
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      A Shade of Vampire 49: A Shield of Glass

    

    




      
        Bella Forrest

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Also by Bella Forrest

        

        
          New Generation List

        

      

      
        
          1. Aida

        

        
          2. Phoenix

        

        
          3. Field

        

        
          4. Aida

        

        
          5. Vita

        

        
          6. Serena

        

        
          7. Vita

        

        
          8. Vita

        

        
          9. Aida

        

        
          10. Serena

        

        
          11. Vita

        

        
          12. Jovi

        

        
          13. Jovi

        

        
          14. Aida

        

        
          15. Vita

        

        
          16. Jovi

        

        
          17. Serena

        

        
          18. Aida

        

        
          19. Phoenix

        

        
          20. Serena

        

        
          21. Serena

        

        
          22. Vita

        

        
          23. Serena

        

        
          24. Serena

        

        
          25. Aida

        

        
          26. Serena

        

        
          27. Phoenix

        

        
          28. Aida

        

        
          29. Serena

        

        
          30. Serena

        

        
          31. Serena

        

        
          32. Vita

        

        
          33. Aida

        

        
          34. Vita

        

        
          35. Vita

        

        
          36. Serena

        

        
          37. Aida

        

        
          38. Aida

        

        
          39. Serena

        

      

      
        
          Read more by Bella Forrest

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also 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 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)

      THE SECRET OF SPELLSHADOW MANOR

      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)

      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 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

      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

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2017 by Bella Forrest

      Cover design inspired by Sarah Hansen, Okay Creations LLC

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            New Generation List

          

        

      

    

    
      
        	Aida: daughter of Bastien and Victoria (half werewolf/half human)

        	Field: biological son of River, adopted son of Benjamin (mix of Hawk and vampire-half-blood)

        	Jovi: son of Bastien and Victoria (half werewolf/half human)

        	Phoenix: son of Hazel and Tejus (sentry)

        	Serena: daughter of Hazel and Tejus (sentry)

        	Vita: daughter of Grace and Lawrence (part-fae/human)

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Aida

          

        

      

    

    
      My feet barely touched the ground as I jumped over twisted tree roots and ditches. Field ran by my side, while Phoenix, Anjani, Aura, Almandine, and Eva were close behind us. We only stopped for two minutes every other mile, to catch our breath and make sure we were following the same path that Serena and Draven had used to reach Stonewall.

      The six mutated shifters left from our scuffle with Azazel’s fiends kept up as well, maintaining a distance of several feet and growling at any other shifters that caught our scent and made a move toward us. They kept their original form, with pale, hairless and nearly translucent skin as they ran on all fours, their violet eyes darting around and their sharp fangs ready to tear through the hostiles’ flesh.

      “I never thought I’d say this,” I gasped, “but I am so thankful for these shifters right now.”

      “How many arrows do we have?” Field asked, looking over his shoulder.

      “Not many,” Anjani replied, clutching the crossbow in one hand while the near-empty quiver hung loosely from her leather belt.

      We ran for at least an hour before another wave of Destroyers caught up with us. I heard their hissing from a mile away, cutting through the night sky as they descended upon us atop their winged horses.

      I glanced at Phoenix, and he nodded my way as he loaded an arrow on his crossbow, ready to shoot. His expression seemed carved into stone, his brows drawn together in a permanent frown and a muscle twitching in his jaw. I couldn’t even begin to imagine how he must have felt after losing the Daughter. The bond they shared was so deep and intense, and it hurt me to see him like this.

      The mutated shifters got closer as we increased our speed, while the Destroyers neared from behind.

      “Okay, let’s show these snakes what we’re made of,” I shouted, and drew my sword, relentless in my sprint.

      I heard grunting as swords and long knives were drawn from their scabbards behind me, while the flying horses’ neighs sent shivers down my spine. I looked ahead and realized the forest was about to open into a meadow.

      “This open space won’t do us any good,” Field said as we passed the last row of trees and our feet touched the tall grass. His eyes darted ahead as he pointed at a large white rock poking out of another stretch of forest several hundred feet away, its trees tall and dark and offering plenty of shelter from the beasts. “Let’s split up across the meadow and meet at the white rock!”

      We all nodded as we continued our run across the wide field. I saw Phoenix and Anjani keep a straight line, while the young succubi and Eva scattered to the right. Field and I moved to the left as the Destroyers began their descent.

      “Where are you running, little mice?” Goren’s voice pierced the air.

      My blood froze as I looked up and saw the massive Destroyer grinning at me, his spear raised and ready to strike.

      “I’ll draw them out,” Field shouted, increasing his speed. “Keep running, Aida. I’ll meet you at the rock!”

      “Field, no!” I screamed after him as his wings burst out and he took flight, the hatchet he’d snatched from the mansion weighing heavy in his right hand.

      I was horrified at the thought of losing him but couldn’t do anything to stop him from putting his life at such risk. Arrows flicked past, missing my legs by inches. There was no time to worry about anyone other than myself at this point. I only caught a glimpse of Field flying and a throng of Destroyers breaking from their group to follow him across the indigo sky.

      They were shooting smaller projectiles at me, probably because they wanted to catch me alive, which also meant there was no poison on the arrow tips, either. I ran even faster, my inner-wolf unwilling to disappoint me. I had a minor advantage as an Oracle because they had to capture rather than kill me, so I decided to take advantage of it. One of the mutated shifters kept up with me, moving ahead by ten feet. More arrows came down as we both dodged them left and right. They tried to get the shifter with a poisoned spear but the creature moved fast and caught it, then threw it back to me. I caught it by its slim, wooden stem as I looked into the creature’s glowing violet eyes. It shook its body and shifted into a flying horse, slowing down until I reached it.

      It hit me then what it wanted me to do. As the shadows grew darker above me, I knew I had no choice. I set my reluctance aside and jumped onto the shifter’s back. The creature took off, its wings flapping frenetically as it brought me higher. I sheathed my sword and turned the spear’s poisonous tip toward the Destroyers, while the shifter made a turn. The movement gave me the angle I needed to throw the spear, managing to pierce through a beast’s shoulder and take him down. He wailed as he fell off his winged horse and I managed to grab his shield before it got out of my reach.

      Goren smirked as he launched an arrow at me. My shifter-horse helped me dodge the hit, and my hand instinctively reached up and caught the long and slim projectile mid-flight, wiping Goren’s grin off his disgusting face. I threw the arrow with a growl and watched it puncture another Destroyer’s eye. I only had a split second to enjoy Goren’s rage reddening his face before I drew my sword and the shifter darted away toward the white rock, my hand gripping its long white mane.

      They came after me, but my faux flying horse was a little bit faster. I spotted Field as he took a couple of Destroyers down with ample and heavy hits, his hatchet slicing through their flesh. The beasts fell off their horses, blood spraying from their deep wounds.

      He looked at me, his eyebrows lifted in genuine surprise.

      “What, you thought you were the only one who could fly around here?” I quipped with a wink and a grin.

      “White rock!” he shot back, trying not to smile as he dodged a couple of poisoned spears.

      My shifter neighed and began a series of evasive maneuvers as several Destroyers came at me. Goren barked some orders at them from behind, and I glanced over my shoulder to see him going after Phoenix.

      “Not on my watch!” I muttered, and drew my sword, pulling on the shifter’s mane as it turned mid-flight.

      We charged the Destroyers, shooting through them, my long blade out. I went for their heads at full speed, and sliced one off while the others scrambled to turn their flying horses and come after me again. My shifter was remarkably agile, and we flew in a tight loop and charged the beasts again.

      My sword shot out and cut halfway through a torso. Blood sprayed as the beast fell off its horse and the others tried to reach out and capture me, failing miserably as my shifter suddenly dropped several feet and flew away. They were clearly under orders not to kill me, since I was an Oracle and thus extremely valuable to Azazel.

      That gave me an unprecedented advantage in close combat, too, it seemed. I could be lethal in my strikes. They couldn’t.
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      One of the shifters came with me in its original form as I took my straight line across the meadow. I was a fast runner, but the Destroyers approaching from behind were pretty adept at keeping up. I noticed Aida’s shifter companion morph into a flying horse, and watched as she cut through the sky and sliced through a cluster of Destroyers.

      I looked at my purple-eyed companion with some frustration. It ran next to me, pale and skinny, occasionally glancing at the beasts chasing us.

      “A little help?” I called to it sarcastically.

      It actually worked; the shifter nodded and turned into a flying horse. I didn’t hesitate, jumping onto its back and grasping its thick white mane as we took off. My sword was out as we ascended and took a tight turn, heading straight for the Destroyers.

      Goren had gotten in front of that pack, baring his fangs at me, his tongue flicking as he pulled out a massive metal club.

      “You’re coming back to Luceria with me, little Oracle!” he snarled.

      Two of his Destroyers flew ahead, eager to capture me. My shifter jerked downward as I sliced through one with a wide swing and immediately stabbed the other in the neck. They both fell off their horses, wailing and hissing as they hit the ground below.

      “Who the hell are you calling ‘little’?” I shot back, kicking my heels into the shifter’s ribs.

      It neighed as it flew directly at Goren, its eyes flaring violet. The lieutenant Destroyer was visibly infuriated and thirsting to get a piece of me, but my shifter caught him by surprise as it tore into his horse’s throat.

      The poisoned animal twitched and flailed as it fell, no longer able to sustain its flight. It dragged Goren with it, as the Destroyer left behind a string of curse words aimed at me. I managed to grab his shield before he dropped, mounting it on my arm.

      “Sticks and stones, you ugly snake—thanks for the shield, though!” I shouted after him.

      There was so much anger in me, its effect on my senses was incredible. I could see the remaining Destroyers come at me almost in slow motion. I blocked several arrows with my newly acquired shield before my shifter decided to charge them.

      As if feeling my grief and my need to slice as many of these monsters as I could, my pretend horse flew right into the cluster as I swung my sword left and right and cut through two of them, then went back in for another round. They weren’t allowed to kill us Oracles, and that gave me a fantastic upper hand.

      I was going straight for their heads, while all they were allowed to do was take my freedom. And after the Daughters had taken Viola from me, I wasn’t willing to let anything else slip through my fingers.

      My shifter was a phenomenal companion, the result of the Daughter’s well-intended but much too powerful intervention in order to stop it and the rest of its pack from hurting one of our own. My stomach churned at the thought of the price my sweet Viola had to pay for me to be able to do all of this.

      Make the most of it and get her back, I thought to myself as we left the last two Destroyers behind and shot through the night sky toward the white rock.
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      I’d thought my wings gave me a unique advantage against the Destroyers, until I saw Aida, Phoenix, and Anjani use shifters in the form of flying horses to cause considerable damage. I darted through the sky, keeping several of the beasts busy and hot on my tail, occasionally glancing down to see the other three shifters successfully escort Aura, Almandine, and Eva into the next forest patch—but not before ripping out some Destroyer throats.

      Goren was heavily injured in his fall, and we were left with ten Destroyers, four of which were focused on me. I flew in a tight circle and hit them from the side in a fast, twisting motion, swinging my hatchet in the process.

      The heavy blade cut through meat and bone, rendering two of them useless and sending them plummeting toward the ground. I grabbed a shield off one of the horses left flying on its own, then headed toward the white rock.

      I gradually descended with two Destroyers still after me, while more were chasing after the others. I dodged poisoned spears as I went for a low flight through the forest.

      It was safer to run through the woods than fly above an open field. My feet touched the hard ground, and I moved between the trees, my wings retracted beneath my shoulder blades. I moved fast, constantly changing my direction by a few degrees, but always heading toward the white rock.

      I glanced to my right and saw Aida running, followed closely by her shifter. A couple of yards farther away were Phoenix, Anjani and their unlikely companions, while Aura, Almandine, and Eva were ahead with the other three shifters.

      I heard branches breaking behind us as we got closer to one another. Hooves soon thundered along the trail we left behind, the neighing of flying horses chilling me to the bone.

      Whatever happened, I had to make sure the others were safe. My heart thudded as I shortened the distance between Aida and me. I needed her safe; otherwise I would cease to function altogether.

      “We’re right on track,” Aida called out, still at least twenty feet away from me. “The white rock was marked on Serena’s map to Stonewall.”

      I briefly remembered their account of the journey to the east, and the creatures they’d met along the way. If I wasn’t mistaken, we’d entered a forest patch that had been claimed by succubi of the Green Tribe.
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      I’d yet to reach the point of exhaustion in my run toward the white rock. The adrenaline rushed through me, and seeing Field alive and well to my left gave me even more energy. The mutated shifters were incredible, and I couldn’t understand why the Daughters of Eritopia had been so against them.

      Granted, they were literal freaks of nature in these parts, but they kept us alive and were unbelievably useful in battle. If anything, I only wished Viola had affected more of these creatures. The thought of her instinctively made me look to my right, watching Phoenix as he jumped over tree stumps, followed closely by his shifter. Grief was imprinted in his eyes, hidden beneath a frown as he moved. His gaze softened slightly every time he looked at the creature keeping him company, as if it were a reminder of Viola.

      I kept my breathing under control as I increased my speed through the woods. I could hear Destroyers still after us, and I kept my sword and shield ready for a final round with whatever was left of that pack of slithering monsters.

      I glanced over my shoulder and counted eight atop their horses, wings gathered to their sides as they galloped toward us.

      The white rock was only a few feet ahead, and I hoped we’d made enough noise to capture the Green Tribe’s attention. I knew they were somewhere nearby, and I prayed to all the forces of the universe to see them come out and help us get rid of our chasers. The more energy we preserved, the better our chances of making it till morning with all our body parts intact.

      “Just ahead,” I shouted as we reached the clearing that held the white rock.

      Phoenix and Field arrived just after us, followed by Anjani. Our shifters stopped on the edge, their pale muscles twitching—presumably aching for another fight. Aura and Almandine were already waiting by the large slab of snow marble, their long knives drawn and ready to attack. Eva gripped a sword in her hands, her yellow eyes wide and fangs bared. I’d never seen her like this before, and even I had to admit that, as beautiful as she was, she looked downright fearsome in that moment.

      Anjani and Phoenix brought out their crossbows, aiming for the Destroyers’ heads as they landed with heavy thuds. The shifters charged them, some going for the horses’ throats while the others bit into the Destroyers’ arms and legs, dragging them to the ground.

      I heard a whistle as I got ready to take on one of the remaining beasts. I looked back and saw a shower of arrows soar over our heads before piercing the Destroyers. They caused the monsters terrible pain, temporarily incapacitating them. It gave us the opening we needed, and Phoenix, Anjani, Field, and I launched our attacks and beheaded the last four Destroyers.

      The Destroyers’ heads rolled through the tall grass as the shifters returned to our sides, wiping the blood off their mouths and resting on their knuckles. They’d sustained several injuries, but none seemed fatal. Their eyes flared violet as they watched dozens of succubi with green war paint emerge from the trees beyond the white rock. They immediately shifted into copies of us which, despite its creep factor, seemed like the sensible thing to do since they were outnumbered by succubi with arrows designed to kill them.

      The succubi approached us with their bows stretched and arrows ready to kill us.

      We stilled, leaving our weapons on the ground and slowly raising our hands into the air. Only then did I feel my heart pounding in my chest, my body heat pulsing outward, and beads of sweat trickling down my face.

      “We mean you no harm,” I called out to the succubi, who took several steps toward us.

      One of them came closer, her pale blue gaze carefully analyzing each of us. She seemed surprised by our “twins” with violet eyes, as she lifted an eyebrow. I glanced at the others in my group and saw Phoenix’s jaw tense, his eyes flickering gold as his fingers twitched. Knowing him, he was ready to send out a barrier to keep the succubi at bay.

      “Who are you?” the blue-eyed succubus growled, unyielding in her stance.

      She was getting a little too close to Phoenix at this point, her arrow aimed at his head.

      “Put that arrow away before you hurt someone with it,” he said, his teeth gritted.

      “Or what?” she sneered, and took another step forward.

      “Phoenix, don’t!” I managed to say before he released a mild barrier, enough to push her back a couple of feet.

      She staggered as she looked down, then glared at him.

      “I’ve met one of you before!” she said.

      “Serena?” I asked, while I watched the other succubi frown slightly. Some seemed to relax their grip on their weapons.

      “Yes,” she said, looking Phoenix over from head to toe, then running a hand through her long black hair. “You’re part of her group?”

      “Yes!” I replied, my hands still up. “We’re on our way to Stonewall. We’re being followed by Destroyers, and we had to seek cover in these woods.”

      The succubus sighed, then put her bow and arrow away. Phoenix instantly relaxed from his fighting stance, fists balled at his sides. The shifters growled, keeping themselves close to us. The succubi pointed their arrows at them, recognizing what they were based on their distinctive, sharp sounds, but I stepped forward, enough to shield one of the shifters from a potential hit.

      “No, please, don’t hurt them. They’re with us!” I pleaded.

      “Shifters aren’t with anyone but themselves, and even that’s debatable!” the succubus leader scoffed, then waved at the others. “Kill them!”

      “No, don’t!” Field came forward, as did the rest of our group, moving in front of our mutated shifters with our hands up in defensive gestures.

      “You must be Wren, right?” I asked the succubus, trying to engage in conversation and draw focus away from our shifters, who waited quietly behind us, their glowing violet eyes darting from one succubus to another.

      “Indeed,” she nodded firmly. “Why are you protecting these beasts?”

      “They’re… different.” I couldn’t think of a better word to describe the anomaly. “They protect us. They killed many Destroyers to keep us safe. They’re with us. It’s not easy to explain, but they were… modified to safeguard us.”

      Wren cocked her head to one side, staring at the shifters in disbelief.

      “They even keep other shifters away,” Field added. “We’d be dead right now if it weren’t for them.”

      “Fine,” Wren said after a long moment, then motioned for her succubi to put their weapons down. She placed her hands on her hips and pursed her lips at me, as if we were the least desired visitors they’d had in years. “It’s not enough you brought these Destroyer abominations into our forest, but you keep shifters as companions. You people are something else entirely!”

      I took a deep breath, recognizing her grouchy mood as a mild defense mechanism. After all, they’d claimed this patch, and we were basically trespassing, but we didn’t have any other choice. The shifters let out a collective sigh of relief and returned to their original form, keeping their heads down but their eyes on the succubi.

      “Thank you for helping us,” I said. “I know we’re not welcome here, but we are grateful nevertheless.”

      “Nothing to be grateful for, wolf-girl,” Wren shot back, having caught my scent after sniffing the air. “More Destroyers will come after you, and now we’re open to attacks, too. We were doing fine here, keeping a low profile, until you showed up.”

      “Well, sorry, but it’s not like Calliope’s been all nice and peaceful lately, has it?” Phoenix replied, his voice low.

      Wren looked at us for a while, then exhaled sharply.

      “We’re not safe here anymore,” she muttered, glancing at the succubi behind her. “I can’t put what’s left of the Green Tribe at risk by keeping us here. This little patch of woods was our last option on Antara. Now we have to leave it and head for Marton.”

      She then saw the red paint on Anjani, Aura, and Almandine, and raised an eyebrow.

      “Are you what’s left of the Red Tribe?” she asked Anjani, who shook her head in response.

      “No. Some of our sisters are out there, gathering fighters for our alliance with the Druid, while you hide here in the woods to protect your mothers-to-be. Like it or not, this world has no mercy on the weak.”

      Anjani’s remark didn’t sit well with Wren.

      “At least there are more of us alive than any other tribe,” she scoffed. “Yours was practically obliterated from what I heard. The White Tribe vanished altogether decades ago, and no one knows what happened to them. The others are scattered across the continent or caged in Azazel’s dungeons. We’re actually replenishing our numbers and growing stronger every day.”

      “Until Azazel decides it’s time to squash the rogues, after he’s done with the last citadel. You can’t tell me you’re not aware that your so-called safety is not permanent,” I replied. “And what’s up with the color names, anyway? How many tribes were there?”

      “Red, Green, Blue, Purple, Black, White, Amber, Gold, and Silver,” Wren said, looking away as grief cast shadows under her eyes. “The free nations of the succubi were formed when we separated ourselves from the incubi and chose freedom in the wild over subservience in their cities. We never sought to expand. The lands we claimed were our home, our haven. We had no quarrel with anyone. We only wanted freedom.”

      “I’m sorry, but it’s tough luck,” I replied. “Times have changed. Azazel is coming, whether you like it or not.”

      “Well, we were hoping for a few more days here in peace. Until you came along!” Wren snarled, then moved back and nodded toward her succubi. “We’ll come with you to Stonewall. We can repair one of the ships in the harbor and take our mothers-to-be to Marton, where they can safely give birth.”

      I’d figured she’d want to blame us for having to move the Green Tribe. We were the perfect excuse, if I thought about it. We’d brought Destroyers into their forest—there was no better reason than these slithering abominations to get her succubi to consider Stonewall. She didn’t seem that upset about it, either, despite her aggravated tone. If anything, she looked toward the east with bright eyes.

      “If you’re serious about sailing to Marton, some of our group already in Stonewall may be interested in joining you and helping you along the way. We know of some young Druids, the last of the Grand Temple, living somewhere by Onyx River, and we need to reach out to them. Why don’t we help each other on this one?” I asked, thinking I might be able to convince her to leave some of her fighters with us and not send the entire tribe to Marton.

      We needed as many of them as we could get, because the alliance required numbers for the assault on Luceria to work.

      “How about we all get to Stonewall in one piece first, then hash out the details?” Wren replied, then pointed at the Destroyers lying dead in the grass. “These aren’t the last you’ll see of Azazel’s forces. More will come, in greater numbers. And soon.”

      She whistled, and the succubi spread out, moving east. I watched as they vanished between the trees, while our shifters nervously looked around, one of them licking its wounded shoulder. Four had taken some hits, bearing deep scratches and cuts on their sides and legs.

      “We need to move,” I said to Field. “Some of the shifters are wounded, and I’m not sure how many more hits they can withstand if there’s another wave of Destroyers coming.”

      “There’s a stream several miles from here,” Wren said. “We can stop there to replenish our water reserves, and you can wash the blood off. From there we’ll have about a day’s journey to Stonewall.”

      I looked down as soon as she mentioned the blood and saw it sprayed and smeared all over my body, darkened to a metallic copper shade. The sight of it made me slightly queasy, but nothing compared to the thought of becoming Azazel’s prisoner.

      Field reached out and wiped some of the Destroyer blood off my cheek with the back of his hand, the corner of his mouth pulling toward a half-smile.

      “You were quite the badass back there,” he said slowly. “I thought I couldn’t be more impressed, but you had to go and prove me wrong.”

      “Good to see I can still surprise you,” I replied, feeling my cheeks burn under his warm gaze until Wren’s groan broke our moment.

      “Time to go,” she said, with very little patience left.

      “Okay, okay, we’re coming.” I walked past her, followed by Field, Phoenix, Anjani, and our shifters, while the others went ahead.

      Soon enough, we began to run so we could maintain a safe distance from any other Destroyers, which were bound to follow from the mansion. Wren and a couple of her succubi kept their distance behind us, covering our backs as we darted through the forest.

      Our shifters soon fanned out, and I could hear them growling and snapping their jaws at other wildlings eager to come at us. Only a couple of hours were left until dawn, and I could feel my body gradually slowing down.

      I shook the thought away, taking a few deep breaths as I increased my speed, my new shield on my arm and my sword dangling from my belt as I put another mile between us and the Destroyers that would come after the ones we’d left dead by the white rock. There was no room for tiredness or fear. For now, there was only the rampant need to survive.

      This time we had gotten incredibly lucky. The mutated shifters watched over us, and we had several dozen succubi running with us. At least the odds seemed more in our favor than they had a few hours back, when we’d watched the protective shield crumble in golden sparks around us.
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      As soon as the moon was out and bright at midnight, I took the tweezers I’d dug out of a beauty box to try to pick the lock on the double doors. I’d been lucky to find them, as Azazel had clearly removed all possible weapons and tools from my chamber. Leave it to the males to underestimate our ability to make do with the unlikeliest of vanity objects. I hadn’t seen Damion in a while, and there was silence outside my room, so it felt like the perfect time for me to sneak into the dungeons and set Kyana free.

      I struggled with the inner mechanism of the lock until my fingers got sweaty and slipped off the tweezers. They fell to the floor with a high-pitched clang. I wiped my hands against my linen dress, picked them up, and tried again.

      Bijarki was out there, coming to get me, and the others were doing their part in taking the war to Azazel. I was done being a prisoner anyway. I had to do something, and seeing Kyana downstairs had given me enough motivation to stop looking at risks and focus on a solution. At this point, getting the Lamia out of her cage meant giving Patrik the peace of mind he needed to break away from Azazel’s spell.

      I continued fiddling with the lock, cursing under my breath when I lost my grip on the tweezers again. I took a deep breath, got down on my knees to get a better look, and tried again. Finally, I heard a click, at which point I turned the tweezers inside the hole and pushed until the much-needed clang tickled my ears.

      I did it, I thought to myself as I turned the knob and opened the door. Add that to your skillset, Vita. You’ll be a secret intelligence asset in no time.

      I grabbed the bedcover on my way out, a thin black sheet of fabric with which I covered myself. It would keep me obscured in shaded areas of the castle, and keep my face hidden from any green flames along the way.

      I took the service stairs that Damion had shown me, as I’d only seen normal torches lining the narrow spiral staircase. I rushed down through the levels until I reached the ground floor. I waited in a corner, hidden behind a large and grotesque obsidian statue depicting something akin to a gargoyle, while several incubi passed through the large hallway linking the kitchen to their living quarters.

      A couple of Destroyers patrolled that section of the castle, but I easily eluded them, as they were enticed by the smell of raw meat coming from the mess hall adjacent to the kitchen.

      “Someone brought fresh game in,” one of them said as they slithered away from my hiding place.

      My heart beat frantically as I made my way into another service corridor, which lead me farther down into the basement. I recognized this part of Luceria, as I’d only just seen it a few hours earlier. I retraced the path I’d taken with Damion until I found Kyana in her cage in one of the dungeon halls.

      The air was cool and damp, while darkness reigned over the black iron prison.

      She was asleep, lying on one side with her knees brought up to her chest. I reached into the cage and gently nudged her leg. Her eyes opened wide and yellow as she sat up and stared at me with sheer amazement.

