bubble, her hair loose and a thin layer of white silk hugging her body. Relief washed over me.

      “Viola!” I gasped.

      She smiled and touched the glass between us. The sphere disintegrated, and the water surrounding me collapsed with a loud splash as I fell to the floor. I coughed hard, readjusting my lungs to breathing air, then sprang to my feet and took her in my arms.

      I held her tight, my body shuddering at the feel of her skin against mine. I hid my face in her rich, reddish pink hair, then kissed her deeply.

      “You’re back,” I croaked as I looked at her, cupping her face in my hands.

      She touched my obsidian cuffs. The restraints were instantly pulverized, the black dust gathering in the wind. I was finally free to use my sentry abilities.

      “My sisters and I felt it when Nova left the castle,” she replied gently, as swords clanged behind us on the platform. “Azazel was keeping a protective spell over Luceria, and we couldn’t find out where exactly he was holding her. The moment she left, however, I rebelled because Azazel had lost all the leverage he’d had against us. They didn’t want to come, but I had to help. I had to see you…”

      Viola trailed off as she reached out and touched Aida’s bubble. The glass vanished, and Aida fell flat on her face, wheezing as the water spread out on the black floor.

      “Good grief, you’re incredible,” I said, then pointed at Jovi. “He needs help—he’s dying, Viola!”

      She nodded briefly before rushing over to Jovi.

      I heard a grunt come from Field, and a shiver of fear ran through me as I watched him slide across the floor to one side, too fast, as two Destroyers slithered after him. He’d been hit on the head, and was losing consciousness, unable to stop himself from drawing dangerously close to the platform’s edge.

      Aida sprang to her feet and leapt after him. The water that had spread out on the floor helped her slip faster, as she landed on her belly, and she managed to grab his legs. But now they were both at risk of falling over the edge.

      I quickly looked ahead and noticed two large pillars framing the open space through which Field and Aida were going to fall off the platform, based on their trajectory. Summoning as much energy as I could, I threw out two powerful barriers, one after the other in quick succession.

      The invisible pulses released in an arch. They crashed into the pillars and knocked them down, one on top of the other on the edge of the platform, just as Field and Aida slid and rammed into them with a heavy thud.

      They both moaned from the pain, Field snapping back into consciousness and Aida holding her shoulder, while I found myself stunned by my first targeted and angled double barrier. I figured our dire circumstances had brought out the best in me, but I couldn’t help but think that Viola’s presence might have helped, too.

      I instantly turned and pushed out another barrier, this time aimed at the two Destroyers coming after Field and Aida. It knocked them back, enough for the shifters to jump them and finish the job. Destroyer blood sprayed from their headless necks, glazing the black stone floor.

      Viola pulled the sword out of Jovi’s stomach, then instantly covered his wound with her bare hands, her fingers glowing pink while she worked to heal him. I heaved a sigh of relief as I watched Jovi’s breathing begin to regulate, the border between life and death growing more distant. She touched his face gently, and said something to him with a reassuring smile. Jovi stared at her for a moment, then nodded.

      A hiss to my right made me snap back to the dangerous reality, and I immediately pushed out another barrier to keep a Destroyer away long enough for me to grab one of the fallen hostiles’ swords and enter the fray.

      My blood simmered, and my heart beat frantically in my chest. My Viola was back, and I was finally getting my chance to defend my friends, my sister, and all of Eritopia.

      I roared with all my might as I launched myself at the Destroyer, my blade eager to slice up some oversized snakes.
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      My vision cleared as I heard Viola’s words echo through me.

      “You’re strong, Jovi,” she said gently. “You will survive this.”

      I nodded, almost as a reflex, and looked up at her. She smiled, hope glimmering in her violet eyes, and I realized the pain in my stomach was gone. I looked down and noticed the broadsword that Azazel had driven into me was discarded on the black stone floor, its blade coated in my blood.

      I’d thought that I was hallucinating when I first saw her, my dying haze playing with my senses and taunting me with hopes of salvation. But as it all came into focus, the truth became palpable.

      My heart swelled with relief as I realized that Viola was, indeed, kneeling next to me, and that I hadn’t imagined everything. She’d managed to pull me out of the darkness into which I’d been descending, healing my wound with her life-saving power.

      “I can’t express just how good it is to see you,” I mumbled.

      The sound of Destroyers hissing and grunting, swords clashing, and shifters growling grew louder around me, as reality quickly came back into focus. We were up on the platform. There was fighting going on between us and Azazel’s Destroyers.

      I moved to get up, but my muscles felt like stone, unyielding and tight. My eyes widened when I remembered Azazel’s blood spell. Viola had saved me, but it seemed that she hadn’t removed his toxic control. I glanced at him and noticed his sneer as he threw me a glance over his shoulder. He still had a grip on Serena, assessing the rest of us while in a standoff with Draven, and he still controlled me.

      “He’s using a blood spell to control my moves,” I groaned, looking at Viola. “Can you help?”

      She frowned, her hands moving up and down my body, glowing pink, then shook her head.

      “I’m sorry, no,” she replied. “Whatever this is, it’s stronger than what I’ve learned to do so far. I can stop it at the source, though it will mean the end for everyone here…”

      As she said that, we both glared at Azazel. He didn’t seem happy to see a Daughter here, and instantly brought the rectangular diamond up, tightening his fist around it.

      An unbearable pain shot through my heart, as if a thousand knives had pierced it at once, twisting slowly as they drove deeper. I broke into a cold sweat and roared in agony.

      It was too much. I wanted to pry my chest open and rip out my own heart, just to stop the pain.

      I cried out as I rolled to the side, unable to keep my eyes open.

      I heard Azazel laughing.

      Whatever that blood spell was, it had deeper, more horrifying effects that went beyond body control. I could only guess how much dark power he must have used to conjure up such torture. I felt death, cold and silent, clutching my heart.

      I thought I’d made it, but I was wrong. Viola couldn’t save me, either.

      I felt my limbs cooling and losing vigor, and I struggled for each lungful of air. My body was caving in. I was dying again, but I couldn’t be saved this time.

      My mind rushed to my sister. I peeled my eyes open, desperate to see her one last time, but my vision was foggy and gray. I heard the shouting, the screaming, and the cries for help. I wanted to get up and help my friends.

      Field. Phoenix. Vita. Serena.

      They were all there, fighting for their lives and mine.

      Hansa. Jax. Even the shifters. The Druids.

      Anjani.

      The pain of never seeing her again was worse than what I was experiencing under Azazel’s spell. My stomach dropped as everything I would miss about her flashed through my mind. The feel of her skin against mine. The smell of her hair. Her voice when she said she loved me. I would never get to worship her the way she deserved.

      Grief crashed over me as I felt my body surrender to the pain. My heart couldn’t last much longer, its beating frayed and broken. Darkness enveloped me, trying to seduce me, inviting me to just let go.

      I just wanted to see Anjani one last time.

      I heard Phoenix grunting and Destroyers’ bodies thudding on the stone slabs. He hadn’t fed since he’d lost Viola. Chances were he’d soon run out of energy. Aida was crying out my name as she and Field defended themselves from another attack.

      Viola left my side. I felt a chill filling the void she left behind.

      I was of no use anyway. I was dying.

      We needed her to stop Azazel.

      “Jovi, no!” Aida’s scream pierced through the muffled noise of battle, while my senses further delved into oblivion.

      “Jovi, hold on,” Serena gasped out, struggling to breathe. I could hear her choking.

      The sound of everything slowly began to die down. Silence trickled through.

      My muscles went soft, my arms and legs paralyzed and my breathing shallow.

      It would soon be over.

      “Jovi!”

      I knew that voice. Yet it sounded so distant. So far away.

      “Jovi, no, no, no,” Anjani pleaded from beyond the blackness that had swallowed me. “Hold on!”

      I felt my head move, but not of my own volition. Anjani was next to me.

      “Jovi, listen to me! Open your eyes!”

      It was what I’d wanted, after all. To see her one last time.

      Screw death. Death could wait a few more seconds.

      I found one last sliver of energy and used it to push my eyelids open and gaze at the most beautiful creature I’d ever been fortunate enough to behold. Her long, curly black hair was loose down one shoulder, the tips tickling my face. It made me smile.

      “Jovi, stay with me,” she whispered, tears streaming down her cheeks.

      Her silvery skin glowed. I was thankful that I could see her in her full, unapologetically succubus nature, before death took me away.

      “You’re beautiful,” I managed to say.

      Or at least I thought I said it. I wasn’t sure, since I couldn’t exactly feel my lips moving. Her emerald-gold eyes were wet and filled with grief. It broke my heart, worse than Azazel’s spell.

      “Open your mouth, Jovi,” she urged me, then ripped the wolf’s head pendant from the delicate chain around her neck.

      What are you doing?

      It took me too long to respond, lost in her shimmering beauty as I felt life dissipating from my flesh. I wasn’t ready to let go of her yet. I held onto consciousness as my inner-wolf howled one last time, giving me the jolt I needed to hold out for a few more seconds with her, while my heart continued to break and burn like a hay bale on fire.

      It was enough time for me to watch as she pried the diamond out of the silver wolf’s jaws and shoved it into my mouth.

      “Swallow it, Jovi, please,” she said.

      I felt the stone in my mouth, cold and sharp. I couldn’t do much, but I could move my tongue just a little bit, enough to let the diamond roll down into my throat.

      A peculiar coolness spread from my chest through the rest of my body as the diamond’s edges dissolved. Whatever was in it, it was doing something to me.

      “That’s it, Jovi. Hold on, it’s almost over.” Anjani kept her eyes on my face, watching with concern.

      The coolness gathered back into my chest and closed around my aching heart. I felt something snap inside me, but it didn’t hurt.

      Suddenly my lungs were free, and I inhaled a profoundly deep breath, wheezing as the pressure in my ribcage vanished. Blood rushed through my veins. My legs and arms tingled as I regained feeling.

      My heart muscle pumped strong and fast, making up for the minutes I’d spent being deprived of oxygen. I could see clearly again. I could see her. And there was relief shining all over her gorgeous face.

      I could feel it, too, as death begrudgingly retreated and daylight washed over me.

      The sounds of battle around us were once again clear and loud, and I reveled in each of them. Each clang, each thud, and each grunt was a reminder that I’d escaped my own end, twice in a row, within the same hour.

      “Anjani,” I croaked, pleased to hear my own voice.

      She bent forward and wrapped her arms around me, hiding her face in the hollow space between my neck and shoulder for a brief moment. Her heart was beating frantically, her muscles twitching as she held me tight.

      I responded to her embrace, thankful to still be alive. Thrilled that I’d been given a little more time by her side.

      “My love,” she said, her voice trembling, and she kissed me deeply.

      “How did you do that?” I managed to ask as my senses kicked back into gear and I regained full control of my consciousness and my body. Azazel’s blood spell was gone.

      “I found the old fae that gave you the pendant downstairs in the dungeon,” she explained quickly, glowing like the moon. “She told me what she’d been forced to do for Azazel, taking your blood and all that. But she gave you the wolf’s head pendant to help you. She knew something like this would come to pass and told me the moment she recognized me. So I came up here to find you—”

      “And right in the nick of time, my sweet succubus.” I grinned and took her mouth in a brief but hungry kiss. “I love you now more than ever.”

      “Good.” She winked. “Now let’s kick some Destroyer ass!”
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      My brother had made it. I almost couldn’t handle the joy of seeing him breathe and talk again. “Relieved” didn’t even begin to cover how I felt, and I made a mental note of the massive slap on the head that Jovi would get from me for nearly getting himself killed, followed by the hug of the century.

      Field and I barely managed to give each other a smile before more Destroyers came at us. The shifters were doing a great job of keeping others at bay, but the slithering beasts kept pouring in. Field grabbed his hatchet from the floor, and I snatched a sword off one of the fallen hostiles. We took our stances.

      My blood chilled as I recognized one of the Destroyers moving toward us.

      “Goren,” I murmured as horror clutched my heart.

      He was big, a massive chunk of pure evil and brutality. I’d evaded him more than once, and yet he’d come all the way back to Luceria to fight us. I took a deep breath as a grin slit his face, his yellow eyes flickering black with anticipation and what appeared to be sheer excitement.

      He seemed to live to inflict pain.

      “We get to play again,” he hissed as he drew closer, his broadsword screeching as he pulled it out of its scabbard.

      I caught a glimpse of Viola kneeling next to Hansa, who was convulsing from the poisoned arrow. The Daughter’s hands glowed pink as she pulled the projectile out and pressed on Hansa’s wound. But then I couldn’t watch anymore—Goren raised his sword and brought it down against me with a heavy swing.

      “Come here!” he growled as I dodged and launched my own attack. He roared, blocking my sword with his.

      Sparks flew, and he bared his fangs and laughed, effortlessly pushing me back.

      Field darted past me and took on the other Destroyer, his hatchet sharp and relentless as he swung it down hard, forcing his opponent to slowly move back.

      Goren came at me again, his blow even harder the second time around. I managed to block it, still, using my forearm to stop my own sword from being pushed back. I felt the blade cut through my skin, drawing blood, but I couldn’t back down.

      I ducked in a swift spiraling move with my sword out, slashing his abdomen. Dark blood sprayed my face. He hissed, and I quickly withdrew, my gaze darting up and down his body, looking for weak spots.

      “Don’t worry, little wolf girl.” Goren smirked. “I’ll take my time with some good old-fashioned torture before I hand you over to Azazel. Besides, you don’t need arms and legs to have visions.”

      I shuddered at the mental image but held my ground, raising my blade with a confident grin.

      “I kicked your ass once, and I can do it again,” I shot back.

      It was enough to annoy him, a vein popping out of his thick neck. He charged me once more, and I summoned everything I’d learned during my sparring sessions with Field, Phoenix, and my brother. Goren, like every other sack of meat out to kill on this platform, had little tells I’d quickly learned to identify.

      I was able to tell what kind of attack he was going for from the moment he raised his sword again. I dodged, then hit back with my sword at a lower angle, taking him by surprise. He still blocked me, but it took him the extra ounce of effort I needed to quickly perform a 360-degree turn to amplify my hit speed and ram my blade into his arm.

      He growled from the pain but didn’t get a chance to retaliate.

      I heard Hansa roaring from behind Goren before she jumped and shoved her broadsword so deep through his throat, it came out the other side. I had to move my head so I wouldn’t get cut in the process.

      I stilled, my muscles tense and both hands clutching the handle of my sword, which was still stuck in his arm.

      Hansa glared down at him. Goren’s eyes were bulging, his mouth gaping as he choked. Blood poured out, glazing his square chin and throat, before it joined the crimson stream flowing from Hansa’s masterpiece of a stab wound.

      “I made a promise to the fallen sisters of the Red Tribe, and I have to say, I am thrilled that I’m able to keep it,” she said, her boot against his back.

      She bellowed as she pulled the sword out and sprang upward in a twisted jump. She came down hard with a mid-air swing, and the blade cut Goren’s head off cleanly. She landed on both feet, wearing a proud grin. The head rolled off the platform, and that was the last either of us ever saw of the source of many of our nightmares.

      Blood sprayed everywhere from his neck, but neither of us seemed to care. We smiled at each other. Revenge felt good.

      The beast’s body fell to the floor. I pulled my sword back and growled as I kicked his body a couple of times, pushing him toward the edge. I put all my strength into the third hit, until the rest of Goren joined his head in the abyss below the platform.

      Hansa and I both looked down at what was happening below, allowing ourselves a few seconds to catch a breath. Throngs of incubi were being savagely pummeled by our allied forces. Explosions tore their ranks apart, bright orange fireballs that expanded and burned everything in their path, even swallowing some of the Destroyers that had been too slow to pull back.

      Bajangs were pouncing on hostiles, tearing their heads off, while Maras teamed up with the succubi to take on the hordes of Destroyers still defending the castle. The Lamias were hard at work, their Druid magic shooting fire darts out at the beasts, while the Tritones and Grezzi’s incubi were busy battling Azazel’s incubi.

      One by one, however, the soldiers that had been charged with defending Luceria were breaking from their ranks and turning on their own garrisons. I could hear their commanders furiously spouting orders and telling them to get back into their positions, but many incubi had already decided to give our alliance a chance.

      I couldn’t help but grin when I saw one cluster finally overpowered as our forces broke through the western gates and poured into the castle.

      “This is it,” I said, then looked at Hansa.

      “Let’s kill some more Destroyers, Aida,” the succubus replied. “They seem to have it covered down there.”

      I winked, then nodded. We both turned around and stilled. There was plenty of fighting left to do, with Destroyers still keeping our forces busy while Azazel faced off with Draven, Serena still stuck in his invisible grip. Every time Draven tried to move toward him or launch a spell, all the while holding that golden force field against him, Azazel clamped down even harder on the chokehold in which he had Serena. Destroyers consistently tried to come at Draven, too, but Jax and the others did a fine job of keeping the beasts busy and away from the center of the platform.

      Draven needed some kind of distraction to get Serena out of Azazel’s grip, but the others were busy keeping his side clear and defending themselves. I was about to suggest helping him to Hansa, when movement behind Azazel caught my eye.

      Viola was slowly walking toward him.

      As soon as he saw her, Draven’s force field died out, consternation imprinted on his face.

      Viola’s body was gradually lighting up all bright and pink, her skin incandescent with sheer Eritopian power. Her gaze was glowing violet, her chin high and her expression solemn and unwavering. I’d seen something similar coming from her when she’d influenced the shifters back at the mansion.

      This was serious stuff she was summoning.

      My heart stopped as I understood what was happening.
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      Azazel’s hold on me was relentless, and I was beginning to see stars before my eyes. I choked and continuously struggled to free myself, but he was slowly yet surely suffocating me to the point where I couldn’t find the strength to even push out a barrier to distract him.

      Draven had kept trying to intervene, but every time he’d muttered the beginning of a spell, Azazel hissed, warning him as he tightened his grip on me. The young Druids fought Destroyers away from us and tried to return to our side. They wanted to supply Draven with more of the energy he needed to perform stronger spells and get Azazel to drop me. We’d obviously missed a few details during our strategy session, but it was too late to turn back.

      I then noticed Draven’s golden force field go out.

      I caught a glimpse of Aida and Hansa taking a few steps toward us before they stopped, their eyes wide and their faces pale. It was then that I spotted Viola approaching us, and I stilled, suddenly worried less about my predicament and more about everyone else’s, remembering Vita’s first vision of how all this would end.

      As Viola moved closer behind Azazel, he sensed her presence and glanced furiously at her—while still trying to keep his eyes on Draven to avoid a surprise attack.

      “Okay, I clearly have to address this problem now.” He rolled his eyes with frustration. “What are you doing here? I thought you Daughters weren’t getting involved anymore!”

      “You’re confusing me with my sisters,” Viola replied in a thousand different voices at once.

      I had to admit that, even in my semi-conscious state, I was equally creeped out and in awe of her when she was powered up like this. She looked like a moving marble statue, incandescent in a bold pink hue while her eyes glowed violet, the lower part of her white silk dress fluttering in the wind.

      She was several feet away from Azazel when she flashed into a pink mist and reappeared right in front of him. His bright green energy field, which he’d been using against Draven’s golden one, instantly faded – she’d passed right through it. She touched his face before he could even react, her hand glowing hot pink.

      “No, don’t!” he managed to croak, eyes wide with genuine terror.

      I felt the invisible force that had been choking me loosen, and I fell flat on my face. My whole body hurt, but I was thankful to feel the cold stone against my skin and the cool air filling my lungs again. I wheezed and choked as I looked up.

      Azazel had let me go, now forced to deal with Viola.

      A few seconds went by as Azazel blinked, but nothing happened.

      Viola frowned, then took a step back. I understood then that Azazel was too powerful even for a Daughter’s simple touch to kill him. We’d guessed this much from Vita’s first vision about this potential ending for Azazel, but the circumstances had been different then, since we didn’t know he had Nova at the time. Now, even with Nova out of his reach, it seemed like the touch could not destroy Azazel.

      “I’d hoped I wouldn’t have to do this. I tried to help my friends but you’re so bent on destroying every good thing in this world… Your power has spiraled out of control. The time has come for you to pay for your crimes, Azazel,” Viola said, sending shivers down my spine.

      I could see genuine fear in his yellow eyes, before they flickered black and flared up green. There was an internal struggle going on there, and I had a feeling it was taking place between Azazel and Asherak.

      “Don’t do something you’ll regret, sweetheart,” Azazel muttered, raising his hands in a defensive gesture.

      It didn’t faze Viola. Instead, the pink light emanating from her body increased its intensity, so that I had to squint in order to see what was happening, as if a bright pink star had just descended on the platform.

      “I have no choice but to destroy you, Azazel,” Viola’s thousand voices boomed, piercing through the sky above and echoing inside my head. “Your reign of terror ends right now. You have caused irreparable damage to Eritopia, and I shall not let you do any more harm…”

      She took a deep breath, then looked at me with a pained expression.

      I’m sorry, Serena. I could hear her gentle voice, loud and clear, in my head.

      “What… What do you mean, you’re sorry?” I croaked, and got up, my knees still wobbly.

      She focused her attention on Azazel, the light emanating from her growing brighter. The air vibrated around us, and the uneasiness in my stomach became stronger and heavier as the realization kicked in:

      Vita’s first vision was coming true.

      “Don’t… Don’t do this,” Azazel said suddenly, laughing nervously.

      Viola didn’t listen.

      Dread came over me, swallowing me whole and freezing the blood in my veins. I glanced at Draven and saw the horrified look on his face. He knew what was coming, too.

      “Wait, Viola, no,” I croaked. “You don’t have to do this!”

      She wasn’t listening. She’d tuned us out.

      Azazel muttered something under his breath and sent out several invisible pulses to stop her, but she didn’t even budge. Instead, she took a few steps forward, closing the distance between them. The energy she was summoning illuminated her even more.

      This is it…

      But this can’t be it. This can’t be how it ends…

      We’d already changed the future, so how was this still happening? Had we somehow reversed it in getting Nova out, or at some other point along the way?

      My ears rang as the intensity of her very being began to expand, like a star about to explode, raw energy causing friction and heating everything up. My blood simmered and my heart thumped, and Draven and I held each other’s gazes, as if preparing ourselves for what was to come next. The end.

      “No!” Phoenix’s voice shot through the buzz.

      I turned my head and saw him running up behind Viola. He pulled her into his arms and held her tight.

      “Don’t do this, Viola,” he panted, his eyes glassy. “We found another way… A better way…”

      The Daughter wasn’t immediately responsive, and I quickly looked around and noticed that the fighting had stopped. Destroyers and our fighters alike were stunned, gaping at Viola as she prepared to blow us all to pieces, waiting for her reaction.

      “Don’t do this, please… I love you, Viola…”

      She blinked a couple of times, as if pondering the information he’d just presented.

      “There’s another way?” she asked in multiple voices.

      “Yes.” Phoenix sighed in his embrace. “Yes, we found another way. You don’t have to do this. I don’t want us to die, Viola… I want us to live and be together…”

      Viola gave him a soft sideways glance before she relaxed, the pink light gradually dimming. I felt the atmosphere cool down around us. Phoenix didn’t let go of her, holding her close as they took a few steps back.

      Azazel cocked his head to one side, an arrogant half-smile stretching his lips.

      “If you wanted to kill me you should have just let her do it,” he said. “Sure, she would have killed all of you in the process, too, but it just goes to show that none of you were made for war. Because war means sacrifice. And now you will all regret it.”

      I heard growling behind me as swords clashed again. The fighting had resumed, and, judging by the amount of blood spilled and the number of Destroyers collapsing, we were getting closer to a victory against Azazel’s forces. I glanced around briefly, enough to see Aida, Field, Hansa, Jax, Anjani, Jovi, the young Druids, and the shifters taking on Destroyers in teams of two, while Thadeus and Patrik continued to fight one another with tortured expressions.

      We had to do something. We had to move this along before more innocent creatures were killed. But we had to chip away at his morale first. We needed him to falter, open himself up to mistakes before we could go all in. We weren’t even seeing the full extent of his force yet – and we couldn’t beat something we couldn’t comprehend.

      “You’re all overestimating yourselves and putting away the only effective weapon you have.” Azazel straightened his back, several vertebrae crackling in the process. “And you’re about to pay the price for your hubris. You know… pot, meet kettle.”

      He looked around, his lips pressed tight at the sight of his remaining Destroyers falling one by one. Reinforcements weren’t coming anymore. The booms and shrills from below indicated that the allied forces had finally taken control of the castle. His empire was collapsing, and I could almost sense the frustration oozing out of him—dark, toxic, and thirsty for revenge.

      His eyes burst into green flames, the fire of Asherak raging with more intensity than ever. I held my breath and took a step back.

      The tension from Viola’s energy was swiftly replaced by something vile, heavy, and suffocating. My pulse raced, and I could feel Draven’s frayed nerves as he watched Azazel quietly. The Prince of Destroyers grinned as he looked at us, two pools of green fire replacing his eyes, his tongue flitting in the air. He inhaled deeply and raised his arms out from his sides.

      “Can’t you smell your own impending deaths? Because I can!”

      The wind howled around the platform, blowing harder and nearly knocking me off my feet. Something was coming out of Azazel—an energy like I’d never seen before, pure black and vicious and eager to slice and chop and kill everyone standing in its way.

      It was ancient and evil. It wanted blood and destruction.

      It was Asherak.
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      “Come out, milord,” Azazel called in a thunderous voice.

      The darkness inside him swelled like a river after a monsoon, his muscles bulging and his veins throbbing as they lit up green. He grunted as his body amplified its own mass. Azazel was growing taller and bigger before our very eyes, and the dread coming over me was becoming difficult to put into words.

      We had known this would come. We had known he wasn’t using the full potential of Asherak’s soul because, according to the old manuscripts, it was far too powerful and destructive to be wielded so loosely. Azazel was a proud monster and had relied on his skills and dirty tricks to defeat his opponents. Asking Asherak for help must have come at a great price for his overinflated ego.

      “I have to let the Master of Darkness get involved now,” Azazel growled. “Because you’re all too stupid to understand that I cannot be stopped. We. Cannot. Be. Stopped!”

      His lips continued to move, but I couldn’t make out the words. His whispers unraveled into the wind and spread out above, gathering thick black clouds. The sky turned the color of charcoal as thunder roared through the dark billows converging over Luceria. Gale-force currents circled the top of the castle, sweeping discarded weapons and shields away as the last of Azazel’s Destroyers fell over to their deaths.

      Patrik and Thadeus were at a standstill behind me.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” Thadeus gasped, clutching his sword, his face covered in sweat.

      “Me neither, Thadeus, but my body won’t listen,” Patrik replied before he launched another attack. Their blades collided once more. I prayed we’d finish this soon enough to free the two Druids from Azazel’s blood spell.

      Everyone else looked exhausted, but still standing. Their chests swelled with heavy breathing as they moved against the strong winds crashing into them. Jax, Hansa, Anjani, and Jovi were the first to come closer, followed by Aida, Field, the young Druids, and the three shifters as they tightened the circle around us.

      They all watched as Azazel revealed the peak of his power.