      “You actually came back,” she gasped, eyebrows raised.

      “I do my best to keep my word.” I gave her a confident smirk, even though my whole body trembled. “What now?”

      “Heggel’s around here somewhere,” she said slowly, pointing somewhere to my right. “There’s another chamber next door. It’s where he usually dozes off during his shift, after he makes sure we’re all quiet and miserable.”

      I looked over my shoulder, then took a deep breath.

      “Okay, what am I looking for?” I asked.

      “There’s a bunch of keys on a ring. He wears them on his belt. We need those. The only key that can open these cuffs is there. It’s small and made of gold, very different from the others. You can’t miss it,” she replied, her eyes darting around behind me. “Be quiet and move quickly. His sleep is heavy, but others might be around.”

      I nodded decisively, then went back into the wide, darkened hallway, my makeshift hood covering my head as I entered the chamber Kyana had mentioned. It was a small space, the size of a pantry, and, as expected, a large Destroyer had fallen asleep on the cold, wet, black limestone floor. His serpent tail was curled up against the wall, while his head rested on a leather bag.

      His snoring was loud and thunderous, echoing through the chamber as I lowered myself to my knees, moving slowly but quietly toward him. His mouth was wide open. He took a deep breath and gurgled in the process, then licked his lips and most likely slipped deeper into his dream. Whatever it was, it was a good one—the corners of his mouth were pulled up to his ears in an open and slightly goofy grin.

      I looked around and saw the keys mounted on a thick, metallic ring attached to his leather belt. The one Kyana had mentioned was indeed small and cast in pure gold, with delicate filigree adorning its classic bow. It looked like a snazzy lever lock key, and had symbols engraved on its stem. I analyzed the ring’s setting carefully before I reached out to get them. One wrong move, a single noise made, and the Destroyer might wake up.

      The large ring was set on one of the belt loops made of leather, slim enough for me to cut with a blade. My eyes darted across the Destroyer’s large body and observed a sheath tied to the other side of his belt. With trembling fingers, I undid the little strap holding the knife in the sheath, then slowly removed it. I held my breath as I put the knife’s sharp tip against the leather loop the keys hung on, gently pushing out to cut the loop. My gaze remained fixed on Heggel, who was still comfortably snoring.

      I put one finger inside the key ring, holding it completely still as the knife snapped through the belt loop. I then rose to my feet, taking the knife and key ring with me, and moved away, careful of each step until I was out of the chamber and back by Kyana’s cage.

      I gave her the keys, nervously looking over my shoulder as she used the golden key to unlock her obsidian shackles, her fingers trembling.

      “Need me to help?” I whispered, watching her struggle to get the golden key into the tiny hole on her left cuff.

      “No, I’ve got this. You keep an eye out, please,” she mumbled, then stilled when we both heard a click and saw the symbols engraved in the black surface glimmer green. Her left wrist was released. A grin crossed her face as she repeated the process on her right hand until we heard another click.

      She looked up and gave me a warm smile, setting the keys in front of me in the cage.

      “I cannot express just how thankful I am for this,” she said. “I will never forget this, Vita. And I will repay the favor. I promise.”

      “Just get yourself out of here safely,” I whispered.

      She nodded as her skin began to ripple. I heard bones crackle as she morphed into a large cobra-like snake with glistening scales in dark green and small patches of yellow on her belly. She slipped out of the cage and slithered away, taking the weight on my heart with her.

      I grabbed the keys from the cage, eager to return the others to the sleeping Heggel—after removing the golden one. I had my own obsidian cuffs to remove. I managed to slide the golden key from the ring and was about to stash it in the pocket of my dress along with the knife, when a large shadow cast a blood-chilling darkness over me.

      I turned around, keys jingling in my hands, to find Damion glaring at me. I froze as his yellow gaze darted from the empty cage to the keys, then back to the cage, ultimately settling on my face.

      “What did you do?” he hissed.

      I had no quick answer for this. I’d been caught red-handed and with absolutely no excuse. Worst of all, I hadn’t gotten a chance to hide the little golden key, my fingers clutching it to my chest while I held the knife in my other hand. He was livid.

      I instinctively brought the blade up, but he slapped it away so fast that I didn’t even have time to react. I just gasped in response as the knife landed somewhere on the floor.

      “I trusted you. I encouraged Azazel to trust you as well. You betrayed me. You… You have no idea what you’ve done to me.” Damion bared his fangs at me.

      I took a couple of steps back and moved to flee, but he wrapped his large hands around my neck, blocking my airway. I struggled in his grip, dropping the keys, my sweaty fingers desperately scratching his as he tightened his hold. I felt lightheadedness slip through me.

      “You betrayed me!” he growled, as my vision went blurry.

      “You’re hurting me,” I managed to croak before I lost contact with the rest of my body.

      Damion stilled, perhaps realizing he’d let his rage get the best of him, and immediately released me. I staggered, choking for a few seconds before I breathed in a lungful of damp dungeon air and felt it scratch my throat. This definitely wasn’t the time or the place to tell him about the other Druids, he was too angry and obviously devoted to Azazel. I needed a better setting if I wanted to sway him toward our alliance.

      “You really need to get that temper under control,” I muttered.

      That didn’t sit well with Damion either, and his arm shot out in a mind-numbing backhand that knocked me out of consciousness.

      The last thought that crossed my mind before I faded was of Bijarki. Whatever was about to happen to me—whether I’d wind up in a cage or in a glass bubble—I knew he was on his way. My incubus was coming for me.

      I just had to try to survive whatever Azazel threw at me next.
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      Come morning, we were all gathered in the archive hall, with more hands on deck to help sift through the Druids’ carefully labeled mountains of records, spell books, and information covering all twenty planets of Eritopia. Jax, Hansa, Jovi, and Zeriel each covered a section, along with Rebel and Thorn. Draven and I continued searching through the registries to find out more about the young Druids and Jasmine, who’d disappeared without a trace, based on the documents we’d read so far.

      The Druid and I occasionally glanced at each other, his steely gaze setting me on fire whenever our eyes met, reminding me of the previous evening. Something had deepened the connection we shared, yet I knew we still had further to fall.

      I made notes of everything I figured might be of use, including accounts of Master Druids regarding the young ones in the Grand Temple. One passage drew my attention in particular, and I read it out loud.

      “Thadeus of Bellaria, third in his class and increasingly adept at fire spells, has a peculiar skill where his serpent form is concerned,” I read from the notes of Master Druid Yoran, who died during the Grand Temple siege. “Most of us can only shift into one specific serpent; whether endemic to saltwater or freshwater, desert or jungle, whether venomous or a massive eater, we can never take the form of more than one serpent. It is the creature we bond with during our First Circle Ceremony, during which we discover our inner ophidian, and it is the shape we live with for the rest of our lives. However, there have been cases of Druids with the ability to morph with more than one snake when they acquire their First Circle. Though anomalies, Druids like Thadeus can shift into any serpent they wish, of all sizes and origins. The last such Druid I had the honor to train was Patrik of Raymer City. While rare and strange, Druids like Thadeus and Patrik find it easier to adjust to hostile environments, unrestrained by a single serpent form.”

      “Thadeus is one of the young Druids hiding on Marton, if I remember correctly?” Draven asked.

      “Yes, he was taken by Destroyers along with Damion. Is this true?” I replied, flipping through the rest of Yoran’s journal.

      “It is.” Draven nodded. “Such Druids are rare, but they do occur once or twice in a generation. They cannot be identified until they go through the First Circle Ceremony. However, I had no way of knowing Patrik was one such anomaly.”

      “What’s the First Circle Ceremony?” Jovi asked from across the table, his lap filled with scrolls from Purgaris, the Third Kingdom, which Azazel had first been assigned to rule.

      “When we turn seven, we are taken into a tent with a teacher or a Master Druid. We sit in front of a blue fire as the elder burns some highly noxious herbs and crystal powders—as dangerous as they may be to most creatures, they merely induce an otherworldly state in Druids. It takes us away from reality and deep into ourselves. We spend the next few days in a trance,” Draven explained. “Some of us take two, maybe three days, while others have been known to stay under for weeks. Once we find and commune with our inner ophidian, our serpent soul, we morph into it for the very first time. That is the First Circle Ceremony, the discovery of the snake. That is when the elders give the First Circle tattoo.”

      “You don’t have one,” I said slowly.

      “That’s because I never had a First Circle Ceremony like the others,” Draven replied, a hint of sadness in his voice. “My father was away for a whole year when my ceremony was meant to take place. I believe he was defending some shelters of disbanded succubi on the southern coast at the time, as they were constantly being attacked by Destroyers. If the process isn’t organized in a timely manner, the Druid runs the risk of developing a sort of split personality, where the snake refuses to commune and the body is broken between two minds. It often leads to madness. I was young, and so afraid of that happening that I rummaged through my father’s study, found the herbs and crystals, and burned them. I passed out and woke up three days later in my snake form. I don’t even remember how I managed to reach out to my inner serpent to begin with. When my father returned, he was obviously surprised to see I’d done it all by myself. He would’ve come sooner if he could, of course, but there was a war going on in the south, after all.”

      I found that little morsel of Draven’s past intriguing. Stuck beneath the protective shield of the mansion, with his father away half the time, my Druid had reached major milestones on his own. I couldn’t even begin to imagine the loneliness he must have felt, but it gave me even more reason to keep him close and make sure he’d never go through that again. I’d been so lucky with my brother and Aida and Vita, not to mention our whole family and The Shade. I’d never experienced his solitude, and yet, as sad as it sounded, it had made him into the incredible creature sitting next to me.

      A clock on the wall announced the passage of another hour, making it a good time for me to bring out the telepathy spell ingredients and reach out to the rest of our group. I closed my eyes and felt our minds connect as I called out to the others.

      The first voice that came through was Tamara’s.

      “Our home was raided by Destroyers.” I felt the anger in her words. I looked up and saw Draven and the others looking at me, their eyes wide with shock. “Many of my Lamias managed to flee when they came last night, but we’ve lost at least two dozen in the attack.”

      “I… I am so sorry to hear that… We all are,” I managed to reply, unable to find anything else to say in light of such a tragedy. We had all known it was only a matter of time before the Destroyers made their way down to Pyros, but it still hurt us that it had happened.

      “For every life Azazel took from the River Pyros, the Lamias will take ten in return,” Tamara said, her voice low. Given her cool composure, I could only assume she’d already made peace with what had happened, and that she’d had some time to process everything to reach that resolve.

      “What will you do now?” I asked.

      “I’m bringing the survivors together, and we’re coming to Stonewall. I’ve sent messengers across Antara as well. I know of a few small Lamia settlements that will be eager to join this fight,” she replied. “I shall see you all very soon.”

      I exhaled sharply as I shifted my focus to Bijarki, hoping he’d have better news to give us.

      “Bijarki, please tell me you’re still alive,” I called out to the incubus, while the others waited quietly around me.

      “I’m here,” came his husky voice. “I got everything I need for the invisibility spell.”

      I heard him groan at the end of the sentence, prompting my heart to skip a beat.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “Yes, just an injury. Not as bad as it sounds, rest assured. Turns out procuring fire orchids was not as easy as I’d thought it would be. It’ll heal quickly,” he replied. “I’m on my way to Luceria now. I’ll be there in a couple of days, maybe more depending on the weather. It's getting stormy in these parts, and it's making travel very difficult.”

      “Please be careful! Vita needs you alive and in one piece for this to work.”

      “I will come back from the dead if I have to, Serena. I’m not letting Vita spend any more time than she already has in that wretched castle, with that abomination...”

      I found his devotion to Vita heartwarming, and his determination gave me more confidence in his ability to get her out of there and bring her back to safety. Speaking of Oracles, it was time to check in on my brother and see if Aida had gotten any closer to finding the young Druids’ current location.

      “Phoenix, Aida, you guys there?” I called out.

      There was no answer, and that kind of silence was never a good thing. A chill ran down my spine.

      “Phoenix! Aida! Anjani!”

      “We’re here! Sort of,” Aida’s voice finally came through.

      Jovi and I looked at each other, both breathing a sigh of relief.

      “Good! Everything okay?”

      “Not really,” Aida replied. “In fact, not at all.”

      “What… What happened?” I asked, suddenly on edge.

      “The Daughters took the Daughter.”

      We all stilled, paralyzed by Aida’s rushed words. She was breathing heavily, as if running.

      “The Daughters took the Daughter?” I repeated, dumbfounded and unable to react.

      “Okay, let’s call her Viola. Phoenix calls her Viola,” Aida replied. “The Daughters came last night and took her away because she mutated some shifters who attacked us during our diversion to get you guys out of the mansion. They said she intervened in the natural order and they couldn’t trust her with us anymore. They said they’d take her with them and teach her how to control her powers, as we are, and I quote, ‘clearly unable to do so.’”

      I leaned against the back of my chair, stunned by this development. ‘Inconvenient’ didn’t even begin to cover it. It was tragic, and the worst part was that my brother shared such a deep bond with the Daughter. I couldn’t even imagine what he was going through.

      “What about Phoenix?” I managed. “Is he okay?”

      “For the most part, yes. He’s pissed off, as you can imagine. Devastated, actually, but we haven’t really had much time to process her loss,” Aida panted.

      I didn’t say anything, waiting for her to continue. Somehow, I felt the bad news didn’t end there. I braced myself for more while glancing at Draven—he was pale, staring ahead and looking right through me.

      “The protective shield came down as soon as they took her.”

      I felt something snap inside of me.

      The protective shield came down.

      “What… Aida, what do you mean?” My voice was barely a whisper as the worst-case scenarios started flooding my consciousness, making my head spin.

      “The shield. It’s gone. We couldn’t stop any of it. The moment they took Viola, that was it. The protective spell just shattered, and we were left out in the open, the mansion perfectly visible to all the Destroyers surrounding us,” Aida explained. “We managed to grab some weapons and essentials as we rushed through the house before we made a run for the eastern woods. We’re coming to Stonewall now. We should be there in a day or so.”

      “Are you okay? Is… Is everybody there?”

      “Besides the Daughter, yes, we’re all here in one piece. Thing is, those shifters that Viola affected, they came with us. You’re not going to believe this, but they’ve actually been rewired to protect us. I don’t know what she did to them exactly, but if it weren’t for them, we’d probably be dead by now. They put up quite a fight, and can shift into flying horses and Destroyers. They’re freaking ruthless!”

      I looked up at Jovi and registered the horror imprinted on his face. Hansa was blank and quiet, as were Jax and Zeriel. Draven was simply livid, a nerve ticking in his temple as he balled his hands into fists, his knuckles white with fury. I heard a low growl coming from Rebel and Thorn, who sat several feet away from us.

      “We’ve been fighting Destroyers for the past twenty miles at least,” Aida added. “We’ve killed some, maimed others, enough to gain some ground. We followed the trail you and Draven took to Stonewall, and got some help from Wren and the Green Tribe as well. They’re coming with us now, since our presence there basically left them open to Destroyer attacks. What can I say? Eritopia’s been quite the rollercoaster so far, and it sure isn’t ready to stop throwing us around like ragdolls just yet!”

      I couldn’t even think of a reply at this point. My worst nightmare had come true. Worst of all, they were out in the open where Azazel could sense them.

      “Serena, still there?” Aida called out.

      “Yeah,” I said quickly. “Just trying to wrap my head around everything. Okay, you guys need to keep moving. Now that you’re out, Azazel can feel your Oracle presence. You basically have targets on your backs.”

      “Phoenix and I are aware, and we are moving. We’ll need to stop for water soon, though, as we’re getting tired. We’ve been running for hours,” she said.

      I looked at Draven and nodded, mostly to myself.

      “We’ll start looking for some sort of concealment spell,” I said. “There must be something we can do to keep you and Phoenix cloaked from Azazel. Bijarki is on his way to get Vita now, too, so we’ll need the same for her. He’ll get to Luceria in a couple of days or so. Everyone else is on their way to Stonewall as we speak.”

      “Okay, then provided nothing else happens along the way, we’ll see you soon!” Aida replied firmly.

      “Please be careful, and don’t stay in one place for too long. I’ll check in with you guys a bit later, okay?”

      “Got it!” Aida said before the connection was lost.

      Left with absolute silence in my head, I focused on keeping my breathing and my increasingly racing pulse under control. The mansion was left exposed, everything inside within reach for Azazel’s Destroyers. My brother and Aida were equally vulnerable, and, along with Anjani, Field, Eva, Aura, and Almandine, they were running for their lives.

      The only positive aspect in all of this was that they were somewhat protected by shape-shifters—and that was something I never thought I’d hear in this lifetime, along with the Green Tribe’s decision to come along.

      I looked up and saw that Draven’s expression was unchanged. Tension weighed heavily on his broad shoulders, his mouth was reduced to a small line on his ashen face, a vein was pulsating in his temple, and his whole body was shaking.

      “Draven, they’re okay,” I said slowly, feeling the rage pouring out of him in hot waves.

      “They took the Daughter and left our people, the Oracles, unprotected, Serena,” he replied, his voice low through gritting teeth. “This is what the Daughters of Eritopia do to those trying to save Eritopia. They leave them defenseless and surrounded by bloodthirsty abominations. After everything I’ve done, everything we’ve been through. My father gave his life for this…”

      The energy coming from him was so dark and intense, I completely forgot about my own angst at this new development. Draven was taking this a lot harder than the rest of us put together. Even Jovi was at least manifesting his anger by nervously pacing the archive hall and cursing under his breath, while Hansa sat back and looked toward one of the windows, most likely worried about Anjani and their little sisters.

      Draven, on the other hand, was worryingly composed, despite the boiling storm of emotions inside him. I could feel him ready to explode, and I made it my mission to keep him strong and unyielding, with us till the end. I had an inkling of what he was going through, but I’d only been here a few weeks. He’d been at this for decades.

      “We’ll figure it out,” I said, though not with as much confidence as I’d hoped. “We’ve made it this far without them, haven’t we?”

      “We had the Daughter!” Draven snapped, and shot up from his chair. “Don’t you see? We’ve been able to do all this because we had the Daughter and the protective shield. Now they’re both gone! Your brother and best friends are out there, hunted for their Oracle abilities—which, by the way, they didn’t ask for. And I made an oath. I promised! I promised you, Serena, that I would keep them safe! That I would keep you all safe. I failed. I failed miserably…”

      His voice broke as he walked over to the window. Jax, Hansa, Jovi, and Zeriel watched him carefully, as did Rebel and Thorn.

      “No, you haven’t!” I stood in response, angered by his rush to label himself a failure. “You can’t control the Daughters! Clearly, they’re just whiny and capricious creatures with way too much power and no common sense. You didn’t fail. They failed. The moment they let their little sister get snatched by Azazel, they failed! Now they’re pointing fingers at us, like we’re to blame. No, Draven. No!”

      He stilled, his eyes settled on the sky.

      “You’ve done some incredible things so far, Draven. Don’t let these spoiled brats make you think otherwise. You kept their sister safe. You protected Oracles. You even united the free people of Eritopia against Azazel, while they stood on the side and moaned and did nothing!” I added. “You have no inkling of how grand your accomplishments really are, or you have a very low opinion of yourself, if you allow the Daughters to bring you to the point where you call yourself a failure.”

      “Also.” Hansa stood up. “While the Oracles and the Daughter were an enticing advantage to fighting by your side, rest assured, Druid, they’re not why I offered my sisters’ and my support. It’s your spirit I’m interested in. You’ve got what it takes to bring that slithering monster down, Draven. You carry your father’s noble character, and you’ve added your own greatness on top of that.”

      “Besides, the Daughters are highly overrated.” Jax smirked from his chair, settled in a relaxed pose, with one leg over the other. “I stopped relying on those emotional thunderstorms a long time ago, my friend. I’m interested in what you bring to the table. They’re obviously only out for themselves and not worthy of Eritopia. We, on the other hand, are the ones on the ground and suffering. We’re the ones who will fight and the only ones who will take it back.”

      “Who needs the Daughters anyway?” Jovi muttered, walking to my side. “Who needs them when we’ve got this fine group of warriors here, led by one of the best Druids I’ve ever met?”

      Silence fell between us for about half a minute before Draven broke it.

      “I’m the only Druid you’ve ever met,” he replied dryly.

      I stifled a chuckle, relieved to feel his rage slowly subside as his gray eyes gradually brightened. Jovi scratched the back of his head, putting on an exhausted grimace.

      “Gah, minor details. Listen, Draven, if it weren’t for you, we’d all most likely be dead by now,” he said. “Aida, Vita, and Phoenix would be withering away in glass bubbles while the whole of Eritopia burned. You’ve brought incubi and succubi together, dude. Do you not realize what an accomplishment that is? Giant Dearghs, Lamias, Tritones, Maras, Bajangs, and all the other creatures out there… They’ve all been waiting for someone like you to bring them into an alliance, to lead them!”

      “No one in this room and no one headed toward Stonewall right now joined you because of the Daughter. And that shield is not the end of the world, either.” Zeriel shrugged. “Perhaps it’s a good thing it’s gone. Why don’t we show the Daughters exactly how useless they are, instead of expecting them to help?”

      “We stopped praying to the Daughters the moment Almus first came to us.” Thorn raised an eyebrow. “I’d rather put my faith in a Druid than in one of those pink-haired disasters, thank you very much.”

      Draven nodded slowly, looking at each of us with slight amusement. His gaze settled on me, softening. I tried to project everything I felt toward him—the determination, the affection, the trust, and the hope that as long as we stayed together, we could overcome anything.

      “Thank you,” he replied. “Thank you all for your trust in me. I cannot begin to explain how energizing your words are. How empowering…”

      “Hey, what are allies good for, if not to hold each other up when darkness falls?” Hansa winked and resumed her seat, sifting through more scrolls. “Now, back to work. The children are on their way, and Azazel will not defeat himself.”

      “Best to find a way to shield your Oracles once they get here,” Rebel interjected. “If Azazel can indeed feel them, let’s not put Stonewall at risk.”

      “Isn’t there anything in these Druid manuals of yours for this kind of thing?” Thorn asked. “I mean, you fellows have been ruling the planets for thousands of years now. Surely you must have some dirty tricks up your sleeves.”

      Draven took a deep breath and ran his fingers through his sand-colored hair. He came back to the table and sat next to me, his knee gently brushing against mine.

      “No, you’re right,” he replied, flipping through the pages of an old, leather-bound spell tome. “We had spells for pretty much everything in the old days. I’m finding it hard to believe not a single Druid has thought of concealing Oracles before. There must be something in here, somewhere…”

      I quietly watched him as he resumed a frantic search for such a spell, skimming page after page with relentless dedication. His desire to protect my brother and best friends was truly overwhelming at times. The thought of it made my heart swell as I resumed my own search for something, anything, regarding the young Druids.

      Our situation was nowhere near improving. It was getting worse in many ways. But like Jovi and the others said, we had each other to rely on, and we were going to do everything we could to pull through. We’d give it everything we had.

      The Daughters had caused nothing but trouble. Viola and Phoenix were stuck in the middle, bound by love and primordial necessity. They didn’t deserve this.

      In fact, I concluded, the Daughters didn’t deserve Viola. She was too good, too sweet, and far too innocent to be their sister. I hoped we’d find a way to get her back. Not just for her sake, but for Phoenix’s too. I couldn’t even fathom the pain he was dealing with in her absence.
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      I peeled my eyes open as the sun hit my face. For a moment, I thought I was in my bed, back at the mansion, my body sunk into the soft mattress. But my throat felt sore, as if a thousand needles had been jammed down there, and my temples throbbed.

      One by one, my circumstances crashed back into me, reminding me that I was stuck in a chamber in Azazel’s castle. That I was a prisoner with obsidian cuffs hanging heavily from my wrists. I blinked several times, trying to make sense of my surroundings despite the pulsating headache. It was all there, in smooth and shiny black with gold details and iron bars on the window – the lavish décor of my prison. The cuffs were there, the charcoal crystal cool against my skin.

      I sat up, trying to figure out why I felt so horrible. Then the image of Kyana morphing into a snake and slithering out of her cage in the downstairs dungeons came back to me. Damion had found me there just as I was about to conceal the little golden key that could set my fae abilities free.

      He had choked me.

      He had hit me, and everything had gone dark.

      “That asshole,” I muttered between gritted teeth as I shot out of bed, eager to bang on the door until I saw Damion again so I could give him a piece of my mind.

      Just as I reached for the door, my right leg was jerked back by something hard and cold. I lost my balance and fell flat on my face. Groaning from the pain, I rolled onto my back and sat up to find a heavy black iron shackle linked to the bedframe via an equally large and heavy chain.

      “What the…” I managed to gasp before I realized what was going on. They’d shackled me to the damn bed.

      I was angry. I was fuming.

      The only thing that could comfort me was the knowledge that Bijarki would come for me soon, and we’d both be far away from this wretched place before Azazel could even send his Destroyers to get us.

      I grunted and choked back a couple of bitter tears. It was still horribly inconvenient, and my throbbing head wasn’t helping either. I got up and moved toward the nightstand, where a pitcher of fresh water had been left for me. I gulped half of it down, letting it overflow and pour over my linen dress, cooling me off a little.

      I thought about reaching out to Aida and telling her what had happened, so I sat on the bed, looking to relax myself into a state in which I could connect with her via our private Oracle channel.

      After my second exhalation, the double doors opened with a loud clang. My heart stopped and my blood froze as Azazel walked into my chamber, followed closely by Damion. Hate, fear, and anger made my stomach curl into a tiny ball, and I struggled to keep myself under control.

      Punishment was highly likely, given what I’d done. On the other hand, I really wanted to reach out and dig Damion’s eyes out. My throat still burned, and my skin was tender where his fingers had dug in the night before.

      I held my breath, watching Azazel stop by the foot of my bed, his serpent tail twitching.

      “My dearest Vita,” he said in a somber tone, “are you not looked after here? Are you not treated like a princess? I’ve given you the comfort and assurances you requested. So why, I ask, did you have to go and make such a mess downstairs?”

      “Giving me comfort by keeping me locked in my room? Treating me like a princess by keeping me imprisoned in this hellhole? Really?” I shot back, unyielding.