      I could tell from the consternation on their faces that they could feel him—Asherak, the disease that had been plaguing Eritopia for centuries, tucked away inside Azazel. He was impossible to ignore. His strange whispers trickled into my head.

      I shook the goosebumps away and drew my sword, both hands clutching the hilt as I took my fighting stance and carefully measured my breaths.

      “I promise you this will be over soon,” Azazel said, his voice different, scratchy and sharp, like that of a creature that hadn’t used his vocal cords in eons.

      That wasn’t Azazel talking anymore. It was Asherak.

      He lifted his arms above his head and moved them in a pulling gesture, and the black clouds spiraling above his head tightened into a column and came down, answering his call. The shifters growled behind me and stepped back, genuine fear imprinted on their faces as they morphed back to their original forms and hid behind two columns.

      I looked back up and noticed green lightning striking down through the swirling column of clouds. It shot right into Azazel’s head and ignited a sheet of bright green light that expanded, and I knew it would bring us instant death. The pit in my stomach convinced me of it.

      Just as Azazel roared, preparing to deploy that destructive force, Draven dropped his sword and charged ahead. He rammed into Azazel and broke his contact with the green lightning. Azazel cursed as they fought one another, throwing punches left and right.

      The cloud column retracted slowly, but the sky remained blanketed in darkness. Fear squeezed my heart as I watched Draven tackling Azazel, who was easily three times his size. Yet Draven held his own.

      Azazel drove his fist into Draven’s side. Draven grunted from the pain and came back with a brief succession of right and left hooks, finishing with a decisive uppercut before he jumped back, doubling over as he heaved and brought a hand up to his ribs.

      Draven’s lip was split, blood trickling down his chin. He wiped it off with the back of his hand, then straightened his back and breathed in deeply.

      He’d bashed Azazel quite well. Red bruises were swelling his right eye and the corner of his mouth.

      “Did you really think a physical fight would bring me down?” Azazel sneered in Asherak’s voice, turning his head to one side as he spat out some blood and a tooth.

      Draven shook his head with a satisfied smirk.

      “That wasn’t my intention,” he replied dryly.

      Azazel’s grin faded, his eyes still burning green as he glanced down and instantly patted his chest. His pendant was gone.

      I exhaled sharply, noticing the snake medallion glistening in Draven’s hand as he lifted it to show Azazel exactly what he’d meant. I couldn’t help but stifle a grin.

      “Nice,” Jovi muttered behind me.

      I glanced at Ori, who nodded briefly. He moved his lips, whispering a spell as he stepped forward. Azazel was livid, baring his fangs at Draven.

      “You must be joking,” Azazel muttered, his hand touching the patch of his chest where he’d always felt the pendant.

      The young Druids summoned their energy, glowing all white as they transferred it to Ori, whose palms lit up as he fashioned a long broadsword out of thin air and darted toward Azazel.

      The sharp weapon looked solid but incandescent, and Ori jumped and swung it down with all his might. The move caught Azazel by surprise. He was still reeling from the shock of losing his precious medallion. Ori’s blade hit Azazel’s neck with a spine-tingling clang but bounced back, as if he were made of steel.

      “Oh, please,” the Prince of Destroyers snarled, and swatted Ori away with a bright green pulse. The young Druid gasped as he fell backwards and banged his head against the stone floor. He rolled over to the side, grunting from the pain and blinking fast as he tried to stay conscious, while his sword dissolved into white sparks and vanished.

      That wasn’t the outcome I’d been hoping for.

      The young Druids were as shocked as the rest of us, except for Draven, who kept his emotions to himself. He was even trying to shut himself off from me, but I knew exactly what he was going through. Our connection ran deeper than anything we’d had before, despite his efforts.

      The look he gave me, however, told me more than words could ever convey. A pang in my stomach warned me of what was coming next.

      “I seem to keep asking these rhetorical questions today, but did you really think you could defeat me if you just took my pendant away?” Azazel asked, his fingers touching the part of his neck that had rejected Ori’s blade.

      “One can only hope.” Draven muttered his response, the gold snake restlessly moving in its eight-loop, hanging from the broken chain wrapped around his fist. Its ruby eyes shimmered green as Azazel looked at it, a muscle twitching in his jaw.

      “Asherak and I are bound for all eternity, little Druid,” he said, his voice low and cold. “His power flows through me, and it isn’t bound to an object anymore. It hasn’t been for centuries. That being said, I must commend you for your efforts. I can see you put some work into this pathetic strategy of yours. It’s a shame you didn’t think of joining my ranks, instead of getting yourself and your friends killed here.”

      Draven glanced at me again, and my heart tied itself into a painful knot. His gray eyes flickered black. I felt his anger, his grief and his despair. I shook my head slowly, my eyes wide. I understood what he was about to do.

      My worst nightmare was coming true.

      “I doubt it’s pathetic,” Draven retorted. “But you’re right. I did put in some effort. I even learned the Soul Fusion spell for this.”

      Azazel, with all his might and amplified size, stilled at the mention of Asherak’s final spell. The ritual through which his soul could fuse with that of another Druid. The same process through which the ancient dark Druid had merged with Azazel.

      Judging by the speed with which the color drained from his face, Azazel hadn’t thought about another Druid doing the same. After all, there weren’t supposed to be any Druids left, and, besides, who would be crazy enough to take on the curse, anyway?

      Deep inside, I knew the answer.

      I shook my head.

      I wasn’t ready for this. I’d known, deep down, it might happen, but I’d prayed to all the powers out there, including the Daughters, that it would not come to this.

      “No, Draven, don’t!” I darted toward him, but I was pulled back. Phoenix had come around, his hand gripping my wrist. His face was ashen, and confirmed my worst fears—that he was ready to let Draven do this. But I wasn’t.

      “Let me go!” I growled, yanking my hand back.

      His arms quickly wrapped around my waist, holding me tight.

      “I’m sorry, Sis. We have to,” he said.

      “No, no, you—”

      “You… You know about Soul Fusion?” Azazel asked, his voice barely audible, but loud enough to distract me for a second.

      “You must’ve thought you burned everything down when you first invaded Calliope, but you consistently underestimated my father,” Draven replied, an eyebrow raised.

      Despite his cool demeanor, I knew he was in tremendous pain. Just like he knew I was already tearing up, unable to hold it in anymore. I struggled against Phoenix’s hold and pushed out a barrier. He grunted, but he didn’t let go.

      “Dammit, Phoenix, let me go,” I snarled, then looked at Draven. “Don’t, Draven! Don’t do this!”

      “It’s the only way, Serena,” Phoenix insisted, but I couldn’t accept it. I’d rejected the premise from the very beginning.

      The others watched quietly. The somber looks on their faces, the glimmers of sadness and grief in their eyes told me everything I needed to know. They knew. And, like my brother, they were ready for it.

      But I’m not!

      “Your father,” Azazel muttered, squinting at Draven as he started to figure out his familiar features.

      “Almus.”

      Azazel’s eyes widened, the green flames burning bright with recognition. It was all there for him to see. The physical features. The relentlessness and brilliant Druid skills. Draven was the best of both Genevieve and Almus, and it was something that even Azazel couldn’t deny.

      “It’s been a long time… I’d almost forgotten what Almus looked like. You survived. Funny enough, that little silvery worm Sverik never told me who you were. He only gave me a name. I’ll have to rip his entrails out for not divulging this little morsel of information.” Azazel nodded slowly, pursing his lips. “Looks like your father decided to bother me after all, from beyond his shallow grave.”

      Sverik hadn’t told him - why was that? It came as a surprise, but then, combined with the fact that Jasmine had stopped the information flow from the mansion, it all suddenly made sense. Azazel clearly hadn’t known who Draven was up to this point. I had a feeling that, had he known he was dealing with Almus’ son, he would’ve been even more brutal, more vicious and relentless in his quest to stop us.

      “All the forbidden manuscripts were saved. All the Druid archives,” Draven said. “He kept everything secret, hidden far away from you or anyone who served you. Everything. Including the Soul Fusion spell.”

      “Don’t be stupid, little Druid.” Azazel scoffed. “It takes a Master Druid such as myself to withstand the strength of Asherak. And you need his consent. He will never leave me for you.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure.” Draven smirked and brought the snake pendant up to his lips.

      Azazel froze, and so did I.

      “Draven!” I screamed. “Draven, don’t! Please! There has to be another way!”

      Both Jovi and Phoenix were now holding me back. I pushed out one barrier after another, but I was getting so weak, they barely felt them. They weren’t letting me go.

      “Serena, we’re sorry, but you know it’s what needs to be done!” Jovi grunted, but I wasn’t listening.

      My heart broke, and tears streamed down my cheeks.

      “Draven, I love you. Don’t do this… Please!” I shrieked, my throat burning.

      I couldn’t stop him. My brother, my friends, our allies, they didn’t want to stop him.

      Draven whispered into the snake’s ruby eyes, and the object responded, wiggling and breaking its eight-loop to move in a circle, as if trying to eat its own tail.

      “Come take me, Asherak,” Draven called out to the dark Druid, whose presence was still heavy and intense, consuming the air around us. “I’m all yours…”

      The whispers intensified, words forming in the back of my head. Azazel hissed, fury contorting his face. He moved toward Draven, but the pendant emitted an invisible pulse that pushed him back, warning him to keep his distance.

      “No!” I cried out, starting to lose my voice. My heart burned, and I wanted to fight my way out of Jovi and Phoenix’s grip, but my knees weakened as the whispers smacked me with a hard dose of reality.

      He’s mine… said the hissing in my head.

      Five Destroyers spilled out from the staircase and onto the platform—they must have escaped from the allied forces storming the castle—and they stopped and stared in disbelief, their eyes flickering green as they saw the snake pendant dangling from Draven’s hand.

      “No, this can’t be…” Azazel gasped.

      Asherak’s voice became clearer in my head. In all our heads.

      He is strong…

      “No!” Azazel bellowed. “No! You can’t do this!”

      He is powerful… More powerful than you ever were… He’s fit to be a Master Druid, and it only took him a few months to learn… I can smell his energy… It’s… It’s delicious…

      “No, you can’t,” I whimpered. “Don’t, Draven, I beg you! Don’t! It’s too dangerous! You’ll be lost!”

      Mmm… A new soulmate…

      I swallowed back another wave of tears, hurting too much to even feel creeped out by Asherak’s voice bouncing around in my skull. I stopped moving as it all sank in, breaking me down.

      Vita’s last vision of the war’s outcome was coming true, and I still wasn’t ready for it. I loved him. I couldn’t let him do this. I couldn’t let him destroy himself.

      And yet, it seemed like I had no choice.

      I was angry with Phoenix and Jovi and everyone who didn’t try to stop Draven. But deep inside, my conscience was telling me the same as they were. Draven was going to do this, no matter what I said. I couldn’t prevent it.

      “I’m yours, Asherak,” Draven hissed. “Take me.”

      A soul-shattering roar erupted from Azazel as he slithered toward Draven, unwilling to let go of Asherak.

      “You will not leave me!” Azazel cried out.

      Open your soul to me, Draven, I heard Asherak say, satisfaction oozing from his husky voice.

      “Draven!” I screamed his name again, fighting tooth and nail to break free. “Please… Draven...”

      “I love you, Serena,” Draven said softly, as his beautiful gray eyes finally looked at me.

      I could feel it. And it hurt even more because it wasn’t a regular “I love you”.

      It was his goodbye.

      “No!” I shrieked, my legs flailing in my desperate attempt to reach him. Phoenix and Jovi’s arms constricted around my arms and torso, keeping me in place.

      Draven held his ground as Azazel lunged at him. The entire castle shuddered, cosmic amounts of dark energy suddenly being released into the atmosphere.

      The snake pendant exploded in a phosphorescent green light just as Azazel clutched it.

      The light swallowed the entire platform like an incandescent emerald dome.

      It blinded us.

      Draven…
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      I hadn’t exactly planned for this.

      I hadn’t wanted it to get to this.

      “Draven, no!” I could hear Serena screaming, over and over, but it was too late.

      The winds that Azazel had summoned to enforce Asherak’s presence settled.

      The bright green light that had engulfed the platform faded, and I could see everyone clearly. Azazel’s consternation crumpling his face. Tears streaming down Serena’s cheeks as Jovi and Phoenix held her back. Jax, Anjani, and Hansa’s pained expressions as they gripped their swords tighter. The young Druids watching me quietly, their lips pursed as they took a step closer. Aida and Field helping Vita back to her feet; the fae looking at me and recognizing the very vision we’d all wished to avoid.

      Even Patrik and Thadeus had stopped fighting. The five Destroyers that had come up last were paralyzed, staring at me, their eyes flickering green. Whatever control Azazel had had on them was now wavering. One of them, a female with long brown hair and black scales covering her arms and neck, shook her head before she fell to the floor. Her bones cracked as her serpent tail split into legs and she returned to her Druid form. One by one, the remaining Destroyers recovered as well, while the three shifters watched from behind the pillars, wary of getting closer.

      And I had opened myself up to Asherak.

      We’d all hoped that it would be over if we removed the pendant and beheaded Azazel, but, clearly, that hadn’t worked out. I’d been forced to make a decision that I knew would cause grief but would also save my world.

      There was no other choice.

      Azazel and Asherak had to be stopped. Millions had died because of them, and millions more would continue to die if they were allowed to coexist and burn everything in their path.

      Asherak’s soul needed a new host if it were to leave Azazel’s body. None of the young Druids were as strong as I was, and we knew it. I was younger, but we could tell from the speed with which I was learning and the overwhelming power of my spells that I had what it took to host a soul as dark as Asherak’s. I was the low-hanging fruit we needed to draw him out of Azazel’s body.

      We’d talked about this extensively during our training in the sphere at Stonewall. I’d never told Serena about it because I knew she wouldn’t take it well, but the Druids and I had prepared for this outcome.

      I’d had months to anticipate this exact moment, but making the decision still felt like a thousand swords stabbing me repeatedly from all angles—the pain felt near impossible to handle. Serena’s voice made it worse, my stomach twisting itself up in knots at the sound of it, but I had to keep going. I had to let him in. I had to stop this madness.

      I felt Asherak’s soul slipping through me, chilling the blood in my veins as his whispers resonated in my head.

      Let me in, Draven…

      I did. Darkness and poison filled me, making my muscles tremble and my skin feel like it had been set on fire. His toxic soul coursed through my limbs, and my chest swelled with the incredible power it carried. Asherak was strong, and I couldn’t help but feel impressed by Azazel’s ability to hold him for so long. It felt as though an active volcano had been stuffed inside me and was constantly erupting.

      “Draven.”

      Serena’s cry made me turn my head. She was still trying to break free from Phoenix and Jovi’s hold. I gave her a reassuring smile, but I could feel her pain throbbing through me.

      “It’s okay, Serena,” I managed.

      I took a deep breath as Asherak slowly made himself comfortable in my flesh. It wasn’t a sudden process. It required a little time for the dark Druid to adjust to a new body. I could feel him settling in, but I was still very much in control of myself.

      All I had to do was reign it in and finish the job, as dark energy oozed out of me. Reign it in for long enough to destroy Azazel and for Viola or the Druids to kill me. If Asherak took full control, merging like this with another Druid, especially one as powerful as me, even the Daughters wouldn’t be able to stop him, we would all be doomed. Eritopia would be once again lost.

      I shifted my focus to Azazel, who stood before me with his eyes bulging and his mouth gaping. He hadn’t seen this coming. Even in his wildest dreams, he’d never thought there would be a Druid strong or resourceful enough to do what I’d just done.

      “How can this be?” Azazel croaked, still in shock.

      “For all your crimes,” I said, walking toward him, “Azazel of Mellisteris, Master Druid of Purgaris, you will meet your judgment now.”

      “I… No… Asherak, you bastard!” he bellowed at the darkness inside me.

      I could feel the ancient Druid chuckling, thrilled to be inside a younger, stronger body and, at the same time, amused by Azazel’s predicament.

      “For all the creatures you’ve killed. For all the lives you’ve stolen. For all the souls you’ve ruined. For the unspeakable damage and destruction you’ve brought upon the twenty kingdoms of Eritopia. For your abuse of a precious Daughter of Eritopia and all the Oracles that you’ve abducted and imprisoned. For all your evil and greed, you will die, Azazel.”

      I kept moving, closing the distance between us. Fear drained the blood from his face, his yellow eyes fixed on me, but he knew there was nowhere to run. This was his end. He shrank in size right in front of me, back to his original Destroyer form, no taller than me.

      “You lied to me, Asherak,” he hissed. “You promised me an eternity!”

      “And you will get nothing but darkness and inexistence,” I replied on behalf of all Eritopians, then grabbed him by the throat, my fingers digging in as his windpipe was crushed.

      Finish him, I heard Asherak whispering in the back of my head.

      A surge of power shot through me, feeding my desire to make Azazel suffer for everything he’d done. I let it all out, and thousands of bright green electrical currents pierced his body. He cried out from the pain as the electric flow, the equivalent of a thousand lightning bolts, ate away at his flesh.

      “This is for my father,” I said through gritted teeth. “And Elissa, you despicable piece of garbage!”

      His skin reddened from the current. His bones cracked. His muscles jerked as he desperately tried to get free. There was no escape.

      “All I wanted was power!” he croaked as he trembled in my grip. “The world was mine for the taking!”

      “Oh, you are certainly getting a lot of power through you right now.” I felt a grin stretching my lips.

      The electric shock was fatal. Black smoke billowed out of him as his eyes flared green one last time before they rolled back in his head and he released his last breath.

      I removed my hands and heard the thud as he collapsed on the black stone floor. Most of his body was severely burned. Raw, red flesh contrasted with patches of charred skin, as his massive serpent tail twitched and split, morphing back into legs.

      In death, Azazel returned to his original Druid form, burned beyond recognition and with nothing but shame and defeat to his name. It probably had to do with him being the originator of the control spell he’d cast over the Destroyers, that he could go back and die in his Druid form, unlike his servants. And I exhaled slowly, feeling no remorse for what I’d just done, not even for enjoying it all.

      There was only relief.

      It was over.

      I looked at Serena. She’d stilled, looking at me with a mixture of pain and dread, and I wasn’t sure what to make of it. I’d just killed Azazel. It was an act worthy of celebration. Of sighs and half-smiles. Of cheers and dreams of the future brought back to the surface.

      Oh, you certainly have it in you, Asherak hissed in my ear.

      I shook my head, then noticed the frowns surrounding me. Something was wrong.

      “What is it?” I asked, my voice raspier than usual.

      “Draven…” Serena managed to whisper. “Draven… Your eyes… Your eyes are yellow…”

      My joy was short lived. My relief transitory. My comfort fleeting.

      Pain shot through my whole body as I felt Asherak moving to take control of my bones, my flesh, and my very heart. My pulse accelerated and my temples throbbed as my insides burned, and every instinct I had told me to give the signal.

      “Kill me,” I heard myself gasp before I fell on my side, my arms wrapped tightly over my aching stomach.

      “No!” Serena screamed.

      I heard feet shuffling as Jovi and Phoenix were forced to hold her back once more.

      Swords were drawn from their sheaths.

      “Draven, no! Don’t! Fight it!” Serena begged me.

      “Kill me!” I shouted.

      Asherak laughed, echoing in my head. His soul felt like a million tentacles ripping through every strip of muscle, every inch of bone, and every stretch of consciousness, claiming it all as his own. His darkness poisoned me and pushed me over the edge.

      The pain was too much. My thighs, my calves burned. Bones cracked in my legs.

      I cried out and pricked my tongue with my fangs, tasting blood. I was growing fangs.

      I brought a hand up to my mouth and touched my aching gums. I felt them, long and sharp.

      I looked down and watched in horror as my legs fused together, the skin rippling as they morphed into a massive black serpent tail. My clothes were torn, useless on the floor as my physical form grew in size.

      Time to let go, Draven, Asherak said. Don’t fight me.

      It was happening too fast.

      I found Serena’s terrified gaze and stilled for a brief moment.

      There was no turning back.

      My heart broke, and I realized what hurt more than the fact that I was becoming a Destroyer. What hurt more than the process itself.

      This would be the last image that Serena would have of me. The monster I’d sworn to defeat.

      The monster was now me.
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      Black clouds moved over our heads, like thick rolls of charcoal dust. Lightning shot through them, spreading out into incandescent spider webs, followed by ominous thunder. Cold winds rose and smacked into us as the storm gathered on top of the platform, where Asherak was in the process of taking over Draven’s body and soul.

      I couldn’t let him go like this. I couldn’t bear to see the man I loved go through with this horrendous transformation. I couldn’t lose him to Asherak.

      “Draven!” I screamed, my eyes burning as I blinked away more tears.

      “Kill me now!” Draven growled, heaving on the floor, his lower body turned into a large black snake tail. His yellow eyes were fixed on me, and I could feel the shame and the grief pouring out of him.

      “No! Nobody touches him!” I snapped, and struggled harder against Jovi and Phoenix’s hold on me.

      I couldn’t let him do this to himself. To me. To us.

      Maybe I could talk him out of it. Maybe I could help him fight Asherak.

      Azazel had never had someone to love, someone to guide him away from the darkness.

      Maybe I could help.

      It was that thought that finally gave me the push I needed to release a barrier strong enough to knock my brother and Jovi back. I ran to Draven and fell to my knees next to him, just as Malachy used the other Druids’ energy to fashion a sword from his glowing hands, and began walking toward us.

      I raised my arms up in a defensive gesture, while Draven groaned below.

      “Don’t!” I pleaded, my voice trembling. “Don’t! Not yet, please!”

      “Serena, it’s too late,” Draven gasped, his hand clutching my wrist. “He’s taking over. Kill me now while you all still have a chance!”

      The pain was unbearable, just watching him go through this horrific metamorphosis. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what mourning him would feel like. It would kill me. I simply couldn’t accept a life without Draven in it.

      “No, Draven, you can fight this!” I cried, cupping his face in my hands.

      Viola took several steps forward with a pained expression on her face, her eyes glowing violet. I could see her from the corner of my teary eye. I looked up, my gaze finding hers, and shook my head.

      “No, please… Please, Viola…”

      “I’m sorry, Serena. I truly am,” she said in multiple voices. “But Draven is right. I couldn’t kill Asherak because he already had full control over Azazel. The complete Soul Fusion spell was too much even for a Daughter of Eritopia to handle. But he’s yet to consume Draven. We can end this now, while Asherak is still vulnerable.”

      Draven hissed suddenly, baring his fangs at me, but I knew it wasn’t him. It was the dark Druid feeling threatened. He knew what was coming.

      “Viola, please… I beg you, wait. I can try, I can try to help him…”

      I shifted my focus back to Draven, his big yellow eyes sending shivers down my spine. He struggled, his breathing ragged, while little currents of green light flowed through his body like pulses of Asherak’s power eating away at him.

      “Draven, please,” I said gently. “I love you. I’ve only just found you. You’ve taken hold of my soul, my body, my entire existence. We were going to stand up today, overlooking Calliope and celebrate Eritopia’s freedom. Together. You and me, Draven. You love me. I can feel it. You don’t want this. I don’t want this… Please… Fight it. Fight him!”

      “He’s strong, Serena,” Draven replied through gritted teeth, further twisting my heart into a painful knot. “Kill me before he takes over.”

      “I… I can’t kill you, Draven,” I sobbed.

      I noticed the snake pendant in his hand twisting back into its eight-loop, its beady ruby eyes glistening with green reflections. I moved to take it away from him, but Draven slapped my hand back so hard, it nearly broke my fingers.

      I bit my lower lip to hold in a gasp, ice tumbling through my veins as he looked at me, his eyes flaring furiously green. He let out a menacing hiss, the air around us engaged in a friction that raised the temperature and amplified the pressure, making it difficult to react. As if a centuries-old weight were being pushed down on my shoulders.

      “He’s strong.” Draven’s lips moved, but it wasn’t his voice. It was raspy and poisonous. Asherak was speaking through him. “I must say, I’m pleased with him. His soul, so bright and golden, is ripe and ready for me. Don’t think you can stop this.”

      Dread made my temples and my throat burn. Draven was losing this battle, but I wasn’t ready to give up yet. I’d never be ready to give up on him.

      I reached out to touch his face again.

      Draven snarled and backhanded me so hard, I twisted backward and landed on my side, my jaw and mouth throbbing.

      “Serena!” Phoenix shouted as he moved toward me.

      I immediately looked up at him and put my hand out to stop him.

      “Don’t! Stay back!” I shouted. “All of you, stay back! I’m not done here! I’ll never be done here!”

      “Serena, stop being so stubborn and kill me! I can’t hold on anymore!” Draven bellowed as he rose, adjusting to his new lower body.

      His muscles twitched as he doubled over, fists tightened to the point where his knuckles turned white, skin so stretched it could burst open. Beads of sweat trickled down his face, and his eyes flickered indecisively between yellow and bright green. He was still fighting Asherak.

      Was this it? Was I losing him for good?

      It felt like it. Grief roared through me. My knees were weak, my arms were limp, and my chest hurt so badly. I couldn’t take it.

      I was losing Draven, and I couldn’t take it.

      For some reason, words my father had once said to me bubbled up to the surface in the back of my head. He’d said to me once, when I was still a child, that “love can be the most powerful weapon in the world, if two souls are truly connected”. He’d been referring to my mother and him. Their bond was strong and they were virtually undefeatable, and I’d always looked up to them, hoping I’d one day be in a relationship as beautiful, as intense, and as powerful as that.

      It dawned on me then, as I looked at Draven, that I was already in one such relationship. It had been beautiful, despite the dangers and tragedies. It was intense to the point where we’d given ourselves to one another and our souls had become connected for an eternity. But was it powerful enough to stop Asherak from tearing us apart?

      That was a question I had yet to answer, and this was my last chance to find out.

      I stood and decided to try something.

      I wiped the blood from my split lower lip and inhaled sharply as I stepped forward.

      “Serena,” Viola said, her voices thundering across the platform. “I have to end this now.”

      “Okay, just let me… Just let me say goodbye.” I looked at her.

      She stilled, blinking a couple of times. She hadn’t expected me to agree. I wasn’t. I just needed them all to back down for a few seconds. Asherak included.

      I wasn’t ready to accept failure, although I also had to think of my brother, my friends, our allies, and all the lives that depended on us. We’d come too far to let Asherak destroy everything. But Draven and I had also come too far, gone too deep into our relationship to let this bastard break it all down. I rejected the idea so vehemently that the fury coming out of me as a response was exactly what fueled me into regaining my composure.

      “Asherak,” I spoke, while completely opening myself up to Phoenix.

      I could feel my brother using his sentry powers on me, trying to read my emotions, trying to figure out what I was up to, so I gave him full access. He’d most likely guessed that I wasn’t actually ready to say goodbye to Draven, and he needed to know what I was going to do, so he’d keep Viola and the others away.

      “Asherak, you win,” I rasped.

      Gasps and whispers broke out around me, and I caught a glimpse of Phoenix moving next to Viola and whispering something in her ear. She nodded slowly, her palms glowing pink.