      I’d thought I’d be paralyzed in his presence, but all I felt was a colossal amount of rage, which was becoming harder to control. I once again thought to myself that it might have something to do with my fire fae abilities being locked in my body. After all, fire can only stay put for so long, and mine yearned to be let out, to consume everything in its path—starting with the two Destroyers standing in front of me.

      “Let’s get something straight here, little miss,” Azazel hissed, clearly out of patience. “I’ve agreed to hold off on the torture and glass sphere experience—you’re welcome, by the way!—in exchange for your cooperation. I’ve received no visions from you, only news that you helped one of the prisoners escape. I should put an end to this right now and resign you to the same fate as Abrille, yet here I am, offering you one last chance to redeem yourself.”

      “Listen, buddy, my visions don’t come whenever I snap my fingers. It doesn’t work like that, and I’ve told you that already. When they come, I’ll let you know,” I replied harshly. “However, if you could get your Destroyers to not strangle me whenever they lose their temper, it would be greatly appreciated.”

      I nodded toward Damion, who somehow shrank in size behind Azazel. Judging by the guilty look on his face, he hadn’t told Azazel about his violent reaction in the dungeons. Azazel looked over his shoulder, then glanced at me with a raised eyebrow.

      “I take it Damion here was unnecessarily brutal?”

      “He tried to strangle me! My throat hurts. My head hurts. How do you expect me to receive any visions if I’m being abused like this?” I crossed my arms over my chest and pursed my lips, my indignation somewhat theatrical but essential in helping me prove my point.

      “Worry not, little Oracle,” he grinned. “Damion will receive his just punishment for his mistake. And we’ll get some visions out of you, too.”

      Damion emerged from behind Azazel with a copper bowl. I craned my neck to get a better look and noticed a multitude of weird and colorful herbs. Their fragrance nearly burned my nostrils—a heavy and pungent smell I’d never experienced before.

      “What are those?” I muttered.

      “Let’s just say they’re a much-needed visual aid,” Azazel replied, and snapped his fingers over the bowl, setting its contents on fire.

      Damion blew over the bowl until the flames died out and a thick purple smoke emerged. He brought the bowl closer to me and waved his hand, sending the smoke my way. Before I realized what was happening, I had breathed it in, and immediately felt the ground beneath my feet disappear, followed swiftly by the bed.

      I fell backward as darkness enveloped me.

      I was consciously losing control of my senses. As I blacked out, all I could think was:

      I’m in so much trouble…
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      I knew, as soon as the darkness began to dissipate, that I was going into a vision. Whatever those herbs were, they had quite an effect on me. I maintained a conscious state as the image formed in front of me, but it was different from all my previous visions.

      Everything was clear and crisp, loud and incredibly close, as if it were a high-definition picture that I was experiencing in real time. The others had always felt like vivid dreams, but never so intense.

      I stood on Mount Agrith. I recognized the double peak, the pink waters, and the white stone that Phoenix had described when he first saw it. I saw the Daughters of Eritopia on the edge of the water, their bare feet shuffling across the iridescent limestone.

      They wore their regal silk garments and golden masks, jewels covering their slim wrists and fingers. The wind blew softly, brushing through their reddish pink manes as they got closer to the primordial lake. One of them carried the littlest Daughter, wrapped in a red organza fabric. She seemed pale and lifeless, resting her head against her sister’s chest, her fuchsia hair long and loose. It held a different hue than the others, and I figured it had something to do with her premature hatching.

      The last Daughter was with them—she took off her gold mask and tossed it aside. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she looked at the little one.

      The Daughter holding the little one cocked her head to one side as she put her into the pink water, watching as she sank and vanished below.

      “Our little sister will be safer here. Perhaps Eritopia will bring her back someday. Until then, the waters will nurture and heal her. She’s been through enough,” the first Daughter said.

      “She will go back to where she came from. Where we all came from,” another Daughter mused.

      “I have to say, I have never seen this much damage done to a Daughter before,” a third one sighed, her voice heavy with pain.

      “Azazel was vicious. He drained her. Nearly killed her,” the last Daughter muttered, wiping more tears.

      “He got what he deserved,” the first Daughter said. “Justice has prevailed.”

      “No thanks to us!” the last Daughter snapped. “We need to help the others! Draven may have found a way to destroy Azazel, but you all saw the price he paid for it. The darkness he took into him. It’s eating away at him. It’s turning him into the very monster he defeated.”

      “We do not interfere, sister. We cannot,” another replied.

      “Draven sacrificed himself for Eritopia. We should at least put him out of his misery before he kills those he loves. Phoenix is in danger as well. We are still bonded. What if Draven kills him? What if he kills Serena and all those who have put their lives at risk to do our job for us?” the last Daughter cried. “Eritopia was our responsibility. Your responsibility. And you put one of us above it! You punished me for interfering in its natural order and took me away from the only people who actually cared for me!”

      One of the Daughters reached out to touch her, but the last Daughter slapped her hand away and took a few steps back. She looked uncomfortable in her silk covers, tightly wrapped around her body with a golden belt mounted on her narrow waist.

      “No! You know what you did. Or, better yet, didn’t do. You didn’t act! You let Azazel tell you what to do and what not to do. You obeyed a monster, an abomination, as he destroyed this beautiful world that you were sworn to protect. And even now, as Draven loses control and is close to finishing the job for Azazel, you still won’t act! As our sister lies at the bottom of this lake, you still won’t interfere! What will it take for you to do your duty and protect Eritopia?”

      The last Daughter’s voice echoed around the mountain, sending chills down my spine and filling my soul with grief. The future had changed already, but not in the way we’d hoped. The tragedy was still unfurling.

      When none of the Daughters spoke, the Daughter scoffed.

      “Of course. Silence. That’s what you’re good at. You’re worried about us, but you still fail to consider the fact that Phoenix is exposed. That Draven has become far more dangerous and deadlier than Azazel. What makes you think he’ll keep Phoenix alive? And in what state? Whatever happens to him, I experience as well, and you know it! And yet you’re silent and—”

      She stilled, her eyes widening, her lips parting. Her body was stiff, her arms out in a gesture of exasperation, when a deep red stain bloomed on the silk over her chest, spreading outward with an alarming speed.

      She looked down and gasped, and the Daughters froze with horror.

      “He… He killed Phoenix,” the Daughter managed to say before falling to her knees.

      The Daughters screamed and rushed to her, their hands moving frantically over her chest, glowing pink as they desperately tried to heal her. But it didn’t work.

      My stomach churned and my heart broke as I watched the Daughter give her last breath, her violet gaze fixated on the pink waters, blood trickling from her mouth. The Daughters cried and wailed around her, helpless before her. I cried as well, realizing that Phoenix had been killed. I couldn’t bear it. I could only imagine what Serena would go through if this version of the future came to pass.

      I wanted to curse at them. I wanted to slap each of them and talk sense into them. Whatever was happening, they had the power to stop it.

      But my vision faded, rushing me off to another scene. My eyes burned as the darkness swallowed me once more.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I was taken to a red desert, reminding me of Phoenix’s descriptions of Marton. The sky was a faint orange, and a sandstorm was brewing somewhere in the west, troubling the dunes as it traveled east across the horizon.

      A clear river flowed at my feet, with a bank naturally made of black stone and lush palm trees arching over it. The water brought life to these parts of Marton; I could almost feel the soft grass and wildflowers, and could even smell the citrus fruit hanging from trees in the oasis on either side of the river. It looked like a little paradise, so beautiful and peaceful and untainted.

      Movement caught my attention somewhere to my right. I saw someone kneeling in front of the water. I walked forward and noticed more people moving around, picking fruit, sharpening their swords, or drinking straight from the river. I recognized Bijarki as he washed his face, my turquoise pendant dangling on its slim silver chain around his neck.

      I stilled, my heart fluttering in my chest at the sight of him. The years had been kind to him, his deep-set, silvery eyes still vivaciously scanning every movement around him like a predator, even in moments of peace. His head was shaved and heavily scarred on one side, the result of what must have been a serious injury.

      He sat down, then put his feet in the water. They’d been severely burned, the skin crackled in a shimmering black. A pang in my stomach made me get closer, and I noticed the burns on his arms—symbols seared into his skin with hot metal, from what I could tell. He’d been tortured and branded.

      My breath hitched as I reached out, desperately in need of his touch. I hadn’t seen him in only a couple of days, yet it felt like forever, especially since I was looking at an older version of him. I was somewhere far in the future, from what I could tell. Some fine lines had settled at the corners of his eyes, and his gaze was heavy with grief and unpleasant experiences.

      My hand went through him, immaterial and not really there. I sighed, then looked up as I saw Anjani move toward him. She’d matured into an even more beautiful succubus, the spitting image of Hansa, but with a sharper nose and wider eyes. She bore the same burned symbols on her arms, along with several battle scars on her neck and chest.

      She sat next to him, sinking her feet into the cool water as well.

      They both said nothing for a while, looking out into the distance, where the sandstorm was wreaking havoc many miles away. I gazed around to get a better idea of who was with them—incubi and succubi, dozens of them, coexisting in what looked like peace. Some returned from the desert carrying dead animals on their shoulders, which the others pitched in to prepare for dinner as the sun set in deeper pinks and oranges, darkening the sky.

      I didn’t see Hansa or any of the young succubi I’d met at the mansion. The only familiar faces were those of Anjani and Bijarki. I sat down next to them, watching my incubus with a full and painful heart.

      “We’ll be together again soon. You promised,” I said to him, gently.

      He couldn’t hear me, of course. But it felt good to speak to him, even in that form. They both looked so sad and lost. I had a feeling this version of the future hadn’t been good to them.

      “How are you feeling?” Anjani finally asked him, her voice weak.

      “It’s the same every day,” Bijarki replied slowly, his fingers touching the turquoise stone he’d given me. I felt tears burning my eyes as I understood what had happened. “It’s been years now, and it still hurts deeply. I miss her so much. If only she hadn’t sacrificed herself to save me… She’d still be alive.”

      His voice broke.

      “I know. I feel it too. Jovi died for me. They died for us, and Draven has lost his way.” Anjani let a heavy sigh roll from her chest.

      “He can’t come back from that. He’s gone.” Bijarki nearly broke down in tears, but took a few deep breaths to keep his composure, as several incubi were looking at them from across the water.

      “We need to move on, Bijarki,” Anjani replied gently. “Our marriage will unite the incubi and succubi for good. We must protect our people, the handful we have left. We’ve been exiled to Marton for now, but we need to regain our strength, increase our numbers, and either find a way out of Eritopia or finally kill Draven and finish what Serena couldn’t… and cannot do…”

      Their words hit me like a massive stone hammer. I could almost feel my ribs cracking. I felt tears rushing up to my eyes again, but this time I couldn’t stop them, and they streamed down my cheeks. The future was cruel, indeed. I would die. Jovi would die. Phoenix would die. And the world would burn as my Bijarki entered an arranged marriage with Anjani to keep their people united. The cruelty of the universe suddenly felt limitless and unfathomable.

      “I know, Anjani,” Bijarki muttered. “I’m doing this with a heavy heart.”

      “So am I, Bijarki. My soul belongs to Jovi, and he took it with him when Draven killed him. I believe the same can be said about you and Vita. But they’re both gone, and we are still here,” she said. “For now, we must keep our people united. Antara has burned. It’s a barren wasteland. Our only hope to survive is here on Marton, by the river. But they won’t stay together unless we prove we can first.”

      Anjani pointed at the incubi and succubi scattered across the oasis, some occasionally glancing at them with hopeful eyes.

      “You and I will lead our people further, but first we must show them that we can unite, that we can be together and coexist in peace and harmony. It is our only shot at survival,” she added with a trembling voice.

      I got up, no longer able to listen. My head hurt and my whole body ached as I sobbed and walked away. I couldn’t be there anymore.

      “Serena should have killed Draven when she had the chance. Then we wouldn’t be in this mess,” I heard Anjani say before the world faded back into darkness around me.
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* * *

      I was still struggling to cope with everything I’d seen and heard up to that point, taking deep breaths and reminding myself that what I was experiencing was merely the most probable version of the future. Nothing was set in stone.

      But then the darkness dissolved again and left me on Luceria’s platform, where Oracles had once been trapped in glass spheres by Azazel.

      The wind howled around me, and the skies were purple and black, blocking the sun entirely. The land was indeed barren, reduced to ashes and lifeless dirt. Broken glass was scattered everywhere across the abandoned platform.

      I rushed down the stairs, my feet barely touching the stone. I ran down a wide corridor, which I remembered leading to Azazel’s throne room. Curiosity moved me in that direction, as did the voices emerging from beyond the massive, closed double doors.

      I passed through them like the ghost I was, and stilled at the horrific sight before me.

      Azazel’s throne was still there, but with a new occupant. Draven now rested in it, but I could barely recognize him. Were it not for his sand-colored hair and his facial structure, he could have been a stranger. His eyes were yellow, and the lower half of his body had turned into a massive, black snake tail. Black scales covered parts of his scarred bare chest and arms, while Azazel’s snake pendant hung from his neck, ever-moving with its beady ruby eyes.

      Draven had become a Destroyer.

      I gasped and brought my hands up to cover my mouth, taking a few deep breaths through my nose as I tried to process this dark and twisted version of him. Whatever he had done to destroy Azazel, he’d inherited the darkness, the poison, and I had a feeling the snake medallion had something to do with it all.

      “Draven, please…”

      Serena’s voice broke me out of my shocked state. I saw her close to the throne, trapped in a large black iron cage, obsidian cuffs locked around her wrists. She was weakened and weary, her black hair a tangled mess, while dirt and dried blood covered her face. Her bluish eyes were wide and sparkling with fresh tears, and she sat with her back leaning against the bars.

      My heart was nearly torn from my chest as I took a few steps toward her.

      Draven moved his head, and I froze, watching as he looked at her, his eyes flaring green for a brief moment as he bared his fangs.

      “What is it, darling?” he asked, his voice sweet but deliberately fake.

      “Just kill me already,” she cried out.

      “What? Why?” he feigned surprise, like a little boy who had to go home too soon. “I thought your love for me would never die! Is it the tail? Is it, maybe, a little off-putting? That’s very superficial of you, Serena. Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.”

      “Why are you doing this?” she asked, her lower lip trembling. “Aren’t you tired of doing this? Aren’t you tired of it all? Just, please, kill me. End it…”

      “Aw, darling! You don’t love me anymore, then?”

      “My love for you died the moment you chose Azazel’s darkness over me!” Serena screamed, and sprang to her feet, gripping the cage bars with newfound rage. “The Draven I loved is gone…”

      Tears streamed down her cheeks as she looked at him. Draven watched her for a while, his expression firm and unreadable.

      “The Draven you loved is gone,” he repeated slowly. “Sorry to disappoint, sweetheart, but I’m still very much here. Just far more… potent.”

      His grin sent rivers of ice coursing through my blood as I balled my hands into fists, eager to beat him back to his old self. I cursed under my breath, remembering my inability to do anything in this instance. I was only a helpless viewer.

      “Besides,” he added, picking imaginary specks of lint from his shoulder, “I did what I had to do to destroy Azazel.”

      “At what cost?” she replied, gritting her teeth. “Calliope is basically a dead land. You’ve burned it all down. Killed millions of innocent creatures. Killed those who trusted you with their lives and offered you their allegiance. And those you spared you exiled to Marton, so they can die on their own in the friggin’ desert! Is this what you wanted?!”

      “Don’t go there again,” Draven hissed, rolling his eyes.

      They’d had this conversation before, clearly. She’d probably been in there for years, begging him to kill her, and he’d been sneering at her in return. My blood boiled.

      “You killed innocent people!” Serena shouted.

      “It’s what those traitors deserved! They turned on me after I rescued them all from Azazel!” Draven spat furiously, slithering from his throne and moving toward the cage. “I released them from his grip, and they pointed their swords at me, like I was some loose, mindless animal. Like I didn’t know what I was doing!”

      A second of silence passed before Serena started crying again.

      “Please, Draven, please… Just kill me… You have no use for me anymore. Just end it!”

      “No!” His eyes flared green again as he snarled at her. “No. You will not join your friends and your brother in death. You will not die until I allow you to die. And I’m not giving you that luxury!”

      “Why?” she managed to ask between sobs.

      He reached her and banged his hands against the iron bars, which resounded with a low clang. He then started rattling the cage, as if he were a child tormenting a small animal. Serena grabbed the upper bars and held on as he shook the heavy structure, laughing maniacally.

      He froze, his yellow eyes regaining their original gray color as he gave her a glimpse of his old self. His pained expression was truly heartbreaking, his lips trembling as he looked at Serena with love—a complete contradiction to everything he’d displayed until that moment.

      “You are the only reason I have left to live, Serena,” he said, his voice low and husky. “My very being is wired to keep you alive, whether you want to be or not. I will do whatever it takes to keep this darkness inside me from spilling out and infecting the rest of the In-Between. I carry Azazel’s curse in my blood, and until I find a cure to fix all this, you will stay here with me. You will suffer with me.”

      Serena was speechless, her mouth slightly open as she wiped her tears with the back of her hand.

      “Draven…”

      “Enough!” His eyes burst into green flames as he resumed his full Destroyer form and slithered back to his throne. “Sit back and be quiet, darling, unless you have sweet words of love for me. Those I’m interested to hear. I get lonely in here.”

      Serena’s shoulders slumped as she exhaled sharply and sat back at the other end of her cage. She’d been through this before. He’d probably said these words before. I didn’t even want to know what it all felt like, as I was already queasy, physically sick from everything I’d seen.

      The future wasn’t getting any better. If the Daughter didn’t blow us all up, Draven was going to go all dark side and burn it all down. Jovi would still die. Phoenix would die. I would die.

      It all hurt so much, but I still couldn’t allow myself to cave in. There was no way I was going to let all of this happen.

      I stepped back, shaking my head as I rebuilt my resolve around this new and horrifying scenario.

      “No, no, no,” I muttered. “No way you’re going to put yourselves through this!”

      I took a deep breath and let it all out with a roar.

      “No one is dying, you hear me?!” I shouted, looking around at whatever invisible force was animating this world and letting the pieces fall into such a foul play. “No one is dying on my watch!”

      I groaned and turned around, as if waiting for some kind of response from the cruel universe that had brought me to this point.

      But all I got in return was darkness as my vision faded away, and I could feel the soft bed under me again.
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      An hour after I spoke to Serena, we reached a meadow farther to the east. A stream crossed it, its crystalline water murmuring and inviting. I was so thirsty that the first thing I did was run toward it, skid down on my knees, and gulp down handfuls of the cool, refreshing liquid.

      My senses reignited as soon as the water hit my empty stomach, as if I could already see and hear and smell everything better. The others joined in, while I looked around and noticed an abandoned farmhouse on the edge of an orchard spreading to the south. The colorful fruit hanging low in the trees caught my eye.

      “Are those good to eat, you think?” I asked Wren.

      “Absolutely,” she replied, rubbing the cold water on her face. “We come here once in a while when there’s nothing to pick in the forest. It used to be run by a couple of incubus brothers who didn’t like the citadel life. They left it behind years ago, but the orchard went on.”

      I looked at Aura, who gave me a quick nod and moved toward the orchard. She found an old copper bucket lying on its side in the grass by one of the trees, and took it, starting to pick the ripe fruit.

      The Green Tribe succubi settled by the stream, filling their flasks and rinsing the dirt from their faces and arms as the sun rose bright above us, making their silvery skin shimmer again.

      Field came next to me, his hand resting on the small of my back for a second as we both stood by the stream and gazed at the farmhouse. I looked over my shoulder to check on Phoenix—he was crouching by the water, quietly washing his face. The muscle in his jaw never stopped twitching, and grief glimmered in his dark eyes.

      “Should we talk to him?” I asked Field quietly.

      He glanced at Phoenix, then slowly shook his head.

      “He’s still processing everything. I’d leave him alone for now,” he replied. “We’re still in survival mode, and he’s doing the best he can, given all that has happened since last night. Let’s get to Stonewall first.”

      I nodded. Field made a fair point. We were in the middle of a run for our lives, with barely any supplies besides the weapons we’d snatched on our way out of the mansion, and from the Destroyers we’d taken down. We still had a lot to survive in the remaining full day’s trek to Stonewall.

      I froze then, remembering the single most precious item in the mansion. I’d completely overlooked it when the shield came down.

      “The swamp witches’ book,” I gasped.

      Field mirrored my horrified expression, then groaned with frustration as he rolled his eyes.

      “Oh no,” he replied. “The Destroyers probably have it. Azazel’s probably learning new tricks as we speak…”

      “You mean this?” Almandine came from behind and pulled the swamp witches’ leather-bound book from the satchel she’d snatched from the house.

      Relief washed over me as I grabbed the tome and held it close to my chest. Both Field and I stared at the young succubus in disbelief, while Anjani and Eva wore half-smiles in response.

      “That’s my girl!” Anjani cheered with a satisfied grin.

      “How? When?” I asked.

      “When we went through the house.” Almandine shrugged. “Everything was happening so fast, I suppose none of you saw me run into Draven’s study. I just thought, as soon as the shield came down, that everything in that mansion would be theirs for the taking. The book sprang to mind as the most precious of all items in the house. I didn’t want the snakes to get it. So I grabbed it.”

      “You are fantastic, Almandine.” Field placed a hand on her shoulder, and she gave us a shy smile in return.

      “I could kiss you!” I gasped with newfound joy, moving toward her.

      “Don’t!” She stopped me politely, taking the book back and hiding it in the satchel. “Listen, I’ll go look through the farmhouse and see what we can take from there. We’ll need anything that might come in handy, as long as we can carry it while we run.”

      “We’ll help,” Anjani replied.

      “I’ll come,” Phoenix added with a determined nod, and they all headed inside the farmhouse, while Eva went into the orchard to help Aura with the fruit picking.

      I was impressed by each member of our group. No one complained, they all just pitched in—no questions asked, no looking back. I worried about Phoenix’s state of mind, but, like Field had said, there was no time to properly delve into it. He was heartbroken and angry, and for good reason. But he was strong and able to tough it out until we could look at options, once we’d reached Stonewall.

      There was no way I was going to let the Daughters keep Viola away from us, from him. It wasn’t fair.

      Field turned to look at me, his turquoise eyes carefully analyzing me.

      “How are you holding up?” he asked.

      “I’m good,” I replied. “Better than I thought I’d be, given the circumstances. I need to reach out to Vita, though, and make sure she’s okay. I haven’t spoken to her since last night, and she was supposed to get Kyana out of the dungeons.”

      My nerves were stretched thin, but Field’s presence had a soothing effect, helping me keep a firm grip on everything. He was, in many ways, my rock. He took a deep breath, then looked out across the meadow, scanning the forest we’d left.

      “I’ll keep a lookout, then,” he said. “You do your thing.”

      I sat on the grass, crossing my legs, and breathed out. Field took his position a couple of feet away from me, a hatchet in his hand, ready to strike anyone who dared attack us. My heart was filled with love. It felt good to see him there. It gave me the momentary peace of mind I needed to tune everything out and let the universe open up to me.

      With my eyes closed and darkness enveloping me, the world’s noises faded away, and I focused on Vita’s heartbeat once more. I found it, dim but steady, and followed it until the chamber in Azazel’s castle revealed itself to me.

      I stilled as I realized Vita wasn’t alone in the room. Damion was there with her, standing by the caged window and waiting quietly, watching her and making notes on a piece of paper with a slim piece of charcoal. Vita was lying on the bed, her eyes white and runes flitting across her skin. She was having visions.

      My blood chilled, thinking of the many ways in which Azazel was abusing my friend. Unfortunately, I was only a ghost there myself, and there was nothing I could do about it. All I could do was hope Bijarki would hurry.

      Vita inhaled deeply as she woke up, the runes gradually vanishing from her skin.

      She sat up, tears welling in her blue-green eyes. Damion said nothing as she looked around the room, her face brightening at the sight of me. I brought a finger up to my mouth, quietly reminding her that no one knew I was there except her. She looked away, quickly catching on, and shifted her focus to Damion. A deep frown brought her eyebrows together as she pursed her lips.

      “What are you doing here?” she muttered to him.

      “My job. You’ve been under for quite some time now, and Azazel had some urgent business to attend to. So he left me here to take note of your runes and alert him once you’re up,” he replied with a shrug.

      “You’re damn right I was out for a while,” Vita snapped. “Whatever those weeds you burned were, they knocked me into oblivion.”

      “You’re fine, no need to moan about it. I’ll go get him,” Damion mumbled, then left the room.

      Chills ran down my spine, and a feeling of urgency came over me as he closed the double doors behind him, leaving me alone with Vita. She looked at me with a pained expression that rang more alarm bells in me.

      “Aida, we don’t have much time,” she said with a trembling voice. “Azazel will be here soon and will expect me to tell him what I saw in my visions.”

      The dread of seeing Azazel, even from my protected state of Oracle connection to Vita, was extremely difficult to handle. But I held it together, as we both had a job to do. I nodded briefly, waiting for her to tell me about the visions before I revealed the horror we’d been dealing with for the past ten hours.

      “I won’t tell him everything, of course, I’ll bend it as much as I can,” she continued, tears streaming down her cheeks. “But just so you know, the future has changed, and not for the better. In short, there’s a darkness in Azazel, a curse of some kind that fuels his immense power. Not just the Daughter he has in his possession and the energy he’s drawing from the volcanoes. Something much more toxic and evil. We’ve changed the outcome, sort of. The Daughter no longer sacrifices herself to destroy him, but Draven does, by taking that curse into himself. I think it has something to do with that creepy snake medallion that Azazel is wearing, because in my vision, after Azazel is vanquished, Draven turns into a Destroyer and wears the damn thing around his neck.”

      I thought I’d had a bad time of it already, but according to Vita’s vision, the worst was yet to come. I held my breath for a second, trying to process that information, as I had difficulty imagining Draven going dark like that.

      “What… What do you mean, Vita?” I managed, my voice barely audible.

      “Draven will become a Destroyer if he defeats Azazel. I think it’s the only way to kill the guy, by taking his curse away,” she reiterated. “Thing is, the burden is too heavy for Draven. He won’t make it. He’ll turn into the very monster he destroys and will go on a killing rampage. We… We die…”

      Her voice broke as she got to the most painful part of our possible future. I had no words left, just an overwhelming feeling of grief seeping into my soul, tying knots in my heart and burning my stomach.