      Draven’s eyes flared green as he straightened his back and looked down at me. A grin slit his face. I’d managed to get the dark Druid inside him to relax for a moment, while Draven was stunned by my words—I could feel his emotions clearly, ribbons seeping out of him and tickling my senses.

      “Change of heart? Don’t worry, Serena, he will be well looked after,” Asherak spoke through him. “An eternity of greatness awaits us. He just needs to give in. I’m almost there…”

      “I can feel him slipping away from me, no matter what I do… I just want one more minute with him, alone, before you take over,” I replied, my stomach churning. “Just one moment… Please...”

      Draven cocked his head to one side, his fiery green gaze drilling into me. I held my ground. I wasn’t sure Asherak would buy into this. There was nothing other than Phoenix stopping Viola from killing Draven and ending this. But the dark Druid was busy fighting Draven on the inside, trying to take over his body.

      He was confident, maybe a little too much. I could feel him, just like I could feel Draven. Because they were now sharing a body and Asherak was trying to consume the soul, too, I could sense all the emotions swirling in there.

      I opened my mind to Phoenix and relayed everything I could pick up from him. I’d never thought I’d be able to communicate so well with my brother, but, given the circumstances, I had a feeling my sentry nature was expanding and developing. I knew he got the message, because when I glanced at him he gave me a brief nod.

      “One moment,” Asherak said. “Bid your farewell…”

      I’d been right. He was too sure of himself, as he felt Draven giving in, no longer able to resist Asherak’s darkness. It gave me the opening I needed to try one last thing.

      Draven’s body shook and his eyes returned to yellow, flickering black with emotion as tears rolled down his cheeks.

      “What’s happening? Serena,” he said, his lower lip trembling. “Please, kill me now while I’m still here… I can’t hold on anymore. If he takes over completely we’re all dead.”

      I closed the distance between us and took his face in my hands, gently pulling him closer. I looked deep in his eyes, looking for a glimmer of the real him beyond that shuddering yellow.

      “Draven,” I breathed. “I love you more than anything. I’m ready to burn this whole world down for you to stay alive. Call it selfish, if you want. I don’t care. I love you too much to let you go, and I’m hoping this will be enough to give you the strength you need to fight Asherak.”

      I could hear the dark Druid hissing inside Draven, whose gaze softened on me as he listened.

      “I’m not going to save a world that doesn’t have you in it, and I know that’ll piss you off enough to take a stand and fight this bastard and finish the job yourself, because there is no one as strong as you are, Draven…”

      Tears rolled down my cheeks as I kissed him, pressing my lips against his and pouring all my love into that one little gesture that meant the world to me.

      Asherak was struggling beneath the surface, snapping and snarling. I could feel his rage, but Draven had my full attention. He had yet to lose control.

      “I want to spend the rest of my life with you,” I told him with a watery smile. “And I plan to live for a damn long time with you. I love you, Draven, like nothing and no one else in this world, and the reason I fell so hard is because of your strength. Even when you didn’t think you had it in you, you stood tall and fought back and brought us all here today. You are strong, Draven.”

      He exhaled sharply, gold energy pouring into me, feeding me like before and filling me with his emotions. They all burned for me. For us.

      “You can fight this. For yourself. For Eritopia. For me, Draven. Fight it and kick this snake out! Don’t let him take another soul down with him. He’s taken enough!” I raised my voice and took a step back.

      I could hear growling and hissing beneath his ribs. I could feel Asherak’s poison flushing through his veins. I could feel the rage crashing into his very soul. A war was being waged inside Draven’s body, and I’d made myself heard, loud and clear.

      His resolve had already resurfaced.

      Draven was ready to reclaim his body.

      Because his soul was already mine.
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      I could feel him burning through me, like wildfire swallowing a forest, blazing and consuming everything in its path. Asherak was furious.

      Serena had taken advantage of his momentary weakness, his desperation to get to my soul before he could manifest his full power like he’d done with Azazel. Even in my current state, struggling to maintain consciousness and take my body back from the dark Druid, I couldn’t help but marvel at Serena’s quick wit, playing on his arrogance like that.

      I loved her with every fiber of my being, and she’d been able to get her message through to me, loud and clear. It was all in my hands now. I had one last chance to make this work. To save myself and be with her. She’d instilled hope with a handful of words, and I loved her even more for it.

      My heart swelled as Asherak’s poison kept trying to pierce through it. My brain sizzled as his roars traveled through me, echoing through every cell, making my muscles jerk and my bones crack as he sought to bring down my physical defenses.

      I looked at Serena, and I could see a glimmer in her bluish green eyes, her long black hair framing her beautiful face. She stood tall and proud and wiped the tears away. Her split lip was swollen and red, and I could taste her blood on my lips. I felt horrible for having hit her so hard. I felt my own rage coming up, as I was angry at myself for allowing Asherak to hurt her.

      “Fight it, Draven!” she said, projecting everything she felt at me.

      Emotions washed over me. Love. Longing. Pride. They were all for me.

      I directed my rage at Asherak. He’d made me hurt Serena, and there was no way in hell I was letting him get away with it. My consciousness struggled against the dark Druid’s constant pummeling, his bellowing in the back of my head.

      Let me in, Draven. Your soul is mine. You offered yourself to me!

      Something inside me didn’t want to let go. Something tugged at my heart, and it took me a few moments to realize what it was, while Asherak was digging his claws deeper and sending ripples of pain through my body, making me bend forward.

      Let me in! You’re mine!

      The tug got stronger, and I jerked back into an upright position, while every inch of my body ached to the point where tears streamed down my cheeks. It was Serena. It was our bond, our unbreakable tie that had formed the night we first made love.

      Her sentry nature kept us connected even as Asherak burned holes through me, desperately trying to sink his fangs into my soul and devour my energy. Serena was my lifeline, my beacon of light, and the one creature I needed to get to before it was too late.

      Asherak caught on and tried to break the invisible chain, but he hissed and growled with frustration as I focused on how Serena made me feel.

      Everyone around us was frozen, swords out and ready to strike me down.

      I knew I would die if I didn’t fight back now. I knew there was an end coming. My friends, my allies had me covered on that end. I could see it in Hansa’s emerald-gold eyes. I could see it on Jax’s face. The young Druids, too. They were ready to do what Serena couldn’t, but they’d also seen what she could do, and they were now watching it all unravel.

      Let me in! You have nothing but me! I am the only one who can save you! I saved Azazel and I can save you, too! Let me in!

      Asherak was getting desperate.

      He was growing louder and more violent, too, but somehow, I was able to withstand every blow.

      I stilled, gazing into Serena’s eyes. She kept me anchored to reality. I felt my love for her grow brighter, like an expanding sun.

      “I love you so much,” I whispered to her, while the dark Druid kept snarling and cursing inside me.

      “I love you, Draven,” she replied, her voice trembling and echoing beneath my ribcage.

      “Get out, Asherak.” I found my resolve and started pushing back. “I rescind my invitation. Get the hell out!”

      You can’t just kick me out! It doesn’t work like that! Nothing can stop me now! No one can stop me! I’m taking you whether you like it or not! I’ll eat away at you until you give in!

      “That’s it, Draven! Fight it,” Serena encouraged me, hope once again flickering in her eyes.

      “You don’t get it, do you, Asherak?” I growled, feeling myself get stronger with every second that went by. “I’m not on my own in here…”

      You’re mine! Give in!

      “I can’t,” I replied. “I’m not alone in here. I have Serena. My soul is not mine to give because she already has it. She won’t let you have it.”

      His frustration burned through me, but I held on tight.

      Serena came to me and wrapped her arms around me. I felt her warmth and her love flowing through me. I felt her energy soaring and washing the darkness away as Asherak bellowed and thrashed, unable to do anything anymore. Sunlight filled me up and sent my heart beating fast as I embraced Serena and opened myself up to her.

      You can’t do this!

      “Unlike you, Asherak, I’m not alone,” I said. “I have Serena.”

      She tightened her grip on me, and I felt her heartbeat catching up with mine. Her ribcage hummed as she spoke.

      “You do, Draven. You have me,” she said, looking up at me.

      Whatever that energy was that she was sending through me, it managed to dull the pain. I was able to hold her face in my hands and give her a weak smile before I focused all my rage at the dark toxin that was trying to eat me alive.

      “Get out!” I shouted from the bottom of my lungs.

      I heard Asherak wail as I fused my soul with Serena’s, welcoming her light.

      I expelled Asherak with a bright green flash, and roared as I felt his poison peeling itself away from every strip of my flesh.

      The darkness oozed out of me like a black cloud, its insides shimmering green and shrieking before it blasted itself away into nothingness.

      The pulse was strong, and it knocked everyone else off their feet. It blew the columns away, leaving the platform bare and completely open. It broke the stone arch holding Abrille’s bubble, the last of Azazel’s contraptions.

      The sphere broke as soon as it hit the floor, since Azazel’s power was no longer keeping it impervious to outside forces. The water splashed, and Abrille landed on her side, coughing and wheezing, breathing air once more.

      Only Serena and I were left standing, holding each other as I peeled my eyes open and took in my new reality.

      The black mist that had once been Asherak was gone.

      It was over.

      I couldn’t believe it. I took a deep breath. My lungs felt scratchy.

      But I was free.

      Asherak was gone.
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      Asherak’s roar echoed above us as it disappeared into the nothingness.

      Before I could even think of a reaction, my hand instinctively found Draven’s and ripped the snake pendant away. I tossed it to the side, by the Daughter’s feet, then looked up at Draven. The air around us felt lighter, more breathable.

      I found his steely gray eyes flickering black, his gaze soft and full of love.

      My Draven was back.

      “Serena…”

      He didn’t get to finish his sentence, as he doubled over in pain. I didn’t let go of him, but I got down on my knees, holding him as he convulsed from the agony of his transformation. His monstrous snake tail twitched. His bones cracked as he regained his long, muscular legs.

      Draven let out a long, torturous sigh. I kept my arms around him, unwilling and unable to part from him. He gradually recovered his breath, while the sky above us cleared, revealing its dusky shades of orange and pink.

      “It’s… I think it’s over,” I gasped, feeling a jumble of mixed emotions flaring out of him.

      His fingers found my chin, and he pulled my face closer to his. I could feel his breath brushing against my skin, relief washing over me. My body instantly relaxed as I leaned into him. His strong arms snaked their way around my waist and took me in a long, heartfelt embrace.

      Our souls were bound and free at the same time. Bound to one another and free of the darkness that Asherak and Azazel had cast upon us, upon all of Eritopia.

      Draven dropped a sweet and tender kiss on my lips. I cringed a little from the pain, and he gave me the most regretful and hurt look in return.

      “I’m so sorry, Serena,” he whispered. “I didn’t mean to hurt you…”

      “You weren’t yourself, Draven. It’s okay.”

      I kissed him back, this time more deeply, as I poured all my love into it. I needed him to feel me.

      “Serena, I owe you my life,” he said gently, his finger tracing an invisible line from my temple to my neck. “I owe you my soul and a lifetime of bliss. A very long, long… long lifetime…”

      He meant it, too, which was great, because I’d already started planning on an eternity together. I would never let anything happen to him ever again. I would spend every day of my life reveling in his love and worshiping him the same way he worshiped me.

      “It’s over, isn’t it?” I asked, my body feeling soft and weak.

      “I think it is, yeah.” He smiled, unable to take his eyes off me.

      It was then that we finally looked around and noticed the shock on everyone’s faces. They were all still there. Hansa, Jax, Anjani and Jovi, Field and Aida, Vita, the six young Druids, Patrik, Thadeus, and five Druids who had changed back from their Destroyer forms. Even the three shifters had survived after the final pulse had kicked down the columns they’d sought shelter behind.

      Viola was staring at us, her eyes flaring violet. She looked uncertain of what to do next, given the unexpected change in outcome, until Phoenix took her glowing pink hand in his and brought it up to his lips, dropping a gentle kiss on her knuckles.

      “It’s okay, Viola,” he said gently. “They made it… I can’t believe it, but they made it…”

      She nodded slowly, the light emanating from her eyes and hands dimming, and she relaxed against Phoenix.

      “It’s over!” I heard Vita gasp.

      “It is.” I gave her a warm, reassuring smile while Draven held me tight, both of us heaving sighs of relief. He’d been through enough. He’d thought death was going to be his only option. I couldn’t blame him for enjoying every lungful of air.

      We all looked at one another, a mixture of befuddlement and joy settling onto our faces.

      Vita was the first to drop to her knees, shuddering as she burst into tears. Aida quickly leapt to her side, hugging her. They both finally allowed themselves to cry freely. It wasn’t from pain or grief; it was pure relief. I completely understood, as I swallowed back tears of my own.

      We heard footsteps from below, and we turned our heads to see Bijarki rushing up to the platform. He stilled at the sight of us. He blinked several times until he noticed the charred body on the stone floor, as well as the other dead Destroyers that had not been tossed over the edge during our fight.

      Bijarki had been injured, his right eye swollen almost shut in a dark, shimmering gray. There were multiple cuts on his arms and chest, and a sword stained with crimson in his hand. He’d had to fight his way up here before Azazel was taken down, apparently.

      “Is that… Is that Azazel?” Bijarki croaked, but didn’t wait for a response, as he saw Vita on her knees, crying. “Vita!”

      Her head shot up at the sound of his voice, and she immediately sprang to her feet.

      “Bijarki!” she cried out.

      He shot across the platform and took her in his arms, holding her tight and dropping dozens of kisses all over her face. He shuddered in her embrace, hiding his face in her hair as she ran her hands down his back and cried some more.

      I exhaled, leaning farther into Draven, who dropped a few more kisses on my forehead, holding me tight against him.

      “It’s actually over…” I whispered.

      “I know, it’s… It’s unbelievable,” he replied gently.

      “What’s unbelievable is that you and these other five Druids are perfectly comfortable standing here, buck naked,” Jovi shot back with a glorious smirk.

      I couldn’t help but giggle, while the others burst into laughter. I glanced over at the Druids, now flustered and using their hands to conceal their private parts, while Phoenix and Field tore their shirts into several pieces. They handed them over for the Druids to temporarily cover themselves. They nodded their gratitude while their gazes darted across the platform.

      Jovi helped Abrille up, as she’d regained consciousness and was quietly listening to us, a smile blooming on her pale face.

      Thadeus and Patrik shook hands, then hugged, apologizing to one another for the fight they’d had to endure while under Azazel’s blood spell.

      “Don’t feel too bad.” Patrik grinned. “You held your own in this. I truly appreciate your ability to show some restraint despite his control.”

      “Same goes for you, Patrik,” Thadeus replied, patting him on the shoulder. “You had plenty of chances to kill me, but your mind proved to be a little bit stronger than your body.”

      “I’ve been mentally fighting for years to regain control over my actions,” Patrik said. “The blood spell was strong, but I’d already conditioned myself to resist Azazel’s control. He would’ve had to kill me, eventually, because he wasn’t going to be able to hold me down forever.”

      “He’s dead,” Phoenix said, taking Viola in his arms. “I still can’t believe it. It feels like a dream…”

      “Yeah, but it’s all coming into focus now, isn’t it?” Field smirked as Aida came to his side. He held her tight, running his fingers through her hair as she settled into his embrace. “He’s gone. The fighting is done.”

      “Eritopia is free.” Hansa finally spoke, looking at Draven and me.

      We all went quiet, and gazed around us. Black smoke billowed from the fires below, but there weren’t any swords clanging. Thousands of voices could be heard on the ground, but there was no more fighting.

      One of the shifters came to us, sniffing Draven for a moment before it huddled over to a dead Destroyer. It unfastened the wide belt around the beast’s waist, which had been fitted with a short layer of black fabric, then brought the garment over and dropped it next to Draven.

      We gawked at the creature for several moments. The shifter’s eyes glowed violet, and the benevolent look on its face felt out of place, given its otherwise ferocious nature. Nevertheless, the gesture implied something extraordinary, a sense of true friendship and allegiance from the shifters.

      The other two shifters immediately ran to the other side of the platform, each stopping to circle Phoenix and Aida, while Field and Viola confusedly watched them. The creatures purred and sniffed both my brother and Aida, resting on their knuckles, until Phoenix reached out and patted one on the head. Its eyes glowed violet with delight, its creepy grin with sharp fangs meant to be a smile.

      “Guess you’ve been busy tearing Destroyers apart below.” Phoenix smirked.

      Draven used the belt to cover himself as we finally stood up.

      “Eritopia is free, Draven.” Hansa finally repeated her previous statement, emerging from her haze.

      She walked over to us and took us in a tight bear hug, her arms wrapped around our necks. I couldn’t help but laugh as I responded to the embrace with one of my own. One by one, the rest of our group joined in.

      Jovi and Anjani. Phoenix and Viola. Aida and Field. Vita and Bijarki. Even Jax, Thadeus, and Patrik completed the hug, along with the six young Druids, while the shifters watched us with curious expressions.

      The five former Destroyers stood awkwardly to the side as we laughed and cried and thanked each other for everything that we’d managed to accomplish, until Hansa pulled back and broke the group hug to look at Draven and me.

      “You’ve managed to do something that many Eritopians didn’t think was even possible anymore,” Hansa said. “You stood up, and you brought the people together. You gave them hope. You fought back hard, and you wiggled your way through every tight turn. Even when your friends and family were in danger, you didn’t surrender. We all stand here today, free… because of you.”

      “No.” Draven shook his head slowly, prompting Hansa to frown. “We’re here because of all of you. I did my part, and Serena helped keep us together.”

      He gave me a sideways glance as he said that, then nodded at the others. “But you all had a crucial role to play in this. You all believed in me. You believed in Eritopia’s right to freedom and peace. You were brave even in moments when you thought it would all come crumbling down. We all made it happen. We are all responsible. And we all deserve to celebrate and come together as we rebuild our world.”

      He then turned around to face the Druids on the edge.

      “And you,” he added. “You cannot be blamed for everything you did while you were under Azazel’s control. You deserve freedom as well. You deserve a chance to start anew. Eritopia needs its Druids, even if there aren’t many of us left. Will you stand with us before the people and dedicate your lives to rebuilding this marvelous world?”

      A few seconds went by before the Druids nodded and bowed respectfully.

      “Thank you,” the female said. “We never thought we’d see this day, and yet, here we are, breathing freely for the first time in centuries. We are forever in your debt.”

      “You’re damn right you are,” Jovi muttered, stifling a grin. Anjani clicked her teeth and gave him a nudge in the ribs, hard enough to make him groan and raise his hands in an apologetic gesture. “I was kidding…”

      The young Druids joined the former Destroyers and shook their hands, welcoming them into the fold.

      “There are a lot of wrongs that need to be set right,” Ori said, one hand covering a wound at the back of his head. “Eritopia is free of Azazel, and his control spell has come undone. Much chaos and uncertainty await, so we must act fast and restore balance across the kingdoms.”

      We all nodded our approval, as Jax stepped toward the edge of the platform.

      “The worst part’s over,” he said, looking below. “The head has fallen and the body will flounder. Whatever Destroyers were left across the other planets of Eritopia have now been returned to their original Druid forms. They must all be very confused right now. But Druids are inherently good creatures, save for a few rotten apples.”

      “Like Goren.” Hansa grinned, patting her broadsword, its golden scabbard glistening under the afternoon sun. We’d left Stonewall in the morning, and by dusk we’d freed Eritopia. I was still grasping the concept, readjusting to a world without Azazel threatening our lives.

      Anjani came to her side and placed a hand on her shoulder.

      “You’ve fought well, Sister,” she said.

      Hansa snorted and took Anjani in a tight hug, surprising the young succubus.

      “I’ve had you to look after,” Hansa said. “You were the fire on my heels.”

      “I think it’ll take a while to adjust,” Field mused, half his face hidden in Aida’s rich, curly brown-and-gold hair. “We’ve been on the run and fighting for our lives for quite some time. It’s been so intense, we’ll need a few days just to readjust to our freedom.”

      “No more hiding inside a mansion,” Aida added.

      “No more marinating inside glass bubbles.” Vita scoffed. Bijarki dropped another kiss on her lips, his expression soft as he looked at her.

      It was over, and I felt like I could breathe again.

      I’d been so close to losing Draven. So close to losing this battle. But I hadn’t. We had stood strong and trusted each other to do the right thing, even when it all seemed to tumble down a path to certain death.

      We were finally free.
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      “What about the pendant?” Anjani asked, looking down at the gold snake with ruby eyes left on the floor. It didn’t move anymore. The green flicker was gone, but there was still something about it that gave me the creeps, as if there were some Asherak residue inside it, lurking and waiting to fall into the wrong hands again.

      Viola picked it up, analyzing it as she wrapped the broken chain around her fingers. She pursed her lips and glanced at Draven and me.

      “There is still something in it,” she said. “Something dark and evil. I think Asherak’s soul returned to it. He cast a powerful spell on this object, something the other Druids couldn’t break thousands of years ago.”

      The thought made my blood freeze.

      “I thought he burst into nothingness when I expelled him.” Draven frowned, bringing his arm around my waist and instinctively pulling me closer in a protective gesture.

      “I think that was just a reaction to his expulsion,” Viola said. “Like one last try to hang on, which obviously backfired. His soul is in here, but the snake isn’t moving anymore. I think his spirit is now once again dormant, rejected by the last host.”

      “So what do we do with it?” I asked. I didn’t feel comfortable with that thing anywhere near me or Draven. It made my stomach churn.

      “The Druids never asked the Daughters for help with Asherak’s pendant. They tried to destroy it themselves and failed,” Viola replied. “I will take it to Mount Agrith and toss it into the water that created us. The primordial liquid may be able to destroy it. If not, at least it will be lost at the bottom of the mountain, where no living creature could ever reach it.”

      She turned to Phoenix and kissed him gently, touching his face with a reassuring smile.

      “I’ll be back soon, I promise,” she said slowly.

      Phoenix sighed, then nodded.

      “I’ll be here.”

      Without another word, Viola closed her eyes and dissipated into a pink mist right before our eyes. She scattered with the wind, off to put Asherak’s soul somewhere so far and deep that it could never be found again.

      It felt as if a massive weight had been lifted from my shoulders.

      Draven took my hand, and we both walked over to the edge of the platform. We’d all heard the fighting, the explosions and the shouting and wailing, but we hadn’t gotten to see the outcome of the allied forces’ siege, as we’d been busy with our own war up here.

      Thick columns of smoke billowed from where explosions had taken place. The ground had been split here and there, and thousands of incubi lay lifeless in the tall grass around the castle. Silver blood glazed the hills and trickled down into the river.

      Destroyer corpses, returned to their Druid forms, were scattered all over, while the traps that the imps had set also held Druids, free of Azazel’s spell. I counted about forty of them in total. The throngs of incubi that had turned against Azazel once the allied forces had besieged the castle were huddled into heavily guarded groups, cluttered on the side of the main road leading into the castle. I used my True Sight to get a better look, noticing the worried and regretful looks on their faces.

      Hansa came to stand next to me, gazing down.

      “They may have turned against Azazel,” she said. “But they will answer for their crimes and treason. The Destroyers had an excuse, after all. Or, at least, most of them did. But the incubi were given a choice, and they still sided with Azazel. We’ll have to interrogate all of them and find out where they truly stand. Chances are that those who sided with Azazel in the early days are those most likely to betray Eritopia again.”

      “And the same will be done with the Druids,” Draven added. “We have truth spells to determine which of them had pure intentions and which ones joined Azazel willingly.”

      I nodded slowly, then resumed scanning the battlefield below. The castle’s façade had been marred by explosive projectiles, but the structure and most of its walls were still intact, leaving room for localized repairs and restoration work.

      The allies were celebrating, hugging and shaking hands and roaring with delight as they were reunited with the many prisoners still pouring out from the dungeons. The Dearghs had come to a halt, giant, quiet statues overlooking the castle and its bloody hills, their eyes simmering orange. Draven took my hand and squeezed it gently.

      “They’ll be okay,” he said. “We’ll reignite the volcanoes once we restore some basic order here. They’ll come back to life, except for the Dearghs who sacrificed themselves in turning the fiery mountains off. Unfortunately, they are gone for good…”

      I then glanced over to Zeriel and Tamara, who were standing in the middle of their garrisons. The Lamias and Tritones had joined forces, overpowering Luceria’s defenses on that side of the castle. They had been laughing, but stilled as they looked up and saw us. The whole crowd erupted in a massive cheer as they brought their hands, their shields, and their weapons up.

      The allies banged metal against metal in a rhythmic beat that made me shudder. I felt overwhelmed with pride and sheer awe at what we’d accomplished. They had every reason to celebrate. They’d earned their freedom, and they’d lost many loved ones in the process.

      Wren was also in the crowd, hugging succubi from different tribes as they gathered in front of the castle’s main gate. The Maras and the Bajangs had also come together as they’d begun to clear the meadows of incubi and Destroyer corpses, piling them one on top of the other. They kept the allied victims separate, while the imps and some of the Tritones started gathering wood for a funeral pyre.

      “What happens to the dead?” I asked.

      “They burn,” Hansa replied swiftly. “There is no time to mourn or honor those who betrayed Eritopia and fought against the free people, even when they were given a chance to be on the right side of history. Those who fought with the alliance will be given a funeral pyre ceremony. They’ve earned eternal glory for their sacrifice.”

      A scream pierced through the joy and celebration below. I immediately located the source, as the others in our group rushed over to the edge of the platform.

      Zeriel looked somber as Tamara fell to her knees. The body of a Lamia had been lain before her by two Maras. She looked an awful lot like Tamara, albeit younger, with platinum hair and green and yellow scales covering her arms and neck. Her chest had been pierced by a poisoned spear, and was covered in crimson blood.

      Tamara took the Lamia in her arms and held her close, crying. Her emotions were so raw, her grief so intense, it broke my heart. As much as we’d knocked heads before, I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her.

      “That’s Kyana,” Aida gasped as she recognized the lifeless Lamia.

      Patrik immediately rushed down the stairs.

      “Oh, no… Poor Patrik.” Vita sobbed and hid her face in Bijarki’s chest.

      He’d lost the love of his life. He’d spent centuries fighting Azazel’s control, he’d done everything in his power to keep Kyana alive, and yet in the end, the war had claimed her. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what was going on inside him. The mere thought of losing Draven had pushed me over the edge, and it was the kind of pain I wouldn’t wish upon my worst enemy.

      We all hurried downstairs after Patrik, quickly glancing around as we moved from one level to the next. Allies were already clearing the corridors and living quarters, arresting the incubi who had been part of the defense forces and caring for the wounded.

      As soon as we arrived downstairs, we ran into Jasmine, Rebel, and the wards, while Patrik raced ahead to get to Kyana. Jasmine took Draven in a hug, holding him tight as tears of joy streamed down her cheeks.

      “You’ve done it, my darling nephew,” she sobbed. “I cannot believe it, after all these years. You are truly your father’s son, and worthy of Almus and Genevieve’s extraordinary heritage… I am so proud of you!”

      Draven blinked several times, his eyes flickering black. There was a mixture of shyness and pride roiling inside him as he tried to get used to physical contact with a family member. He eventually responded to her embrace, while Rebel offered me her hand.