      “We will try to stop him, but we’ll die. You, me, Jovi and Phoenix… The Daughter… I don’t know what happens to Field or our other allies. I only saw Serena, Bijarki, and Anjani left alive. And not in a good way. Bijarki and Anjani end up exiled on Marton with other incubi and succubi, whom they unite by getting married, in hopes of either finding a way out of Eritopia, or replenishing their numbers and eventually killing Draven and getting rid of that curse,” Vita said.

      “How? If Draven must take on the curse to begin with, in order to destroy Azazel, who will take it from him to do the same?”

      “I don’t know. But I think if a non-Druid takes the curse, it might not work the same way. Or maybe we’ll find a way to get rid of the medallion altogether. Or maybe we’re just delusional and hanging on to false hope, I don’t know. But I can tell you one thing—if Draven gets hold of that medallion and kills Azazel, it’ll start a chain of catastrophic events. The only people I saw left standing were Draven and Serena, whom he kept in a cage, unwilling to let her die because there’s still a part of him that’s truly him, and has feelings for her, and doesn’t want her gone. But all of Eritopia will burn. The few who survive are doomed to die out in the desert.”

      “What of the Daughters, then?” I replied, feeling the rage toward those so-called protectors of Eritopia simmering through me. The thought of my brother dying, of me, of Field, of my loved ones dying—I couldn’t fathom it. I couldn’t accept it.

      “I don’t know. I only saw them laying their little sister to rest on Mount Agrith, and Viola dying. Her connection to Phoenix is vital because she will die when Draven kills him.” Vita sobbed, speaking between hiccups as she wiped her face with the corner of a bedcover.

      “Listen, we’ll work something out,” I said, aware that we had very little time to deal with grief and that Azazel was on his way up to her room. “Bijarki is on his way to get you. It will take him a couple of days to get to Luceria, so hang in there, okay?”

      She nodded slowly, regaining her composure.

      “I set Kyana free last night,” she said. “But I got in trouble for it…”

      She lifted her leg, and the sound of chains tore through me. She’d been shackled to the bed, and I suddenly felt like coming to Luceria myself and beating the living daylights out of Azazel for doing this to her. I knew I stood no chance against Azazel, but still, the thought helped me process the anger.

      “Listen, just stay here and don’t get yourself into any more trouble, okay?” I sighed. “You’ll be out of here soon.”

      “What trouble can I get myself into with this around my ankle?” she scoffed, pointing at the chain.

      “When has a shackle ever stopped you from doing something crazy, huh?” I raised an eyebrow in response. “That sharp tongue of yours alone is enough to do serious damage to these slithering beasts…”

      Vita gave me a weak smile. I took a deep breath and broke my side of bad news to her.

      “You’re not going to like this, Vita, but we ran into some trouble,” I said. “Don’t be alarmed—we’re okay, we’ll be okay, but the Daughters came for the Daughter. Phoenix calls her Viola, by the way. He’s broken, obviously…”

      I watched her expression shift from horrified to pained, then to genuinely concerned as she listened to my brief account of our agitated night.

      “They said she couldn’t control her powers. Thing is, she influenced some shifters who were attacking us during the diversion we put together for the others to leave the shield,” I continued. “And she did something to those shifters, something weird but permanent. Like she fundamentally changed them somehow, and now they are literally our protectors. There are six of them left, and believe me, they came in handy because as soon as the Daughters took Viola, the protective shield came down. It’s gone. We ran east, and we’re on our way to Stonewall now. Made some friends along the way; more succubi from the Green Tribe, to be precise…”

      Vita’s eyes nearly popped out of their sockets, stunned by the developments.

      “What… How… Are you guys okay? Phoenix? Field? What… How could this happen? Why would the Daughters be so cruel?” she croaked.

      “I don’t know, honey. I think they have permanent PMS or something. We’re okay, really, don’t worry too much about us. We moved fast and got out of there. Took some of the snakes down with us, too. I think we’ll be okay till we get to Stonewall. Serena and Draven are looking through those Druid archives for a cloaking spell for us as we speak. We’ll need it because Azazel can sense us Oracles now. You’ll need it too when Bijarki brings you back.” I winked, forcing myself to seem cool and composed so as not to worry her. She had enough on her plate as it was.

      “Just stay here and keep a low profile, Vita,” I added. “We’ll see each other again soon.”

      We heard voices outside the door and instantly nodded at each other before I broke the connection and regained my consciousness by the water stream.

      I exhaled sharply as Field crouched in front of me, noticing the tears glazing my eyes. I could feel them, wet and hot, ready to roll down my cheeks.

      “Are you okay? Is Vita okay?” he asked.

      “For the most part,” I replied, barely holding it in.

      “What’s wrong?” he frowned.

      “We’re in so much trouble, Field. Vita had visions... The future’s changed again.”
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      We’d been rummaging through the archives for several hours when Draven pulled a strange-looking chest from beneath a table in what had been labeled the “forbidden section”. So far, digging through old records had not been our most exciting activity, but it sure beat fighting or running for our lives. He dragged the chest over to the large, round table in the middle where we’d all settled to read through ancient Druid logs. It was a heavy piece, measuring about four by four feet, made entirely from black iron, covered with runes painted in red, and fitted with a large padlock.

      I watched quietly as he murmured something and snapped his fingers against the lock. Sparks shot out, and the mechanism caved in as the lock clicked open. He lifted the top, and I craned my neck to get a better look at its contents.

      Several massive books had been piled in there, bound in leather and carrying the same red runes that had been painted on the chest.

      “What is that?” I finally asked as he pulled out one of the tomes for inspection.

      “It dawned on me to check the forbidden section for something to cloak our Oracles with. Since we couldn’t find anything in the Druid manuals stored here, I figured it was worth a shot,” he replied, turning the book over and frowning at the runes in apparent recognition.

      “What’s with the runes, though?” Jovi asked from the other side of the table, clearly bored by the fifth registry he was currently browsing through.

      “Warnings, I think,” Draven muttered. “I recognize the words ‘death’ and ‘beware’ here, repeatedly scrawled in a sequence.”

      “Should we even consider these, then, if the covers alone speak of death?” I replied.

      He looked at me, tightening his lips as a glimmer of hope twinkled in his gray eyes.

      “All we are doing is reading them,” he said. “If we find something to hide the Oracles, then we’ll have to look at the risks involved, but I say let’s cross that bridge when we get there.”

      I nodded slowly as he placed the book on the table and began flipping through its old, brownish pages. The words had been written in black ink, and I could see diagrams and sketches accompanying the swirly text, along with dark red blotches and charcoal smudges. The book had seen its share of usage back in the day, from what I could tell.

      A few minutes went by before I saw his eyebrows come together in a pensive frown as his fingers lingered over a specific passage.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, nearly on the edge of my seat. I hoped we’d find a solution for our Oracles sooner rather than later.

      “Not what we’re looking for, but something I think we should all be aware of,” Draven said, still reading. “Especially those of us who know about the pendant Azazel wears…”

      The others stopped their search for information on young Druids and concealment spells and focused their attention on Draven. I held my breath as he explained.

      “This is a tome of forbidden Druid spells. Magic so dark that it can be truly horrific and merciless, going against our very nature. I’ve been reading through this, and some of the formulas have dreadful consequences, making me feel ashamed that one of my own kind actually devised them,” he continued. “But there is one chapter in particular that rings a damning bell. It’s a spell… Well, not so much a spell as a curse, called ‘The Soul Fusion’.”

      He looked at me for a brief moment, concern etched on his face, before he began reading the words out loud.

      “The Soul Fusion was Asherak’s final so-called gift to the Druids. We, by our very nature, are creatures of good, our souls linked to Eritopia’s nature, our hearts dedicated to progress and growth, peace and harmony, our minds shaped toward culture and exploration of the unknown while remaining reverent of the world around us. Asherak of Pathos was, by all accounts, the first evil to walk among the Druids. His soul was rotten with envy and greed. He desired power and control. He was the darkest creature to ever exist in Eritopia. He was vanquished after he nearly destroyed the planets, and his name was lost in the annals of history, never to be mentioned again. His spells and notes were mostly burned and their ashes scattered in the wind, save for a single copy compressed in these tomes here, classified as forbidden magic. It was preserved purely for the purpose of reminding the Druids of the dangers of selfish acts of cruelty. A path which we must never walk again,” Draven said as he scanned the text.

      “So there was someone even worse than Azazel?” Jovi concluded, an eyebrow raised.

      “Or perhaps just as bad. Asherak burned everything in his path. Killed all those who opposed him. He nearly wiped out the Druids, many millennia ago. But, in the end, he was defeated by the Grand Temple Druids, who brought their powers together to take him down. We never speak his name, for there is fear that his evil and poison may rise again, like a ghost,” Draven replied. “During his reign of terror, Asherak devised a number of spells, most of them meant for torture, unimaginable pain, and slow death. But there was this one, ‘The Soul Fusion’, which was different. Asherak desired immortality over anything else. While Druids have extremely long lifespans, we do not live forever. The first part of the Soul Fusion was to remove the soul from the Druid’s body—his life force, his energy, his consciousness and power—and cram it into a cursed object designed to hold it until another body is offered. You see, the Grand Temple Druids defeated Asherak’s armies, but by the time they got to him in his fortress, he was already dead. Or at least, they thought he was, until they found the cursed object on the floor next to his body and realized what he’d done.”

      The pieces were slowly starting to fall into place in my mind. A greedy, bloodthirsty, and power-hungry Druid had found the cursed object and used it to attain enough strength to corrupt and infect an entire solar system, which he’d once been sworn to protect.

      “From what I am reading here, they hid the object and never spoke of it again,” Draven continued. “They passed it through the Master Druid circle, rulers of the twenty kingdoms of Eritopia. Only a Druid leading a kingdom had the willpower needed to hold onto such an object without letting its corruption into their soul. You see, the object emanated with Asherak’s power, his whispers tickling the ears of anyone who spent too much time around it, beckoning them to break the seal and finish the Soul Fusion.”

      “The second part?” I replied, wondering whether Azazel could really be this foolish.

      “The occupation of a new body. The curse cannot kick the spirit currently occupying the body out of it. But two souls can coexist, instead. They fuse, their powers combining, and thus, Asherak once again has access to Eritopia. It would take the sickest of minds to condone such a plan, but, looking at Azazel and how he’s been able to conquer the entire galaxy, how he’s always one step ahead of us, and how his power oozes out of every spell he does… One can only think the worst.”

      “Oh, Draven, you can’t be serious,” Hansa sighed, unable to hide her dismay.

      Draven lifted the book for us all to see the drawing of the cursed object Asherak had infused with his soul. My stomach churned as soon as I laid eyes on it, recognizing the loopy eight-form of a snake with red ruby eyes. It was an accurate depiction of the pendant Azazel wore, and it confirmed everything Draven had just said.

      “I’m afraid I am,” he replied.

      “I saw this on Azazel,” I exhaled sharply. “Phoenix saw it on an elder Master Druid in the past, before he saw Azazel wearing it. That is it… That’s the cursed object.”

      “Azazel most likely killed the Master Druid whose turn it had been to safeguard the cursed object, and performed the Soul Fusion.” Draven slowly shook his head.

      “So Asherak is back,” Jax concluded.

      “Yes. Kind of. Their souls are most likely fused. He’s probably struggling with a split personality, mood swings, and sudden changes in behavior. There are two monstrously evil entities sharing one body. I’m starting to think he needs the volcanoes and the little Daughter’s energy for more than just power. I think he needs them to keep his body from exploding, as I can only imagine the toll it’s taking on him.”

      “And the Destroyers?” I wondered whether Asherak’s darkness had something to do with their transformation, as well.

      Draven flipped through the pages and nodded.

      “Yes, it’s here. It’s called Consumis. It’s a curse,” he replied.

      “Of course it is.” Jovi ran his fingers through his hair, unable to hold his frustration in any longer.

      “But is it reversible?” I asked.

      “It doesn’t say,” Draven said, flipping back to the Soul Fusion pages. “They couldn’t destroy the pendant. They tried every possible spell. It didn’t work. They could only keep it from getting into the wrong hands, which is why they trusted the Master Druids with it.”

      “And look where that got them,” Hansa scoffed.

      “No one besides the Master Druids knew of its existence, either,” he added. “Azazel really did it. He betrayed the trust of the Master Druids; he betrayed Eritopia and fused his soul to Asherak’s. We have to take that pendant away from him.”

      The conclusion resonated with all of us, and was met with a collective nod.

      “We can’t just walk up to Azazel and pluck it from his neck,” Jovi replied dryly.

      “No, but we can weaken him first,” I mused, my gaze meeting Draven’s. He nodded, as if knowing exactly what I was thinking.

      “We shut down his external power sources. We take the little Daughter away from him, to begin with.” He completed my thoughts perfectly. “The fewer boosts he has, the less he can do when we all attack him at once. We’ll have to think this through very carefully, down to the last detail.”

      “Nevertheless, one thing is clear,” Jax said as he looked at us both. “We’ve just found a way to defeat Azazel.”

      The idea was so foreign, yet so powerful it lit me up from the inside. Draven’s attitude changed, and I felt ribbons of his gold energy pouring into me. There was hope. There was strength. And there were tremendous amounts of determination coming out of him.

      I took it all in, allowing his brightness to fill me up and feed my sentry senses as I began to envision the very moment in which we’d take that blasted pendant off Azazel and separate his head from his body.

      We were onto something good.
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      As soon as Aida’s projection vanished from my room, the double doors burst open and Azazel walked in with a grin, while Damion followed closely behind, his head down in a humble posture. My skin crawled at the mere sight of them, but I had to keep my temper under control until Bijarki got there.

      “So! Little Oracle! What does the future tell us?” Azazel asked, his voice booming through the chamber.

      I couldn’t risk serving him a flat-out lie, as I wasn’t entirely sure of my ability to sell it. After all, my spurts of fury were much more genuine than my calculated attempts to bend the truth. I feared a monster as powerful and as cunning as Azazel could see right through me, and I didn’t want to end up in a glass bubble so quickly. I’d already crossed him too many times during my short stay here.

      I had to tell him something real, without giving away too many details that might get our own people in trouble. I had to wing it as well as I could.

      “Are you sure you want to know?” I asked, stalling so I could get my thoughts in order.

      He spread his arms outward in a challenging gesture, and I wished I could wipe the smug smile from his face with a hatchet.

      “Bring it on, my darling!”

      “Ugh.” I rolled my eyes, unable to hide my disgust. “You’re not going to like it, though…”

      His grin slowly faded as he bent forward to get a better look at my face, carefully analyzing my expression—as if looking for signs of an incoming lie.

      “Now you have me on the edge of my seat, so please, do tell,” he replied, his voice cold enough to freeze my blood.

      “You will be defeated. You will die. Eritopia will not have you, Azazel. I’ve seen the world after you were vanquished. You’ll pay with your life for all the crimes you’ve committed,” I told him, trying hard to mask my satisfaction as I watched his expression turn from curious to livid.

      His yellow eyes flickered green as he stared at me. I held my ground, unyielding, enjoying his dismay. A moment passed before he scoffed and looked away.

      “You’re lying,” he shot back. “I can’t die.”

      “I’m telling the truth.”

      “Describe the visions, then.” He glared at me.

      “You will be killed by a Druid. My visions cannot lie. And while I may have my shortcomings, I am not reckless or foolish enough to make this stuff up. The future has spoken. You will die.”

      “Of course you can lie!” Azazel snarled, reaching his boiling point. I held my breath as he pulled his snake pendant up, its little ruby eyes sparkling as it moved slowly in its loops. “You are lying, because I cannot be killed! This here, this will not allow me to die, little Oracle! This here keeps me strong and grants me eternal life! This here, my darling, cannot be broken, nor can its will be bent!”

      In his fit of rage, Azazel actually confirmed what I’d already suspected from my visions. That pendant had something to do with his power, and, most importantly, with his defeat.

      “I’m not lying,” I insisted, keeping my chin high. “You. Will. Die.”

      Azazel roared, rearing back, and shot his fist through a wall. The stone cracked from the impact, dust and broken chunks of limestone falling on the floor. He’d lost his temper, and as terrifying as it was to watch, it gave me some insight into his personality. This version of him was so enraged, so vitriolic, it was nothing like the scheming manipulator I’d known up to this point, the one who pretended to be the forgiving type just to get me to cooperate. This seemed like someone else entirely, his eyes burning green as the snake trembled in its movement.

      He looked up, breathing heavily as he straightened his back.

      “You,” he said, pointing a finger at me. “You’re going to be confined to this room on a permanent basis. I was ready to overlook your little slipup with the Lamia, but I cannot forgive your lying. The leg shackle stays on as well. You have one more chance before you end up in a glass bubble, Vita. Next time I come asking for the truth, you had better give me the truth. The whole truth!”

      He slithered toward the door.

      “I am telling the truth!” I shot back. “You’re just too stubborn to accept it! I saw your pendant in people’s hands; they were passing it around and cheering! I saw them talking about how you were vanquished and dead! You will die, Azazel!”

      “Lies!”

      True, that last part had been a lie, but his death wasn’t. I stuck to it and kept my chin up high. He shook his head furiously, and deliberately bumped into Damion on his way out.

      “She doesn’t leave the room!” he shouted over his shoulder as he disappeared into the hallway.

      Silence fell as Damion and I glanced at each other. He frowned, then looked away and left, locking the double doors behind him. I let myself fall backward onto the bed, welcoming the relief. It didn’t matter that the shackle was still on. It didn’t matter that I couldn’t leave the room, either. Bijarki would be here soon, and I’d be reunited with my family and friends.

      I’d dealt a heavy blow to Azazel with my visions. I hoped it would keep him busy for the next couple of days, giving me enough time to properly process everything I’d seen of the future. My stomach knotted itself up in painful twists as I thought of Draven and Serena, Jovi and Aida, Bijarki, Anjani, Phoenix, and the Daughter, everyone we had gotten close to.

      Whichever way we took things, we still seemed to end up at the same bloody outcome. We would all die. We would lose it all.

      Tears came up and made their way down my burning cheeks. I let them flow, afraid I would explode if I held it all in any longer.

      The future used to show us Azazel winning. We’d tried our best to change it, but our best seemed to lead us to Draven defeating Azazel and losing his soul in the process, killing the people I loved, the people he’d called his friends and allies.

      It was going to take me a while to put all this in perspective and treat it as just another potential future. I had such a hard time getting over the notion of Bijarki and Anjani getting married to unite their people—that thought alone drove daggers into my heart, one after another, relentlessly tearing me apart as I rolled over to one side and cried for hours.

      I cried for myself. I cried for Bijarki. I cried for all of us.

      When my tears dried out, however, I breathed in and sat up with a new plan coming into focus. While the future was clearly not my friend, I couldn’t let it be my enemy, either. My best chance at preventing that catastrophe was to first understand what that snake pendant was, and what it meant to Azazel and his powers.

      Damion, I thought to myself.

      I would probe Damion for more information as soon as I saw him again. He had to know something about that necklace.
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      Time passed incredibly slowly in the archive hall. I didn’t have much patience to begin with, and I was obsessively worried about Aida, Anjani, Field, and the others still out there – not to mention Vita, locked up in Azazel’s castle. There was just too much going on beyond Stonewall for me to focus on where the young Druids had last been seen.

      Jax and I had been assigned with tracking the young Druids, after Serena reshuffled the tasks so she and Draven could focus on finding concealment spells for the Oracles. I flipped through hundreds of pages, yellow with time, the black ink cracking and the names in those registries forgotten.

      I counted the minutes until I’d see Anjani again. Until I’d hold my sister close and keep her safe. Until I’d see my friends again. I could only theorize as to what Phoenix was going through. I tried thinking about what it would be like to lose Anjani, but my heart went into a painful frenzy and I set the notion aside. It hurt too much.

      I looked up from yet another registry, letting a long sigh leave my chest as my eyes met Serena’s. She had a half-smile on her face, the kind that expressed sympathy toward my obvious boredom and gratefulness to have me there, and tried to assure me that everything would be okay, somehow.

      “Do you think you can check in on them again?” I asked her, unable to shake the thought of my sister out there with Destroyers eager to get her.

      Serena nodded slowly, then took out the telepathy spell ingredients, preparing the ritual with calm and steady hand movements. I couldn’t help but admire her composure, given everything that was going on. The Druid was on edge already, so I figured she was doing her best to hold it together mostly for him, rather than for us or herself. The relationship between them had evolved so quickly from our first few days in Eritopia—I didn’t find it surprising, though. Eritopians did have a way of sneaking into one’s heart. Anjani was my best example to date. The concern for her safety had a turbulent effect on my insides, as I sat back and watched Serena call out to Aida.

      “Aida, are you there?” Serena asked.

      I froze as Aida’s voice echoed through my head. Jax, Hansa, and Draven stilled too, listening in on the conversation.

      “Yup, I’m here. Still here,” my sister replied, breathing heavily.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “Yeah, we’re just a few miles away now. We can see Stonewall on the horizon,” Aida said. “Listen, I’ve got some news from Vita. She managed to free Kyana last night!”

      Serena’s expression lit up in response, and she exchanged glances with Draven. The Lamia’s freedom was not only going to bring Tamara joy, but also Patrik, whom we needed incentivized enough to break the spell Azazel had been using to keep him under control. It was, more or less, a question of faith on our end that he would manage to do it—given the circumstances, I would’ve been a fool to say no to a little bit of hope.

      “I think she’s probably on her way to Pyros now,” Aida continued.

      “Good,” Tamara chimed in. I’d nearly forgotten that the telepathy spell engaged everyone at once, even when we wanted to only reach out to one person. “Thank you, Aida, and please send my gratitude to Vita as well. She’s a tough little thing, and I am honored to be part of the alliance that protects her. I’ve left one of my younglings in Pyros with a message for other Lamias looking to join us. I reckon Kyana will find her there and then head over to Stonewall to meet the rest of us.”

      “That’s not all,” Aida added. “Vita’s had more visions of the future, and—”

      All of a sudden, it went quiet. The “line” had gone dead.

      “Aida?” I called out, cold sweat forming on my brow. “Aida! Are you there?”

      Nothing came through. My heart was constricted by an overwhelming sense of dread.

      “Maybe the spell failed?” Jax frowned.

      “It can’t.” Serena shook her head. “When one member of the telepathy link drops, they all drop. Something must have happened to pull her out of the conversation…”

      I stood up, my blood rushing through my veins as worst-case scenarios began flickering through my mind. I couldn’t stand still anymore.

      “If something happened, we should go after them,” I said. “She said they could see Stonewall from where they were. That means that if I go out and really focus, I might actually see them from here.”

      “I’ll come with you, as will my wards,” Jax interjected, leaving his seat.

      “They might need help,” Hansa added, and came by my side.

      Serena looked at us and nodded.

      “You go. We’ll get some hot water and healing potions ready if they need them,” she said.

      I darted out of the archive hall, grabbing my crossbow, quiver, and sword on the way out, as I’d left them by the grand archway to have them handy. Jax followed, pulling his leather cover over his face and his gloves over his hands, as it was still daylight, and, as an Eritopian version of a vampire, he couldn’t handle the sun.

      I heard Hansa’s sword clatter in its large golden scabbard as she walked behind us.

      As we traversed the hallway passing through the living quarters and leading into the courtyard, I caught glimpses of the Mara wards emerging from the shadows, one by one, clad in their leather and metal armors and ready to fight. One of the Bajangs used his blood to let us out of the cloaking spell and we rushed toward the front steps of the citadel.

      I started speeding up as I saw the green meadow unraveling ahead, beyond Stonewall. My determination grew stronger with each second that passed. Whatever was coming after my sister and friends, whether incubi or Destroyers or shape-shifters, they didn’t stand a chance against a Shadian.
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      The horses were waiting for us at the bottom of the stairs. I jumped onto my indigo stallion and looked out to the west, focusing until I could see Aida and the others coming out of the distant woods as at least two dozen Destroyers came flying above.

      “Over there!” I shouted at Jax and Hansa, and kicked my horse into motion.

      We rode out, the hooves thundering beneath us as we crossed the tall-grassed meadow and got closer to the group. The Destroyers had begun circling them at a lower altitude, like carrion-birds ready to dive in and strip the flesh off their bones.

      My stomach tightened as I extended my crossbow arm and pointed it at one of the beasts, but I needed at least fifty more feet to get a shot. I could see Aida, Field, and Phoenix in the middle, with Eva, Anjani, Aura, and Almandine forming a wider circle, accompanied by the six mutated shifters. The creatures’ eyes glowed peculiarly violet, reminding me of the Daughter, and they growled and snapped their fangs at the slithering beasts atop flying horses.

      The Destroyers were gradually closing in on them as the group huddled closer together, their weapons drawn. They needed a distraction, a short window of time for them to use the shifters against the Destroyers, like they did before.

      I looked over at Jax, who nodded, as if having guessed what I was about to suggest. He’d seen the group too. He’d figured it out. He brought two fingers to his mouth and whistled sharply, prompting his wards to increase their speed and ride toward the Destroyers in an arc.

      They were using their mind-bending abilities, I realized, as I watched the Destroyers shaking their heads and their horses getting out of control.

      “My wards can’t do too much damage with all the motion, but if they come together like this, they can confuse the enemy long enough to bring a few seconds to our tactical advantage,” Jax shouted from a couple of yards away as he went in after them, firing his crossbow at the Destroyers.

      Hansa and I followed, taking aim and shooting as many arrows as we could reload over the course of twenty to thirty feet, enough to temporarily draw the monsters’ attention from Aida and the others. The Destroyers hissed at us, pulling arrows from their sizzling wounds—the poison wasn’t going to kill them, but it slowed them down.

      Aida, Phoenix, and Anjani caught the opening they needed to jump onto the backs of three shifters that had already morphed into flying horses. I had to give the beasts credit—they were very observant and quick in their thinking, despite their primitive and animalistic behavior.

      I focused my arrows on the Destroyers that had landed and gotten off their flying horses, going after Eva, Aura, and Almandine, before I put my crossbow away and drew my sword. My horse seemed to understand what I wanted to do next, so it ran faster. The beasts turned their attention to me once they realized I was the source of the arrows stuck in their torsos, hissing as they charged me.

      Hansa yelled as her horse went ahead, her broadsword out as she jumped off, twisting in mid-air and coming down on the first Destroyer, severing his head in the process. I raced toward a second beast as he came at me. I brought my sword to the side, ready to hit, but the Destroyer dodged and brought his own blade out. I ducked and felt the cool metal rush over my back, missing me by less than an inch.

      I went back for a second hit, determined to take him down this time. He grinned as he slithered toward me. Several arrows flew from somewhere behind me, piercing the Destroyer’s chest. He growled furiously, but was weakened enough for me to cut his head off with one clean strike.

      I turned around and saw dozens of succubi coming out of the woods, their bows out as they shot at every Destroyer, both above and on the ground. Their aim was exceptional, hitting the beasts in painful spots that left them open to more deadly attacks.

      Hansa fought a Destroyer on her own. She missed a hit, and his massive tail swept her feet from under her, throwing her backward. Jax intervened, moving like a shadow with both swords out. They teamed up, and I couldn’t help but admire their synergy. While Hansa drew Destroyer blood, Jax finished the job by beheading the creature. He then used his mind-bending ability to temporarily distract another Destroyer as Hansa’s broadsword came down with a zing, removing the head from his body.

      I focused on getting Eva, Aura, and Almandine out of there, as more Destroyers came down after them. The younglings held their ground, long knives out as they slashed at their attackers. Eva held up a sword, blocking every hit aimed at her.

      “Hey!” I shouted, drawing a Destroyer’s attention from her as I jumped off my horse and ran toward him.

      He sneered and came forward to get me. I figured it would give Eva the window she needed to escape and get to Stonewall behind us, wondering why she hadn’t turned into a snake yet. Instead, she raised a hand and muttered something under her breath. Her palm lit up in an incandescent blue as she shot a flame at the Destroyer. The azure fire spread fast and swallowed him whole, and he lost his mind, wailing and screaming in agony as I cut off his head.

      I looked at Eva, who was staring at her hands in utter shock.

      “I can’t believe I did it,” she muttered. “I finally did it! On my own!”

      “How’d you do that?” I managed to ask before another Destroyer came at us.

      Having gotten a grip on how to throw those flames out, Eva proceeded to launch another blue fireball at the beast before I brought my sword up in a sharp diagonal hit and decapitated him.

      “Lamias can perform Druid magic,” she said. “I’ve been learning for a few years, but just the small stuff. This is a fifth circle spell. I didn’t think I had it in me!”

      “Turns out you do!” I smirked as we teamed up and took out two more Destroyers before they could stick their poisoned spears into Aura and Almandine.

      I looked up for a brief moment and watched Phoenix, Aida, and Anjani ride their shifters as they expertly fought with and defeated one Destroyer after another, while Field flew circles around them and used a hatchet to maim the remaining beasts before they were beheaded.

      The succubi from the Green Tribe had helped clear the ground of the other Destroyers, breaking up into groups of four per beast—three to distract and wound, and the fourth to finish the job with a sword.

      I looked at Eva and the younglings and pointed toward Stonewall.

      “Go, now! We’ve got this!” I said.

      Eva nodded and ran off, followed by Aura and Almandine, while Hansa, Jax, and I got busy with three more Destroyers before we eliminated the threat on our side. I understood then that practice was everything. Though at first, I’d been horrified by these creatures, I’d since learned to treat them as just larger opponents—especially after the night they invaded the mansion.

      We weren’t as massive as they were, but we were quicker and able to work in teams to take them down. Hansa moved over to help me for a while, as Jax was able to hold his own and I was getting a little more on my plate. I was pleased to see how finely attuned we were to each other’s moves, taking turns wounding and decapitating the remaining Destroyers.

      One of them fell from the sky, his head removed from his body. He landed next to me with a thud, and I looked up to see Anjani. Our eyes met, and she put on a defiant smirk, but I could see the twinkle in her gold-emerald gaze. I breathed out with relief as I realized we’d secured the ground and there were only a few beasts left flying and hissing.

      She went back to assist Aida and Phoenix in killing the three remaining Destroyers still flying. Their bodies floundered and their heads disappeared in the tall grass as we all cheered.

      It was over. We’d done it.

      The succubi took their wounded sisters and headed toward Stonewall. Jax and his wards escorted them to the citadel atop their horses, carrying those who couldn’t walk. Phoenix, Anjani, and Aida gradually descended, putting their swords away. As soon as their feet touched the ground, their shifters returned to their original form, sniffing the air and calling out to their ”brothers” with low growls. Three more emerged from beneath the dead bodies of Destroyers, shaking their heads and licking their wounds.

      I wanted to hold Anjani in my arms, hug my sister and Phoenix, but before I could take a step I saw Field flying toward me. I stilled as I noticed he wasn’t slowing down while closing the distance between us at a low altitude.

      “Field, what are you—“ I managed to croak before he rammed into me, taking me in a bear hug and laughing as I struggled to keep my feet on the ground.

      I failed miserably, and we both fell, tumbling through the tall grass. I landed on my back with Field by my side, gasping and chuckling as he patted me on the chest.

      “It’s so good to see you, Jovi.”

      “Yeah, I can see!” I shot back, stifling a laugh.

      I jumped to my feet, ready to hold my succubus close for a minute. I got knocked down from the side again, and I was about to curse Field when I felt Anjani’s body on top of me, her lips crashing down on mine. I couldn’t help but smile as heat expanded through me, and we kissed with all the fire that had been building since we’d last seen each other.

      I wrapped my arms around her, tightening my grip as she gasped and lifted her head. Her skin glowed as she looked at me, a warm smile stretching her lips.

      “For a second there, I thought I’d never see you again,” she said slowly.

      “I’m guessing you really want to finish what we started,” I replied with a smirk.

      “Don’t you?”

      “More than anything.” I felt my voice grow husky. She had an instantaneous effect on me when she didn’t hold back on her succubus nature. I loved it. My heart swelled as she relaxed in my arms, tilting her head for another, deeper kiss.

      “Okay, you two clearly need a room.” I heard Aida’s voice from above, as my lips locked with Anjani’s.

      Though we didn’t reply to her remark, Anjani and I drew apart and looked briefly at each other. We’d both made it, and we were together again.

      Screw Hansa’s antiquated tribe rules, I thought to myself as we stood. There was no way to stop us, and that conclusion seared itself into my soul before I put the thought away and hugged my sister.

      Aida’s body shivered against mine, and I was thankful to be able to hold her tight.

      “Damn, it’s good to see you in one piece, Sis,” I mumbled into her hair.

      “Honestly, I can’t believe we made it this far,” she said, looking up at me. “I swear, if it hadn’t been for them, we wouldn’t have made it into the Green Tribe’s forest…”

      She looked over her shoulder and pointed at the shifters. I couldn’t control the shivers that ran down my spine as I looked at the creatures. Six of them, slumped over in the grass, their eyes glowing violet and their mouths open as they breathed heavily. They were exhausted, and four carried significant wounds on their bony arms and shoulders, which they occasionally licked.

      “I never thought I’d see this,” I replied. “They creep the hell out of me, and yet I can’t stop looking.”

      “I know, we’re the same.” Field came by my side. “But they’re determined to protect us.”

      “And they are phenomenal in battle,” Anjani added. “I had no idea.”

      Phoenix stood a few feet away, staring at the shifters through hooded lids, his jaw locked and his mouth flat. They probably reminded him of the Daughter. I went over and put my arm around his shoulder. He gave me a sideways glance and a weak half-smile.

      “Glad to see you’re okay,” he said, his voice barely a whisper.

      “We’ll get her back, one way or another. You know that, right?” I said what I knew he needed to hear.

      He’d been fighting Destroyers over the course of so many miles, he hadn’t even had time to grieve properly. But we still had a lot of work to do, and I needed him strong and focused throughout. I had no idea how to get the Daughter back, but I had faith in our group, in our ability to come together and achieve the impossible.

      He looked at the shifters again, nodding slowly.

      “Let’s head back into Stonewall,” Hansa said. “If more of them come, we don’t want them to find us here. We’ll be safe inside.”

      We followed her, stepping over Destroyer corpses on our way to the citadel, which lay a mile ahead, tall and quiet on the eastern shore.

      I mounted my indigo horse, and Anjani climbed up behind me, her arms snaking around my body as she kept herself close, soft against my back.

      Phoenix walked ahead, next to Aida and Field, whose fingers were interlocked.

      Hansa took the lead on her horse as we followed the succubi and Maras ahead. Jax looked over his shoulder once in a while, prompting me to do the same. We left behind a site of absolute carnage, but I had no regrets.

      I was ready to do it again to protect the ones I loved.
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      We ran the rest of that mile to Stonewall. We needed to disappear inside the citadel—if there were more hostiles coming after us, they wouldn’t see us.

      As soon as we reached the steps, I breathed a heavy sigh of relief. I looked up, marveling at the sheer size of the place, the massive stone walls and the wind howling through the wide arches. I could hear waves crashing against the shore on the other side, but other than that, there was no sound.

      I followed Jax and his wards, along with the rest of our group, as they took us through a spacious courtyard. I caught movement out of the corner of my eye and stilled, turning my head to see what it was. A large feline moved quietly along the wall. Field stopped behind me, and I could feel his body heat radiating into my back.

      “It’s okay,” he whispered in my ear.

      “Bajangs,” Hansa said over her shoulder as she kept walking.

      I looked around and noticed more of these creatures quietly watching us from the shadows.

      Field didn’t let go of my hand as we kept moving. We entered the citadel and followed a wide corridor as the Bajangs came closer, walking alongside us. Some of them looked at me with big amber or green eyes, sniffing the air and crinkling their noses. They didn’t seem to like me very much.

      Jovi noticed my discomfort and winked at me. “Relax, Sis, they won’t hurt us,” he said. “I guess this ‘cats and dogs’ thing is universal, that’s all.”

      “You mean ‘multiversal’.” I raised an eyebrow. “You know, since this is the In-Between.”

      “Look at you, one day out in the wild and you’re making up new words!” he replied jokingly and put on a smirk.

      He was close enough for me to smack him over the shoulder. He flinched, then growled playfully.

      “Careful, Sis, I can still kick your ass if you get out of line.”

      “I would love to see you try, wise-ass,” I grinned, while Field stifled a chuckle.

      I’d missed the banter. I’d missed my brother and my friends. My heart leaped at the thought of seeing Serena again. We’d only been apart for a few days, but given everything that had happened, if felt like eons.

      We reached the end of the hallway and stopped in front of a limestone wall. One of the felines that had walked with us, resembling a snow leopard, stood on its hind legs and morphed into a male Bajang. I couldn’t help but gawk at his athletic physique, at the ropes of toned muscle that stretched across his back and the gray and white fur covering the lower part of his body. He glanced over his shoulder at us with icy blue eyes as his lips parted, revealing his sharp fangs. He pushed his thumb into one, drawing blood.

      He pressed the same hand against the wall, and I gasped as the stone began to ripple. Anjani looked at Hansa, her eyes wide with surprise.

      “This is a cloaking spell!” she exclaimed.

      “Yup,” Hansa replied. “Almus taught these people a few swamp witch magic tricks, it seems…”

      The Bajang walked through the wall, and we followed, one by one. I felt the liquid stone tickle my skin as I moved forward, holding onto Field’s hand in the process.

      “This is so cool,” I heard Field mutter once we reached the other side.

      The Bajang guided us farther as we gaped at the spacious interiors, at tall ceilings and ornate details, painted walls and heavy velvet curtains. He took us through the Bajangs’ living quarters, where I saw more of these creatures in their two-legged form—males, females, and cubs, all stopping to look at us as we passed by. The Green Tribe succubi stopped here for their wounds to be treated, except for Wren, who came along with us.

      We went through a wide arch, and I heard Serena squeal.

      I peeled my eyes from the thousands of books covering the walls and looked ahead as she ran toward me and trapped me in a hug.

      “Oh, I am so happy to see you here!” she gasped, and held me tight, kissing my cheek.

      I hugged her back, slowly relaxing in her embrace. She beamed at me before she jumped into Phoenix’s arms. He responded by wrapping his arms around her and hiding his face in her black hair. I saw his ribcage swell as he breathed in. She dropped a multitude of kisses on both his cheeks, then cupped his face and looked him in the eyes.

      “We’ll get her back, Phoenix. I promise you,” she said, her eyebrows tucked into a frown.

      “Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” Phoenix replied, his voice barely audible.

      Draven came up to him and placed a hand on his shoulder, a sympathetic look on his face.

      “There’s an unbreakable bond between you and the Daughter,” the Druid said.

      “Viola. Her name’s Viola,” Phoenix muttered.

      “Viola,” Draven repeated, nodding slowly. “We may be able to use this bond between you to find her. Key word here being ‘may’. I wouldn’t want to get your hopes too high.”

      “Either way,” Serena added, giving Draven a reprimanding sideways glance that expressed her discomfort at his sometimes inappropriately brutal honesty. He shrugged in response. “You know she’ll be safe with them, and you know they won’t let anything happen to you, since you and Viola are so deeply connected.”

      Phoenix exhaled sharply, his lips tight, a muscle still twitching in his jaw. He looked at me as he took a step back. I hadn’t had time to tell him what Vita’s visions had shown. We’d been running and fighting Destroyers since we’d left the farmhouse. Everything had happened so fast, and I didn’t want to risk giving him even more to worry about while he battled the slithering beasts.

      “Yeah, about that,” I managed to say, feeling terrible for having to spoil the moment. But Vita’s vision could no longer wait. “I spoke to Vita.”

      All eyes were on me, including Field’s. He’d seen me distraught after I’d reached out to Vita during our stop at the farmhouse, but he hadn’t pressed me with questions. He’d understood the lack of time for properly delving into everything she’d told me.

      “She says the future has changed, but not for the better,” I continued, choosing my words carefully. I glanced at Phoenix, then at Draven and Serena, and bit into my lower lip. I had no choice. “Viola won’t cause that massive explosion anymore. But she will die…”

      I immediately looked at Phoenix, whose face was livid. He didn’t say anything as I struggled to speak.

      “She will die because Phoenix will die,” I continued. “Draven will kill him.”

      Draven and Serena gaped at me, their eyes huge. The Druid’s lips parted and his shoulders slumped, while Serena’s gaze darted between me and him. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. I couldn’t bear to look at them as I told them the rest of Vita’s vision.

      “I believe it has something to do with Azazel’s snake medallion. Vita saw Draven wearing it, turned into a Destroyer. Draven will destroy Azazel, but victory will come at the price of his own soul, and the medallion is key. I think it holds whatever it is that makes that monster so powerful. But Draven won’t be able to resist that darkness, and he will turn. He will kill us all when we try to stop him. Eritopia will burn, but it will be at Draven’s hand. Those who do survive will be exiled to Marton, doomed to die in the desert. That’s all I could get from Vita in the short time we had together. I’ll reach out to her later for the details, but… it’s not looking good.”

      A few minutes went by, my stomach churning in the meantime.

      Draven’s gaze was fixed on the floor, as was Phoenix’s. Jovi, Field, Hansa, Anjani, and I looked at each other, while Serena stared at the Druid, pain flickering in her eyes. I couldn’t stand the silence anymore.

      “It’s only a possible future,” I added weakly. “We’ve changed it before, haven’t we?”

      But no one answered. I saw other creatures in the archive hall with us, three of which I’d not met before. They all watched quietly, occasionally glancing at each other before shifting their focus back to the Druid.

      “It can’t be,” Draven finally spoke.

      His eyes were dark, flickering black. His jaw twitched, his mouth turned into a thin, straight line.

      “The snake pendant,” Serena whispered. “You’ll take Asherak’s curse into your…”

      “Ashe-what?” I replied, my confusion evident. I’d clearly missed out on some information.

      “Azazel’s pendant,” she explained. “It’s a curse. It holds Asherak’s soul. He was the first evil Druid. Think Azazel in his beta version. He created dark and powerful magic, forbidden spells that he used to torture and kill those who opposed him, thousands of years ago.”

      “I’ve heard that name before,” Anjani muttered. “In old Eritopian legends. I never thought he was real…”

      “He was.” Serena nodded, while Draven boiled by her side. “He went crazy, like Azazel, but the Grand Temple Druids got together and defeated his invading armies. By the time they got to him, though, all they found was his lifeless body. He’d stashed his soul with all its poison inside that snake pendant with ruby eyes. The Druids tried to destroy it, but they couldn’t. So they never spoke of him again and passed the pendant over to the Grand Druids. Only they knew about it, and they kept it safe and hidden from the rest of the world…”

      “Until Azazel took over the Third Kingdom and became a Grand Druid himself,” I concluded, putting the pieces together. “It’s why he’s so powerful. He draws energy from the volcanoes, the little Daughter, and the pendant…”

      “This cannot be,” Draven said, his voice trembling.

      “Draven.” Serena moved to take his hand in hers, but he pulled away, taking a few steps back. I could see him unraveling.

      “No. No, it cannot be. I would never.” He looked up at Phoenix. “I wouldn’t… No… I am a Druid; I’m sworn to protect you all. No, I… This can’t be.”

      “It can, if it’s a sacrifice,” Jax mused from the edge of our group.

      Draven stared at the Lord of Maras with genuine disbelief.

      “What kind of sacrifice would it be, if I ended up finishing Azazel’s job for him?” he snapped.

      “A sacrifice gone wrong.” Jax held his chin up, his jawline firm, but a sympathetic glimmer in his jade-colored eyes. “Good intentions succumbing to Asherak’s darkness.”

      “No.” Draven shook his head, stepping farther away from our group.

      My heart tied itself in knots at the sight of his misery, and judging by Serena’s pained expression and fast breathing, she couldn’t stand to see him like this either. She moved toward Draven, but he raised his hands in a blocking gesture, stopping her in her tracks.

      “Just no. I would never take a life like that. I would never betray those who have helped me. Who have helped Eritopia,” he said. “I can’t… I would rather die. I would rather end myself if I have to.”

      “Draven, don’t say that,” Serena’s sharp voice cut through.

      She was angry, her hands balled into fists at her sides, tears welling up in her eyes. Draven looked at her, his eyebrows raised, as he clearly hadn’t expected her to take such a slicing tone.

      “You listen to me carefully, Druid,” she added. “What Vita saw is a probable future.”

      “The most probable,” Jax added.

      “You’re not helping!” she barked at the Mara, whose mouth flattened as he looked down, like a kid being reprimanded by his mother. She then glared at Draven. “You! You won’t go dark, you hear me? I won’t let you! We know what’s going to happen, so we can prevent it. We’ve talked about this before. Every time the future shows us something horrible, we all gasp and cry and feel bad and suffer. But we change it. It’s the same now. We’re going to change it!”

      She then turned to face us, her nostrils flaring.

      “We need to focus on the big picture here,” she continued. “The single and most immediate threat is Azazel. We don’t know enough about Vita’s vision right now to take any action against it. But what we can do is move forward with our alliance against that snaky bastard. We need to get Vita out of there. We need a concealment spell for the Oracles. We have work to do!”

      Her resolve was truly impressive, and rather infectious. Hansa and Jax nodded. I felt Field’s hand as it tightened its grip on mine. I looked at him and nearly lost myself in his turquoise gaze. He was so calm and quiet. I took a page out of his book and willed myself into a balanced state while Serena’s words buzzed around in my head.

      She was right. We had a lot of work to do.

      “We need to hold out until the alliance meeting,” Serena added, looking at Draven and Phoenix. “Put all those dark thoughts aside for now. We will talk all this through once we get Vita back here safely. We will find a way to change the outcome, like we always do.”

      Phoenix didn’t reply, looking away and barely moving his head in a faint nod. Draven took a deep breath, holding it in for a few seconds, then exhaled sharply. He was nowhere near done with the subject, but he seemed to agree with Serena—we had more urgent issues to deal with.

      “I think it would be best if we kept this among ourselves for now,” Draven said slowly, looking at the whole group. “It might cause reluctance among our allies if they knew about my potential downfall.”

      “Thorn and I won’t say a word,” said the female of the two Bajangs in the archive hall with us. Her companion raised an eyebrow and nodded.

      “We can’t afford doubt in our ranks at this point,” he said. “Rest assured, Druid, we will keep quiet about this.”

      “I won’t tell my mother either,” Eva chimed in, her amber-yellow gaze fixed on Draven. “Unless it is absolutely necessary. Otherwise there is no point to adding concern to an already difficult situation.”

      “Thank you, Eva,” Serena replied with forced politeness.

      “I’m looking after the future father of my child, that’s all.” She winked back.

      That remark earned her an icy glare from Serena, but the young Lamia didn’t seem to care. I would’ve expressed my own displeasure with her deliberately stinging words, but I took comfort in the fact that she was going to get the short end of the stick in the end, as Draven was never going to go through with Tamara’s condition. If anything, I tried not to smirk at the thought of seeing her face when they eventually told her she wasn’t going to have a little Draven.

      The Druid ignored her completely, choosing to resume his seat at the large round table in the middle, where a mountain of books and scrolls waited.

      Serena watched him for a moment before she went to Phoenix and cupped his cheek.

      “Phoenix, it’ll be okay,” she said. “We won’t let this happen. We’re Shadians, you know. We don’t bend so easily, do we?”

      He didn’t reply, but his gaze was locked on hers. Their eyes flickered gold, and I figured they were reading each other’s emotions. Phoenix scoffed, then walked over to one of the windows, choosing to stand there and look outside.

      Serena moved to try to talk to him again, but I reached out and caught her wrist.

      “Don’t,” I told her. “Give him some time. He needs to process all this. It’s coming down on him too fast and too hard.”

      “I can’t stand to see him like this,” she muttered.

      “Me neither,” Field interjected. “But you’re right. Bigger fish to fry here.”

      My Hawk was right. We had a lot to deal with already. Another deadly future wasn’t exactly a surprise. The circumstances had changed, of course, but the outcome was the same. Our main priority was to get Vita out of Luceria and strengthen the alliance against Azazel.

      We had a deadly enemy to bring down, without losing our souls and the people we loved in the process. We had a future to change.

      Most importantly, we had to find a way to destroy that damn snake pendant. I had a feeling it would all boil down to that one, cursed object in the end.
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      Azazel left me alone for the rest of the day. On one hand, I was relieved to not have to see him again. My skin crawled whenever he was near. But on the other hand, I feared he was already devising new ways to disrupt the alliance that was rising against him. And as long as he could feel Aida and Phoenix out there, he could track them.

      I sat by the window as the sun set outside, glazing the hills surrounding Luceria in a warm, reddish light. My mind went to Bijarki. I worried about him out there, on his own, but I knew he was strong and fast, and intelligent enough to keep out of trouble. On top of that, he had the invisibility spell. It was only a matter of time before I’d see him again, and my heart jumped at the thought.

      The memory of our night together was permanently seared into my soul, sparking fires in my ribcage. The taste of his lips, the weight of his body over mine, his fingers drawing invisible lines on my skin—all moments in which I found refuge while captive in Azazel’s castle.

      My heart throbbed at the thought of Bijarki and Anjani agreeing to a marriage for the sake of their people. My Oracle gift had been so cruel to show me such visions, but I could only react by finding a way to stop them from coming true. It tore me apart to think about what Serena would go through with Draven—I’d seen the look in his eyes as he struggled with his Destroyer form, the anguish and the desperate need to have her with him.

      It hit me then that there may be a way out of it. I thought of Patrik and Kyana, and his love for her fueling him as he gradually worked to break Azazel’s spell. I figured Draven could do the same through Serena. The love he’d shown for her in my vision was so powerful, so intense, that, if nurtured properly, it could help him push the darkness away. It could stop him from turning.

      I heard a key twist in the door, and I turned my head to see Patrik come in with a food tray. He gave me a polite nod as he locked the door and put my dinner on a nearby side table. His side was still covered in thick palm leaves, but he seemed to have regained some color in his cheeks.

      “Where’s Damion?” I asked.

      “He’s been demoted to kitchen ranks for now,” Patrik replied, the corner of his mouth twitching. “His aggressions toward you cost him his position up here, and since I’m still healing, I offered to bring your food instead.”

      I was tense around him, but I wasn’t scared. I knew he was trying to break free, and it somehow made him seem like less of a threat than Damion, whose downright maniacal behavior had nearly killed me. I gave him a curt nod, then gazed out the window.

      A minute passed in absolute silence. I waited for him to speak up because I knew he’d bring up Kyana.

      “Vita,” he said slowly, prompting me to look at him. He was a couple of feet away from me, his yellow eyes fixed on my face, hands behind his back while the tip of his lower snake body jerked nervously. “I want to thank you for setting Kyana free. I appreciate the risk you subjected yourself to in order to do so. You have no idea how much good you’ve done me with this.”

      “I know exactly what I did, and why I did it. I even know what you do when none of Azazel’s green fires are watching,” I replied bluntly.

      “Shut up,” he hissed, his expression darkening.

      I stilled, fearing I’d brought out the beast in him. He raised his index finger to his lips, then slithered around the room, checking behind every curtain, in every box and drawer, every nook and cranny. I watched quietly as he got down on the floor, then hissed again.

      He emerged with a green firefly stuck between two fingers, looking at it with an eyebrow raised before squishing it. I shuddered at the thought of having Azazel’s version of a spy cam in my bedroom. Then I froze, wondering how long that little bug had been there. Had it heard my conversations with Aida?

      Fear trickled through my veins. Patrik noticed my reaction and gave me a reassuring half-smile.

      “It’s okay,” he said. “Unless Azazel is actually watching in his pool of green fire, he probably didn’t hear or see everything you’ve been up to since you’ve been here. If he had, you never would have made it downstairs into the dungeons to release Kyana.”

      He had a point. So, the green fires only worked in real time. I clung to that thought for the time being, as there were already so many horrible things wrong in my life at that point that I simply didn’t want to deal with more.

      “How much do you know about what I’m doing?” he asked, watching me curiously.