      I shook it, and she pulled me into a bear hug, purring with delight.

      “Thank you, Serena,” she said. “You did not disappoint.”

      “Neither did you.” I smiled back, then frowned, not seeing Thorn anywhere nearby. “And your brother? Is he okay?”

      “Yeah, he’s on the north side, helping with the injured.” She nodded.

      Jax showed raw emotion for the first time when he hugged each of his wards. They looked pale and awkward, but the corners of their mouths twitched as they responded to his embrace. They’d been trained and marked to protect him, and, after having been separated to keep Destroyers at bay, they were relieved and happy to see him alive.

      “Oh, come on, I’ve only been gone a few years, and you’re already getting soft! You’re hugging people now?!” a male voice boomed from the other side of the hallway, its dark archway leading down to the dungeons.

      Jax instantly straightened his back and turned around. His eyes widened, and a smile bloomed on his face as he recognized the young Mara grinning at him, accompanied by two other wards. He ran over and hugged him tight, lifting him off the ground and laughing. They were both so happy to see each other, I found myself grinning and staring at them, as I watched a wonderful reunion.

      “That’s his younger brother, Heron,” Anjani said. “He’s been a prisoner in Azazel’s dungeon for years.”

      “Jax never mentioned having a brother,” I said.

      “You might’ve noticed by now he’s not much of a sharer, in general.” Jovi smirked. “But he’s a damn good fighter!”

      “Mhm.” Hansa muttered her appreciation, gazing at Jax while he patted his brother’s back and carefully checked his face and body for any wounds that might require treatment. Heron had been through some hard stuff down there, but he seemed strong and reasonably healthy, despite his imprisonment.

      “We need to go outside,” Draven reminded me gently.

      I nodded and rushed down the hallway. We passed through the main gate and swiftly crossed the patch of silvery grass to where Tamara held Kyana in her arms, surrounded by sobbing Lamias. They’d pulled the spear out of her by now, and Patrik had fallen to his knees before her.

      His shoulders dropped, raw emotional pain contorting his features as tears rolled down his cheeks. His lower lip trembled, and his whole body shuddered as he reached out and touched Kyana’s pale, beautiful face.

      Tamara glanced up at him, swallowing back more tears as she set her sister on the grass, for Patrik to have a moment with her. He moved closer and bent over her, gently tracing her face and bloody lips. He dropped a kiss on each eyelid before he broke down completely. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close, sobbing and hiding his face in her hair.

      My heart genuinely hurt at the sight of him in so much pain. I cried too, unable to hold it back anymore, and Draven took me in his arms in response, keeping me close as I felt all the grief pouring out of Patrik.

      “I only managed to hug her once and tell her how happy I was to see her after all these years,” Tamara mumbled. “Then we were separated in the battle…”

      “She put up a good fight,” one of the Maras who had brought her over said slowly. “But a Destroyer caught her off guard. We couldn’t save her, but we killed the beast that did this to her…”

      Tamara looked up, her yellow eyes glazed with tears, and nodded at the Maras. No one could be blamed for this. This was the result of war. Even in victory, we were bound to mourn creatures we loved. It hurt deeply, but there was nothing we could do. There wasn’t even anything any of us could say.

      Vita cried next to me, Bijarki holding her close. Aida was wiping tears of her own. They’d both seen her. They knew her well enough to understand the hole she left behind in death. After all, Vita had risked a lot to set Kyana free.

      “At least she died free.” Tamara shuddered and doubled over, hiding her face in her palms as she cried.

      It would take a long time for Eritopia to recover, I realized as I looked around. This had been a fierce and violent war. Thousands had perished, and many more before them under Azazel’s cruel reign. The blood of millions was on his hands, but, thankfully, he was now dead. Asherak, the very darkness that had seduced Azazel into turning against his own world, was lying at the bottom of the pink waters on Mount Agrith, never to be seen or heard from again.

      Still, they’d left behind so much blood. So much grief and suffering. There was so much to be done to help Eritopia recover, to help its people heal and rebuild, for peace to be restored and maintained.

      In our immediate vicinity, there were bodies that needed to be moved to the funeral pyre and creatures that needed their wounds looked after. There were fires to be put out around Luceria—and there were nineteen more planets to be reacquainted with freedom.

      The sun was setting quietly in the west, exploding in violent shades of pink and orange, while a blanket of stars gently emerged from the east. Nightfall would soon be upon us. I leaned into Draven and allowed his golden energy to feed me and replenish my strength.

      He pressed his lips against my temple, his breath warm on my face, and I took solace in the thought that no matter what lay ahead of us in the days to come, we were together.

      We’d survived.
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      A couple of hours passed as we helped restore some sense of order to the chaos that followed the battle of Luceria. The dungeons downstairs were repurposed to hold all the incubi who had continued fighting for Azazel during the siege. Piles of fallen warriors burned under the late sunset, black smoke billowing into the dark red sky.

      We gathered in the throne room, which was now dark and empty. Vita went in first with a candle, using her fae abilities to throw flickers of fire at all the torches on the black walls and the massive iron chandeliers hanging overhead. A warm amber light enveloped the room, revealing the large podium and sumptuous chair that had served as Azazel’s throne.

      Large paintings decorated the walls, among which was a portrait of a younger Azazel, before he’d become a Destroyer. It filled me with a mixture of dread and sadness, as I tried to understand the motives that had led to his fall into darkness. Sure, it all had to do with greed and the thirst for power, but something had triggered that, and it was something that I couldn’t wrap my head around. What was it that drove a creature naturally inclined toward good to go on such a murderous rampage? What could have made him attempt to destroy everything that his entire species stood for?

      Phoenix broke my train of thought, returning from a cleanup session on a lower level and joining me, Draven, Jovi, Aida, Field, Vita, Bijarki, Anjani, Hansa, Jax, and the rest of our alliance. The young Druids moved around the room, looking at the wall art and occasionally frowning as they exchanged glances—they recognized some of the portrayed figures as former Master Druids, most likely.

      Tamara, Patrik, and Thadeus had also joined us, along with Damion, who’d returned from Mount Agrith after delivering Nova to her sisters. Damion’s eyes were red and puffy, as he’d been reunited with the young Druids and had been told that Cayron had been killed years ago. Heron and all of Jax’s wards were with us, too, as were our three shifters, now reunited with the fourth that Damion had taken to Mount Agrith. Grezzi, Zeriel, Wren, Rebel, Thorn, and Jasmine were the last to arrive, leaving the others to continue cleaning up outside and preparing for Kyana’s funeral pyre.

      We gathered in a wide circle in front of the throne, looking at each other with smiling eyes. We’d been through a lot, but we’d lived to tell the tale. It was now time to go over the next steps so we could smooth Eritopia’s transition back into peace as much as possible. It was also time for us to catch our breath.

      “All of Azazel’s minions are in the dungeons now.” Grezzi was the first to speak. “They will get a fair trial, once we nominate five unbiased judges from the free nations.”

      “They’ll get better prison conditions than those they helped incarcerate, though,” Hansa muttered.

      “We can’t be vile and vengeful like Azazel,” Draven replied. “It’s time we set a higher standard and uphold justice. Although we all know what they deserve, Eritopia’s laws must be restored and respected.”

      We all nodded our agreement, and I looked at Phoenix, Aida, and Vita. They’d been at the center of this for what seemed like forever, and I found myself still enraged by the Sluaghs’ cowardly attack on Stonewall.

      “What about the Sluaghs?” I asked. “They killed many Bajangs back at Stonewall, they nearly wiped out the Red Tribe, and who knows what other atrocities they’ve committed in Azazel’s name? Won’t they be punished accordingly?”

      “We will send out search parties to find them,” Draven said, looking at Hansa. “The Sluaghs have betrayed the whole of Eritopia and will probably go into hiding now. We will smoke them out and kill them. They serve no good purpose in this world anymore. They do not deserve a trial for what they’ve done.”

      “Oh, good.” Hansa seemed to brighten up a bit. “For a moment there, I thought you were going to try a merciful approach on worms that have perpetuated nothing but treason and murder.”

      “No.” Draven shook his head. “There are crimes and there are crimes. While the incubi haven’t been models of peace and restraint over the years, most of them try to be good creatures. The Sluaghs didn’t even think of trying. They lied, and they killed innocents. There will be no mercy toward evil.”

      “And the prisoners we freed from the dungeons?” Anjani asked, gently leaning into Jovi.

      “They’re in the hospital wing below,” Vita replied. “They’re being looked after with healing potions, food, and water. Many of them haven’t eaten in days. I’ve spoken to some of the fae, and assured them that once this whole mess clears up, we’ll find a way to return them to their homes.”

      “We will clear everything up, Vita.” Draven nodded. “Now that Asherak’s pendant is gone, there is no reason to fear another Druid going dark. There are few of us left, compared to the thousands we once were, but we are capable of reinstating the twenty kingdoms and restoring the peace and common laws. We’ll have to assign new Master Druids from those of us still standing, even if we haven’t achieved our Hundredth Circle Ceremonies. We can do those retroactively.”

      “Leadership is essential right now,” Patrik chimed in, his eyes still red and flickering black. “A couple of band tattoos won’t make a difference.”

      “True,” Draven agreed. “There are forty Druids left on Calliope, not including the ones in this room now. They’re being cared for in the hospital wing. It’s not the physical wounds that hurt them, but their own consciences. These past few centuries under Azazel’s control have been traumatic, to say the least. They will need time to recover and, most importantly, forgive themselves.”

      “Hopefully there were more Druids left in the other kingdoms,” Phoenix interjected, his gaze fixed on Azazel’s portrait, which covered a wide strip of wall and stretched from floor to ceiling.

      “I don’t think we should count on that. We’ll find out once we send a Calliope delegation and army for reconnaissance, but the chances are slim.” Draven sighed, his brow furrowing slightly. “Azazel liked having a lot of Destroyers accompanying him wherever he went, and he’s consistently spent the last few decades here, on Calliope. But I’m not sure of the numbers left across the other planets.”

      “Nevertheless, a few would be better than none, right?” Phoenix lifted an eyebrow.

      “Absolutely. The more of us, the better. We all need to readjust and heal our wounds, both physical and emotional. But we will. The world survived Asherak. And it will survive Azazel.”

      “I will take the lead in reintroducing the Druids to Eritopian society.” Jasmine stepped forward. “Based on what I’ve seen in terms of band tattoos, I am the eldest and most experienced. Most importantly, I am able to help advance my brother’s legacy. Almus sought to help Druids progress, and that is exactly what I intend to do. We’ll rebuild the Grand Temple on Persea and redistribute the Stonewall archives, so all of Eritopia’s kingdoms have access to a complete and proper education.”

      “Reeducation for the Druids, you mean?” I asked.

      “Indeed.” She nodded with a half-smile. “They’ve all been under Azazel’s control spell for so long, they don’t even know how to summon their magic anymore. It certainly won’t happen overnight, but they will get it back. Druid magic is deeply embedded in our cells, and none of Azazel’s spells would ever be able to destroy it.”

      “I must say, I do feel useless at this point,” Thadeus muttered, looking at his hands. “I hope it doesn’t take too long. I’ve been in the dark for decades already…”

      “Give it time, Thadeus, it works differently for each of us but it always comes back. It’s in your nature,” Patrik placed a hand on his shoulder with a reassuring look in his eyes. “Eritopia is inherently mystical. It will help us. We’ll be fine.”

      “I don’t think I would be standing here right now if it weren’t for Serena.” Draven sighed and took my hand in his. Warmth spread up my arm and through the rest of my body as I looked up at him and found his steely gray eyes drilling into my soul.

      “That’s an understatement, to say the least,” Hansa replied, and winked at me, the corner of her mouth twitching.

      I couldn’t stop my cheeks from flushing as I pulled myself closer to Draven. He touched my face, love pouring out of him in ribbons of gold, tickling my senses and swelling my heart.

      “I meant what I said, Serena.” He smiled gently. “I owe you my life.”

      “Remember I owe you mine, too,” I replied. “You were the first to save me when I first went beyond the protective shield and nearly became shifter dinner.”

      He kissed me, soft and deep and tender enough to send fireworks bursting through my veins. When it was over and we looked around, I found nothing but smiles and bright eyes looking back at us. Hansa’s, in fact, were glazed with tears, and Anjani noticed.

      “Forgive my sister.” Anjani grinned. “She gets emotional sometimes.”

      “How can I not get emotional?” Hansa conceded, wiping her eyes. “The Druid has been at the center of this for a long time. It would’ve been a shame for him to miss out on the best part of restoring Eritopia’s freedom! Thank the Daughters that Serena was up there with us and stubborn enough not to give up on him!”

      “There is nothing that love can’t do, if it’s genuine and honest,” Draven said, wrapping one arm around my shoulder and dropping a kiss on the top of my head.

      “Look who we found trying to run off through the north passage!” Two succubi burst in, dragging a bruised Sverik by his arms. He whimpered and struggled against them.

      The succubi were tall and fierce, their leather garments tattered and bodies bruised. They carried broadswords and shields on their shoulders as they tossed Sverik in the middle of our circle.

      “Isla!” Aida gasped when she recognized one of the succubi.

      Bijarki left Vita’s side and took Isla in a brief hug, following up with a pat on her and the other succubus’s back. Our group growled at the sight of Sverik on the floor. He’d been punched a few times, judging by the dark gray swells around his eyes.

      I felt my blood boil, after what we’d been through because of him. I darted from Draven’s embrace and rammed my fist into Sverik’s face, no longer able to contain my rage. I felt his nose break beneath my knuckles.

      “You betrayed us! We risked our lives to save you, and you took us for idiots! You bastard!” I snarled, as Bijarki pulled me back.

      “He’s not worth getting your hands dirty, Serena,” he said. I could hear Sverik sighing with relief and moaning from the pain. Then Bijarki straightened his back and smirked. “Okay, I’m lying. He’s definitely worth getting your hands dirty, but I can’t let you have all the fun.”

      He immediately turned and grabbed Sverik by his shirt, forcing him to stand as he threw blow after heavy blow, splitting his lips and cracking his jaw before Field and Grezzi finally pulled him back.

      Sverik fell backward, landing with a thud, crying and coughing on the floor in a mess of his own silver blood. He could barely keep his eyes open, and I felt my anger subside slightly at the sight of him in such a pathetic state.

      Draven stepped forward, crouching to get a better look at the incubus.

      “Please… Please, don’t hit me anymore… Please, spare me…” Sverik sobbed.

      “That was merely a sliver of what everyone here would like to do you, myself included,” Draven replied dryly. “You actively worked with Azazel against your own people. Such actions are unforgivable and most vile. And for what? Why did you do it, Sverik?”

      “Please… I… I had no choice…”

      “You filthy liar!” Vita shouted, moving forward.

      Aida pulled her back, looking into her furious turquoise eyes.

      “Vita, it’s enough,” she said gently. “We all owe Sverik here a great ‘debt’. He’s wronged us all. He nearly got us killed.”

      She looked at him, and her lips curled with disgust.

      “His father is dead, burning outside along with half of his army,” she added. “He’s kept Isla locked in the dungeons. She deserves justice more than anyone else here. He stood between her and Kristos, after all.”

      Isla swallowed back tears, nodding her approval and glaring at him.

      “He betrayed his own brother,” the succubus said. “Kristos and I loved each other. We’d been together since we were little. He used to sneak out to come see me. I got in trouble with my tribe every time, but I couldn’t stand to be away from him. And Sverik was obsessed with me. He couldn’t accept the fact that I’d chosen Kristos over him. He had me captured and told Azazel where he could find Kristos… of course Sverik had choices! He just made the wrong one every damn time!”

      “Indeed,” Draven added, looking at Sverik. “Everything he did was to attain some kind of power among the incubi in Azazel’s ranks.”

      “He’s the one who convinced Arid to join Azazel in the first place,” Isla hissed. “He pretended to be on his brother’s side while feeding information to Azazel, until Arid had no other choice but to fight against the free people of Calliope. Not that he had a big problem with that! Kristos was the only good thing to come out of that family, anyway!”

      “So, Sverik was basically complicit in every part of Azazel’s elaborate plan to uncover and obliterate the rebellion,” I concluded, finding more hatred to project at the incubus, who was whimpering from the pain, unable to look any of us in the eye.

      “From day one.” Isla nodded. “I warned Kristos before we were separated, before he ran off to work with Grezzi against Azazel. I told him not to trust Sverik, who kept showering me with expensive gifts and telling me that he could keep me safe, no matter what happened. He knew what was coming! He was just trying to keep me out of the bloodbath, the snake! All because he wanted me for himself!”

      “I love you!” Sverik snapped. “I will not apologize for that! I did what I did for love!”

      “You don’t keep the one you love in a cage,” Draven shot back. “You truly are the worst of your kind, Sverik. And you will go on trial. You will be punished for your crimes. And you will never be remembered on the right side of history.”

      “Listen, I know I’ve done some horrible things, but I did it all so I could be with Isla! But then I met you, Draven… I saw the strength in your alliance, and my entire mindset changed because I started envisioning a world without Azazel in it. I wasn’t happy with him in power to begin with, and I did what I could to keep myself and Isla safe, but I didn’t tell Azazel who you were, either. I told him there was a Druid, but I didn’t tell him whose son you were. I was aware of his issues with Almus and Genevieve and, that if he knew your identity, he’d come at you twice, if not thrice as hard! I kept my mouth shut on purpose, to give you a chance… You have to believe me! I’ve done some stupid, selfish, and horrible things because I thought there would never be a world without Azazel in it, until you came along… I tried to do one thing right. So, please, have mercy,” Sverik pleaded, his right eye swollen shut.

      “Justice doesn’t know mercy.” Isla spat and kicked him in the ribs, making him grunt and curl up in a fetal position. “I never got to tell Kristos I loved him. You don’t deserve mercy!”

      “His heart, as twisted as it may sound, was more or less in the right place,” Draven said as he gently pulled her away. “I do understand doing horrible things for those we love, and I also cannot overlook the fact that he’s telling the truth. Sverik withheld my identity from Azazel. While that does not grant him a pardon, it should at least guarantee him a fair trial. The Sluaghs were mindless and greedy beasts looking to cash in on all the corpses that Azazel’s war left behind. They do not deserve a trial; they’ve done nothing but harm. Rest assured, Isla, Sverik will pay for what he did. In full, after his sentence. Because he will be found guilty.”

      I had a feeling that a few more kicks and punches would eventually rupture something, and we’d lose Sverik before he got to spend the rest of his long and miserable life in a cage downstairs, or worse, if he was to be sentenced to death.

      “Take him away,” Bijarki said calmly. “Put him in the dungeon with the rest of the traitors.”

      Isla and the other succubus nodded briefly and dragged Sverik out of the throne room. We heard him moaning and wailing as they carried him off to the basement, his voice echoing down the hallway.

      I took a deep breath, feeling slightly relieved after punching Sverik’s lights out, and, judging by the looks on Vita and Bijarki’s faces, so did they. I’d never been one to condone violence against a creature that couldn’t really defend itself, but Sverik was truly a special case that deserved the exception. We’d nearly died because of him. The grief I’d felt after we’d lost Vita had left a permanent mark on my soul, and it was all thanks to Sverik.

      He deserved whatever he had coming next.

      A heavy silence weighed over us. The torch flames burst bigger and brighter, and a cold wind howled through the throne room, sending shivers down my spine. We looked at each other, concern etched on our faces as whispers circled us, riding the cool draft.

      Wisps of pink dust gathered in the middle, and we all stepped back, making room for the Daughters of Eritopia who materialized before our very eyes. All nine of them, covered in fine silks and gemstone jewels, with long, reddish pink hair and golden masks.

      Nine Daughters, including Viola and Nova.

      Their eyes glowed violet as the wind settled and the fires dimmed, restoring the warm amber light that softened the harshness of the black marble walls and stone floor.

      The Daughters of Eritopia had finally revealed themselves to the people of Calliope, not just Draven and our group. Hansa and Anjani held their breath, while Jax, Heron and the wards, Zeriel, Grezzi, Jasmine, the Bajang twins, and the Druids were left speechless, their eyes wide and their mouths gaping as they saw the Daughters for the very first time.
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      I could feel the awe of our alliance. I could see their wide eyes and parted lips. Some of them were looking at the Daughters of Eritopia for the first time. The rest of us, who’d already been acquainted with the powerful yet capricious demi-goddess-like creatures, were struggling with a feeling between angst and anger.

      All this could have been avoided, had they been better Daughters.

      I counted nine of them, recognizing Nova immediately as the shortest one. I worried that by covering her face with gold and wearing their layers of silk and jewels, Viola had officially become one of them. That I would, eventually, lose her to her sisters. My heart struggled to cope with that idea, and my stomach tied itself up in knots as the Daughters turned to face us all, in a smaller circle, their backs to one another.

      I couldn’t help but worry about Viola at that point, my nerves stretched beyond their limits. One of the Daughters cocked her head to one side as her glowing violet eyes focused on me. I exhaled sharply as she took off her mask and I found Viola smiling at me.

      “Don’t worry, Phoenix,” she said gently, and winked. “I’m not leaving you again.”

      She broke rank and came to me. She took my face in her bejeweled hands and dropped a short, sweet kiss on my lips, setting my insides on fire. I wrapped my arms around her waist and kept her close, despite the dissatisfied glares that her sisters gave me. I gave them a smirk back, comfortable holding Viola there.

      “What are you doing here?” Serena stole the words right out of my mouth when she spoke, her fists balling at her sides. She was visibly angry, and none of us who’d experienced the Daughters’ temperamental outbursts could blame her.

      “Are you crazy? You can’t speak to the Daughters like that,” Rebel growled at her, then shifted her focus to the Daughters with an apologetic expression. “Please, forgive her. She’s had a long day…”

      “She has every reason to be angry with us,” one of the Daughters replied.

      The statement baffled both Serena and Rebel, who looked at each other, blinking rapidly, before gawking at the Daughters again.

      “Perhaps it’s time you show your true faces to the people of Eritopia.” Viola lifted an eyebrow at her sisters. “It’s a good way to start an apology, I think.”

      The Daughters didn’t immediately respond, but their shoulders gradually dropped. Nova was the first to remove her golden mask, smiling at Thadeus and Damion as she tucked a lock of reddish pink hair behind her ear.

      “Nova!” a Daughter gasped with discontent.

      “Drop it, Rubia,” Nova shot back. “They need to see us!”

      The Daughter identified as Rubia shook her head, but then removed her mask, a gesture mirrored by the others. They truly were the most beautiful creatures I had ever seen.

      Five had reddish pink hair in different hues, and the other two, besides Nova and Viola, had deep black manes, braided and covered in blue gems and gold. Their faces looked eerily similar, though. They were clearly sisters, with smooth features and alabaster skin much like Viola’s, and soft, pink lips.

      “You’re beautiful,” Phoenix said on an exhale, his gaze darting between Viola and her sisters.

      “Thank you… I suppose…” Rubia replied, her brow furrowed. “We are created by Eritopia. Our eggs emerge from the bottom of the hot pink waters of Mount Agrith. We are linked to this world, and we feel every blow, every birth, and every death in Eritopia. No one ever told us what we were meant to do or why we were created. We've just felt that it is a part of who we are to protect this world.”

      “Bang up job you’ve done so far,” Aida muttered, her lips pursed.

      She drew the attention of another Daughter, who watched her quietly for a few seconds before she let out a long, tortured sigh.

      “I am Ruelle,” she announced. “These are Rubia, Safira, Effissa, Chana, Amassa and Nibel. No one gave us these names. We named each other. You already know Nova and Viola. You and Azazel have already given them names. Despite our shortcomings over the past few centuries, we’ve always had good intentions. But we never knew how to act on them. No one ever taught us how to react to certain situations.”

      “We’ve been on our own for eons,” Safira added, her voice echoing through the throne room. “We learned together.”

      “We helped shape the beautiful lands of Eritopia together,” Amassa chimed in. “We kept the kingdoms safe for a long time, and we rarely intervened in the affairs of their people.”

      “Rarely as in almost never,” Effissa said. “Although we serve Eritopia, we’ve kept our distance from the Eritopians. We’ve always felt lonely on our own, but there weren’t any other creatures like us out there. We found comfort in each other’s company. We had a common goal in protecting the world. When Nova’s egg came to the surface of Mount Agrith, Azazel’s attack on Eritopia was taking a darker, more tragic turn. We were ready to intervene.”

      “But somehow, he managed to steal Nova’s egg from us,” Chana continued. “We didn’t know what to do. She is our sister. Our bond is stronger and more important to us than anything else, and it hurt us deeply. We’d been so happy to get another sister…”

      “When Nova was taken, we were faced with Azazel’s cruelty and pure evil,” Rubia said. “I’m ashamed to admit it now, but we were weak. We were terrified of losing our sister. We were desperate to keep one of our own safe and alive, and we were neither ready nor willing to accept our mistake. If we’d been more careful, Azazel would never have stolen her.”

      “Nevertheless, he did,” Nibel continued, looking at us. “As the conflict between Azazel and Eritopia escalated, we couldn’t do anything against him because he’d forced Nova out of her egg and was keeping her hostage. We could not act against him directly, so we had to reach some sort of agreement with him.”

      “An agreement?” Zeriel frowned, scrutinizing each Daughter carefully.

      “Yes.” Rubia nodded. “We agreed to not take direct action against him, and, in exchange, he wouldn’t harm our sister. Because she’s been hatched prematurely, Nova doesn’t have our strength. She can be killed quite easily, and we simply couldn’t bring ourselves to risk losing her. The only thing we could do was take advantage of the vague terms of our agreement. We answered the Red Tribe’s prayer after the massacre. We gifted the survivors with a stone that has kept them alive throughout the war. You will find they are all still standing.”

      Hansa and Anjani gasped, enlightened by the revelation, as did Aida, who had seen the Red Tribe succubi praying to the Daughters in an earlier vision, and had seen the gem emerge from the fire. So, that’s what that had all been about.

      “Thank you,” Hansa said slowly. “Thank you all for keeping my sisters safe…”

      “It was one of the few loopholes that we could take advantage of… We shrouded Eritopia in a mist that cut it off from the rest of the universe, from the other worlds,” Rubia added.

      “It was mostly meant to stop his darkness from spilling out,” Ruelle said. “And to keep anyone else from accidentally stumbling into this disaster that had once been our most precious gem, our home.”

      “Our mother.” Chana scoffed lightly. “We let Eritopia down, and Draven was the one to show us that there are more important things in this world than our feelings. We didn’t have his courage. We couldn’t bring ourselves to sacrifice our sister. And we couldn’t bear being reminded of our own cowardice.”

      “We felt ashamed and frustrated because we’d allowed Azazel to get so far,” Effissa said. “But the greatest shame came upon us when Viola, our own sister, stood up for the Druid, for Phoenix and the rest of you. It was then that we truly understood that we’d made a very poor choice. It was then that we were reminded of our true purpose, as guardians of Eritopia.”

      A moment of silence passed as we all looked at each other. I could feel Serena’s awe and genuine amazement, and I accurately mirrored it—neither of us had ever thought we’d see the day when the Daughters of Eritopia would stand before us and admit they were wrong. I thought I would’ve seen hell freeze over before they spoke out, and yet, I had to admit, it was comforting to see and hear them being apologetic and aware of their shortcomings.