      “As you probably know by now, there are three of us Oracles,” I explained briefly. “But we don’t all see the same. One sees the past, one sees the present, and I see the future. One of us saw you a few days ago, a couple of times, as you attempted to break from Azazel’s control. I know he infected you with his darkness the moment you joined his ranks, and I know you and Kyana are in love. I assumed he was holding her down there as leverage. How am I doing so far?”

      Patrik pursed his lips and raised an eyebrow, nodding slowly.

      “Surprisingly accurate,” he replied, his shoulders slumping. “I was a good Druid, and a faithful one, too. After I earned my fiftieth circle, Almus offered me a position in his kingdom. I was one of his top lieutenants, and was in charge of diplomatic missions across Eritopia. I believed in him, and I held the Grand Temple Druids in high regard. When Azazel first started acting—”

      “Crazy? Maniacal? Genocidal?” I interjected sarcastically.

      “All of the above,” he huffed. “I was one of the first to warn Almus of the potential dangers we faced with him on the loose. But even I saw the signs too late. By the time we realized what was going on, the Grand Temple had been destroyed, Genevieve had died in childbirth, along with the child, and Almus had vanished.”

      I wanted to tell him about Draven, but kept my cards close to my chest, aware that he was still subject to Azazel’s control spell and couldn’t do anything against his master. Besides, I wasn’t sure how much they actually knew about him, and what they’d uncovered in the mansion after the shield came down.

      “I fought for as long as I could before I was captured and brought to Azazel,” he added. “He showed me Kyana in chains, trapped in a cage, and offered me a deal. Her life spared in captivity if I accepted his dominion. I love her. I’ve loved her from the moment I caught her sneaking around the Grand Temple, eavesdropping on Druid lessons of the tenth circle. I couldn’t. I just couldn’t…”

      His voice broke, and he took a deep breath.

      “I couldn’t let her die. So I told him yes,” he continued. “I was forced to become what you see today, Vita. I had no other choice.”

      “I understand,” I replied slowly, then laughed humorlessly. “Love, right?”

      “Indeed. But it was the same love that kept me going through all these years without losing my mind. It’s been my love for her that has fueled me into fighting the control spell Azazel cast on me. I’ve been working on it from the day I was turned. Building up resistance to the pain it causes me if I do something to the detriment of my master. I’m close to breaking out, and I have to say, knowing Kyana is free is one incredible incentive.”

      “Then keep fighting. Don’t stop until you break free,” I encouraged him. “Is there any way I can help you?”

      “Haven’t you done enough, little Oracle?” He smiled gently. “I’ll get through it, worry not. You’ve done your part. It’s time for me to do mine…”

      “I don’t get why you people keep calling me that,” I muttered, slightly irritated.

      “Because you are a little Oracle.”

      I scoffed, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “But that’s not a bad thing at all,” he continued. “You have so much courage and fire inside you that your stature is meaningless.”

      I nearly smiled.

      “You have no idea how much fire,” I replied. “Can you tell me about Azazel’s pendant?”

      He frowned, taking a deep breath and slowly letting it out.

      “I don’t know much about it, to tell you the truth,” he said. “But I suspect it’s old, forbidden Druid magic, and definitely a primary source of power for him.”

      “You mean, besides the volcanoes and the little Daughter he keeps hidden somewhere in this castle?”

      Patrik gaped at me for a good minute.

      “You know about them, too?”

      “I’m an Oracle, remember?” I winked in response.

      “Fair enough,” he said. “Azazel is very attached to that pendant. He killed Lorenz, Master Druid of the Tenth Kingdom, for it. He won’t let anyone get near it. One might lose a hand if they tried to touch it.”

      He then sat on the bed, a defeated look on his face as his broad shoulders dropped further.

      “I haven’t been able to do much in my Destroyer form,” he sighed. “I haven’t been able to look into anything related to Azazel’s potential weaknesses. There is enormous pain that comes with each endeavor. You see, the control spell that he uses on us cuts off our Druid magic abilities; it’s like blood poison. It causes pain whenever I try to do something against him, or try to escape, or even try to take my own life. I’ve tried it all.”

      “Then how are we talking about him now? You clearly know I’m not an ally here.”

      “I’ve conditioned myself to withstand certain amounts of pain,” he replied. “Speaking to you about him feels uncomfortable to say the least, like a kind of headache, but it’s nothing compared to what I’d go through if I tried to attack Azazel, for example. ‘Agony’ wouldn’t even begin to describe the sensation.”

      “So what, the pain is graded based on the gravity of your actions?”

      “Sort of, yes.” He nodded. “The bigger the crime against the master, the worse it feels. I’ve been fighting it for years, gradually getting myself accustomed to increasing levels of pain, chipping away at his spell. With Kyana now gone, I no longer fear Azazel. He has lost his leverage over me.”

      I stood up from the windowsill, the chain on my ankle rattling and reminding me of my status there. It didn’t depress me; it merely poured gasoline on the fire already blazing through me.

      “Nevertheless, please be careful going forward,” I told Patrik. “Azazel is extremely cunning and might already know about your plans.”

      “He doesn’t, I can assure you of that.” He winked. “I’ve been at his side, one of his most powerful lieutenants, for a very long time. I’ve done and I continue doing horrible things for him, just to keep him under the illusion of total control.”

      His gaze darkened as he looked away.

      “I will never forgive myself for all the lives I’ve taken, but I take comfort in the fact that one day soon, I will get to watch his head roll on the floor,” he said, his voice low.

      He then shook that gloomy state off and stood up, nodding at the food tray.

      “Please eat. You need your strength,” he said. “And try not to do anything else to anger Azazel. He seemed cranky enough today.”

      “Ah, that was definitely me,” I replied dryly, feeling the corner of my mouth pull into a satisfied smirk. “I told him the truth from my visions of the future. I told him he will die, and he flipped out, pointing at the snake pendant and telling me that’s impossible. But I saw it. So it can happen. He’s probably spinning around like a loose wheel right now, desperate to stop it from coming true.”

      Patrik listened with interest, his brows furrowed, drawing a deep, dark vertical line above his nose.

      “I’m becoming more convinced that the pendant may be the key to his undoing,” he mused.

      “Think you can dig into it a little bit more?”

      “I can try,” Patrik said. “In the meantime, I’m serious, Vita—stay out of trouble.”

      I clicked my teeth with a wink as I took the food tray from the side table. My stomach was growling, and he was right: I would need my strength when Bijarki came to get me out of this hellhole.

      Patrik left, locking the double doors behind him.

      I felt like I could breathe easier after my conversation with Patrik. We were on the right track, and we were dealing a great blow to Azazel from the inside. I plowed through my food with surprising relish, swatting the negative thoughts away.

      Whether it was because I was hopeful or just satisfied by a warm meal, I looked defiantly into the future, with the promise to find a way to keep my loved ones safe, and remove Azazel from this world.
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      By the time the sun came down and the sky went dark, we were all caught up—Aida and the others were introduced to Zeriel, newly anointed King of the Tritones and loudmouth extraordinaire, as well as Thorn and Rebel, Bajang twins and rulers (albeit in secret) of Stonewall.

      We spent the rest of the day in the archive hall, talking about forbidden Druid magic and ways to deprive Azazel of his primary energy sources. Anjani had left my side to sit with Hansa, and they spent several hours talking. Judging by the fleeting expressions on their faces, it didn’t go smoothly. On more than one occasion, Anjani moved to stand but Hansa held her down, her hand wrapped around her younger sister’s wrist.

      There was a general feeling of gloom and dread floating through the hall, and it weighed heavy on our shoulders, whether we were willing to admit it or not. Draven had isolated himself in a corner by one of the windows, reading through a tome of forbidden Druid magic. He seemed more comfortable keeping his distance while he processed everything he’d been told regarding Asherak’s curse and his downfall. He and Serena exchanged glances once in a while, but it never led to anything, just sighs and unspoken thoughts. She seemed to have trouble focusing when he was in that state, but there wasn’t much she could do about it.

      I felt sorry for him, but at the same time, my instinct to protect the ones I loved simmered beneath the surface. I found myself wondering whether I’d have the strength to kill him if it meant saving my sister, if it ever came to that. I didn’t have a clear answer, just an overall weariness that I hoped would pass.

      Aida had just spoken with Vita again, through their unique Oracle connection. She looked at me warily, letting a long and torturous sigh deflate her. I was still scrambling through one of the Druid registries when I decided to drill her for news of Vita as a more interesting way of passing the time and keeping my mind off Anjani for the time being.

      “What’s up?” I asked her.

      “I got the full picture of Vita’s visions,” she muttered, unable to look me in the eyes.

      Despite her attempt to downplay it, everyone turned their attention to her, including Draven from the far end of the hall. Serena straightened her back, her bluish green eyes twinkling with interest.

      Aida looked around and saw everyone waiting for her to speak. She rolled her eyes and sighed, clearly displeased with having to share what I guessed would be more bad news.

      She gave us the full account of all three of Vita’s visions, from Viola dying when Phoenix was killed, to Bijarki and Anjani agreeing to an arranged marriage after the world had basically ended. Vita and I had also died, and it all ended with Draven in Destroyer form presenting himself as the failed champion who had killed Azazel but ended up being overtaken by Asherak’s curse.

      A claw tightened around my heart. I’d heard about my own death before, but I’d never considered that my demise would push Anjani into someone else’s arms, for whatever purpose. It just didn’t feel right. I didn’t want to leave her.

      I glanced around the hall and found Anjani staring at me, grief glazing her eyes with tears, and she pressed her lips together to stop them from pouring down her cheeks. She blinked several times, then looked away.

      “I’m sorry, Jovi,” Aida said with a trembling voice. “I didn’t want to tell you, to be honest. You keep dying in these visions, and I think you’ve heard enough of it already…”

      “It’s okay, Sis,” I quipped, pushing my own despair as deep inside as I could, for the time being. “It’s just a possible future, like Serena said. We can change it.”

      “Most possible future,” Jax interjected again.

      “Seriously?!” Serena hissed.

      “Just being accurate,” the Lord of Maras replied with a shrug. “We can’t just brush these visions aside, nor diminish their chances of coming true. I understand where you’re coming from, but we will gain nothing if we tiptoe around one another’s feelings. This is war, Serena. We have no time for fear and doubt. We have the data, and we know what to do with it. Period.”

      Jax had a point. We’d been going through this for quite some time now. The prospect of death. Of losing our loved ones. It hurt every time, but it only had one purpose—to get us to stop it from happening.

      It was better to focus on the solution rather than let the problem eat away at us. We’d heard it all before at GASP, but experiencing it ourselves was something else entirely. Nevertheless, I was ready.

      “He’s right, Serena,” I added. “It’s okay. We know what’s most likely to happen, and yes, we need to have it bright and red and painfully in our faces, so we understand the gravity of our situation, should we fail going forward.”

      I glanced at the Druid, who continued to stare out the window, one elbow resting on his elevated knee. He nodded slowly, taking deep breaths as he listened to our conversation. Hansa found it difficult to see incubi and succubi coming together, after so many centuries apart and in a general state of animosity.

      “Things would have to be truly dire for us to reach such a consensus,” she muttered, looking at Anjani, who kept quiet and stared at the floor.

      I stood, eager to walk away from it all for a few moments. My brain was close to frying itself, and my stomach turned and twisted at the thought of losing my life and never seeing Anjani again. I needed a break.

      “I’m going to hit the shower,” I said with a half-smile that took what was left of my energy to put on my face.

      “Our waifs are outside. They will escort you to your room,” Rebel replied from the side, a massive registry book resting in her lap.

      “Are you okay?” Aida asked, visibly worried.

      “You heard Jax.” I held my stance. “Less problem, more solution. Right now, my only solution is a shower.”

      I winked and walked out, immediately greeted by a teenage Bajang in feline form. The creature purred as it rubbed itself against my leg, nearly knocking me down. It was already the size of a lion, even at such a young age.

      It stopped in front of a door, looking at me with big yellow eyes.

      “Thanks, kitty,” I said slowly. “Thought you guys weren’t fans of us wolf-people.”

      The feline shifted in front of me, turning into a beautiful young girl with beige fur and rich, sand-colored hair, like a mane. She gave me a shy smile and bowed respectfully.

      “Most of us don’t, but I think you’re sweet,” she said. “And funny.”

      “And you’ve just made my day. Thank you!” I couldn’t help but chuckle.

      She bowed again then walked away. I entered my room and leaned against the door for a second. When I closed my eyes, the image of Anjani formed in the darkness, her emerald-gold gaze drilling into my very soul.

      My heart ached. My bones felt heavier than usual. My breathing was labored.

      I turned on the water faucet, delighted to see they had installed water pipes and basic plumbing systems in Stonewall. I stepped into the large copper tub and let the cold stream wash over me, chilling my every nerve ending until I felt nothing.

      I cleaned myself up and wrapped a towel tight around my waist before I walked into my room.

      My feet froze in the doorway at the sight of Anjani sitting on the edge of my bed. There was a lot of pain in her eyes as she looked at me, her lower lip trembling and her shoulders hunched. Knots began pulling inside me, tugging at invisible strings in my heart.

      I didn’t even know what to say to her. I’d hoped my solution-not-problem bravado would fix how I felt, but all it took was one look at Anjani to feel myself come undone.

      “I’m having a hard time dealing with Vita’s vision,” she said after we’d stared at each other for a while. “I shouldn’t, because I’m a succubus and I shouldn’t care, but here I am. Weak. Unraveled. Unwilling to face such a future.”

      “Anjani…”

      Her name was all I could manage.

      “I can’t… I wouldn’t marry Bijarki. I… Honestly, it’s unfathomable,” she continued, her voice raw and husky. “Jovi… I would never. I don’t want to. It won’t happen. I will not allow that to happen. You will live, and you will be mine, do you understand me?”

      I nodded like a mindless simpleton, while my body succumbed to the incandescent sweetness of all the emotions she stirred in me.

      She stood, her chin high, and bit her lower lip.

      It sent my senses into a frenzy, but I held onto consciousness for dear life, as she wasn’t done talking and I wasn’t done listening.

      “I spoke to Hansa about the conversation the two of you had,” she added. “About me and you.”

      “Oh,” I croaked.

      “She didn’t like what I had to say, but I think she finally accepted it. Should we survive this, we will find a way to be together, Jovi. I don’t want to live in a world you’re not in. You make me want to fight harder than ever. New world. New rules.”

      Several seconds passed during which neither of us said anything.

      She opened her mouth to say something else, but I took a step forward and captured it in a kiss, the kind that set my heart on fire and made my blood simmer. Her lips were soft and perfect, and I’d missed the taste of her so much.

      Her voice echoed inside me, her soft chest against mine as my hands ran up and down her spine. I gently grazed her lower lip before I paused to look at her. Her eyes were hooded, her skin glowing. Her breath hitched when my thumb brushed over her ribs, nudging the curve of her breast. I lowered my head and hid my face in her rich black hair, the scent of her skin intoxicating me.

      “I’ve missed you, Anjani,” I whispered, pouring all my emotions into that one simple sentence.

      “I fight harder just to be with you,” she replied, and took a deep breath. “I slashed and carved my way to Stonewall. Nothing can stand in my way, not Destroyers, not incubi, not Azazel, or old tribal traditions…”

      “I’m in too deep, Anjani. I love you too much to let you go, even with death knocking on my door.” I raised my head to see her expression.

      She was soft, and as smitten as I was. We were soon lost in kisses, consuming each other with a feverish need that hadn’t been satisfied in days. Feeling her so close to me chased away everything that had hammered me minutes before. I abandoned myself in her warmth as she coiled her arms around my neck and pulled me even closer, until I could feel her heart beating next to mine.

      Whatever the future held, I was ready to trump it.

      For the moment, however, I had the creature of my dreams in my arms. We had each other, and it was enough.
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      Later that night, when the others had retired to their rooms, exhausted and sore from the fighting, I had a brief exchange with Wren before she went to check on her sisters.

      “I’m glad to see you’ve changed your mind,” I told her.

      “I kind of had to, since your friends brought all those Destroyers to me,” she replied, her lips pursed bitterly. “We’ll start work on one of the ships tomorrow. Thorn said at least one of the vessels in the harbor below can be restored to sail across the ocean. I’ll be sending our mothers-to-be to Marton, while the rest of us will stay here and join your alliance.”

      “You’re making the right choice, Wren. I cannot express how thankful I am that you were there when my brother and his group passed through.” I smiled gently.

      We agreed to continue the conversation in the morning, once we’d all rested and were past today’s traumatic events. She gave me a friendly pat on the shoulder and walked out.

      It was just me and Draven left in the archive hall, and I could feel the silence grow heavier with every minute that went by. I could feel him looking at me from his distant window seat. I turned around, and he buried his head in the forbidden Druid magic book, his jaw clenched as he flipped through the pages.

      I walked toward him, slowly and quietly, watching his expression change as I shortened the distance between us. He turned a couple more pages, then tossed the book away. It landed on the floor with a thud, but I ignored it and took a few more steps.

      He looked up, his eyes hooded and flickering black. The closer I got, the more of his torment became visible. His chest expanded with every breath, his eyebrows pulled into a frown, and tension kept his shoulders straight and his face hard. His gaze settled on my face as I reached him.

      “I’m guessing no luck with a concealment spell for the Oracles so far?” I asked.

      “Nothing. Just a dozen ways to cause pain and suffering and death,” he growled.

      He didn’t close himself off this time. I could feel the ribbons of red, simmering rage flowing from him. I figured he was letting it all out so I could sense it and keep my distance, but it wasn’t going to work. I refused to let him deal with this on his own, blame himself for atrocities that had yet to happen and that could ultimately be prevented.

      “We’ll find something, Draven,” I replied gently. “Today wasn’t the best of days, that’s all. Why don’t you sleep, rest a little, and start fresh in the morning?”

      “How can I sleep, when Vita’s trapped in Azazel’s clutches, the Daughter has been taken away by her psychotic sisters, and there’s the possibility that I will turn into something worse than Azazel, killing all those I wish to protect and keeping you in a cage for my own twisted emotional support?”

      His tone was sharp and could cut deep, but I wouldn’t be deterred anymore. We’d been through this before, in different circumstances, and we’d gotten past it. We’d pushed forward and strengthened the alliance against Azazel in the process. There was no way I was losing him now.

      “You have to, otherwise you’ll burn yourself out,” I insisted.

      He shot to his feet and walked past me, his face a stony mask as he headed for the exit.

      “Draven—”

      “I need to be alone, Serena.” He stopped without turning to look at me. “I need to be on my own and find my resolve here. I’m afraid my nerves are too stretched right now, and I don’t want to lash out and say something I’ll come to regret. I don’t wish to hurt you…”

      It was then that I felt him slowly closing himself off. I could no longer sense his emotions. It alarmed me—I’d gotten so used to living with his soul so close to mine that I didn’t want it to stop. It was selfish of me, but it was also the best way to read him when there weren’t any words between us. I didn’t want to be left in the dark again.

      “I understand that,” I replied gently. “But please consider this one thing: you’re taking these visions as absolute truth, when they can still be prevented. We’ve done it before, though I honestly don’t know how we’ve made it so far, since we’ve been winging it like crazy. But we’ve been through this before. And we’ll get out of this in one piece. I mean, I don’t know about you, but I will stop at nothing to protect you and the people I love.”

      Draven didn’t say anything, but he did turn around to give me a weak smile.

      “Thank you, Serena,” he said, then left.

      The sound of his footsteps echoed from the other hall. I huffed and returned to the second volume of forbidden Druid magic. I was tired, and my eyes were stinging, my heart heavy, and my stomach the size of a pellet, but I decided to spend another hour perusing dark spells, hoping I’d find something to keep my brother and best friends concealed from Azazel.

      It felt cold and dark, but it wasn’t the ambience. It was my helplessness to protect the people I loved. Draven was torn by his potentially horrible fate. Vita was a prisoner in Luceria, surrounded by Destroyers. Phoenix was heartbroken, left without the girl he’d become bound to. And I could do nothing, other than push forward until we could see the light again.
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      I was shown to my room by a couple of Bajang cubs. Just as I opened the door, one of them snorted as the other whispered something in his ear.

      “What’s so funny?” I asked, an eyebrow raised. I had a feeling it had to do with the whole “cats and dogs” thing my brother had told me about.

      “We’re just curious what you look like as a wolf. We can smell it all over you,” said the first one with a grin.

      “Tough luck, kiddo,” I replied with a smirk. “I’m only half wolf, and can’t turn.”

      “That’s too bad.” The other frowned. “We would’ve liked to play with you.”

      “I can still scratch, bite, and kick you two around, if you’re up for a game.” I winked, then tickled them both with a playful growl.

      They giggled and turned into the small felines they were, both a bright orange and the size of a couple of lion cubs. They were absolutely adorable and started pouncing around, play-fighting, going for my legs.

      I dodged them and laughed as they rolled on the floor, one on top of the other, with the clumsiest moves I’d ever seen. A growl echoed from another room, and they both stilled, looking toward the end of the hallway at the source of the sound.

      They tumbled apart and trotted away, mewling at what I assumed was their mother calling out to them. I watched them until they disappeared around the corner, then went into my room and closed the door behind me. I’d needed a little laugh after what I’d been through.

      I emptied my lungs with one heavy breath, then headed for a shower. After shivering under the cold water for a few minutes, thankful to discover a bar of soap in a cabinet under the sink, I washed my garments and hung them by the bathroom door to dry, then wrapped myself in a towel.

      I wondered if the Bajangs kept any clothes in this place. I checked the dresser first, and found a multitude of once-colorful silken clothes, dulled by the passage of time. I picked a red robe that reminded me of a Japanese kimono. I figured it would do for the night, so I put it on and tied its fine, gold-threaded string around my waist. I noticed how the fabric molded itself against my breasts—it was one size too small, given the deep V cleavage, but it was better than sleeping in a towel.

      A knock on the door startled me.

      I opened it to find Field standing there—he’d found some clothes in his room as well, a pair of black pants and a white dress shirt with a ridiculous number of ruffles. I would’ve laughed at any man who wore this kind of garment, yet it looked gorgeous on him. His gaze darkened as he measured me from head to toe, and I could almost hear his heart thumping in his chest. He let out a stifled groan as he looked up, his eyes half-closed.

      “I… I wanted to see you,” he managed to say, his voice barely audible.

      I realized then that it was my outfit that had stirred him, and the thought of my effect on him agitated the butterflies in my stomach. I felt my cheeks burn as I stepped aside, inviting him to come in.

      He walked through the door and stopped in the middle of the room. With his back to me, he glanced at the bed to his right, then over his shoulder, his eyes burning greenish blue as they found me. My breath hitched as he turned around and came toward me.

      I stilled as he reached me, his face inches from mine. He didn’t say a word. Instead, without taking his eyes off me, he reached out and closed the door behind me.

      He lifted a finger and gently ran it down the side of my face, his gaze softening as a smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked, his voice making my insides vibrate.

      “Hot,” I managed to say, suddenly breathless.

      He took me in his arms and pulled me tight against his hard body. I exhaled sharply as his chest pressed against mine, ripping a groan from his throat. He kissed me, deeply, and I evaporated under the sweet taste of his lips.

      I opened my mouth and welcomed him, caressing his face with one hand while I snaked my other arm around his neck. His embrace was so intense, so delicious and so enlightening, that I nearly lost my balance. He held me up, then paused to look at me as I bit my lower lip, still tasting him. He was what I’d needed since the protective shield had fallen. His warmth, his comfort, and the sound of his heartbeat echoing in my chest. I relaxed against him, and he lifted me off the floor, placing me on the bed. He removed his boots and took me in his arms again, holding me close as we lowered our heads onto the pillow. He spooned me, his warmth invading my body, and I felt his breath brushing against the back of my neck.

      “It’s been a long day,” he whispered.

      “And night,” I added.

      He kissed my shoulder through the red silk, sending heatwaves through my body. I listened to his breathing for a while, thankful to have him there and so close to me, so into me, before my mind drifted away.

      My thoughts somehow wandered to the young Druids. Before the Daughters had taken Viola, before the shield had vanished and we’d had to abandon the mansion, running for our lives for so many miles, I’d made it my mission to find the young Druids in the present and make sure they were still alive.

      Before I could even fully process the idea of a vision, I felt my eyelids getting heavy as the darkness came over me. My breath hitched, and my pulse started racing as I realized I was sinking into a vision. That automatically brought on the fear of bumping into Azazel again.

      Please don’t, please don’t, please don’t. I mentally begged myself to stay focused on the young Druids before I blacked out.
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* * *

      I was taken to a desert, an endless ocean of red sand beneath a purplish sky, as the night set in. A wide river whispered to my right, its crystalline waters rolling over rounded black pebbles. The river bank was lush and green, spanning about half a mile before it faded into the desert, rich with arching palm trees and exotic flower bushes, and riddled with songbirds and various small reptiles.

      A cluster of giant black rocks rested on both sides of the river, casting their shadows and keeping their residents in relative safety, away from plain sight.

      I breathed a sigh of relief, thankful that my vision had brought me to the young Druids, who were still very much alive. I counted six of them.

      They wore reptile skins in shades of dark green and blue, their hair long and their skin tanned to a deep shade of cinnamon. Two of them were taller than their friends, with long, curly black hair and green-gray eyes framed by thick black lashes. Their expressions were rough, hardened, their gazes constantly checking the western horizon.

      Two young Druids were bathing in the river, while the other two climbed the palm trees and started picking the fruit—bright pink globes that hung in clusters. The taller Druids kept watch, spears in their hands. They all looked slightly more mature, but the difference barely meant anything in Druid years.

      There was a general feeling of angst floating among them, especially between the dark-haired males, who occasionally glanced at each other and sighed. One of them noticed the exchange from his spot in the palm tree, and rolled his eyes as he let a few succulent pink globes fall into a wicker basket on the ground.

      “If you really want to see what’s on the western shore, you’re free to go,” he said, picking another fruit.

      The dark-haired Druids looked up at him.

      “And leave you, Ori, Cassin, and Dain on your own here? That doesn’t sound very cautious, Malachy,” one of them said.

      “Well, we’ve been here for so long, I don’t blame you if you’re bored, Flynn,” Malachy replied. “I’d come with you, but we need to prepare food supplies for the next sandstorm.”

      “You shouldn’t, anyway,” Flynn said. “Mason and I are fine here.”

      “You should go check out the shore, though,” one of the Druids bathing in the river said. “I am curious to see what you can observe from there. I wonder if Azazel is still in power…”

      Sadness made his eyes flicker black before he washed his face and neck.

      “I’m not comfortable with leaving you here, unprotected,” Mason replied.

      “Well, it’s not like we’re defenseless,” the Druid identified as Ori smirked. “We’re not wounded or anything.”

      A moment passed before Malachy spoke again.

      “Maybe tomorrow, when the sun comes up,” he said.

      “Do you think you’ll find some sign from Jasmine?” Ori asked.

      “I don’t think so.” Malachy shook his head. “We haven’t seen her in decades. She may very well be dead.”

      They’d grown strong and resilient, from what I could tell. Taken from everything they’d known at such a young age, and dumped into a desert on another planet. And yet they’d made it their home. Draven was going to be very pleased with the news. I wondered if they’d be eager to join our alliance.

      I felt a smile stretching my lips. At least they were still alive and well. It was a good starting point.

      But what about Jasmine? Had she died trying to protect them?
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* * *

      My next vision took me deep inside a jungle. Judging by the plethora of giant purple trees and shifters growling somewhere in the distance, I was back on Antara. I stood in the middle of a narrow path, with no one else around.

      I heard movement somewhere below and looked down. I let out a short, high-pitched scream, startled as I jumped back at the sight of a large cobra with dark green scales and patches of bright yellow on its underbelly. It slithered along the path, its forked tongue flitting out and catching the scents of creatures nearby.

      Branches broke behind me. The cobra vanished to the side, in the tall grass, as four succubi ran past me in a flashing sprint. They wore tanned leather garments and stripes of white paint on their faces, arms, and backs. They carried crossbows, swords, and slim shields on their backs, as they hurried down the path, then took a sharp turn into the dark woods.

      The white paint reminded me of what I’d recently learned about the succubi and their color-coded tribes. Anjani had said the White Tribe had vanished without a trace and that no one had seen them since.

      “Not to be presumptuous here, but I think I just saw four of them,” I muttered, then moved to follow them.

      The dark green cobra poked its head out from the grass and slithered ahead. It seemed to be going in the same direction as the succubi, and we both took the sharp turn into the forest. I saw the four succubi run toward a massive slab of gray limestone hidden behind thick purple trees, then vanish into it. The snake darted after them, managing to enter while the stone surface still rippled.

      “Aha! Swamp witch cloaking spell,” I concluded like a good detective from a nineteenth century mystery novel. “Thank the stars no one can hear me…”

      I ran after them and passed through the barrier like the ghost I was, and found myself stunned by the sight of a small, thriving succubi settlement with fur-covered yurts built around a white marble villa-type residence. There were at least three dozen succubi there, all of them wearing white paint on their bodies.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, I think I’ve just found the White Tribe,” I muttered as I walked between the tents toward the white marble villa. Its walls were smooth, polished to perfection, and its straight lines opened into a spacious terrace, adorned with wild floral arrangements in yellow and pink and garlands wrapped around the square columns. The house had been built on top of an unpolished chunk of white marble, and the narrow steps leading to the open terrace had been carved into it.

      The villa seemed like an eerie presence in the middle of this wilderness, skirted by small camp fires. I looked above and saw the night sky glimmering—the cloaking spell had a tall dome shape, with a diameter of half a mile, at most.

      The dark green cobra disappeared somewhere behind a bush, its head poking out to get a better look as it watched the four succubi we’d first seen. It morphed into Kyana, much to my surprise, keeping a low profile in the shrubbery.

      “Glad to see you’ve made it this far,” I quipped, already eager to let Vita know Kyana had gotten out and was far from Luceria.

      But was she, though? I didn’t even know where we were, exactly. How far had Kyana gotten over the course of one day, in snake form?

      My attention was drawn back to the succubi. They stopped at the bottom of the white marble stairs, dropping to one knee with their heads down, and tapping their sheathed swords into the hard ground in front of them—I found the rhythmic “tap, tap, tap” interesting, so I got closer.

      A female emerged from the villa, stopping at the top of the stairs. She was tall and beautiful, with gray eyes, long, sand-colored hair caught in a bun, a Cupid’s bow mouth, and sharp cheeks I’d seen before. She wore a loose, white silk dress that covered everything from the neck down—with the exception of her bare arms, covered in ring tattoos from her wrists to just below her shoulders.

      She was a Druid, and she looked too familiar for it to be a random coincidence.

      There are still Druids in Antara?

      Judging by the number of black rings on her arms, she wasn’t a Master Druid, but she’d made it pretty high up in the ranks. I would’ve stopped to count the tattoos and assess an exact level, but the four succubi said something that was even more interesting.

      “We bring bad news,” one of them announced, her head down.

      “Is Draven well?” the Druid asked.

      What?!

      I felt my brows pull into a deep frown as I listened quietly.

      “The mansion was surrounded by Destroyers several nights ago,” the succubus replied. “They were discovered by Azazel but could not get in.”

      The Druid gasped, her eyes wide with genuine fear.

      “They were safe beneath its protective shield,” the succubus continued. “Two nights ago, however, they got out in organized teams to distract the Destroyers, while Draven and his companions fled in four different directions. We couldn’t follow, as there were too many hostiles in the surrounding area and we couldn’t risk it. I apologize for that, Mistress Jasmine.”

      It was my turn to gasp. The female Druid was Jasmine, Draven’s aunt. She wasn’t dead after all.

      “That’s understandable, Mairi,” Jasmine replied with a sigh. “Did you see where Draven went, though?”

      “He headed east with a female companion, the one with black hair and blue eyes, not of this world,” Mairi said. “They used indigo horses. I doubt the Destroyers could keep up.”

      “Blessed be the Dearghs, then, for giving them those horses.” Jasmine nodded.

      I was stunned, a thousand questions racing through my mind, all at once. Jasmine had been around this whole time, hidden beneath this cloaking spell with the White Tribe. Watching.

      How did she know about Draven? I’d thought no one knew about him, that everyone believed him to have died with his mother at birth. How long had she known about him and the mansion? Why had she never reached out?

      I shook the thoughts away to focus on the conversation. I was bound to get my answers later.

      “That wasn’t the bad news, Mistress Jasmine,” Mairi said in a low voice. “Last night, the protective shield came down. We watched it crumble into a rain of golden sparks, the mansion and its surrounding gardens revealed. Those still beneath it were left in the open, surrounded by Destroyers.”

      “Oh dear,” Jasmine croaked, leaning against the white marble balustrade of the terrace.

      “There were seven of them still there. Three not from this world, three succubi of the Red Tribe, and a Lamia,” Mairi continued. “They took advantage of the Destroyers’ understandable befuddlement by running into the house first. Our guess is they grabbed whatever they could from inside before they made a run for the east. Again, we were unable to follow them for too long. There were too many hostiles.”

      “What about the Daughter?” A muscle in Jasmine’s jaw twitched, and I could see the same anger I’d felt toward the Daughters darkening her face.

      She knew about the Daughter, too!

      “She wasn’t there, Mistress Jasmine.” Mairi shook her head. “There is something else you should know, though.”

      “Go on…”

      “During their diversion, we saw the Daughter come out from the shield and approach a pack of shifters that had cornered one of their youngling succubi. She did something to them, but I don’t know exactly how to describe it. I’d say she fundamentally changed their behavior. Their eyes glowed violet, and they suddenly became very protective of those beneath the shield, including the succubus they’d first attacked. Some took on the Destroyers coming after them, and even killed one. I have a feeling that whatever she did to the shifters, it amplified their strength and their natural poison. Six of them were left after that scuffle.”

      “It means the Daughter is slowly coming into her own,” Jasmine concluded. “And her sisters decided to take her away, removing the protective shield in the process. That is the thanks my nephew got for keeping the Daughter safe all these years…”

      She scoffed, visibly disgusted.

      “We managed to follow the group for a couple of miles. It may not bring you much comfort, but you should know that the six affected shifters went with them, and protected them from the Destroyers. We saw them kill several before disappearing into the woods, going farther east,” Mairi replied. “I’m inclined to believe, or at least hold out hope, that they survived, thanks to those shifters.”

      “It does bring me an ounce of comfort, thank you, Mairi. So you said Draven headed east as well?”

      “Yes, Mistress Jasmine.”

      “He must have found something on the east coast. There’s nothing of use on that side of Antara, besides the shore and the derelict harbors…”

      Her voice trailed off as her expression brightened, the corner of her mouth twitching.

      “I know where they went,” she mumbled. “I know what he’s doing! All these trips to Mount Inon, the River Pyros, now the east…”

      The succubi were quiet, but all four lifted their heads to look at her. She placed her hands on her hips, nodding with newfound satisfaction.

      “He’s building an alliance,” she said. “He’s reaching out to the Dearghs, the Lamias, the Red Tribe. And now he’s headed east.”

      “Three of his group took indigo horses toward the northwest, during the diversion. There was a Mara with them” Mairi added.

      “The Tritones, I’m guessing, and they must have been riding toward White City. The Maras are clearly on board.” Jasmine grinned.

      “What about the east, Mistress Jasmine? What’s there?”

      “Stonewall, my darlings.” She lifted an eyebrow. “Before he passed away, my brother was kind enough to help resettle a pack of Bajangs in Stonewall, hidden beneath a cloaking spell like ours. My guess is that Draven finally decided to reach out to them. Surely Almus must have told him about the citadel. This is it!”

      She paced the terrace from left to right several times, rubbing her chin with one hand as she processed the information. I still couldn’t believe she’d been here all along, watching Draven without ever reaching out to him. What had she been doing?

      “This is it, my darlings,” Jasmine finally repeated, looking at the succubi. “The war we’ve all been waiting for is finally coming. Draven, son of Almus and Genevieve, is bringing the free nations together. My guess is they’re organizing some kind of meeting at Stonewall. It’s secluded enough to hold such an event.”

      “What do we do, then, Mistress Jasmine?” Mairi asked.

      “Send one scout to Stonewall. Just one. You want her to be as inconspicuous as possible. Have her keep watch, as they’re all bound to meet over the next few days. Now that the mansion is revealed and the Oracles are no longer hidden, Azazel will be making a move. Once she has gathered enough information, I will make a decision and inform you all. In the meantime, get a group ready, there’s valuable information in that mansion and Azazel will want it. Draven’s identity must be protected for as long as possible. You know what you have to do…”

      Mairi gave her a firm nod and whistled to several succubi behind her.

      “Oh, come on, you know about us too?!” I finally burst, though no one could hear me.

      What else did she know?

      I wanted to stick around, but, as usual, my vision ended arbitrarily. Darkness enveloped me, and I cursed under my breath, bracing myself for the third one.
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* * *

      As the image before me clarified into the black marble and limestone platform on top of Azazel’s castle, my chest constricted.

      “Oh, crap,” I muttered, nervously looking around.

      The three Oracles were still there, trapped in their glass bubbles. Abrille was the only one conscious. The other two had their eyes closed, looking pale, almost lifeless.

      Night had fallen over Luceria as well, the indigo sky above sprinkled with millions of stars, a round moon casting its milky light over the land. It made the liquid in Abrille’s glass sphere glimmer slightly in a peculiar green, as she floated with her white eyes open and runes flitting across her skin.

      Patrik emerged from below, occasionally looking over his shoulder. I had a feeling he’d snuck up without anyone knowing. He stopped in front of Abrille, placing his hand on the glass.

      “Abrille, are you awake?” he asked, his voice barely a whisper.

      The Nevertide Oracle moved her head slightly, as if reacting to his presence.

      “Can you look into the present and tell me if Kyana is safe?” Patrik continued, biting into his lower lip.

      Abrille shrugged before she looked away. Patrik sighed and took a step back.

      “Silly of me to try,” he mumbled.

      I felt sorry for him. He was obviously worried about his love. I figured then that I could very well reach out to Vita and let her know I’d seen Kyana alive and well, so she could soothe his concern.

      I then turned around, and the blood instantly left my body. I yelped as I took a step back, ice shards shooting down my spine. Azazel stood in front of me, a grin slitting his face and the snake pendant quietly moving against his chest, its ruby eyes sparkling in the night. He had his hands behind his back, and he was watching me with childish delight.

      Patrik sensed his presence and turned, unable to hide his surprise.

      “Azazel,” he muttered.

      “How are you, my darling?” Azazel asked me, sneering.

      “Wake up, wake up,” I whispered to myself, my heart thumping.

      The image before me began to fade, but Azazel snapped his fingers and it all came back into focus. I couldn’t wake up.

      “Oh, come on!” I growled, balling my fists.

      I hated the helplessness that came over me in his presence. I moved farther back instead.

      “Not so fast, little one,” he hissed. “So nice of you to come visit! It’s been a while. I was beginning to think you were avoiding me.”

      “What person in their right mind wouldn’t want to avoid you? Have you looked at yourself in a mirror lately?” I shot back, my blood boiling through my veins.

      “Milord, I wasn’t… Little one?” Patrik mumbled, visibly confused. He couldn’t see or hear me, so it probably looked like Azazel was addressing him in the strangest of terms.

      He raised a hand to silence Patrik, who bowed his head respectfully.

      “It’s a pleasure to feel you and the other one still out there,” Azazel said. “I’ll be coming for you both soon enough, my darling.”

      “I don’t know why you’re still gloating, you disgusting piece of trash,” I replied through gritted teeth. “You know you’re going to die. And I’ll be there to make sure you die a slow and painful death.”

      Azazel chuckled, his fingers instinctively touching the pendant in a reassuring gesture. I’d definitely hit a nerve, since Vita had told him he’d fail.

      “Whatever the future shows, it can be prevented,” he hissed. “I will simply have to go to greater lengths to secure my dominion, that is all.”

      “You’re delusional, Azazel. We’ll tear it all down, brick by brick. And I’ll have the honor of nailing your coffin.”

      “Worry not, little one, I will come for you soon. I will come for the both of you. I’ve got your suites all ready.” He grinned again, and pointed at three empty glass bubbles hung beneath an archway behind Abrille. “Let the others know I will not tolerate defiance and mutiny. Their heads will fall.”

      His eyes flickered green as he snapped his fingers, and I suddenly felt a bone-crushing weight removed from my chest. My body felt light as darkness once again enveloped me. He’d set me free, but not without a message for us all.

      He was coming for us.
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      My room felt very small. It wasn’t, but as the hours passed and I settled into a temporary state of comfort, the events of the past twenty-four hours finally started to crash into me. I felt the walls closing in as I lay in bed, trying to fall asleep.

      My breathing was ragged, my chest felt heavy, and my mind couldn’t tear itself away from Viola. She’d been taken from me, and my heart hadn’t stopped bleeding since. I’d been in survival mode until I entered Stonewall. But as soon as the tension seeped out of my body, the anxiety began to bubble beneath the surface.

      The image of her was seared into my memory, with her long, silky, reddish pink hair and violet eyes, her tender lips, and her sweet, innocent soul. I couldn’t feel her anymore, and I wanted to crawl into a dark hole and wither away.

      But I wasn’t one to endure this kind of torture for too long. I always looked at a solution, and the absence of the Daughter expedited every process in my brain—all I could think of was how to get her back. I needed, desperately needed, to feel her in my arms again, to hear her soft breathing and listen to her voice as she whispered in my ear, her skin on mine, her taste on my lips.

      Maybe I could reach out to the Daughters. Maybe I could reach some sort of agreement with them. Surely they could be reasoned with. The bond that Viola and I shared was deep on such a profound level, they couldn’t overlook it. They had to take me into account, whether they wanted to or not.

      I sat up, exhaling sharply. My stomach churned and my entire ribcage ached, like she’d been cradled in there and someone had simply scooped her out and left an empty and painfully raw hole behind. I paced around my room for a while, thinking of ways to reach out to the Daughters. I had to speak to them. I had to try.

      I thought of the Druid, then, and the first time we’d seen the Daughters. Maybe he could help.

      I left my room and went looking for Draven throughout the living quarters. I used my True Sight, scanning each chamber until I found him at the far end, alone, perched on a window ledge. I knocked on the door, but he didn’t answer. I went in anyway. I wasn’t going to let common courtesy stop me from getting what I wanted, what I needed the most.

      He looked at me with an eyebrow raised, but didn’t say anything. He waited for me to speak, and he didn’t bother to hide his emotions. I couldn’t tap into his mind like Serena, but I could still feel the dread, the anger, and the helplessness that simmered inside him. I couldn’t blame him.

      I even got a whiff of guilt when our eyes met. I assumed it had to do with Vita’s vision of him killing me and the Daughter. I’d set that whole notion aside from the very beginning. I was already dealing with the loss of Viola; I had neither patience nor willingness to worry about a possible future. The only thing I knew for sure was that I was ready to do anything to protect the Daughter, including ending his life. I acknowledged it rather matter-of-factly and left it as such in the back of my head. I needed to get Viola back first.

      “I need your help,” I said.

      A shadow passed over his face before he looked away, focusing on the nightscape outside.

      “You’ve reached out to the Daughters before. You’ve been rummaging through Druid spells here in Stonewall for days now. Can you help me get in touch with them? I need to get Viola back,” I continued. “I need to talk to them.”

      A minute passed in utter silence before I opened my mouth to speak again.

      “I would never put you through such an ordeal,” Draven answered before I could say anything. “There are other ways through which one could reach out to the Daughters. But they all involve a sacrifice of some kind. You saw yourself what price I paid after our first encounter with them. They are mean; they are cold, selfish, and capricious. I can’t put you through that, Phoenix. I am sorry.”

      “Sorry doesn’t cut it,” I burst out, no longer able to control my broiling emotions. “I need to get her back. You don’t understand—it’s like torture without her. I can’t…”

      My voice trailed off as Draven let out a long sigh and looked at me with a pained expression.

      “No, you don’t understand, Phoenix,” he replied. “You’re extremely important to me, to Serena, to all of us. I would never forgive myself if something happened to you. They wouldn’t kill you, of course, but they could do other, terrible things to you. Or worse, they could come after Serena just to teach you a lesson, if you manage to irritate them in any way. We can’t risk it.”

      I couldn’t respond. Everything he said made perfect sense, but it contradicted my feelings. It didn’t stifle the dread, it didn’t swat my fears away, and it didn’t stop the walls from closing in on me, nearly suffocating me.

      “Think about it this way, for now,” he said then, watching me carefully. “Wherever Viola may be right now, she’s with her sisters. They’re teaching her to control her powers, but she won’t be able to stay away from you for too long. Chances are she will come to you once they deem her ready and no longer a liability. You two share an incredibly powerful bond that even her sisters can’t break. You know as well as I do that they would’ve severed it already, if they could.”

      Once more, what the Druid said made sense. But it didn’t stop the knives from puncturing my heart, twisting and stabbing viciously whenever the thought of her popped into my head—and that was every other second now.

      My head felt heavy, and my shoulders sagged. I nodded, defeated and finally exhausted.

      Without another word, I retreated to my room.

      I lay in my bed again, feeling cold and empty on the inside, as the walls continued to slowly close in on me. It didn’t seem like I had another choice. I had to find a way to tough it out instead. My sister needed me. My friends needed me. The whole of Eritopia needed me, and so did Viola.

      I’d find my way back to her sooner rather than later, but in the meantime, I had to hold on.

      I had to get used to spaces feeling smaller in her absence.

      For now.
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      My eyes were starting to burn, as it was well past midnight and I was still rummaging through a forbidden Druid spell book, looking for something that could help us conceal Aida and Phoenix from Azazel. My heart was a blob of lead, hanging heavily in my chest, as I thought of Draven and what he was going through. The guilt was going to eat away at him in the end, and I figured I’d at least try to keep the Oracles safe until the alliance meeting—hoping it would remove some of the pressure keeping Draven down.

      I was determined to counteract anything that the future threw at us, and protecting my friends and brother was the first and best action I could take, given the circumstances.

      I’d gone through a dozen spells already, most of them as terrible and as deadly as the ones Draven had found in another volume. They spoke of horrific diseases, torture methods, and deadly curses. But then my fingers brushed over the word “hidden” on one of the last pages.

      I stilled, rereading that page from top to bottom. Notes had been made in the margin in dark green ink, drawing arrows from specific words—ingredients for a spell—and suggesting they be replaced with other herbs and powders to increase efficiency and achieve the ultimate concealment.

      “Oh, boy,” I gasped, as I realized what I was looking at.

      After all the hours spent searching, I’d finally come across something that could be useful, but I needed Draven to look at it and confirm whether we’d found the right spell or not.

      I jumped out of my chair, clutching the book and holding it tight against my chest as I rushed out of the archive hall and into Draven’s room, without even bothering to knock.

      “Sorry, Draven, but I need to—”

      I stilled, unable to take my eyes off him. He’d removed his shirt and boots, leaving only his dark brown calfskin trousers on. He sat by the window, brooding, his sand-colored hair falling loosely on both sides of his face and brushing against his shoulders. There was something so heartbreaking and yet so beautiful about him in that state; it sent my senses galloping as blood rushed to my head.

      He looked at me through hooded eyes, and I could feel sadness pouring out of him.

      “I need to show you something,” I said, willing myself to take a few steps forward. I reached him and handed him the spell book, opening it for him to read the formula I’d just found.

      “What is this?” he asked before looking at it.

      “Just read it. Tell me what you think.”

      He sighed, then skimmed the text. His emotions shifted from their originally dark and gloomy state to something brighter, more energetic. Whatever it was I’d found, it seemed to have instilled some sense of hope in him.

      His gray eyes met mine, a familiar twinkle confirming my initial assumptions. I was onto something good.

      “Well?” I asked.

      “This was taken out of a Seventieth Circle spell book. It was deemed too unstable in its current formula, and it was moved to a forbidden tome,” he said slowly. “It’s a concealment spell. It was meant to provide its wearer with invisibility, but one of the ingredients was thought to have severe side effects when combined with the others.”

      “Okay, what about the notes in the margin, then?”

      “That’s the interesting part,” he replied. “Someone reviewed the spell and suggested replacing certain ingredients with different herbs and powders, for it to be more effective. But it no longer acts as an invisibility spell. Rather, it conceals an individual from anyone trying to trace them, through blood rituals or otherwise. They’re visible, sure, but they can’t be pinpointed on a map.”

      We stared at each other for a few moments, his gaze softening.

      “Think it’ll work for Phoenix, Aida, and Vita?” I asked, my heart skipping a beat.

      “There’s a cabinet at the far end of the archive hall,” Draven said. “There are herbs and powders and crystals there, kept as specimens for Druid practice sessions. We might find everything we need in there to see if it works or not.”

      Without saying another word, we both went back into the archive hall and raided the cabinet he’d mentioned. We used the book for guidance and found everything there: red clay dust, black orchid stems, crystal powders, and yellow cobra oil, along with other herbs.

      We brought the ingredients to the large table in the middle of the hall, and prepared the spell according to the instructions in the margin. The result was an orange-colored paste with a heavy, musky smell. The crystal powders in its composition glimmered gently under the candlelight.

      “Okay, we’ve made it this far,” I said, suddenly energized. “Now what?”

      “We get Aida and Phoenix in here,” he replied, the corner of his mouth twitching.

      I nodded and went to fetch Aida and Phoenix. My brother was half asleep when I barged into his room. I pulled him out of bed despite his protests.

      “I’ve been trying to fall asleep for a few hours now, and you’re not helping!” he groaned as his feet touched the floor.

      “We found a spell to conceal you from Azazel,” I replied, and his face lit up.

      He followed me as we went into Aida’s room. She was sleeping in Field’s arms, on top of the covers. The Hawk peeled his eyes open to find us gawking at them from the doorway.

      “Okay, awkward,” I muttered. “But no time. We found a concealment spell for Aida and Phoenix. Come on!”

      Field sat up with a deep breath and pulled Aida, who was still very much asleep, with him. It took him about a minute to get her to open her eyes. I felt sorry to do this to her, but her safety was paramount.

      “She had visions, and then she went right into a state of deep sleep,” Field explained briefly as she finally opened her eyes, blinking several times before she could figure out where she was or what was happening.

      “What’s going on?” she grumbled, close to falling asleep again.

      “They found a way to hide you from Azazel,” Field told her gently, and I couldn’t help but sense the love for her pouring out of him. We were going to giggle about it later, between us girls, but until then, I needed her safe.

      Her eyes popped wide open as she jumped out of bed, suddenly fresh and full of life.

      “Hide me from Azazel? Yes, ma’am, thank you very much. Let’s do this!” she quipped, and came up to Phoenix and me.

      We all went back into the archive hall, where Draven waited by the large table, the wooden bowl containing the concealment spell in his hands. The corners of his mouth were turned down, and a frown cast shadows over his eyes. I had a feeling something was off.

      “Oh no,” I said. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing per se,” Draven replied, his voice lower than usual. “You won’t like the application method, that’s all.”

      We stopped in front of him, quietly staring and waiting for him to elaborate.

      “I need to apply this to your faces,” Draven said to the Oracles. “And then set it on fire.”

      “Wait, what?!” Aida was the first to react. She gaped at him, then turned to me. “Please tell me you didn’t get me out of bed so you can burn me alive. I thought we were friends…”

      The sarcasm wasn’t lost on me. I took a deep breath and raised my eyebrows at Draven.

      “What do you mean, set them on fire?” I asked.

      “That’s what the instructions say.” He shrugged. “It won’t burn through the skin; it’s just for the crystal powders to vaporize and seep through. It’s perfectly harmless.”

      “How do you know? You’ve never done it before,” Field shot back.

      “No, but my father did something similar to me when I was a child,” Draven replied. “I’d seen this formula before, only I couldn’t remember it because it was such a long time ago. When I was a little boy, my father worried about me going beyond the protective shield. He feared that Azazel had activated tracking spells to find the remaining Druids and bring them into the fold, and he didn’t want me to get caught if I ever got out. I was so little, I didn’t even remember this spell existed until now, upon reading the final instructions. He actually did it to me, and I had no idea at the time. He just asked me to stay still while he applied the paste to my face, then set it on fire. I was scared at first, but he held my arms and told me to stay calm. And he was right—it didn’t hurt me. It felt warm, but then it died out quickly, and he smiled, telling me everything would be okay.”