      “We were wrong to react the way we did toward Viola, as well.” Ruelle looked at me and Viola. “We weren’t ready to sacrifice Nova, but we constantly pushed Viola to end her own life in order to bring down Azazel. We overreacted when she influenced the shape-shifters that were trying to harm you all. She was only trying to protect the only family she ever knew, and for that, we are deeply sorry. We couldn’t see the forest because of the trees…”

      “‘Overreacted’ doesn’t even begin to cover it,” I replied dryly, prompting Ruelle to lower her head in shame.

      “While that may be true,” Draven interjected politely, “in hindsight, it did give us an unpleasant but necessary push to fight harder and destroy Azazel once and for all. While their methods were questionable, to say the least, the Daughters proved that we were all ready and perfectly capable to stand up for ourselves and for Eritopia.”

      I had to admit, Draven had a point. As petty as the Daughters’ gesture had been at the time, it had brought the best out of us. We’d been forced out of the safety of the mansion and thrown into the heat of the battle. We’d fought hard, worked together, and made it to Stonewall in one piece.

      “It’s all in the past now, Phoenix,” Viola said, then glanced at Aida, Field, Anjani, and the others. “We shouldn’t hold on to grudges. I think we’ve all learned something from this experience…”

      “You’ve all managed to accomplish something we never could,” Rubia said. “You sacrificed your own to rid Eritopia of the darkness and poison that Azazel had cast upon it. In return, we would like to offer our apology, along with a promise that we will never put Eritopia second again.”

      “We would also like to offer our assistance in helping to rebuild the kingdoms,” Safira added. “Balance must be restored.”

      She looked at Draven, who gave her a half-smile and nodded his approval. She then raised her hand and, with the flick of her wrist, sent out an invisible pulse that knocked Azazel’s massive portrait off the wall. Its large, gold-brushed frame broke as it hit the floor, and the canvas came down loose.

      We all stilled at the sight of what the painting had been covering – a large stone portal framed with polished and rounded blocks of obsidian. It was sealed shut with black marble blocks, but it reminded me of the portals I’d seen in my past visions of the Master Druids’ gathering between the kingdoms.

      “A kingdom portal,” Draven gasped, staring at the sealed archway.

      “Azazel sealed them shut,” Rubia explained. “He only opened this for his own purposes, moving between planets along with his armies.”

      “The kingdom portals lead to the Hall Between Worlds, where the Master Druid Council convenes. It also takes you to the other portals of Eritopia,” Safira continued, placing her palm on the wall at the center of the archway.

      The surface rippled as pink light spread through it. The stone dissolved, and the portal was opened, revealing a dark interior with starry reflections. Safira then turned to face us with a soft expression on her face.

      “I’ve made it so this portal will also take you to The Shade,” she said. “A portal will form on the other side as soon as you step through this.”

      My heart skipped a beat at the sound of home. Serena and I glanced at each other, and I could see the same sparkle in Aida, Vita, Jovi, and Field’s eyes. We could finally go home and see our families again. A silent joy washed over me, and I felt Serena’s exhilaration sizzling out of her like the sweet scent of freedom. She winked, then nodded at me, and I knew then that the time for us to see our parents and friends from The Shade had finally, finally come.

      “However, before we go on, I feel like we must resolve one last issue regarding the kingdoms,” Safira said, her gaze moving between Serena and me. She’d obviously sensed our excitement, and I had a feeling the wide grins plastered all over our faces had been a dead giveaway. “The planets need Master Druids in charge. Of those left standing, however, none have ever acquired the Hundredth Circle required for the nomination.”

      “But these are special circumstances.” Rubia smiled, then moved toward Draven so smoothly, I wasn’t sure her feet were even touching the floor. “And Eritopia needs leaders who are capable of restoring its balance and order.”

      “Leaders who are willing to sacrifice themselves for the wellbeing of others.” Safira joined her.

      “Leaders who will stop at nothing to keep the people safe and thriving,” Chana added.

      One by one, the Daughters gathered in a circle around Draven. Viola and Nova joined them, as the Druid stared, his eyes flickering black, apparently unsure of what to say or do next.

      “Leaders who love this world and every single creature in it,” said Ruelle.

      “Leaders who are righteous, kind, and patient,” Effissa chimed in.

      “Leaders who are open to change, progress, and tolerance,” Nibel spoke, then looked at Nova.

      “Leaders who are wise beyond their years, good beyond their means, and righteous beyond the very laws they swear to uphold,” the little Daughter said, her voice trembling with emotion.

      I was surprised to see how quickly she’d come into her own, after just a few hours in the company of her sisters. My heart swelled with pride when Viola then took a step toward Draven, wearing her warm, signature smile.

      “In other words, Eritopia needs leaders who can uphold its laws, both written and unwritten, and can also go beyond the boundary lines if needed to keep the people safe and happy,” she said gently. “For that, Draven, son of Almus and Genevieve and savior of Eritopia, we would like to offer you the Seal of Calliope, and allow you the freedom of nominating the nineteen Master Druids needed to rule Eritopia with you.”

      Tears spilled down Serena’s cheeks as she watched the impromptu ceremony. I fought back some of my own and nodded slowly, catching a glimpse of the others in the process. They all agreed, smiling broadly with a twinkle in their eyes, as Draven was offered the position of Master Druid of Calliope.

      “You have already done your mother proud, Draven,” Viola continued. “I say this on behalf of the Daughters of Eritopia: Calliope would be most fortunate to have you as its Master Druid. Will you accept the honor?”

      Several seconds passed before Draven was able to formulate a response. He took a deep breath, then looked around at all of us—the alliance he’d put together, the unlikely friends he’d made along the way. I was proud to consider myself one of them. My sister loved him, and he was head over heels in love with her too. I could tell from the way they looked at each other that in recent days, they’d taken their relationship to a higher, deeper level.

      Sure, I’d have to have that stern talk with him at some point and warn him that if he so much as made my sister cry, I would break every bone in his body... but that talk could wait. This was Draven’s moment, and, after all the years he’d spent in isolation, hidden beneath the protective shield of the mansion, deprived of family and friends, he deserved the recognition and appreciation of the world he was willing to die for.

      “I accept,” he finally said, his voice thick with emotion.

      Viola beamed at him in response, and took out a large gold seal from the folds of her colorful silk layers, handing it to Draven. He held it with trembling fingers, turning it over a few times. It was a beautiful sculpture cast in gold, in the form of a serpent eating its own tail, adorned with ancient runes and dozens of small diamonds along the length of its body. It reminded me of the Oroboros, part of earthly lore.

      “The Nathairos,” he muttered, unable to take his eyes off it.

      “The Nathairos, known as the Seal, is a symbol of the Druids,” Rubia said, recognizing the curious looks on our faces. “Each of Eritopia’s planets has one as a sigil, adorned with its representative gemstone. Calliope’s is a diamond.”

      “Persea’s is a sapphire,” Draven explained briefly. “The ruby represents Purgaris, and so on. The Nathairos is a sigil given to the Master Druid of a planet. It stays with him until the end of his reign, and it is then passed on to his successor.”

      Viola nodded, then came back to my side. I held her close, dropping a kiss on her temple. She had this way of switching so fast from the innocent and fragile ingénue to the godlike creature that was able to change entire species and save my friends’ lives. I was truly in awe of her.

      Serena waited quietly next to us as Draven looked up, his gaze meeting hers.

      He smiled, then came forward and took her in his arms. He kissed her intensely, then paused to look at her, his forehead leaning against hers. Love flowed between them like an endless stream, and I knew, then and there, that Serena had found her soulmate.

      “I have you to thank for this… For all of this…” he breathed.

      “Well, yeah, I did help a little.” She gave him a playful smile, making him chuckle.

      It was the first time I was seeing Draven thoroughly happy, and I had to admit, it looked good on him. Rubia then cleared her throat, demanding our attention once again.

      “Peace in Eritopia has now been restored,” she said. “And in part it was thanks to strangers from out of this world, who had no business here or reason to help, other than defending themselves from a mad Druid who sought to abuse them.”

      She focused on me, Serena, Aida, Vita, Jovi, and Field as she spoke.

      “You were brought here by force,” Rubia continued. “Others would have looked for ways out, running away without looking back or, worse, hiding somewhere and hoping that it would all pass. And you would have been right to do so. This wasn’t your war. And yet, you all stood up. You came together; you were one of the primary forces behind this alliance of the free nations, and you fought for Eritopia as if it were your own. The least we can do in return is make sure that your families and friends back home in The Shade get to remember and see you again.”

      My heart leapt in my throat.

      This was it. We were going home.

      Serena and I glanced at each other. Aida, Jovi, Vita, and Field came closer, excitement glimmering in their eyes. Anjani and Bijarki stayed behind, a mixture of happiness and sadness passing over their faces. They were most likely worried, unsure of what Vita and Jovi would do once they saw their parents again. I wanted to tell them that everything would be okay, but Ruelle broke my ecstatic train of thought.

      “I should warn you, though,” she said. “When we placed the shroud over Eritopia, it changed the passage of time between our galaxy and the rest of the worlds… It slowed Eritopia down because we hoped it would give the universes enough time to advance and be able to one day withstand Azazel’s darkness if he ever broke out.”

      “Wait.” Serena shook her head, a confused frown pulling her eyebrows closer. “What… What do you mean, ‘it slowed Eritopia down’?”

      “Time has flowed differently here,” Rubia explained. “From the moment you came in until now, it has been weeks in Eritopia... but twenty years have passed in The Shade.”

      The information crashed into us. I didn’t know what to make of it, or how to react to it. Our parents had forgotten about us. Twenty years had gone by for them.

      What would that mean for them? For all of our friends and family? For The Shade?

      Or for us, for that matter, once they remembered us?

      “We will restore the normal time flow now,” Rubia added, aware of our shock and confusion. “But we cannot retrieve the years that have already passed. I am sorry. We are all deeply sorry…”

      “You’re saying our parents, our families and friends… hell, our entire world is twenty years older now?” Aida asked, still having trouble digesting the news.

      Rubia nodded in response, then slowly raised a hand, revealing her gold diamond rings.

      “It is time,” she said, then snapped her fingers.
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      Forty years had passed since our Nevertide excursion. Forty years since Tejus and I had tied the knot and settled into a beautiful and tranquil life. Not a day passed that I didn’t marvel at the wonderful creature I’d been lucky enough to cross paths with in Nevertide. He worshipped me, and I adored him, and boredom was never part of our lives.

      We were both busy with GASP, mostly involved in training new recruits, but also embarking on the occasional mission, and I couldn’t wish for a more rewarding occupation.

      It took us a while to start talking about having a child. Looking back now, I didn’t know what I’d been thinking during our first twenty years together. We’d turned into vampires to extend our lifespans, but I lived with a constant feeling that something was missing, that we were, somehow, incomplete.

      Tejus felt the same way, so we took the cure and returned to pure sentry form so that we might conceive. For a while, I thought one of us was struggling with fertility issues, but Corrine was quick to brush that concern aside. Then, on our twenty-first wedding anniversary, I was thrilled to give my husband the best news ever. I was pregnant, and I couldn’t think of another time when I’d seen Tejus so happy, other than the day I’d said “Yes”.

      Harper was born nine months later, and we were fascinated by the wonderful creature we’d brought into the world. With sentry blood running through her, Harper quickly developed her mental abilities and barrier-building skills. Her True Sight was spectacular, as good as Tejus’s, in fact, covering an impressive number of miles in range.

      She was relatively quiet and kept mostly to herself, but she was always a ray of sunshine around Tejus and me. When she turned eighteen, Harper wanted to be turned. After lengthy conversations about what life as a vampire involved, both my husband and I agreed that our daughter was mature and strong enough to understand and transition successfully, and we decided to turn back a few weeks after her.

      Her first year as a vampire sentry was a bit rocky, but, with careful guidance from all of us, including Great-Great Grandma and Grandpa Sofia and Derek, she quickly grew into it.

      As our only child, she was the focus of Tejus’s and my attention, and as a newly anointed GASP cadet, she was trained in the best tech and gear available, ranging from weaponry to recon devices, and we equipped her with state-of-the-art protective plates that kept her extra safe during training—for now. Soon, Harper would start participating in field missions, and I dreaded the thought of something happening to her. For that reason, I never crinkled my nose when Tejus showered her with the latest in army gear and gadgets.

      At the same time, Harper was well looked after by her adoptive uncles—the Hawks were always around, from her first day in this world to her first steps and well into her maturity as a vampire sentry. This was mainly because Harper and Caia, Grace and Lawrence’s daughter, pretty much grew up together from day one, and the Hawks were particularly attached to the little fire fae, thus ending up as Harper’s guardians, too. Fly, Sky, Rock, and Blue had played a big part in honing the girls’ fighting skills, not just during practice but also through surprise tackles whenever they had their guard down.

      Our daughter was sharp and fierce, making my heart swell with pride whenever she came back with a grin from a GASP training session, hiding whatever bruise she’d acquired in the process so I wouldn’t worry in the least.

      Harper was the center of our universe, but, after all these years since Nevertide, I still felt like there was a void inside me, waiting to be filled. Just… something missing. I couldn’t explain it, but to my surprise, I discovered that Tejus had been feeling the same way. We often looked at Harper and experienced a mild form of guilt because we still felt… incomplete, despite having raised an extraordinary young woman.

      Oddly enough, it seemed to be a common feeling among us Nevertide survivors. It had taken Lawrence and Grace well over twenty-one years to conceive Caia, and it had all been thanks to Corrine’s full moon ritual, which gave Grace a boost in fertility.

      We’d all wanted children, after all. We’d been looking forward to growing our families and bringing wonderful beings into this world. For a while, we thought that our delay in conceiving might’ve had something to do with the Nevertide Oracle and the way in which she’d touched Grace, Victoria’s, and my, bellies four decades ago. But we had no way of finding her. All we could do was learn to live with the quiet idea of something still missing from our lives. Grace and Lawrence had felt it, too—as had Victoria and Bastien. The latter had Dmitri around the same time as Harper, leaving us all wondering as to why we’d gone twenty years without children. These births came across as a strangely timed coincidence.

      We never let this void get in the way of our lives, though. I watched with joy as Harper, Caia, and Dmitri grew up. They did pretty much everything together, and occasionally dragged the Hawks into their mischief, too—not that Fly, Rock, Blue, or Sky would ever shy away from a challenge. Harper and Caia had been the first to join GASP, followed by Dmitri a couple of years later. He’d struggled with the decision, as he’d been spending some time in the human world and had been contemplating a career outside The Shade for a while.

      In the end, Dmitri came back into the fold after a teenage heartbreak and asked to join GASP. He was keen to catch up with Harper and Caia, after having found his place back among the Shadians. The girls had been the first to endorse him, and, soon enough, Dmitri was learning to control his instincts and improve his attacks, with Harper and Caia, his best friends, guiding him along the way.

      It was a calm and quiet Sunday morning in The Shade. Late spring had finally brought the cherry blossoms out, patches of pale pink blooming in between the redwoods, brightening the otherwise dark green forest of The Shade. Arwen, Corrine’s daughter, had been quite adamant about cherry trees over the past couple of decades, after an extended vacation with Brock in Japan.

      I could only thank them for her persistence. The Shade had a little bit more color in it, and we’d each planted a cherry sapling next to our tree.

      It took me a while to get out of bed, that feeling of emptiness bothering me more than usual. I found Tejus in the kitchen, waiting for me at the table with two hot coffees. Sure, we didn’t need coffee, but we still enjoyed the taste, so we’d kept it as part of our intimate morning ritual. He’d been looking out the window when I entered.

      He turned his head, his dark brown eyes burning hot into my soul. He’d been having an equally difficult morning. I could feel his emptiness through mine, like a mirror image of a hole that refused to go away.

      “Rough night?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

      I smirked, then proceeded to sit in his lap. He wrapped his arms around my frame and rested his head on my chest, listening to my heartbeat. I ran my fingers through his long, russet-brown hair. He always made my heart skip a beat, and I knew he enjoyed it. In return, I had a similar effect on him, his body heat spiking and his pulse racing whenever we got close. It never got old. I loved the chemistry between us.

      “I could say the same about you,” I replied gently. “But we only have each other to blame…”

      “Sorry, I can’t help myself when you saunter into our bedroom wearing that flimsy piece of black lace you call a nightgown.” He looked up, his gaze dark as he licked his lower lip. But there was something else there, a tinge of sadness he was trying to mask, similar to what had made me dread getting out of bed in the first place.

      “You’ve been feeling that hole again, haven’t you?” I sighed, changing the subject. I would’ve loved nothing more than to continue that conversation about my lace garments and his natural reaction to them, but I knew something was bothering him. He nodded slowly. “Me too…”

      “But why?” he asked. “Why are we feeling like this? I mean, why do the first twenty years of our marriage seem… like an unfinished painting?”

      “I don’t know, Tejus.” I shrugged, leaning my head against his as he tightened his grip on me. “There isn’t a day that goes by that I’m not happy or thankful to be with you, to have Harper. And yet, there isn’t a day that I don’t put my head down and feel like there’s something missing.”

      “What I’m finding to be truly weird and a cause for concern is that Grace and Victoria are dealing with the same emotion…”

      “Maybe we could grow our family a bit more?” I asked with a half-smile, relaxing against his firm body. He reacted instantly, pulling me closer and looking deep into my eyes.

      “Do you think it would fill the emptiness? Harper didn’t, and I sound like such a horrible parent for saying this…” He groaned and hid his face in my chest.

      I held him tight, feeling his anguish as it poured through me. He didn’t deserve to struggle like this, and neither did I. It had been going on for too long, and it had to stop.

      “You’re a wonderful father, Tejus,” I said soothingly. “Don’t ever think less of yourself over what you’re feeling. It’s not your fault.”

      “Do you think we should talk to Corrine about it?” He gazed at me, his dark eyes hopeful.

      “I don’t know…” I exhaled. “I mean, we could try—”

      Something broke inside me. Like a thick sheet of glass that had stood between me and the emptiness I’d been facing, the unknown mist shattering and dissipating.

      A tidal wave of memories crashed into me, leaving me reeling, breathless.

      Suddenly… I remembered. Everything. Things I’d never even thought I’d lived through and yet… had all been there.

      Phoenix, our first child. Serena, our second. Watching them both grow into the spectacular creatures that they’d become, both capable sentries with effervescent personalities. Vita, Grace and Lawrence’s petite fire fae daughter. Jovi and Aida, Victoria and Bastien’s children. Field, the Hawk brother.

      The first twenty years of our lives together had been more than eventful. They’d been downright extraordinary, and we hadn’t even remembered them.

      I gasped, tears springing to my eyes as I realized that a little over twenty years had passed since we’d last seen our children, our beloved Serena and Phoenix. I looked at Tejus and recognized his horrified expression because it mirrored mine.

      “Tejus, w-what’s happening?” I gasped.

      “I… I don’t know.” His voice was trembling. “Hazel… We had a son… and a daughter before Harper… What… What is this?”

      I stood, wobbling on my legs from the shock. Memories continued to roll over me like waves of ice water. One after another, each second that I’d been missing from my life. This was the truth hiding behind the emptiness I’d been feeling.

      How could this have happened?

      My breathing accelerated to the point where I feared a panic attack was imminent. I felt unable to control myself anymore, tears streaming down my burning cheeks. “Tejus! We have children we haven’t seen or heard from in twenty years! We have children we didn’t even know we had! What the hell is happening?!”

      “Mom? Dad? What’s wrong?” Harper’s voice from the living room broke my focus.

      I stilled, staring at Tejus with wide eyes.

      “Tejus… What… What are we going to do?” I whispered. “Where are Phoenix and Serena? How… How do we tell Harper what happened? I mean, we don’t know what happened, so how do we explain this to her?”

      A moment passed, and we heard Harper’s feet approaching. She found us holding one another, our faces pale and eyes glazed with tears, as we became more and more aware of the first twenty years of our lives together and the children we’d somehow… forgotten we’d even had.

      “Mom.” Harper stared at us with her big bluish green eyes and long black hair caught up in a loose bun. She was almost identical to Serena, though her jawline and shoulders were a bit sharper. But she was just as tall, and her lips and nose and stance all reminded me of her sister. Her frown and the shape of her cheeks and chin reminded me of Phoenix, and I couldn’t take it anymore.

      I crumbled and broke down, crying uncontrollably. Tejus clutched me tight.

      “Mom, Dad, what’s happening? What’s wrong?” Harper came closer, gazing at us in alarm.

      “How do we tell her, Tejus?” I sobbed, hiding my face in his chest, no longer able to look my daughter in the eye.

      “Hazel, listen… Listen to me,” he croaked, managing to gain control of his own emotions, his fingers pushing my chin up to look at him. “This… This clearly isn’t our fault, okay? Something happened. We’re not horrible people who simply forget they had kids. There’s something… going on… and we’ll get to the bottom of this. We’ll find out what happened, and we’ll find out where they are, and we’ll get our children back, okay?”

      A few seconds passed as I lost myself in his dark gaze, regaining some of my composure thanks to his strength. He was just as torn as I was, I could feel him, but his warrior instincts had kicked in faster than mine.

      I nodded slowly, and we both turned to look at Harper, who was stunned, staring at us in disbelief.

      “‘We’ll get our children back’?” she asked, her voice low.

      I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. Tejus took the lead.

      “There’s no good way to explain this, darling,” he said. “But long story short, your mother and I have been living with this vague impression that there’s something missing in our lives. Grace and Lawrence have been experiencing the same, along with Victoria and Bastien, and the Hawks. And River and Ben, too…”

      “River and Ben?” My gaze darted from Harper to Tejus. I’d never heard my aunt and uncle talking about this before.

      “Yeah, we spoke about this a couple of months ago,” Tejus replied with an apologetic expression. “You were already dealing with your gap. I didn’t want to add to your worries. Although now, in hindsight, it wouldn’t have made a difference anyway, since only now are we able to remember Field.”

      “Oh, dear,” I gasped. “You’re right, there is definitely something dubious going on here. Who would do such a thing? Who would hate us so much that they would put us through such an ordeal?”

      “Will someone please tell me what is going on here?” Harper burst out, unable to keep track of our rapid and puzzling conversation.

      “Sorry, honey.” I sighed. “It’s… It’s complicated, and we’re trying to find the right way to tell you without you thinking that we’re horrible parents…”

      “Harper, listen.” Tejus steered us back on topic. “You have an older brother and sister we never told you about.”

      “What?!”

      Her eyes nearly popped out of their orbits, her lips parting as she was left speechless and gaping at us.

      “We never told you about them because… we couldn’t remember them up until a few minutes ago,” I added. “We’d been feeling like there was something missing from our lives, but we couldn’t really explain what it was because we couldn’t remember.”

      “There’s some foul play involved, Harper,” Tejus continued. “Last time we saw Phoenix and Serena, we were at Sherus and Nuriya’s ball, at their palace on the fire-fae star in the In-Between. Then, the next day… it was like our children never existed. The same happened to the others. There are Jovi and Aida, Victoria and Bastien’s kids. Vita, Grace and Lawrence’s daughter. And Field, the fifth of the Hawk brothers. Nobody could remember them anymore…”

      It took Harper a couple of minutes to process the information, pacing around the kitchen and running her fingers through her hair. She took deep breaths before she stopped in front of us, while Tejus and I waited quietly for a reaction—I dreaded a possible rejection, although, technically speaking, my husband was right. We were not to blame. I would’ve never forgotten about my own children, willingly, and the hole that I’d been living with for so many years was clear proof that whatever magic had been used to wipe my memory clean of Phoenix and Serena, it could not delete my love for them.

      I’d been longing for them for two decades.

      “Okay.” Harper finally spoke. “You guys are amazing, so please, don’t think for a second that I would ever blame you for this. It’s not in your nature to be such forgetful jerks, for sure. And the same goes for River and Ben, the Hawks, Uncle Lawrence and Aunt Grace, or Victoria and Bastien. There’s clearly something weird going on here. How did you remember, though?”

      Relief washed over me, and I couldn’t help but smile and be thankful that Harper had a clear head and immediately went into her investigative mode. Her training at GASP had definitely left its mark on her.

      “I don’t know,” I replied. “It’s like something broke, all of a sudden. Tejus and I were talking about it, and then poof, it all came back. Twenty years we thought we’d lived differently.”

      “This was powerful magic for sure, Mom.” Harper frowned. “Think about it. Not a single person in The Shade remembers Phoenix and Serena… Cool names, by the way. Not to mention the others. This was deliberate.”

      I took a moment to look at Harper, holding on to the calm and composure that she’d so carefully built over the years. This gorgeous young creature was my rock, my beacon of light, and the source of my strength. Tejus worshipped her, and he had every reason to. We’d raised a true fighter.

      Tejus took his cell phone out, looking in the address book.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, my voice nearly gone.

      “Calling the others,” he replied as he selected a number and put the phone to his ear. “We can’t be the only two remembering.”

      “Dad’s right,” Harper said. “You’re not the only ones missing children and siblings in your lives right now.”

      “Gah! This is so weird…” I groaned and pinched the bridge of my nose. Harper moved closer and hugged me, and I welcomed her warmth and affection. I needed her energy now, more than ever.

      Harper listened quietly as Tejus caught up with Lawrence and Bastien. I called my mother and realized we were both raw and emotional about this. She and Dad had started to remember, and they were just as shell-shocked as we were. We asked them all to meet at the Great Hall, urging them to call in the others, too, including the Hawk brothers, Derek and Sofia, and the rest of the councilmembers.

      We rushed out of our treehouse with Harper and followed the path through the dark forest, heading toward the Great Hall. Birds trilled in the foliage above, and the wind brushed against my skin, calming me a little.

      We reached the clearing in a matter of minutes, the Great Dome rising proudly in the middle. The lights had been turned on. I rushed inside, followed by Tejus and Harper, and found that my parents had been the first to arrive. I burst into tears and found comfort in my mother’s arms for a couple of minutes as the rest of our council members poured in.

      We joined our circle of family and friends in the meeting space. Sofia and Derek sat at the head of the massive table, Aiden, Lucas, Vivienne, and Xavier on either immediate side of them, while Victoria, Bastien, Grace, and Lawrence paced around nervously. The Hawk brothers sat in chairs, arms crossed and sullen, while Corrine and Ibrahim talked animatedly with Mona, Shayla, and several other witches. Rose and Caleb stood by one of the large windows facing east, while Caia and Dmitri leaned against the western windows, watching their parents with genuine concern. I stayed with Tejus, Harper, and my parents.

      None of us had seen this coming.

      “I don’t know what’s going on, but we’ll get to the bottom of it.” My grandfather Derek came to us and laid a hand on Tejus’s shoulder, while Sofia moved around and hugged me tightly.

      “It’ll be okay, darling,” my grandmother said in a soft voice. “We’ll figure this out.”

      Her emerald-green eyes urged me to stay strong. I gave her a thankful nod, then turned to speak to Victoria and Grace. They both rushed around the massive council table and wrapped their arms around me. I responded with equal affection, as I could feel their pain and desperation.