      We didn’t say anything, just glanced at one another for a moment. Draven waited patiently with an innocent expression on his face.

      “I was afraid you wouldn’t like it, but it’s the truth,” he added. “I’m just grateful to have remembered my own experience. Otherwise we’d be back to square one, because I wouldn’t have the heart to burn your faces off for the sake of protecting you. It’s not what Druid magic is supposed to be about. I assume this formula was modified after the spell was removed from the Seventieth Circle books…”

      “You know what, if it keeps me hidden and Azazel can’t find me, I think I’m okay without a face.” Aida raised an eyebrow and pursed her lips. “That’s how bad it’s gotten for us…”

      “Do it,” Phoenix muttered, his gaze fixed on the bowl.

      “Are you sure?” I asked, still worried about potential side effects. While I had all the faith in Draven, the same could not be said for the Druids’ dark magic.

      “Just do it,” he insisted, a muscle twitching in his jaw.

      He was on edge. I could feel him, but I couldn’t do anything about it. Draven nodded, then applied the paste to Aida and Phoenix’s faces, spreading it evenly in a thick layer. He set the bowl aside, then held a long thin wooden stick in the flame of an oil lamp on the table.

      He brought the burning tip to Phoenix’s face first, his eyes flickering black while he kept a steady hand.

      “Obscurin Geller,” he muttered under his breath as the flame touched the mask.

      It caught fire, and I held my brother’s hand as he gasped, my heart stuck in my throat.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, watching as the fire spread on his face. He kept his eyes closed and nodded nervously.

      “Yeah,” he replied. “Druid’s right. It’s warm, doesn’t hurt.”

      The fire dimmed as the paste turned into a clear liquid and was instantly absorbed by his skin. His face grew clear, and his cheeks reddened. He blinked several times, then looked at us.

      “That was it?” Phoenix seemed surprised. “I didn’t feel anything other than warmth.”

      “I think it worked,” Draven replied, then repeated the process with Aida.

      She squealed as the fire covered her face. It also died down, melting the mask into a clear liquid that vanished beneath her skin. She gasped, then beamed at me, her hand still clutching Field’s.

      “This might work as a spa treatment,” Aida quipped. “I swear I could feel my pores opening up!”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle as I hugged her and Phoenix. I heard Draven whisper an “I’m sorry” in my ear, but I brushed it aside and gave him a warm smile instead. I knew he hadn’t wanted to get all dark and gloomy earlier, regarding the Soul Fusion outcome. I felt his pain. There was nothing to be sorry about.

      “I think we’re good now.” Draven smiled for the first time in hours, warming me inside.

      “How do we know it worked?” Field was cautious as always.

      “I could get in touch with Vita.” Aida touched her face gently, as if double-checking she still had one. “Since she’s there, she could find out if Azazel can still feel us.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” I nodded.

      “Thank you,” Phoenix said to Draven and me. “Thank you both.”

      “Nah, it’s okay.” I blushed. “Told you I’d find a way to keep you safe.”

      He brushed his knuckles against my cheek in an affectionate gesture before taking me in his arms for another hug. His soul still felt raw and was brimming with pain, but I knew, deep down, he was going to be okay. He was a Shadian, after all. And Shadians didn’t let pain bring them to their knees.

      “Since we’re here,” Aida said, breaking my train of thought, “and I’m no longer worried about getting my face broiled off, it’s time to tell you about my latest visions.”

      She had my full, undivided attention, as well as Draven’s, who straightened his back and crossed his arms over his chest in response.

      “I saw the young Druids,” she continued. “They’re still alive, on Marton, where Phoenix last saw them. I think they settled there. There are six left.”

      There was a collective sigh of relief at that point.

      “We can go look for them after the alliance meeting.” I beamed at Draven, who only gave me a weak smile in return. I took it, as it was better than his previous justified but foul mood.

      “Azazel trapped me in the third vision again,” Aida said. “But he can’t do anything more than that. He’s just taunting me, like a predator playing with his food, trying to get me tangled in his mind games. But that’s not even the highlight of the day! Hold onto your hats, ladies and gentlemen, because in my second vision, I wound up following Kyana in snake form. We found a hidden settlement in the jungles somewhere south of Luceria – I think it’s south, since Kyana had no business going up north, when the River Pyros is south. The succubi of the White Tribe live there—you know, the tribe that was thought to have vanished without a trace?”

      I nodded, remembering the earlier accounts from Anjani and Wren.

      “They’re concealed by a swamp witch cloaking spell,” she added. “And you’ll never guess who leads them.”

      Neither of us said anything, and Aida seemed to get a kick out of keeping us on edge.

      “Jasmine.”

      I blanked out for a minute. I looked at Draven, and his expression told me everything I needed to know—he was just as shocked as I was. His eyes were wide open, his breath halted.

      “Jasmine as in—”

      “Jasmine as in Draven’s aunt,” Aida interrupted me. “Yes. She’s alive and well, apparently. And that still isn’t the culminating point of my vision.”

      She turned her gaze on Draven.

      “She knows about you. She’s been keeping an eye on you,” she said.

      That revelation brought on a whole new load of questions to which we’d yet to get answers. There was another Druid out there, still alive. On top of that, she knew about Draven—and from what Aida later told us, she didn’t just know about Draven, but us too. She’d been watching his and our movements outside the shield for quite some time.

      I only wondered why she’d never revealed herself.
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      The next day and a half passed rather uneventfully, and I was thankful for it. We spent our time digging deeper into the Druid archives, searching for as much information as we could uncover about Jasmine, about navigating the eastern ocean, and about combat spells that Draven and the young Druids could learn for their fight against Azazel.

      Aida briefed us on her visions in full detail and regularly checked in on Vita, who kept a low profile and waited for Bijarki’s arrival, while playing the role of the model prisoner. We even found out that the concealment spell had worked, as Patrik told Vita that Azazel was furious, casting all kinds of tracking spells because he couldn’t feel Aida and Phoenix anymore. The Prince of Destroyers had already had trouble tracking them because they were constantly moving, managing only to get five-mile radius approximations until they fell off the radar again. Patrik had also advised Azazel not to take his anger out on Vita, the only fully functional Oracle he had. Surprisingly, Azazel heeded his advice and kept his distance, as he was focused on securing his throne and looking for us.

      Phoenix kept his mind busy by subjecting his body to hard training sessions with Jovi and Field. Rebel and Thorn occasionally jumped in, as did Jax, Hansa, and Anjani, while Draven, Aida, Zeriel, and I spent most of the daylight available in the archive hall.

      Wren and her succubi were hard at work in the harbor, mending one of the four ships left so they could sail it to Marton. They were close to getting it ready, and Draven and I agreed to accompany the expectant mothers to the desert continent, as we needed to find the young Druids and bring them into the alliance.

      Draven barely said anything during this time, keeping his focus on the Druid spell books and avoiding any conversations about the future. Zeriel, as Jax had previously stated, did not always pick up on social cues and was perfectly comfortable talking about Draven potentially wiping us all out, without noticing how uncomfortable it made the Druid.

      I couldn’t blame Zeriel either: he was only looking to find a solution, a way to stop Vita’s visions from coming true. But the very notion of betraying those close to him pushed Draven back over the edge and into a sullen state that was hard to come back from.

      Nevertheless, I persisted, summoning every ounce of patience I had in me, and talked Draven back into focus—the day of the alliance meeting was finally upon us, and we had a lot of work to do.

      I used the telepathy spell ingredients to reach out to Tamara and Bijarki. The Lamia was the first to respond.

      “Serena, nice to hear you’re still alive,” she said, with no feeling in her voice. “I’m close to Stonewall now. I should be there shortly. A trail was left for Kyana as well, so she knows where to find us.”

      “That’s good to hear,” I replied. “Good to hear you didn’t get stomped by a horse.”

      I heard her laugh lightly in my head. She’d caught the gist and seemed to appreciate the dark humor.

      “Clearly, you give as good as you get.” She snickered. “You will make a fine leader one day.”

      Tamara was like that, I realized. With one hand she patted your back and encouraged you, while she used the other to slap you hard before comforting you again. There was a strategy behind her demeanor, but I’d yet to figure out its purpose. All I could do was appreciate her compliments and brace myself for the day Draven would tell her there was no way in hell he’d mate with Eva. Our group had already kept Eva safe despite dozens of Destroyers chasing them, and Vita had set her sister free. The balance had moved slowly in our favor.

      “Bijarki, are you there?” I called out to the incubus.

      “Here,” came his raspy reply. “I’m on my way to Luceria. Got side-tracked by former soldiers who thought they could cash in on the reward on my head. I had to put on the invisibility spell to keep others from doing the same. I’ll reach the castle by sunrise.”

      “Please be safe,” I told him. “Vita is counting on you…”

      “She’s the only reason I’m still topside, Serena,” Bijarki said, breathing heavily. He was most likely running through the jungle. “Do you have an exact location for her?”

      “Yes,” I said. “Aida has been checking in with her every few hours, just so you know. She’s on the seventh level, east wing, the summer suite just below the throne room.”

      “Thank you, Serena.”

      “Bring her back, please,” I mumbled, a claw gripping my heart. I missed my little fire fae so much.

      “I promise,” came his solemn reply.

      All I could do was wait and hope that everything would be okay, that I would see Vita soon enough. Bijarki had the invisibility spell to his advantage, making this a relatively simple extraction mission. Given our twisted track record, however, I couldn’t help but worry that something might still go awfully wrong.

      I took comfort in words my mother had once said: “If you think the worst will happen, you’re nudging the universe in that direction.” I took a deep breath and followed her advice, focusing on the positive possibilities. I missed my parents. I missed The Shade.

      Someday soon, this would all be over and we’d see our families again. I’d feel The Shade’s warm, fragrant breeze against my face, and our beloved island’s beauty would ease the ache in my heart.

      I could only be grateful that at least back home they didn’t know we existed. They didn’t suffer in our absence like we quietly did in theirs.
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      I hadn’t seen Azazel or Damion for well over a day, and it had made my involuntary stay slightly more bearable. I spent most of my time thinking of ways in which we could prevent the future I’d last envisioned. I went over all possible scenarios, but, since I didn’t know everything about Azazel’s true capabilities, I wasn’t sure how many of my ideas might actually work.

      Nevertheless, I focused on a solution and hoped Patrik would be able to uncover something about Azazel’s snake pendant. From what Aida had told me during our private sessions, the pendant held Asherak’s curse and could not be destroyed. The only question that lingered in my mind was: What if it could be destroyed?

      No one had asked the Daughters about it. What if they could destroy it?

      The doors to my room opened, and I stilled on the bed, watching Damion as he slithered in with a breakfast tray. He looked sullen but calm, but my dislike of him didn’t falter. It was all still there, I realized, as the urge to smack him came burning back up. I tightened my hands into fists and measured my breaths, instead.

      “Where’s Patrik?” I asked.

      “He’s busy, and I’ve been reassigned to the upper levels,” came his dry reply.

      “You sound upset,” I said, stifling a smirk as he put the tray on the chest of drawers by the window and turned to face me.

      “What did you expect? I got sent to hard labor in the kitchens because of you!” he hissed.

      “You tried to strangle me!” I shot back.

      “You’ve been getting me into trouble with Azazel from the moment you arrived! Your little trick with the Lamia nearly cost me my life.”

      I weighed my response carefully. I didn’t need a hostile guard around, not with Bijarki so close to Luceria. I swallowed my pride and went down the amiable route.

      “I’m sorry, Damion,” I said, struggling to sound sincere. “I didn’t take your position into consideration. I was selfish.”

      My apology took him by surprise, as he’d probably expected me to be even more belligerent and defensive. He nodded briefly, then looked me over from head to toe.

      “You should worry less about other creatures and more about yourself,” he muttered. “That Lamia has already forgotten about you, while you’re stuck here with a chain on your leg.”

      “Speaking of which,” I replied, pointing at the shackle. “When does this come off? I’ve been a model prisoner these past couple of days.”

      “I wouldn’t hold my breath if I were you,” he said. “Azazel is increasingly aggravated about your last visions and is currently mobilizing troops to search for your friends. He can’t sense the Oracles anymore, and he is in a foul mood.”

      I kept my immense satisfaction at Azazel’s frustration to myself, raising my eyebrows instead.

      “What does that have to do with me? All I did was tell him what I saw.”

      “True, but that doesn’t mean you’re off the hook. On the contrary, he will soon demand another set of visions from you, as he wants to find out how he will die, in full detail. He’s asked me to tell you this so you can work and summon visions yourself. He dislikes having to do half of the work for you with the herb treatment.”

      “Oh, poor Azazel, doesn’t like putting in the work.” I pouted.

      Damion sneered at me. I thought it would be best to keep Azazel out of my room for as long as possible, as I didn’t want to risk foiling my imminent escape. Since I’d already told Azazel one half-truth, I decided to try a lie. This time I was serving it to Damion, whose people-reading skills were significantly inferior.

      “I’ve already seen how Azazel dies,” I said, playing a wild card. It got me Damion’s full attention. “The Daughters will kill him.”

      “That’s impossible,” he scoffed. “He’s got their little sister in here. They wouldn’t lift a finger against him.”

      He stilled, realizing what he’d just said. I kept my face straight, unwilling to show any signs of surprise. I didn’t need him alarmed by his slip of the tongue; it could have repercussions for me, in the end. I shrugged in response.

      “Whatever you say,” I replied. “Maybe he crosses a line and the Daughters decide to sacrifice one of their own to stop him. He should certainly take that into consideration and not rely on the Daughter he has for leverage. It’s how the mighty often fall.”

      Damion frowned, then put his hands behind his back.

      “Is there anything else?” he asked.

      Enlightened by his confirmation of the little Daughter’s approximate whereabouts, I made it my next mission to find out exactly where she was being kept. In the meantime, while I still had him there, I decided to drill him about his former friends on Marton.

      “What can you tell me about the young Druids you were with, before you were captured on the western shore of Marton?”

      Damion’s expression went blank. His eyes flickered black, his mouth drawn into a thin line.

      “What are you talking about?” he asked, his voice barely audible.

      “The Druids you escaped from the Grand Temple with, when the Destroyers first came for you,” I explained further, carefully analyzing his reaction.

      He blinked several times before his shoulders dropped and he exhaled sharply.

      “Please, tell no one about them,” he whispered, then winced. I had a feeling he was saying something Azazel’s control spell had conditioned him not to say. “I’ve gone to great lengths to conceal their existence. No one knows they’re there. How do you know?”

      “I’m an Oracle, remember?”

      He clicked his tongue in response, then went to the window. The pained look on his face told me he was fighting Azazel’s hold on him as well, but he hadn’t made it as far as Patrik. I wondered what motivated him. It couldn’t be an easy task without a powerful trigger.

      “Tell me about them, then. I know about them and Jasmine. I know how they escaped, and I know they’re still alive, but nothing more,” I added.

      “There were ten of us in the beginning. Thadeus was taken first. He’s here as well, on an upper level,” Damion said. “One of us died. Destroyers kept raiding the shoreline whenever we went looking for Jasmine. I figured it’s why Jasmine stopped coming to see us in the first place, but I didn’t lose hope. The last time I went, I was taken as well. I was given a choice: serve Azazel or die. I said yes to servitude, because I held out hope that one day I would break free and see Cayron again.”

      “Cayron?”

      “My brother, one of our group on Marton. We grew up together, and…”

      His voice trailed off, his eyes flickering black. I assumed he was struggling with intense emotions.

      “I love him. He’s the only family I have. And I’m not leaving this world until I make sure he’s alive, well, and happy.”

      Aida had given me the names of the six young Druids who were left, but none of them were called Cayron. A pang in my heart brought me to the only possible conclusion— Cayron had been the second to get killed, after Damion was taken. I kept the knowledge to myself, not sure what effect it would have on him. Perhaps I’d be able to help him break Azazel’s spell by dangling the notion of seeing Cayron again in front of his nose.

      I couldn’t chastise myself for such cruelty. We were at war, and I needed to play my part, making sure Azazel suffered massive damage from the inside. Most of his physical strength and confidence came from the inner circle, from the presence of Destroyers. If I could help turn as many of them back into Druids as possible, Azazel would lose another crucial advantage.

      “Listen, Damion,” I said cautiously. “I can see you’re struggling with this spell Azazel has on you.”

      “Seriously, is there anything you don’t know?” He pinched the bridge of his nose, visibly exasperated.

      “Not really.” I gave him a half-smile. “What I’m trying to say is that you can break free from his hold on you. You can break the spell.”

      “How? I’ve been fighting against it for years! In the end, I always succumb. He’s powerful, Vita. You have no idea!”

      “Think about it this way,” I suggested. “You’ve yet to tell Azazel about the other Druids, despite your forced loyalty to him. Don’t you wonder how that’s possible?”

      He stilled, then looked at me, the realization finally sinking in.

      “You think?”

      “I’m sure of it.” I kept going. “You haven’t betrayed your friends. That strength comes from somewhere, and it means Azazel’s spell has yet to really bring you to your knees. You’ve been fighting it from day one. If you try hard enough, there’s nothing to stop you from breaking free altogether. I mean, clearly the control spell isn’t perfect, otherwise your friends would be dead or slithering around here too, bringing me breakfast and tea.”

      He thought about it for a second, before he hissed and clutched his head with both hands. He was in a lot of pain. Azazel’s spell was probably hitting back, forcing him into absolute submission again. He growled and looked at me, fury blazing in his eyes, which flickered green.

      “Look what you’ve done! I never should’ve listened to you! You only bring me pain and misery!” He cursed between his teeth and left the room.

      I felt sorry for him. Genuinely sorry.

      But at the same time, I was pleased. His painful episode was proof that Patrik wasn’t the only one who could fight the control spell. It got me thinking about all the other Destroyers in the castle. Couldn’t they be persuaded to do the same? And if they could, how many of them were strong enough to break free?

      One less Destroyer meant one more Druid, tipping the scales against Azazel. I’d persuaded Damion to think about betrayal. What stopped me from finding a way to address the others and push them over the edge?

      I narrowed in on my next task—getting Patrik to complete his liberation process. If we made it work, it might give the others the hope and motivation they needed to break free as well.
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      Night had settled over the region in deep shades of dark blue, with strips of clouds partially obscuring the moon. The air was crisp and cool, sending shivers down my spine. It was close to midnight, and we all waited on the steps of Stonewall for the other members of the alliance to arrive.

      Phoenix, Jovi, and Aida carefully scanned the area, while I stayed behind, next to Draven. Jax, Hansa, Anjani, and the others waited as well, occasionally exchanging words and weary glances. With every hour that passed, we hoped more fervently that we’d see everyone arrive, safe and sound.

      Antara was a dangerous place, riddled with Destroyers and green fireflies, as well as incubus scouts sent by Azazel to search for us. We’d managed to keep a low profile here on the east coast, but it was only a matter of time before they found us. Getting the alliance together and drawing a plan of action needed to happen as soon as possible, so we could get our armies organized for an assault on Luceria.

      “I’ve been thinking,” Draven said slowly. We’d barely spoken over the past few hours, as he’d joined the training sessions, sparring with Jax and Hansa. “About this issue with Asherak’s curse and how to end it all.”

      I looked at him as he gazed out into the distance. There was something in his gray eyes that I hadn’t seen before, a dim sadness flickering in his irises. My chest tightened at the sight of him still suffering over Vita’s visions.

      “If we let the Daughter sacrifice herself, Azazel will be vanquished, but we will all die,” he continued. “But if I take on Asherak’s curse and kill him, you can take the pendant away from me and kill me. Its power only works on a Druid. All you have to do is go through with it.”

      My stomach churned at the thought. Fury lit me up, my heart shifting into a rapid rhythm as I struggled to keep my breathing steady. I looked away, unable to handle the flurry of emotions coming from Draven—a mixture of pain, resignation, and heartbreaking sadness. He’d come to terms with his potential demise, instead of looking for a way out. It made me so angry.

      “Not even touching that,” I managed to say. “Don’t even think about it, Draven.”

      “Think about the world you’d be saving if you ended this with me. Your brother will live, your friends will live, all those who fight beside us today will see another day, in a free Eritopia. I’ve dedicated my whole life to this. I can’t let it be me who destroys it and—”

      “I love you, Draven,” I said, no longer afraid to speak those words. “And the reason I fell in love with you is because you’re a fighter, and, despite what you may think of yourself, you always see the better path. I am not letting you die—let’s get that straight. We will find another way. You’re the only reason I’m still here and not six feet under a magnolia tree in your garden, Draven. You came through for me when I didn’t even deserve it. I was so petulant and stubborn, I didn’t even understand why you were doing all this. I’m a better person because of you, but I am even more stubborn now, and I am not letting you die.”

      I placed a heavy emphasis on the last four words, hoping to sear them directly into his brain. I meant it all. I loved him. The thought came to me so easily, I couldn’t deny it or mistake it for a temporary infatuation. What I felt for him was deep and beautiful, splendid and painful at the same time. It was intense and consuming, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. Most importantly, I’d stopped imagining a life without Draven in it—that had become the stuff of nightmares for me. My body ached at the thought of losing him. My soul trembled. It was a solid no from me.

      When he said nothing in return, I glanced at him. He’d been staring at me, eyes wide and flickering black, a muscle twitching in his jaw. I’d never said those three words out loud. And I never thought I would say them for the first time in such dreadful circumstances, but I couldn’t keep it in anymore. Not with him thinking about offing himself for the greater good.

      I felt his heady, golden energy expand from his very core, as his gaze softened for a split second. His eyes burned into my soul, and my heart stopped. He parted his lips, but no words came out.

      “Someone’s coming!” I heard Phoenix say.

      It brought our moment to a grinding halt, as he blinked several times and I finally breathed in.

      “This conversation is far from over,” I muttered and went to stand by my brother’s side.

      Draven didn’t respond, nor did he move from his position. I put everything away for the time being, focusing solely on the meadow and forests blanketing the mainland before Stonewall. I heard several thuds in the distance, but it was too dark to see anything.

      “Over there, northwest,” Phoenix added.

      I used my True Sight to get a better look, as everyone else around us held a collective breath. I saw them, emerging from a tall patch of giant purple trees. Three Dearghs, massive and slow in their movements as they crossed the wide field to reach us. I recognized Inon, Zur and a third Deargh, whom I’d not met before.

      “The Dearghs are here,” I said.

      Aura and Almandine came rushing from the other side of the citadel. They’d been assigned to keep an eye on the waters. I could hear the waves crashing against the eastern wall.

      “The Tritones!” Aura beamed at us. “They’ve made it!”

      “Wonderful,” Zeriel quipped. “I’ll go fetch my generals, then!”

      He went back with the young succubi, leaving us to watch the mainland again.

      “Movement in the southwestern woods,” Aida said. “I can hear them. Females. Hissing.”

      “Lamias,” Eva said, the corner of her mouth turning.

      Indeed, I focused my True Sight on that part of the forest and saw Tamara emerging from beneath the heavy, dark green tree crowns, accompanied by two others. They looked around with caution as they came toward us.

      “I can’t believe it,” I heard Anjani gasp, looking somewhere to the west. “They’ve made it, Hansa!”

      Hansa came closer to her side, to look in the same direction, and grinned. I shifted my attention to the western forest border and watched the succubi from the Red Tribe come out, their crossbows loaded and ready as they cautiously ran through the tall grass. Several short creatures I’d never seen before had come with them, wobbling as they struggled to keep up with the succubi. They had small bodies, with long, arched legs and arms, their hands a few inches off the ground. Their heads were quite large, with pointy ears and tufts of hair scarcely combed over the sides. Curled horns emerged from behind their ears, growing in a curve toward the front. Their skin was pale and wrinkly, and their teeth were crooked, with sharp tips that made it look like they were constantly sneering. Their beady eyes were black, and their noses were long and angular.

      And it wasn’t just the remaining Red Tribe coming—there were more succubi, with different paint colors adorning their shoulders and faces.

      “Look at that, Anjani,” Hansa said. “Not only did they gather sisters from other tribes, but they even brought some imps into the fold. I’m impressed!”

      “There’s Grezzi,” Jovi said, pointing to a spot slightly farther north.

      I watched with a swelling heart as Grezzi emerged, accompanied by a few other incubi. One by one, our allies had made it safely to Stonewall and were crossing the meadow to reach us. The alliance was ready to have its first and most important meeting.

      “The meeting hall has been prepared.” Thorn came to my side.

      “So far so good, right?” Rebel chimed in with a half-smile and a raised eyebrow.

      “Yeah,” I replied, impressed by the view before me, all these creatures coming together to help us destroy the deadliest threat to have come out of Eritopia since Asherak. “So far, so good…”

      I swallowed back a few tears, overwhelmed by the milestone we’d managed to reach, despite the adversity and shifting circumstances. It was time to take all this to the next level.
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      I raced down the stairs to greet our allies. The Dearghs were the first to reach the citadel, despite their slow movements—they covered more ground with their large size and wide steps. I looked up at Inon and Zur and gave them the brightest smile I could muster as they introduced me to Hanos, their Deargh companion from the far south.

      “I cannot tell you just how happy I am to see you,” I said to them.

      “Likewise, Serena.” Inon bowed respectfully. “I am pleased to see you’re still here.”

      “Oh, you should know by now I’m not that easy to kill!” I grinned.

      “No, they probably didn’t think you’d stand the Druid for much longer!” Grezzi came up from behind, chuckling.

      He went for a hug, but I took his forearm in a firm shake to establish some boundaries, as I could feel his temptation to unleash his incubus nature on me. There was no time for lightheadedness and racing pulses. Draven reached my side, giving the incubi and Dearghs a polite nod.

      “Welcome, all,” he said. “I’m honored by your presence here.”

      “You say that now, but wait until we start eating all the food,” Zeriel called out from the top of the stairs, flanked by two of his generals. Jax came by his side and nudged him a little too hard in the ribs, making him squirm, while he kept a straight face.

      Once Tamara and the succubi reached the stairs, we moved inside, beyond the cloaking spell, into the grand hall the Bajangs had arranged for us. I heard the Red Tribe laughing behind us as they were reunited with Hansa, Anjani, Aura, and Almandine. Wren joined us, bringing two of her lieutenants with her. The mutated shifters followed us quietly, as