      “How could this happen?” Grace asked, tears glazing her turquoise eyes.

      Caia and Dmitri came to our side, exchanging sympathetic glances with Harper.

      “I don’t know,” I replied, my voice raw with emotion. “We don’t know… It’s like…”

      “It’s like they never existed until half an hour ago.” Victoria sighed, rubbing her face with her palms. “This doesn’t make sense! You don’t just give birth to two perfect babies and then forget you ever had them. It’s ludicrous!”

      “It’s very powerful magic,” Ibrahim announced, standing up. “I don’t know yet what could’ve caused it. Or who. But I’ve already sent out a message to Sherus and Nuriya, so we should be hearing from them soon.”

      “And what do we do in the meantime?” Bastien growled. “My son, my daughter, our children are out there… Good grief, we haven’t seen them in twenty-one years…”

      Sobs and murmurs rippled through the Great Dome as we tried to understand how all this had come to happen. We all agreed that our memories had been wiped clean on the night of Sherus and Nuriya’s ball.

      “D-Do you think… they had something to do with it?” River asked, holding Ben tightly as she wiped her tears.

      “But why?” Ben replied, frowning deeply as he gazed at his wife. “It makes no sense. Nuriya is like an aunt to me, and Sherus…The Nasiri jinn and the fire fae are our allies and well-wishers.”

      “Of course, Nuriya would never do such a thing!” Aisha piped up from her seat next to Horatio, her cheeks flushed with indignation.

      We all looked at one another, utterly baffled and frustrated beyond belief. How would we get our children back? Where were they? Why hadn’t they reached out in all these years? The more we talked about this, the more questions we had.

      “The fae and jinn had nothing to do with this.” A female voice suddenly boomed through the Dome.

      We all stilled, turning to look at the main entrance, where a pink mist had gathered out of thin air, shimmering as it formed the figure of a beautiful young woman with long reddish pink hair and bright violet eyes. She held a golden mask in her hand, and was covered in beautiful, colorful layers of fine silk and an abundance of jewels.

      A couple of seconds went by in silence before Tejus shot across the hall, his expression darkened by fury.

      “Did you do this?” he asked, gritting his teeth.

      The creature lifted a hand and sent out an invisible pulse, stopping Tejus in his tracks. It prompted the rest of us to move toward her, as our instincts kicked in. I treated her as a potential hostile, using my fury to fuel me into fighting mode, but the strange woman raised both arms and launched another pulse, this time keeping us all back.

      “Who are you?” I snapped, trying to move past her barrier.

      It was impossible. How did she even break through The Shade’s protective barrier?

      I looked over at the others. They were all dealing with the same invisible opposition. A room full of vampires, werewolves, fae, jinn, sentries, Hawks, and witches, and none of us could do anything against her.

      “What did you do with our children?” Bastien snarled, struggling to get to her.

      “Please,” the creature said. “I mean you no harm. I come here in peace. I wish to take you to them.”

      “Who are you?” I repeated my question, feeling my nerves stretch beyond their limits.

      “I am a Daughter of Eritopia,” she replied, her glowing violet eyes capturing my attention. “It is a galaxy many lightyears away from Sherus and Nuriya’s star, in the In-Between. Your children and siblings are there. They are alive. They are now safe and eager to see you.”

      I blinked rapidly as I processed the news.

      “Wait, wait,” I replied. “What do you mean they are now safe? Weren’t they safe before? What happened?”

      “And what’s a Daughter of Eritopia?” Dmitri chimed in, scrunching his face in bewilderment, before Harper nudged him in the ribs. “Ouch… What, don’t you want to know?”

      “Maybe now’s not the right time,” my daughter hissed, silencing the young half-wolf. Looking back now, Dmitri and Jovi were like two peas in a pod.

      “We are guardians of our galaxy,” the Daughter replied gently. “And we owe your children a great debt. They put their lives at risk to save our world when we failed.”

      “Take us to them, now!” Tejus commanded furiously.

      “I will. But you must be aware,” she said. “We’ve had to put Eritopia in a time freeze of sorts, to hide it from the rest of the universe and keep the darkness that had festered inside it from spilling out and destroying other planets. Time has passed differently there because of that. You have not seen your children in twenty years, but it has only been weeks since they saw you.”

      We all needed a long moment to take that in. Grace, Victoria, River, and I looked at one another as the realization sank in.

      “You mean to say our children have barely aged a few weeks, while we’ve been living without them for twenty years?” Victoria asked what I couldn’t, as my voice had finally left me from the shock.

      “Indeed.” The Daughter nodded. “We hoped that this disruption in time would give the rest of the world a solid advance. We hoped that by the time the darkness from Eritopia would eventually break free, you would all be far more advanced, with stronger allies across the universes, able to destroy it before it consumed everything in its path. We are sorry for your loss of time, but we had no other choice.”

      “What darkness?” Derek boomed, glaring at the Daughter, who kept up her calm and dignified demeanor.

      “Azazel, a powerful Druid who embraced evil and poison and nearly destroyed the kingdoms of Eritopia.”

      “Why haven’t we been able to remember our children?” Tejus asked the question we all had on the tips of our tongues, sending a pang through my stomach at the thought of Phoenix and Serena.

      “It was safer this way, for everyone involved,” the Daughter replied. “We couldn’t risk anyone discovering Eritopia, so we made it so that no one knew about it in the first place. It affected all those who entered the shroud obscuring the galaxy, including your children. The moment they entered Eritopia, they ceased to exist outside of it. For this, as well, I am deeply sorry.”

      “Oh, you’re sorry.” Tejus was furious. “That’s fine, because you’re sorry. That fixes everything. Except it doesn’t! Take us to our children! Now!”

      The Daughter analyzed us carefully and quietly for a short while, then vanished, leaving behind the same wisps of glimmering pink dust that she’d emerged from. We were all suddenly free to move, enraged and unable to stand still as we tried to figure out where she’d disappeared to.

      A low buzzing sound captured our attention, and we all turned toward the exit again. On the wall next to it, on the right side, a bizarre-looking doorway had appeared. A portal of sorts, with a bright white light emanating from it, causing us to squint in order to look at it.

      We were all forced to take a few steps back, as the light intensified before a dark silhouette came through it. A tall young creature set foot into the Great Dome, and it took me a couple of seconds to adjust to the brightness until I recognized him.

      “Field!” I heard River gasp before she darted across the hall and immediately took the Hawk in her arms.

      Sighs of joy and relief flooded the room as Sky, Rock, Blue, Fly, and Ben swiftly joined in a collective hug. Field laughed as he kissed River on the forehead and shook the hands of his brothers and adoptive father, Ben, who then pulled him into another embrace.

      I ran to him, touching his face, then his shoulder, as the others huddled around us.

      “Field,” I gasped. “Are you okay? Where are Serena, Phoenix? Jovi, Aida, Vita? Are they okay?”

      “Yeah, Hazel.” He nodded with a warm smile. “Please, don’t worry. We’re okay. We hadn’t known how time passed for you here. We only knew you wouldn’t remember us until the shroud was lifted. But it’s okay now. We’re okay. We made it, and we have a lot to talk about. Just don’t cry anymore; it breaks my heart…”

      I hadn’t even realized I was crying until he said it. I wiped my tears and swallowed the others back.

      “Field, honey,” I said. “Take us to them, please…”

      He took my hand, and moved toward the bright portal.

      “Wait, Field—is it safe for us to travel there?” Sofia interjected with a concerned look on her face.

      “Yeah, it’s nighttime there right now, so you vamps have nothing to worry about, and this light here isn’t sunlight. It’s a spell,” Field replied. “Just don’t be alarmed. We might seem a little different than the last time you saw us…”

      He looked at Victoria and Bastien as he said that, but I didn’t have the focus or the patience to dig into the meaning behind that glance. I squeezed his hand, reminding him of my desperate need to see my children.

      “Let’s go, Field,” I said, my voice trembling. “I need to see them now…”

      He entered the bright light, and I followed, along with the others. I felt the warmth envelope me, relaxing my muscles as I walked through the interdimensional portal. I closed my eyes, delighted to feel something akin to sunlight on my skin.

      As soon as the light faded, I heard my boots click on a stone floor.

      “Mom? Dad?” Serena’s voice broke through.

      I opened my eyes and found that we had emerged into a massive throne room clad in black marble and limestone, with old portraits, giant iron chandeliers, and blazing torches on the walls. And in the middle of it stood the Daughter we’d seen earlier, along with six more dressed like her and looking an awful lot like her, despite the variation in hair color, along with a younger one and a little girl. They all seemed to be related, their facial features similar, their eyes violet and their silk garments and jewels screaming ‘royalty’.

      Next to them stood Serena and Phoenix, along with Aida, Jovi, and Vita, surrounded by several other creatures I didn’t recognize. But they all looked dirty and bloody and worn out.

      I instantly focused on Phoenix and Serena.

      “My babies,” I gasped, no longer able to hold my tears in, a mixture of joy and grief overwhelming me.

      I ran toward them, unable to think of anything other than the urgent need to feel them in my arms, to hold them tight and to never let them go. They beamed at me and darted in my direction.

      We met halfway in an embrace, laughing and crying at the same time as Tejus came from behind and joined us. We kissed and hugged and held each other, twenty years of absence making their presence felt.

      “I missed you so much,” Serena sobbed as she hid her face in my hair.

      I couldn’t stop kissing her cheek and temple, wrapping my arms around her while Tejus kissed the top of her head and Phoenix kissed my forehead. We were an emotional jumble of bodies and arms, a family reunited.

      I heard the others crying as they hugged their loved ones.

      I could breathe again.
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      I crumbled the moment I saw Mom and Dad come through the portal. They shot across the throne room so fast, I barely had time to blink. They both hugged me at once, holding me tight and dropping kisses on my face and on the top of my head, and I cried with joy and relief. I felt their warmth and welcomed their kindness and love after weeks of fearing I’d never see them again.

      “Oh, Vita, my sweet, sweet baby!” Mom sobbed, hugging me.

      Her tears trickled down her cheeks, smudging against mine as Dad held us both.

      “How are you, sweetheart?” he asked, his voice thick with emotion, his eyes searching my face. His brows furrowed as he took in all the visible changes, the scratches and dirt smears from my earlier tumble with Azazel.

      “I’m okay. I’m much better, now that you’re both here,” I replied gently.

      “We didn’t know.” Mom sniffed and wiped her eyes. “We… We had no idea…”

      “I know, Mom, it wasn’t your fault. Please don’t blame yourselves,” I said, looking at both of them. “The Daughters shrouded Eritopia for everyone’s safety, both ours and yours, until we could fix the problem.”

      “What… What problem did you fix?” Dad asked.

      “Well…” I sighed, trying to find the right words to summarize the insanity of the weeks since I’d last seen them. “Um, in short, there was an evil overlord here, conquering the galaxy. And it turns out he really, and I mean really, wanted Aida, Phoenix, and me because guess what, Mom? When the Nevertide Oracle touched your bellies, she passed her powers on to us. We’re Oracles, and that night at the fae ball our powers awakened and we were brought here, for our own protection… and yours.”

      That was a lot to unpack, I could tell. Mom and Dad stared at one another, then looked over their shoulders for a brief moment. Serena and Phoenix were briefing their parents, and so were Aida, Jovi, and Field. The same expressions were present on their side, too—a combination of befuddlement and consternation that would take a while to get over.

      “What… What do you mean you’re an Oracle, sweetie?” Mom finally found her voice again.

      “I’m not the typical kind of Oracle, from what we’ve been able to ascertain.” I tried to comfort her, as I could already see her visualizing a blind daughter with black runes flitting across her skin and no genitalia. “I won’t change, physically speaking. I mean, I haven’t so far, and I’ve been learning to control my visions. I can only see the future, though. The Nevertide Oracle, whose name is Abrille, by the way, split her powers in three when she touched you, Hazel, and Victoria. Phoenix can only see the past, and Aida can only see the present.”

      “How did you learn all this?” Dad asked, his eyes darting around the room and settling on Bijarki, who stood a couple of feet away, watching and waiting patiently.

      I told them about how we had been brought here and how Azazel had abducted Abrille already, about our connection and how we developed our Oracle abilities. But it was so much to take in, and I was too happy to see them to waste any more time talking about Azazel and the horrors we’d lived through.

      “I’ll tell you all about what happened, from day one until you showed up, I promise,” I said gently. “What matters is that we made it… And I’m sorry you had to go on for twenty years without me…”

      “We’ve lived with an emptiness inside ourselves for so long.” Mom exhaled sharply, as if a weight had been lifted from her heart and she could breathe again. “We didn’t know we’d had a daughter, and when it all came back, I nearly broke down from the guilt. I mean, what mother doesn’t remember her children, huh? Meanwhile, you’ve been here, fighting for your life and dealing with these new abilities, and… I’ve missed you so much, baby!”

      She hugged me again, kissing my forehead, while Dad ran his fingers through my messy hair.

      “You couldn’t have known because the Daughters’ magic is powerful. They’re like demi-goddesses or something. To be honest, it’s better that you didn’t know. It would’ve made everything much, much worse. At least we handled it and won, and now we’re back together. That’s really all that matters.”

      “You’re right, sweetheart,” Dad replied, then squinted his tawny brown eyes at me, the corner of his mouth twitching. He looked like he’d noticed something else about me that was different. “Something else happened with you... Something good. I sense a difference in your demeanor…”

      I looked at Bijarki and winked, putting a hand out for him to come closer. He moved slowly, his silvery gaze fixed on Mom and Dad. Our fingers intertwined as I turned my head to face my parents.

      “Mom, Dad,” I said. “This is Bijarki… He’s an incubus, and, frankly, the love of my life. I mean, there’s no other way to say this, so I might as well just say it. He nearly died trying to protect me. He is it for me. And… I’m it for him.”

      I analyzed their reactions carefully, then gave Bijarki a sideways glance. Mom and Dad were stunned, their gazes darting between Bijarki and me for a few moments. Mom blinked fast before a smile bloomed on her face and she reached out to shake Bijarki’s hand.

      “I’m Grace,” she said gently. “Thank you, Bijarki. Thank you for keeping my baby safe…”

      “There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for her,” he replied with a curt nod, emotions glimmering in his eyes.

      “You love her?” Dad asked, immediately shifting into his protective mode.

      I knew it was more or less an act to try to intimidate Bijarki. Any good father would try it, even mine, who knew me well enough to understand that I would never use the word “love” if I didn’t mean it. It was still cute to watch, because he certainly had an effect on the incubus.

      “More than life itself, sir,” Bijarki replied firmly.

      “Military man?” Dad continued his quick line of questioning.

      “Yes, sir.” Bijarki held his own.

      “How did you two meet?”

      “I met Vita at the mansion. I’m Draven’s ally.”

      “What is it you love about her?”

      “Dad!” I chided him. “You’re taking this conversation into deeply personal territory that’s best saved for a dinner one of these nights.”

      “She’s right, Lawrence,” Mom agreed, prompting Dad to roll his eyes and nod his surrender. He shook Bijarki’s hand firmly, then wrapped his arm around my shoulders.

      “Sweetie, there’s someone you need to meet,” he said gently.

      “Oh, Lord,” Mom gasped, pinching the bridge of her nose.

      “What?” I asked, confused by her reaction.

      I peered around the throne room and saw more of our Shade friends and family arriving. There were so many I needed to hug, including Zerus, who was moving toward us with a beaming expression. But the young woman who reached me first was the one who captured my attention, as she looked… eerily like me… with blond hair and bright, turquoise eyes.

      “Well, there’s no easy way to say this, but we had another daughter,” Mom said, sighing. I was stunned. “We thought we’d spent twenty years without having a child, so… given our fertility issues, Corrine helped me out, and Caia came along.”

      I needed a moment to register that, as my gaze settled on the young woman who had stopped in front of me. It was close to looking at my reflection in the mirror, except for several significant differences in the shape of our eyes and noses. There were features on her that reminded me more of Dad.

      “This is Caia,” I mumbled, still processing the fact that I actually had a sister and that she was about my age.

      “Hi, Vita,” Caia said with a weak smile.

      “This is so weird,” I gasped before a huge grin bloomed on my face. “And so freaking cool at the same time!”

      Caia lit up and hugged me. I immediately responded, wrapping my arms around her petite frame and feeling her warmth pour through me. I had a sister, and it was the most wonderful feeling in the world.

      “We obviously have a lot of catching up to do,” she chuckled, while Mom and Dad engulfed us in a group hug. They held us tight, and I breathed deeply as I relished the thought of being reunited with my family after all these weeks. I’d missed them so much.

      Zerus joined in, putting his arms around Caia’s and my shoulders, and kissing my forehead. I looked up at my old sentry friend and smiled with tears in my eyes.

      “You’re safe now, Vita,” the sentry said. “And it’s so… so good to see you again.”

      “It’s good to see you, too, Zerus,” I replied. “I see the years have been good to you!”

      Only a couple of fine expression lines had settled at the corners of his eyes. Zerus had chosen not to become a vampire, but the passage of twenty years had barely left a mark on him.

      It hit me then that I had another surprise for them.

      “Wait here,” I said, and rushed to the wall behind me.

      I grabbed one of the torches and went back to them. I put my hand over the flame and wiggled my fingers, summoning the fire and drawing it out in a moving spiral, prompting my parents and Zerus to gasp.

      “You did it!” Zerus exclaimed. “You’ve summoned your fire fae abilities!”

      “I totally did!” I grinned, nodding with excitement as I coaxed the flame spiral into following the movements of my hand.

      Caia watched with admiration, and put a hand out. She split the spiral in two, beckoning half of the flame to follow her hand. We both laughed as we played with the fire, while Zerus wiped the tears from his eyes.

      “Oh, Zerus, I never thought I’d see you get so emotional!” Mom giggled, placing a comforting hand on his shoulder, while Dad watched Caia and me with sheer delight and affection.

      “I am so… so proud!” Zerus replied.

      “Me too.” Dad winked at me. “Look at my little girl… A few weeks in a hostile environment and she’s already turned into a fierce young fire fae who can see the future. Hah!”

      “And found herself quite the specimen for a boyfriend!” Mom added, giving Bijarki a wink.

      I glanced at Bijarki, who was literally glowing with emotion, watching us all with a smile. I let Caia have the torch and turned toward him, wrapping my arms around his waist. He instantly responded with an embrace, and I looked up at him and smiled.

      “Yeah, I got lucky,” I said. “This one lights up like a Christmas tree when you give him a compliment!”
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      Our parents hugged us for what felt like forever, and both Jovi and I would’ve held on for longer. They showered us with kisses, and we all cried, while River, Ben, and the Hawks held Field in a massive group hug. Laughter and cheers erupted around the hall as we relished being reunited with our families after weeks.

      It was weird for Mom and Dad, as they’d spent twenty years without us, not even knowing we existed. They were so apologetic, their eyes filled with tears. They were still coming to terms with the fact that their memories had been completely erased. Jovi and I reassured them that it wasn’t their fault, that, in fact, it had been better this way because it saved them the pain of missing us.

      “It’s all in the past now, Mom,” I said while Dad held me close and kissed the top of my head. Jovi wrapped his arms around our mother and purred like a kitten. “We’ve come a long way these past few weeks, and, if I do say so myself, we’ve come out as better creatures because of the experience.”

      Mom looked at Jovi and me for a few moments, before she exhaled sharply and motioned for a young man to join our little celebration. The Eritopians had taken a few steps back, in the meantime, allowing us to spend time with our families. They watched quietly, with bright smiles on their faces, sharing the overall sense of joy and relief that our Shadians had brought with them.

      “Jovi, Aida, there’s someone you need to meet,” Mom said.

      The young man stopped in front of us, scratching the back of his head as he awkwardly smiled at us. I could immediately see a strong resemblance between him and Jovi—he was handsome, tall, and wiry, but with plenty of muscles distributed along his frame, curly black hair, and brown-golden eyes that popped thanks to his dark, smoothly trimmed stubble.

      “This is Dmitri, your brother,” Dad introduced him.

      Jovi and I were stunned, staring at Dmitri for several moments before we could utter any kind of coherent response.

      “Well, then.” Jovi was the first to react, with his usual slightly inappropriate manner. “I see you two got busy while we were away.”

      We all burst into laughter, and Jovi and I hugged Dmitri, overjoyed to welcome a brother into the fold.

      “Welcome to the family, I guess,” I said with a grin.

      “Complete family, that is,” Dmitri replied with a boyish smirk.

      “Hey, the more the merrier, right?” Field interjected, coming next to me while his family circled around us. He put an arm around my waist and pulled me closer, prompting a look of surprise from Mom and Dad.

      “You’re not the only one with news here.” I winked at my parents. “Field and I are together. There, I said it. Out loud.”

      I held my breath, wondering whether we should’ve eased them into it a little bit more. But, then again, they’d just introduced us to a new brother. They had totally won the “bombshell news” challenge for the day. I took comfort in Field’s warmth as I examined the expressions around us.

      The Hawks looked genuinely surprised, but grins soon emerged on their faces as they quickly adjusted to the change. River smiled at us, making sure to give me an encouraging nod to express her approval, while Mom teared up, hugging us both.

      “I don’t know how this came to happen, and I’m sure you’ll tell us all about it later,” she sobbed. “But I’m so happy to see you all alive, strong, and healthy!”

      I felt tears welling in my eyes, but I swallowed them back as I glanced around the throne room. Derek and Sofia were speaking to the Daughters, accompanied by Rose, Caleb, and the Shade witches. They occasionally looked at us, their smiles carrying the promise of catching up very soon. Dad, on the other hand, had his attention fixed on Field.

      “Dad?” I said tentatively.

      “Sorry, honey.” He snapped out of his trance. “I just… didn’t expect this. But if this is what you two want… If you’re both sure, I mean…”

      “I love Aida,” Field said, prompting Dad to raise his eyebrows in surprise. “I fell in love with her in the middle of this mess. I would do anything for her.”

      “And I love Field, Dad,” I said, leaning into him. “I’ve always had a massive crush on him, and my loudmouth brother decided that, you know, since we were fighting for our lives here, it was as good a time as any to tell Field about it.”

      Jovi smirked in return, his arm around Dmitri’s shoulders. Dmitri was watching our exchange with curiosity and amusement flickering in his eyes.

      “Oh, come on, Aida, this flying log wouldn’t have made a move if I hadn’t given him a little push.” Jovi winked.

      I chuckled, and Field rolled his eyes before he put on a sheepish smile and nodded.

      “He’s right, though,” Field said, gazing at me. “I didn’t have the courage, but you seemed to have enough for the both of us, anyway.”

      That prompted some “aww”s out of River and Mom, while the Hawks all wore their signature smirks.

      “Guess we found the chicken in our family then,” Sky joked.

      “He’s already got the wings for it,” Blue chimed in.

      “I could pluck your feathers out, little birdies,” Field shot back with a grin.

      “Oh, don’t cluck so much. It’s unbecoming!” Rock chuckled in return.

      “There are so many ‘why did Field cross the road’ jokes going through my head right now.” Fly was the last to speak, making us all burst into laughter.

      “I have to say, though,” Dad said, looking around. “There are some pretty… fascinating creatures around here.”

      I realized that his eyes had been sucked in by the succubi, judging by the way he couldn’t help but gaze at a group of them standing a couple of feet away, watching us. Dad’s eyes glimmered, which suddenly made everything very awkward and prompted Mom to blatantly stare at him.

      “Bastien, honey,” she said, her voice a couple of degrees below zero. “You’re drooling.”

      Dad swiftly turned his gaze to look at her, surprised and embarrassed.

      “I… No, baby, I wouldn’t… You know I wouldn’t,” he tried to explain while I stifled a laugh.

      “It’s not his fault, Mom,” Jovi interjected, chuckling as he patted him on the back. “They’re succubi. They’re naturally designed to seduce, just like the incubi. They sometimes forget to keep their nature under control, and they have this effect on the opposite sex. You get all lightheaded and can’t turn off your bedroom eyes. It’s quite extraordinary.”

      Mom couldn’t help but laugh at Dad’s predicament, until she noticed Grezzi gazing at her with a seductive smile from across the room. Her cheeks flushed as she took a deep breath, and I snapped my fingers in front of her face before glaring at Grezzi. He got the message quickly, turning his head to rejoin a conversation with Jax, Hansa, and Jasmine.

      “Mom, stay with us,” I said.

      “Okay, I see what you mean, Jovi.” Mom blinked several times, regaining her senses and wrapping her loving arms around Dad’s large frame. He smiled gently and welcomed her embrace, amused by how the tables had turned.

      Jovi took Anjani’s hand and brought her closer to our group. The goofy smile on his face said it all, and our mother was quick to point that out as she gave Anjani a polite and appreciative nod.

      “I take it this beautiful young lady here is your significant other?” she asked with a smile.

      Anjani’s skin glowed delicately as Jovi put his arm around her shoulder.

      “She is, and I swear it had nothing to do with her succubus nature,” he said, pulling her closer, then sighed as he gazed at her. “Okay… maybe it had a little bit of an influence, but I’m in full control of my mental faculties here when I say she’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

      Mom and Dad put their arms out, inviting us all to join in another group hug, this time with Field and Anjani included. We laughed as we came together, with River, Ben, and the Hawk brothers once again amplifying the reunion.

      “We’re just happy you’re all okay,” River said, tearing up. “Now that we’re remembering everything, I don’t know how the hell we spent over twenty years without you. The Shade hasn’t been the same!”

      “It’s all good now, Mom,” Field replied gently. “Nothing will tear us apart like this ever again.”

      I breathed out as I relaxed in his embrace, welcoming the natural and familiar scents of my family into my consciousness. I eventually told them about my Oracle abilities and how this whole Eritopian affair had unfolded, and, after a few moments of carefully considering all the details, Mom and Dad took me into yet another tight hug.

      “You are perfect just the way you are, sweetheart,” Dad said, his voice trembling. “The upside is you can keep using these abilities for good.”

      “Yeah.” I nodded, wiping more tears. “I plan to work on them more, though. I have a very poor sense of direction when I’m under.”

      “Oh, honey, you’ve come so far already, in such a short timespan!” Mom replied encouragingly. “Mastering your Oracle abilities will be peanuts compared to this!”

      And she was right. The hardest part was over. Everything else that followed could be managed and controlled, conditioned and perfected.

      The only thing that didn’t need additional work was my relationship with Field.

      We were together now, and back with our families, too.

      We were perfect.
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      The best part about being a sentry was the fact that I was able to sense my parents’ emotions as they held Phoenix and me tight, kissing our faces, stroking our hair, and telling us how much they loved us between sobs and hiccups. They were raw and vibrant, a mixture of grief, joy, and unconditional love that had crashed into them from the moment they’d remembered us. They didn’t hide any of it. In fact, they projected it at full blast, bringing Phoenix and me to tears.

      “I missed you both,” my mom cried, sinking her face in my hair, while Phoenix kissed her temple. “I am so sorry. We are so sorry… We didn’t know…”

      It was the first time I’d seen my father so emotional, his dark, teary eyes moving between Phoenix and me as he caressed our faces, his knuckles brushing against my cheek and filling me with an affection I hadn’t felt in weeks.

      “Stop saying sorry, Mom. We’re okay!” I said. “Both in one piece and stronger than ever!”

      “There is definitely something different about you two.” She squinted, trying to read us.

      Phoenix and I looked at one another, grins stretching our faces from ear to ear. We nodded and agreed to let Mom and Dad in. I felt them tickling my soul as I opened up, and watched my mom’s eyes widen with surprise. She stared at me for a few seconds before she looked at Draven, then back at me, and smiled.

      “You’re in love,” she gasped. “You’re… You’re together. You two have consummated your union; your souls are forever connected…”

      I nodded and pulled Draven closer, his hand clutching mine and holding it tight. He was nervous and excited at the same time, and I needed to assure him that there was nothing for him to worry about.

      “Mom, Dad,” I said. “This is Draven, Master Druid of Calliope. He’s also my soulmate.”

      Dad straightened his back, while Phoenix slowly and quietly brought Viola closer to our little family group. Draven cleared his throat and held his chin up. He’d recognized my father’s leadership nature and responded with dignity, making me fall even deeper in love with him.

      “I’m Tejus, and this is Hazel,” Dad said. “I can see your souls have connected, but you haven’t become a sentry, like us.”

      “I’m a Druid. Our lineage is very strong and defined by magic,” Draven replied politely. “We don’t know yet if I’ll ever develop any sentry abilities, but rest assured that I will always keep my heart open for you all. If I do become a sentry, it will only further fortify the bond between Serena and me.”

      “You obviously love her; otherwise your connection would have never worked,” Dad mused, his eyes glimmering as a half-smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “At least we both know you’re genuine. I trust you’ll make sure she’s safe from now on.”

      “I will.” Draven nodded with a pained expression. “I’m sorry I took your children away from you. I’m sorry for the grief, but I had no other choice. Once their powers were ignited on the night of the fae ball, Azazel could sense them. I had to keep them safe.”

      “I know.” My mom sighed. “Doesn’t mean we like it, but we understand. We’re only grateful that you’ve kept your word and kept them safe…”

      “Well, it’s not like we were completely defenseless ourselves.” Phoenix raised an eyebrow, holding Viola close and prompting Mom and Dad to stare at them for a moment.

      “You got yourself abducted just yesterday,” I groaned, rolling my eyes.

      “You nearly got yourself killed a couple of hours ago, so that makes us even!” Phoenix shot back with a smirk.

      Our parents were baffled, watching the exchange while Draven and Viola stifled their grins, until Mom finally snapped.

      “Clearly, you two have a lot of explaining to do,” she gently chided us. “However, we’re not done with the news here. Phoenix, is there anything you wish to tell us?”

      “It’s a rhetorical question, in case you didn’t catch on, Son.” Dad gave him a playful wink.

      Phoenix blinked several times before he glanced at Viola.

      “Yeah, so… I’m in love. Go ahead. Yuck it up. You never thought you’d see this day, I know, but it happened. This is Viola. She’s a Daughter of Eritopia and one of the reasons I’m still alive.”

      Viola nodded politely, her cheeks flushing. My mother gave her the warmest smile, gently touching her cheek with her knuckles.

      “You two have a different kind of connection,” Mom said slowly. “How is it possible?”

      “We don’t really know how to explain it,” Viola replied in a soft voice, then looked at Phoenix. “From the moment we were close to one another, a bond just came to be. Our lives are forever intertwined.”

      “What one experiences, so does the other,” Phoenix explained. “If I get hurt, she gets hurt. If I bleed, she bleeds. If I die… Well…”

      “That’s not happening.” Dad was quick to dismiss the scenario. “Not on our watch.”

      “As scary as it sounds,” Mom mused, “it’s also incredibly fascinating. I wonder what will happen when you two get intimate—”

      “Mom!” Phoenix and I both exclaimed at the same time, our faces red with embarrassment. Leave it to the parents to make us blush in front of our baes.

      Our mother laughed lightly, unable to take her eyes off us.

      “Mom?” I said, noticing a young woman standing several feet behind her. “Who’s that?”

      She looked a lot like me. An awful lot. Almost the spitting image of me, in fact, except for a few of Dad’s sharper features. The long black hair, the bluish green eyes, the endless legs—it was all there. My heart started racing as I immediately put two and two together.

      “Oh, Serena,” Mom replied, gesturing for the young woman to join us. “This is going to be weird, but…”

      “It’s been a little over twenty years for you guys,” Phoenix gasped, gawking at Mom and the strange female with pale skin.

      “This is Harper,” Dad said. “Your sister.”

      “Holy crap,” was my immediate response.

      “Yeah, I said pretty much the same thing,” Harper replied with a smirk.

      “We have a sister.” I was still processing the new development. “I… I have a sister.”

      “I now have two sisters, and I don’t know how I feel about that.” Phoenix put on a mock frown, then nodded toward me. “It was tough enough having to look after this one. What the hell am I going to do with two troublemakers?”

      “I can take care of myself very well, thank you very much,” Harper shot back with a grin, revealing vampire fangs. “Besides, who’re you calling a troublemaker? You’re the one who got kidnapped.”

      I held my breath for a moment, awed by the fact that she’d already been turned. But then I laughed hard. I had to. She was amazing. I instantly loved her.

      “Ohoho, Phoenix, you are getting roasted, my dear brother,” I squealed, then immediately took Harper in my arms, opening my soul for her to read my emotions.

      I felt instant affection coming from her, our blood connection quickly developing into something deeper, far more significant. We both giggled as Phoenix wrapped his arms around us and held us tight.

      “Good,” he muttered. “At least I know I’ve got two warriors for sisters! Oh, and Mom, Dad?”

      Our parents gazed at us, their hearts swelling with love and pure, unadulterated joy. Dad took Mom in his arms, keeping her close and gently leaning his head against hers.

      “What is it, Son?” Dad asked.

      “Just so you know, it turns out I’m an Oracle. Whatever the Nevertide Oracle did to Mom and Aunt Victoria and Aunt Grace, it gave Aida, Vita, and me some vision powers. Not full-on blind and barren Oracle powers, fortunately. Just visions and a cool connection between the three of us.”

      A full minute passed before Mom and Dad could react. They stared at him for what seemed like forever before Mom finally snapped back to reality.

      “Okay, there’s definitely a lot to unravel here, honey,” she said bluntly. “We’re obviously not skipping a family dinner tonight.”

      “What matters is that you’re both okay, and happy,” Dad added with a warm smile.

      The thoughts I’d had before about what I would do next, now that I was with Draven, started to resurface, beckoning me to bring up the subject of my partial relocation. Eritopia had become my home, but, at the same time, we had a portal to The Shade, so my previous concerns about who would follow whom in which universe had pretty much fizzled out. I’d just have to speak to the Daughters about making access to The Shade a permanent fixture.

      “Mom, Dad,” I said. “I know it’s only been a few weeks for us here but… I am happy. Despite all the crazy, Eritopia has become a second home to me. It’s beautiful and weird and wild, and… it’s where Draven belongs.”

      “What are you trying to say, sweetheart?” Dad asked with a subtle frown, although I could feel him reading me, as was Mom.

      “I mean, don’t get me wrong. We can always see each other, whenever we want, I think,” I replied, trying to put my thoughts into coherent sentences. “The portal is here. You can spend some time here, and I can take days off, so to speak, to visit The Shade. I don’t think the portal is going anywhere. What I’m trying to say is that now that this whole Azazel mess is over, I am finally getting a moment to think about what I want to do with my life, now that Draven is in it, and… Well, I’ll be staying here, with him.”

      Mom stilled in Dad’s arms as the realization sank in for her.

      “You’re happy. You’re happy here,” she mumbled. “You’re not coming back to live with us…”

      I could almost hear her heart drop, nearly breaking mine in the process. We’d all been so happy to see one another, and, prior to our reunion, Phoenix and I had been busy fighting for our lives and enjoying every moment like it was our last. We hadn’t even thought of having this conversation between ourselves before telling Mom and Dad that we’d found our happiness here, in Eritopia.

      “Oh, but we love you both! We’ve missed everyone so much!” I comforted her as best as I could, while Draven’s arm gently pulled me closer. “But I’m not going to live in The Shade, that’s all. I love you all, obviously, more than anything, but… But I belong here, with him…”

      Phoenix and I looked at each other. We both felt the same.

      “And you, Phoenix? You’re staying here too?” Mom asked my brother, who nodded his response.

      Eritopia had become our home. Draven was in charge of putting it all back together. We had an entire galaxy to heal and nurture. We’d fallen irrevocably in love with two exceptionally powerful creatures who had nearly sacrificed themselves for this world.

      “Mom,” Phoenix added softly. “We’re different now… I know it might come as a bit of a surprise. You’ve got two kids telling you they’re moving out, basically, but it’s what we want, and it’s something I’ve thought about as well. This world actually needs its Daughters. Viola and I are inseparable, not to mention these two lovebirds here.”

      Mom let a heavy sigh roll out as she rested her head against Dad’s chest.

      “Don’t get us wrong. We’ll always be happy to see you,” Phoenix said. “But we’re both in love with people who are the very lifeline of this world. In a way, it’s become our world too. Our wild, untamed, and damaged home, but home nonetheless…”

      “You know we love you, right?” I asked, my voice trembling.

      “Of course, we know,” Mom replied, wiping her tears. “It’s just that… It will always be hard for parents to admit that their kids are all grown up and ready to start their own lives. We’ve only just found you, in a way. Twenty years went by for us, and…”

      “Mom…” I cried out and rushed to hug her. She held me tight as Dad kissed the top of my head again. “Mom, we love you, and we’ve missed you like crazy. Of course, we’ll spend time together and catch up, but life has changed for us. So fast, so unexpectedly… It just turned us on our heads, and we’ve had to quickly adjust because I can’t see a future without Draven in it, and Eritopia needs him now more than ever.”

      “The same goes for Viola and me, Mom.” Phoenix added himself into the hug.

      “This portal will always be open for The Shade,” Rubia confirmed, her voice rising above the crowd of happy, reunited families. “The flow of time has been restored now, and you will all be able to visit one another whenever you wish. All you have to do is speak your destination out loud when you step through the portal.”

      “It is just one of the gifts that we will bestow upon you for all the great things you have done for Eritopia,” Ruelle added, her violet gaze moving around the throne room to find us, the Shadians who had stopped Azazel.

      “It is because of you, Serena, Phoenix, Jovi, Aida, Vita, and Field of The Shade, that the entire galaxy of Eritopia has survived the darkest and evilest of threats,” little Nova announced.

      “The parents of The Shade must be very proud,” Chana said. “For you have brought extraordinary beings into the world.”

      “Twenty planets with millions of innocent creatures and uniquely mystical cultures owe you their lives,” Safira continued. “For that, you and The Shade will always find a place and a home in Eritopia.”

      I took a deep breath and recognized the pride beaming out of our parents, our uncles, aunts, grandparents, great-grandparents, and closest friends. My heart swelled as I looked back and understood the magnitude of our achievements. For an aspiring journalism student, I’d done a fine job of helping destroy a powerful sadistic maniac.

      “Thank you, Daughters of Eritopia, for your kind words.” Mom spoke, then looked at Phoenix and me. “This definitely makes our children worthy of GASP.”

      The Shadian crowd hummed their approval, while Phoenix and I winked at each other. Harper moved between us and put her hands on our shoulders, squeezing firmly to express her affection. I had a feeling she wasn’t a vampire sentry of many words, by nature.

      “Hah!” Aida’s voice broke out. “Did you hear that, Uncle Derek? What do you say? Are we in now?”

      We all glanced at Derek, who moved toward the center of the room, accompanied by Sofia. He smiled and nodded slowly, his electric blue gaze fixed on Aida.

      “If saving an entire galaxy doesn’t automatically make you an elite member of GASP, I don’t know what does.”

      His reply was swiftly met with cheers and fervent clapping, along with Aida’s squeals of joy as she jumped into Field’s arms. She was the happiest by far, as she’d spent the most time and energy in becoming a GASP member. After what she’d been through, after her trials and tribulations against shape-shifters, Sluaghs, Destroyers, and Azazel himself, Aida had truly emerged as a champion.

      I looked over at Vita, who was surrounded by her parents and her new sister. She’d come a long way, too. From the little introverted girl to a fiery fae with a sharp tongue and visions of the future, in control of her life and in love with an incubus who was ready to split the planet in two for her. Yeah, she’d done all right, for sure.

      Jovi beamed, holding Anjani in his arms. He’d been faced with the prospect of death since Vita’s first vision. He’d been chased and threatened and nearly killed at least a couple of times, and yet, despite all the adversities, he’d come out victorious and unyielding. He hadn’t lost his sense of humor along the way, and he’d even fallen head over heels in love with a succubus who could twist him around like a pretzel. He’d beaten his odds, over and over.

      Field had relentlessly fought to protect us, falling in love with Aida along the way. He’d taken tremendous risks and tight turns to keep our group safe. He’d defied the Destroyers and pushed himself to the limit until he’d emerged victorious from every single battle. Most importantly, he’d put the wellbeing of others above his own and become our winged victor. Our war with Azazel would’ve taken a different, much darker turn, had it not been for him.

      As for Phoenix, I was speechless. Despite his struggle and his vulnerable connection to the Daughter, Phoenix had pushed ahead, always onward and upward, never looking back unless it had to do with visions of the past. He was part of the glue that kept us together. He would’ve done a lot more, had he been able to leave the mansion’s protective shield, but he’d sure made up for it once he was out. I was unbelievably proud to have him as a brother.

      Yeah. We’d done The Shade proud and then some!
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      Shortly after the portal connection was permanently established between Calliope and The Shade, and after we all hugged and kissed and expressed our joy and relief at seeing one another again, we gathered in the middle of the throne room for an actual briefing.

      We introduced our Shade family to our new friends and allies, including Jax and Heron, Hansa and Grezzi, Jasmine, Zeriel, Patrik, the Bajang twins, and all the young Druids. There was a common feeling floating around the room, coming from both Shadians and Eritopians—a mixture of wonder and curiosity, particularly between the Maras and our vampires. It would take some time for us to study one another, but, fortunately, time was the one commodity we finally had plenty of, following Azazel’s death.

      Draven stood by my side, while Sofia and Derek moved closer, accompanied by our alliance and our families, drawn in a tight semicircle as the throne towered behind us, dark and covered in red silks. I glanced over my shoulder and crinkled my nose at the sight of it, looking forward to seeing the throne room completely redecorated.

      I took my time explaining everything that had happened in full detail, while the Daughters stood to our right, listening quietly. While we’d already given our parents some sense of what had happened, there were a lot of blanks to fill in, so I followed a chronological order of events—from the night we’d celebrated the birth of Sherus and Nuriya’s baby on the fae star, to the moment our parents had walked through the portal.

      Draven occasionally took over, as he was better equipped to explain what specific Eritopian species could do in the alliance, and why. He understood their culture and motivations best, and, as the only appointed leader of an Eritopian planet relaying information to GASP, I needed him to have his voice heard.

      About an hour had passed by the time I was done telling our story, including answering questions from our Shadian audience about our circumstances, the enemies, and the differences between swamp witch and Druid spells. I took a deep breath, while secretly looking forward to gulping down a few liters of fresh water. My throat was parched.

      “You’ve all been through so much,” my mom finally said. “All because you were given Oracle powers…”

      “I could kill that Nevertide Oracle,” my father said, gritting his teeth.

      “Dad, no,” Phoenix said with a frown. “She was trying to help. Not just Eritopia, but us, too. She gave us abilities we hated at first, but once we got the hang of them, they saved our lives.”

      “It was thanks to our visions that we were able to eventually destroy Azazel,” Vita chimed in. “And we saved an entire galaxy in the process.”

      “I honestly felt like our lives were quite small compared to the millions we saved in Eritopia.” Aida sighed. “I mean, sure, I hated our predicament, but once I saw what Azazel was doing to so many innocent creatures I… I couldn’t stand by anymore. I had to do something.”

      “We all did,” Field added. “And we won because we all came together. Eritopians and Shadians alike, united by our willingness to bring down mountains if it meant destroying Azazel.”

      Dad nodded slowly, accepting our reasoning and biting the inside of his cheek.

      “And the Nevertide Oracle? Wasn’t she up there with you?” Victoria asked.

      “Yeah, but she’s up in the infirmary now,” I replied. “Her name’s Abrille, by the way. I think she’ll be okay, but she’s really weak and needs to recover.”

      “Can’t say I blame her after what she’s been put through, just because she was born an Oracle.” My grandmother Rose shook her head in disgust.

      Derek then stepped forward, looking at Draven and me.

      “What about the other kingdoms of Eritopia, then?” he asked.

      “We’ll rebuild our society,” Draven replied. “It will take some time, and there will be anarchists who had genuinely sided with Azazel to quash, but we’ll get there eventually. The majority of Eritopians want peace and the Master Druid Council restored.”

      “They’ll get through their actual Master Druid ranks retroactively,” I added. “Since none of the surviving Druids had achieved the Hundredth Circle before Azazel took over.”

      “And Asherak?” Sofia came to Derek’s side, eyeing us curiously.

      “Gone,” Rubia spoke from the side. “His soul sits at the bottom of Mount Agrith, where it will never be reached again.”

      “I would like to suggest something,” Derek then said, tapping an index finger against his lips in a pensive pose. “You clearly will need all the help you can get here, and given our Shadian kids’ attachment and devotion to this world, maybe we could support Eritopia. We could open a GASP base here, to maintain an open line of communication between The Shade and the galaxy, and support the Druids and the Daughters in restoring peace and order on all twenty planets.”

      I, for one, immediately wanted to scream “Yes, let’s do this!” and put myself up for a position in the GASP base. I’d already kissed a career in journalism goodbye. I’d found my calling during my trials in Eritopia. I felt complete, and was eager to do more for a world that needed good leaders and law enforcers. But I waited quietly and patiently as Draven and the Daughters carefully weighed my great-grandfather’s proposal.

      “We have excellent fighters and researchers. We can assist on many administrative and enforcement levels,” Xavier added. “We can help the Eritopian societies grow and progress.”

      “You’ve already underestimated our capabilities.” Derek finally hit the nail on the head, reminding me that GASP had grown strong, powerful, and capable of changing entire worlds if challenged. It prompted Draven to frown. “Had you notified us earlier, had you reached out instead of abducting our children and hiding them beneath this memory-wiping shroud, we would’ve raised hell against Azazel.”

      I glanced at the Daughters, whose lips had become thin, flat lines, while Draven slowly lowered his head. Deep down I knew that Grandpa Derek had a point, but, at the same time, even the Daughters had been unable to destroy Azazel once he’d merged his soul with Asherak. The destruction required to kill Azazel would have probably obliterated the entire planet.

      “We have a network of allies, and warfare knowledge spanning millennia,” Derek continued. “We could have helped.”

      “Forgive us.” Viola stepped forward on behalf of the Daughters. “My sisters were confident that this problem could be resolved without dragging in anyone else. And so did Draven, mostly because Azazel had fused his soul with Asherak and had generated horrific amounts of dark power. Had we not approached him the way we did, many more innocent creatures would have died, including your GASP members. There was so much evil, such poisonous energy inside Azazel, it could have done a lot more damage if it had been unleashed and taken head on.”

      “I like her.” Mom nudged Phoenix with a grin. “She’s quite the… demi-goddess…”

      “Yeah, tell me about it.” He longingly gazed at Viola, most likely looking forward to spending some time alone with her, after everything they’d been through and especially after their separation.

      “Despite our shortcomings on the matter,” Rubia said, taking a step forward. “We are able to recognize that our world would be an even better and safer place with GASP in it. While we commit to taking better care of Eritopia, we all agree that opening a GASP base on each of our planets would help.”

      Murmurs of approval rippled through the crowd, prompting Hansa to move to the front, one hand resting on her broadsword’s handle.

      “It would also give our best fighters the opportunity to do more with their lives and skills, I presume,” she said. “I’m guessing you’d be open to exploratory missions throughout the In-Between, too? I’ve heard great things about GASP from Serena.”

      “Indeed.” Derek nodded with a polite smile. “We would be open to expanding diplomatic ties and alliances across the In-Between.”

      “Count me in, then,” Hansa replied, then glanced at Anjani, who seemed confused. “It’s time for you to take the lead, little sister. Jovi has already said he’d be more than happy to help you, and I plan to take him at his word.”

      Both Anjani and Jovi looked stunned—Hansa had previously been opposed to a long-term relationship between them, as she’d feared it would interfere with her Red Tribe duties as a future chief. Seeing her come around like this was a relief and definitely a reason to celebrate. It also made me wonder what had made Hansa decide to leave her position as a tribe chief. It was a conversation best saved for later.

      “Excellent, then.” Derek clapped his hands once, then turned to address the Shadians and Eritopians in the throne room. “We will return to The Shade shortly, to begin the GASP opening procedures in Eritopia. We will set up a main base here, on Calliope, and small subsidiaries in the other nineteen kingdoms. We’ll deploy members from our existing Shade base to begin with, to assist with building and setting everything up, as well as training and assisting the Eritopians who will wish to join GASP.”

      “We’re pleased to welcome new allies into the fold,” Grandma Sofia added, offering the Daughters and Draven a curt nod. “We can now focus on strengthening this world and repairing the damage left behind by Asherak and Azazel’s dark magic.”

      “And we can also make sure that such evil never surfaces again,” Derek continued. “You have my solemn promise that the Eritopian GASP base will be assigned to strong and experienced agents.”

      Jovi then came forward, swiftly joined by Field, Aida, Vita, and Phoenix.

      “What about us?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

      Derek crossed his arms over his chest, cocking his head to one side with a pensive expression, while Sofia let out a long sigh. She could see it in our eyes. It was all over our faces. Even our parents knew where we stood, despite the sadness that came with this realization.

      “What are you trying to say, Jovi?” Derek asked.

      “For a vampire as ancient as you, Derek, I thought you wouldn’t even have to ask.” Lucas spoke up, rolling his eyes. “They’re not coming back to The Shade, Brother, unless it’s for the occasional family gathering or Shadian celebration. Am I right?” He glanced at us, a smirk tugging at his lips.

      “They’re already home, Derek,” Sofia added in a soft tone.

      It took Grandpa Derek a couple of seconds to notice it. He nodded slowly, then ran his fingers through his dark hair, as if processing the whole situation. He sucked in a lungful of air, then exhaled and planted his hands on his hips, while we all watched and waited for his reaction.

      “Oh, hell,” he said. “Although this has certainly been a traumatic experience for us all, I must admit that it has also brought out the best in you kids. You’re all more than worthy of high-ranking GASP positions sooner rather than later, and we might as well assign you to the new Eritopian base here, since you’re more familiar with the locals than we are. You can also help to train the recruits coming in from The Shade.”

      Mom was the first to burst into tears, her emotions a mixture of joy and sadness. Dad put his arm around her shoulders and held her close, while Phoenix and I quickly moved to hug and kiss her.

      “My babies have found true love and meaningful lives here, and I… It would be cruel to take them away from here,” Mom said between hiccups. “I’m so proud of you.”

      “We are who we are because of you and Dad,” I replied gently, wiping her tears. “So thank you both. And let’s not forget, we’re only a portal away!”

      I ended on a positive note, as Aida, Vita, and Field’s parents were also getting increasingly emotional, at an alarming rate.

      “You’ve all matured faster than other Shadian supernaturals, anyway,” Derek proudly added. “You’re all more than fit to do this. Oh, and Field?”

      The Hawk’s head shot up from Aida’s, blinking nervously fast.

      “I think you’d make a fine commander of the Eritopian GASP base here on Calliope,” Derek said with a smirk. Field’s eyes nearly popped out of their orbits, and Aida couldn’t help but gasp with surprise. “You’re the eldest and most experienced of your group. You’ll be able to assign positions to your team members according to their skills and abilities. You’ve fought a war with them, after all.”

      “Thank you, Derek,” Field croaked, overwhelmed with emotion. “I… I will not let you down.”

      “Of course, he won’t,” River interjected, hugging her son. “He’s a Novak, after all!”

      Another wave of cheers and laughter erupted as we were all once again hugged and congratulated by our Shadians for everything we’d accomplished after what had simply started as a fae ball gone horribly wrong. I found myself exhilarated by the notion of having a sister and my whole family back.

      Despite Eritopia being my new home, I knew that it would never truly replace The Shade in my heart. And I was definitely looking forward to spending time there and catching up with the rest of the Shadians. I figured that twenty years had brought new supernaturals and recruits into GASP.

      “The portal between The Shade and Calliope will never close,” Rubia reiterated, as her sisters gathered behind her. “We will take our leave now, people of The Shade.”

      “Nineteen kingdoms are awaiting news of Azazel and their liberation,” Safira added.

      “And it will be our pleasure to deliver it,” Chana concluded with a nod, then winked at Viola, who’d kept herself close to Phoenix. “You can stay, little sister. We’ll handle this.”

      Viola smiled at them, while Derek and Sofia gave them a curt nod. The Daughters then vanished into wisps of shimmering pink dust, leaving us with our families and friends.

      “So what now?” Mom asked, looking at Phoenix and me.

      “I was hoping you’d cook.” My brother’s adorable bluntness made us all laugh, until Mom cleared her throat.

      “After all the time you’ve spent here, you’re willing to try one of your mother’s home-cooked meals for a change?” she asked with a flicker of amusement in her eyes.

      “We might as well.” I shrugged, pretending it was no big deal. “Not that the food here is bad, but I am literally starving for some loaded pies à la Mom… That is, of course, if you’ll have us.”

      That was as rhetorical as it could get, but it was enough to bring out the brightest smiles on Mom and Dad’s faces. I heard footsteps coming toward me and turned my head to see Hansa approaching. She reached me so fast, I didn’t even have time to react when she took me in her arms, hugging me tight enough to knock the air out of my lungs.

      “You go, Serena,” she said, relentless in her grip. “We’ll take care of things here. Go be with your family for a while.”

      As soon as she let go, I gave her a warm smile.

      “I’ll be back before you know it,” I replied, then glanced at Draven, taking his hand in mine. “Would you like to join us?”

      His eyes flickered black as his gaze darted from me to my parents and my siblings, then nodded.

      “It would be an honor,” he said.

      “And a pleasure, trust me.” Phoenix winked. “Mom’s one hell of a cook.”

      Draven smiled, and I swooned, seeing him genuinely happy after everything he’d endured. I caught a glimpse of movement at the corner of my eye and noticed Jax sauntering toward us, his jade eyes carefully analyzing us.

      “Would it be possible for me to join you as well?” he asked. “I’d like to learn more about your kind, vampires. I understand The Shade is always dark.”

      “It is, yes,” my dad said. “You’re more than welcome to join us, Jax. I must admit we’re also curious about the Maras and our similarities as species.”

      “Excellent, thank you. I’ll consider it a vacation, without a sliver of sunlight for a minimum of forty-eight hours.”

      “Oh, yeah, you won’t have to wear this suit whenever you go out. You look like an angry dominatrix in it.” Phoenix smirked, pointing at Jax’s black leather uniform and stainless-steel plates.

      “I don’t know what a dominatrix is, but if you wanted to wear my battle gear, all you had to do was ask, hot stuff,” Jax shot back, making me and Harper roar with laughter.

      Draven held me close, and I relaxed in his arms, relishing every second spent with a family complete and even bigger than I’d left it. Phoenix was right, though: I’d missed Mom’s cooking, too. I couldn’t wait for that morning French toast and hot coffee smell greeting us in the kitchen of our treehouse.
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      We spent five days in The Shade before returning to Eritopia. We caught up with everyone in our big supernatural family. Harper and I got to know each other a little better, as did Vita and Caia, as well as Jovi, Aida, and Dmitri. It thrilled us to introduce Draven, Anjani, and Viola to everyone, and we spent one of the afternoons in the Sanctuary, where Draven, Ibrahim, and Horatio had a hilarious back and forth about magical abilities.

      I obviously welcomed every moment I had with Mom and Dad as they brought me up to speed on the last twenty-something years of their lives without me and Phoenix. With a better understanding of Harper and the kind of person she was, I realized she’d come out a little different from me, reminding me more of Draven, surprisingly, with her quiet nature and combative fierceness. She tended to keep an emotional distance from people, but was ready to bring the entire planet down for those she loved. I found myself fascinated by her and flattered by the fact that she was all smiles when we were together.

      Mom and Dad quickly grew fond of Draven, who showered them with handmade charms imbued with protective and healing magic, while Viola and Phoenix were rarely seen outside their room in the treehouse. I couldn’t exactly blame them; they’d been so brutally torn apart and had nearly died trying to get back to one another. They deserved every moment alone that they could get.

      Jax had a blast in The Shade, exploring the forest and measuring his skills and combat abilities against those of our senior GASP members. He put up quite a fight when Derek challenged him, but was eventually forced to yield, as it turned out that he couldn’t use his mind-bending powers on vampires and could only rely on his physical strength. Nevertheless, he earned the admiration of the entire GASP team for every blow he gave to Derek. He also struck up an unexpected friendship with Lucas, who seemed to be exactly Jax’s type of snarky. I had a feeling Zeriel would be in a lot of trouble if he got stuck between those two.

      During our stay in The Shade, the Eritopian GASP teams were assembled, with Field, River, Ben, Kiev, Aiden, and Sofia leading the selection process for the main base and the nineteen kingdom divisions. Scarlett Novak, Pippa and Jeramiah’s daughter; Avril Novak, Lucas and Marion’s daughter; and my cousin Fiona Achilles, Yelena and Benedict’s daughter, were all assigned to the Calliope base with us.

      Dmitri was quite upset that he hadn’t yet made the cut, given his shorter experience, but both Aida and Jovi assured him that they had his best interests at heart, and that he was more than welcome to apply again next year. I had a feeling they were keen on telling him “yes” the second time around.

      Harper and Caia both applied for junior positions on Calliope, and, after some intense trials and interviews, Field accepted their candidacies, drawing groans from Caia’s and my parents. They felt like all their children were abandoning them for Eritopia, and we had to remind them that we were not only consenting and capable adults, but also just a portal away from them.

      They eventually got used to the idea and proceeded to help us with packing our bags. I was in no way willing to wear any of those horrible eighteenth-century clothes again. I needed my cargo pants and sports bras and combat boots, not crinoline and corsets and fancy summer dresses that made me boil. Phoenix was just as excited about bringing his own wardrobe to Eritopia, as he’d never gotten along with the white frilly shirts and the uncomfortable footwear.

      I found myself particularly entranced by how modern shirts and jeans looked on Draven. I was dating a men’s magazine cover model, for sure, only my guy came with really cool Druid magic and was in charge of an entire planet. Phoenix and I even took him shopping in Hawaii on our last day, making sure he came back with a stylish wardrobe of his own.

      Funnily enough, when we all gathered in front of the portal to return to Eritopia, I saw that Vita and Jovi had done the same for Bijarki and Anjani, who looked gorgeous and unrecognizable. We’d all gone for the kind of clothing that was stylish but not ultra-contemporary, mainly because we wanted them to feel comfortable wearing something somewhat familiar and, at the same time, because we wanted to avoid any crude jokes coming from the other incubi, succubi and Druids. After all, we couldn’t dress up everyone in Eritopia.

      We hugged and kissed our parents goodbye, and promised to see them in a few days, as we were already preparing a big celebration dinner in Luceria with all of our allies. We passed through the portal and returned to Eritopia, where we immediately got to work.

      As expected, a couple of days later, the Shade witches joined us, along with our parents, to help us settle in, as did several Novak elders, including Eli, Derek, and Sofia.

      We were thrilled to find the Dearghs returned to full strength, except for the six that had sacrificed themselves to put the volcanoes to sleep. They were mourned and celebrated for their selfless gesture. Zur offered up his mountain as home for the Calliope GASP base. It was the closest to Luceria, as the castle had once again been chosen as the capital. Corrine, Ibrahim, Arwen, Brock, Mona, Shayla, and our other witches soon began construction of the GASP base on Mount Zur, aided by the Dearghs and several Druids. Using powerful magic and the stone giants’ sheer strength, it only took a week for GASP to have a fully functional new HQ on Calliope.

      Field and Aida oversaw the project, making sure that the training grounds and facilities were designed and equipped to mirror Calliope’s difficult terrains, including its dark jungles and sharp mountain ridges.

      The senior GASP members, led by Derek and Sofia, then offered agent and officer positions to Eritopians willing to join our organization. They were clear in stating that they could lead their people and collaborate with GASP at the same time, seeing as both endeavors were not mutually exclusive.

      Anjani, Jax, and Bijarki were the first to accept after Hansa, followed by Heron, Zeriel, Wren, Isla, Rebel, Thorn, and all the young Druids, as well as Patrik and Draven. Any Eritopian could join, including those in newly-acquired positions of power, as GASP was designed to not interfere with local official roles, but rather support them. Hansa, however, preferred some personal freedom for a change and handed the Red Tribe reigns over to Anjani, who became chief and worked with the other succubi to organize a long-term alliance with the incubi of Calliope.

      They believed that if they could look past their differences and live together in free cities like they had many millennia ago, without impeding one another’s freedoms, the succubi and incubi could set a better example for the other kingdoms and further help in unifying the people. Hansa confessed that she had grown tired of the responsibilities and the rhetoric between their people, and felt that Anjani could be of more use to this new initiative. She also preferred to focus on GASP, because there were fewer responsibilities and because there was the possibility of exploring other worlds within the In-Between and discovering new, different creatures.

      Jovi and Anjani shortly announced that they were a pair, after Hansa’s departure to GASP. The reactions they got were quite mixed, ranging from frowns and disapproving scowls to giggles and genuine cheers. Aura and Almandine were the first to demand a marriage ceremony, but both Jovi and Anjani brushed the concept off, stating that they were still in the early stages of their relationship and they didn’t want to rush into a wedding.

      Jax’s decision to join GASP had initially confused his wards and the Mara people. He appointed nine of his wards to a council to lead the Maras on his behalf, and report to him directly. The tenth ward was entrusted with being his eyes and ears in White City, making sure that the Maras kept to their laws and always welcomed GASP members into their community with arms wide open.

      I could feel Jax getting closer to the Novaks, and his fascination for the vampires seemed never-ending. He confessed that he’d always felt like there had been some kind of curse on the Maras, since they were confined to walking freely only at night and feeding off blood, but, after spending time with the vampires, he’d come to appreciate his nature a little bit more. His kind was, after all, Eritopia’s equivalent to vampires.

      Draven really came into his own as a Master Druid of Calliope. With a little help from Corrine and her artistic eye, we were able to redecorate Luceria—it was way too creepy all in black. The citadel was completely transformed, dressed in white marble, with brushed brass towers, broad archways, and beautiful statues and relief sculptures as architectural details. The throne room was given a makeover, too, clad in soft golden silks and decorated with massive golden chandeliers and two large portraits of Genevieve and Almus, which had been discovered in the art section of the Druid archives in Stonewall. As expected, Draven and I had our master bedroom set up with a giant canopy bed, all dressed in white satins and iridescent organza drapes. It looked like a little slice of heaven, and we spent every night hiding beneath the delicate covers and making love until the early hours of the morning.

      Bijarki and Vita were also an official pair now, as were Field and Aida. We’d set them all up with their own quarters in Luceria, though they spent their time split between the castle and Mount Zur. Phoenix and Viola were accepted as a couple by the Daughters of Eritopia in a more official capacity that allowed Phoenix to ascend to a more influential role across the galaxy, in a council position even. Given that Phoenix was basically dating a Daughter of Eritopia, the people of all twenty kingdoms seemed to have a special kind of admiration for him. They listened carefully and often followed his advice. After all, the Daughters had been so inaccessible since the beginning of time, and yet my brother had gotten himself into a relationship with one.

      I was ridiculously proud of him, but he was reluctant to embrace this new role, since he was more interested in spending time with Viola and training with GASP. He didn’t refuse it, though, as he figured he might need it someday.

      The pregnant succubi of the Green Tribe were soon reunited with their sisters, as were the Bajang cubs of Stonewall with their families. Tamara got Eva back, as well, as the young Lamia had been kept away from the war, hidden on Marton with the Bajang cubs.

      Tamara nearly broke into a fit of rage when Draven bluntly told her that he wasn’t going to mate with Eva, as per the original terms of their alliance.

      “I simply cannot hold up my end of the bargain anymore,” he said to her as we gathered in the luminous throne room. “I am sorry, Tamara.”

      “What am I going to do with your apologies, Druid?” Tamara scoffed, while Eva sulked in one of the guest chairs, crossing her arms and glaring at me like I was Azazel or something. “Your word was your bond!”

      “True, but that was when we all thought I was the only Druid around,” Draven defended himself, straightening his back. I found him particularly charming in that black three-piece suit, complete with a classic white shirt and the diamond Seal of Calliope hanging from his neck on a solid gold chain, a symbol of authority and power throughout the galaxy.

      Tamara needed a couple of minutes for her anger to subside, but she ultimately agreed with Draven. There were enough Druids now to help the Lamias reproduce, not just the forty on Calliope, but also the couple hundred who’d survived in the other kingdoms. We’d been surprised to see that many had survived, and subsequently thrilled as it made replenishing the entire species a lot easier.

      “I’ve already removed the stigma from the Lamias,” Draven added. “Relations between Druids and Lamias are no longer forbidden, nor will they be frowned upon. However, I do expect the Lamias to stay civil and not go after innocent children.”

      “I am speechless, Druid.” Tamara graciously nodded. “After all these years, you’ve finally done what your forefathers were too afraid to do… Thank you, on behalf of all Lamias.”

      “It is the least I can do in return for not keeping my word regarding our alliance against Azazel,” Draven replied.

      “Also, let’s get something straight,” Tamara frowned. “The Lamias have not gone after incubus and succubus flesh in thousands of years. So, please, do not feed into that old hysteria about Lamias eating children. I would never do such a thing, and neither would any of my sisters…”

      The door opened, and Flynn, one of the young Druids, walked in. He wore elegant black velvet trousers tucked into navy-blue Wellington boots, topped with a white cotton, sleeveless shirt and a short black velvet cape on one shoulder. His arms were still reddish from his new tattoos, as all the young Druids had been tested and initiated into their appropriate skill levels. Flynn had earned himself direct entry into the Fiftieth Circle, judging by the number of black bands tattooed on his arms.

      He stopped before us and bowed respectfully, his gaze darting to Eva. The young Lamia immediately reacted, sitting up straight, beautiful, and dignified like the princess she was. I was amused and relieved to see she’d already forgotten about Draven.

      “Pardon the interruption, Master Druid,” Flynn said.

      “It’s fine, Flynn. Is everything okay?” Draven asked with a frown.

      “Yes, sire. You asked me to inform you when it would be ready.”

      I noticed Draven’s expression change, his forehead smoothing and his eyes briefly flickering black before he nodded.

      “Thank you, Flynn,” he replied dryly. “And congratulations on your Fiftieth Circle.”

      “Thank you, sire.”

      Flynn walked away, unable to resist glancing at Eva on his way out. The corner of her mouth twitched as the doors closed behind him. Our obnoxious but not all that bad little Lamia had a crush.

      “Tamara, will you please excuse us? Serena and I have some business to attend to.”

      Draven didn’t even wait for Tamara to respond. He just took my hand and walked us out of the throne room.

      “Make yourselves comfortable, if you wish,” Draven said over his shoulder before the doors closed behind him. “Lunch will be served soon. There’s lots of raw meat!”

      I stifled a grin as I followed him up the white marble main stairs, bathed in ribbons of sunlight pouring in from the tall lateral windows.

      “Where are we going?” I asked, keeping up with his rushed pace.

      I could feel his excitement and a hint of nervousness.

      “You’ll see,” he replied, not leaving room for other questions.

      That made me even more curious, but I decided to let him lead on this.

      “Well done in there, with Tamara and Eva.” I changed the subject as we reached the mechanical elevator at the top of the stairs.

      He pulled the large iron doors open for me to get in, then joined me, shutting them tight and pulling the lever on his right. We were going upstairs.

      “I thought they’d be a lot more difficult to handle!” I added with a sigh.

      “Me too,” he replied. “I could’ve sworn Eva had developed an obsession with me. The way she leered at me was not easy to ignore. But, in the end, I did make a point. There are plenty of Druids for them to be with. Besides, if she were to persist, I would’ve just referred her to the Daughters for a final judgment.”

      Draven had begun appointing new Master Druids to the other planets. Thadeus and Ori had been given Persea and Purgaris, respectively, with seventeen more kingdoms left to assign when the remaining Druids were tested and approved by the Daughters.

      It had become the general rule that all disputes were to be handled through a judiciary system, independent of the Master Druid, and, if they couldn’t reach a resolution, the case would then be referred to the Nine Daughters of Eritopia for a final judgment. They would listen to each argument carefully, then vote on a verdict. It was fair and impossible to overturn.

      Slowly but surely, order was being restored in Eritopia. In a month or so, the treason trials would begin for all the incubi who had fought against the free nations. Sverik was going to be the first to be judged by a jury of his peers.

      The elevator brought us to the top level, where we took the last flight of stairs leading up to the terrace. It looked absolutely stunning in white marble, with ample archways dressed in red and yellow roses, and pale yellow organza veils fluttering in the warm summer wind. Elegant benches and tables had been set in the middle, as the platform now served as a relaxation space for the Druids and the upper-echelon officials of Luceria.

      A pale flying horse waited on the edge, its white mane thick and curly.

      I stilled then, recognizing the creature’s glowing violet eyes. It was one of the surviving shape-shifters, now a permanent member of our quirky “household”.

      “Draven, what are we doing?” I asked, even more confused.

      He squeezed my hand and kept me close as we walked over to the shifter horse.

      “I want to show you something,” he said without looking at me.

      He mounted the shifter horse, then offered me his hand for support. I took it and climbed up behind him, wrapping my arms around his waist. My palms pressed against his rock-hard abs as the horse neighed and took off, its wings spread out, feverishly flapping as it flew south.

      I could feel Draven’s heart beating frantically in his chest. It echoed mine, but I kept my composure and refrained from asking him more questions as the horse carried us over rolling green hills and valleys covered in beautifully scented orchards before the dark jungles and swamps began to unravel below.

      My breath hitched as I saw the mansion rising in the middle of an open field. We were going back to where everything had started… and my heart beat faster as we got closer. As soon as we landed in front of it, I could see the changes.

      The old plantation house had been redecorated with brick-red masonry and French windows, thick white columns adorning the sumptuous main entrance, and a gorgeous flower garden complete with beautiful magnolia trees in full bloom.

      “Oh, wow,” I mumbled as we slid off the shifter horse and moved toward the mansion. “This looks amazing!”

      “Do you like it?” Draven asked, his voice lower than usual as he walked behind me.

      “Yes! It’s… It’s beautiful! How did you do this?”

      “The Daughters had the ancient wards work their magic on it,” he replied. “Just one of the many gifts they said they’d bestow upon us for everything we’ve done. Come on, let me show you around.”

      He smiled, then took my hand and led me to the back of the house, where I couldn’t help but gasp at the sight of a manicured lawn, complete with a stone-walled pool and patio furniture. An orchard sprawled beyond it, and a thick fence surrounded the property. I turned around and saw the greenhouse was still there, annexed to the back of the mansion and filled with exotic plants and trees.

      Draven watched my reactions quietly, as I marveled at all the beauty that the ancient wards had conjured. It looked like a miniature palace, elegant but not pompous, its gardens respectful of the surrounding wilderness.

      “There’s a new protective shield in place,” he said.

      I looked up and around at the fence, but I couldn’t see any golden glimmers like with the previous protective spell, and I certainly hadn’t felt anything when we’d come through. I gave him a curious glance, and he smiled.

      “You can’t see or feel it,” he explained briefly. “It’s a bit different this time, but still designed to keep all hostiles out. It’s wider by a mile, and it reads into a creature’s very soul. If their intentions are not pure, they can never come in.”

      “Well, that’ll come in handy someday, I’m sure!” I quipped.

      He showed me the interior as well, and I found myself gawking at the stunningly sumptuous design—the fine-threaded wallpaper, the delicate cast molding, the smooth carpets and cherry-wood furniture, the beautiful art on the walls and the extravagant dining hall. The bedrooms had all been redecorated as well, with different patterns and color palettes of the same late eighteenth-century style, canopy beds, and sculptural vanity tables.

      It looked like a perfectly preserved museum of a luxurious plantation villa, complete with a working water pipe system and marble-clad bathrooms. The study rooms had also received a makeover, filled with more books and seating by the large French windows.

      We ended up in his study on the ground floor where, funnily enough, everything was more or less the same. The fire was burning in the fireplace, and it was still crazy hot in there, with a cool draft wafting in beneath the basement door. But the walls were clean, and the old furniture had been replaced with sturdier mahogany pieces.

      Draven stopped in the middle of the room and pulled me closer to him, his pulse drumming in my ears. He gazed at me for a while, without saying anything, while I tried to understand what was going on with him. His emotions, a mixture of love and anxiousness that I’d never felt from him before, confused me even more.

      “The ancient wards had all this done for us, Serena,” he finally said with a slight tremor in his voice. “For you and me.”

      “I never thought I’d see this place again,” I gasped, overwhelmed by the idea. “I had the strangest experiences here, and yet, when we left, I genuinely missed it. It looks so beautiful now, like it’s been upgraded to its full potential…”

      “It’s all for you, Serena,” Draven replied, his knuckles gently brushing against my cheek and sending heatwaves through my body, igniting my core and reminding me how easily I reacted to the simplest of his touches.

      “I never thought I’d be so happy, Draven,” I breathed. My heart brimmed with so much love for him in that moment, it was hard to express in words.

      I took a step forward and kissed him, sweetly and deeply enough for him to feel everything I had to give him. He responded with a hum as his tongue touched mine and he took me on a head-spinning journey toward the stars, wrapping his arms around me and pulling me closer.

      “Serena,” he said, his breathing ragged as he broke our kiss to look at me. His eyes flickered black, his golden energy washing over me like a radiant sun, while his hand fumbled through his coat pocket. His pulse spiked, his heart banging against his ribcage.

      I placed my hands on his chest in an attempt to soothe him. Whatever was going on, he was so nervous that I started to worry… until he brought up a delicate diamond ring between us. It was made of sterling silver, with two snaking vines intertwining to form a smooth, heart-shaped loop around the flawless stone.

      My heart jumped in my throat and my stomach immediately tied itself up in knots, heat rushing through me and burning my cheeks as I realized what was happening.

      “My father once gave this to my mother,” Draven whispered, trying to catch his frantic breath. “It was a symbol of his undying love for her. It was one of the heirlooms he left me with, and I never thought I’d find anyone worthy of wearing it, but… then you ended up in my mansion, all mad and loud and annoyingly curious and so… so beautiful, so… so determined and fierce and sharp. And I’ve been living with this interesting feeling ever since… That maybe, just maybe, I’ve actually found someone to give this ring to, as a symbol of my undying love…”

      His words peeled away at my heart until I was left so naked, so fragile and raw, that I felt tears coming to my eyes and love pouring out of me in turbulent waves. He felt it all, and he shuddered, his steely gaze fixed on me.

      “I love you, Serena,” he said, his eyes flickering black. “I love you like no one and nothing else in this world. I nearly killed you, and yet you still believed in me. You fought for me, and you singlehandedly pulled me out of the darkness and took me back into your arms. I will worship you for as long as I have a breath, my sweet, sweet sentry. And I want you as my wife. As my partner. My queen. My empress. My goddess. My everything…”

      Tears were carelessly rolling down my cheeks at the sound of his declaration of love, further unraveling my soul in front of him. I knew he was genuine; I could feel it shining out of him, enveloping me in a warmth I’d become certain I could no longer live without.

      “Will you marry me, Serena? Will… Will you give me the chance to make you the happiest creature in all of the In-Between and the worlds beyond?”

      What could I possibly say to him, other than a loud, wholehearted Yes? What could I tell him, other than I love you a million times? How could I not be the most fortunate creature in all the universes, for having found Draven, the isolated Druid with such strength, with raw emotions raging through him like foamy mountain rivers?

      I was his, and he was mine.

      “You know what?” I managed to croak, swallowing back more tears of pure happiness. He just looked at me, unable to say anything. Too nervous to react, waiting for my response. “I think we should scratch my previous statement about how happy I am, because you’ve just managed to take this to a whole new level…”

      He didn’t move, but he held his breath, his heartbeat echoing into mine.

      “I’ve just found a whole new, much higher level of sheer bliss right here, with you,” I continued. “I love you, Draven, with all my heart, my body, and my soul. So, yes, of course I’ll marry you. I will follow you to the end of the universe and back if I have to…”

      It was then that his spirit simply expanded like an incandescent star, heating me up as his lips crashed against mine and captured me in his tight embrace, kissing me so sweetly, so profoundly that it brought new tears to my eyes.

      It was joy that we felt, like a warm summer breeze lifting us off the ground as we held on and deepened the kiss that sealed us for good.

      We filled each other with love as we lost ourselves in one another. Our souls forever connected. Our bodies always attuned.

      And our lives beginning a new chapter… as was GASP’s. With the new Eritopian alliance, our famed Global Agency for Supernatural Protection had just become even stronger, and we were one step closer to understanding the vast unknown that was the In-Between, and the mysterious, beautiful, and deadly subset of creatures that called it home.

      GASP’s journey here was just beginning, with so many worlds lying in wait, but I also knew The Shade would remain its beating heart. It was the one place in the universe where anyone was welcome, no matter their size or shape; the one place we all knew we could return to after a hard week of work. I suspected our beautiful island would continue to beguile new creatures onto its calm shores, long into the future. We were going to have some interesting new couplings, to say the least—as well as new species to tame and integrate into our way of living.

      Clutching my fiancé’s hand, I looked boldly into the future.

      I couldn’t wait to see what another Shadian adventure would bring.
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      Love,

      Bella x
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      And Twitter: @ashadeofvampire

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Read more by Bella Forrest

          

        

      

    

    
      THE GIRL WHO DARED TO THINK (New!)

      The Girl Who Dared to Think (Book 1)

      The Girl Who Dared to Stand (Book 2)

      The Girl Who Dared to Descend (Book 3)

      THE GENDER GAME

      (Completed series)

      The Gender Game (Book 1)

      The Gender Secret (Book 2)

      The Gender Lie (Book 3)

      The Gender War (Book 4)

      The Gender Fall (Book 5)

      The Gender Plan (Book 6)

      The Gender End (Book 7)

      A SHADE OF VAMPIRE SERIES

      Series 1: Derek & Sofia’s story

      A Shade of Vampire (Book 1)

      A Shade of Blood (Book 2)

      A Castle of Sand (Book 3)

      A Shadow of Light (Book 4)

      A Blaze of Sun (Book 5)

      A Gate of Night (Book 6)

      A Break of Day (Book 7)

      Series 2: Rose & Caleb’s story

      A Shade of Novak (Book 8)

      A Bond of Blood (Book 9)

      A Spell of Time (Book 10)

      A Chase of Prey (Book 11)

      A Shade of Doubt (Book 12)

      A Turn of Tides (Book 13)

      A Dawn of Strength (Book 14)

      A Fall of Secrets (Book 15)

      An End of Night (Book 16)

      Series 3: The Shade continues with a new hero…

      A Wind of Change (Book 17)

      A Trail of Echoes (Book 18)

      A Soldier of Shadows (Book 19)

      A Hero of Realms (Book 20)

      A Vial of Life (Book 21)

      A Fork of Paths (Book 22)

      A Flight of Souls (Book 23)

      A Bridge of Stars (Book 24)

      Series 4: A Clan of Novaks

      A Clan of Novaks (Book 25)

      A World of New (Book 26)

      A Web of Lies (Book 27)

      A Touch of Truth (Book 28)

      An Hour of Need (Book 29)

      A Game of Risk (Book 30)

      A Twist of Fates (Book 31)

      A Day of Glory (Book 32)

      Series 5: A Dawn of Guardians

      A Dawn of Guardians (Book 33)

      A Sword of Chance (Book 34)

      A Race of Trials (Book 35)

      A King of Shadow (Book 36)

      An Empire of Stones (Book 37)

      A Power of Old (Book 38)

      A Rip of Realms (Book 39)

      A Throne of Fire (Book 40)

      A Tide of War (Book 41)

      Series 6: A Gift of Three

      A Gift of Three (Book 42)

      A House of Mysteries (Book 43)

      A Tangle of Hearts (Book 44)

      A Meet of Tribes (Book 45)

      A Ride of Peril (Book 46)

      A Passage of Threats (Book 47)

      A Tip of Balance (Book 48)

      A Shield of Glass (Book 49)

      A Clash of Storms (Book 50)

      Series 7: A Call of Vampires

      A Call of Vampires (Book 51)

      A SHADE OF DRAGON TRILOGY

      A Shade of Dragon 1

      A Shade of Dragon 2

      A Shade of Dragon 3

      A SHADE OF KIEV TRILOGY

      A Shade of Kiev 1

      A Shade of Kiev 2

      A Shade of Kiev 3

      THE SECRET OF SPELLSHADOW MANOR

      (Completed series)

      The Secret of Spellshadow Manor (Book 1)

      The Breaker (Book 2)

      The Chain (Book 3)

      The Keep (Book 4)

      The Test (Book 5)

      The Spell (Book 6)

      BEAUTIFUL MONSTER DUOLOGY

      Beautiful Monster 1

      Beautiful Monster 2

      DETECTIVE ERIN BOND (Adult thriller/mystery)

      Lights, Camera, GONE

      Write, Edit, KILL

      For an updated list of Bella’s books, please visit her website: www.bellaforrest.net

      Join Bella’s VIP email list and she’ll send you an email reminder as soon as her next book is out. Tap here to sign up:  www.forrestbooks.com

    

  

cover.jpeg
stocs

A Shade of Vampire, Book 50







images/00003.jpeg
2
A Shade of Vamp1






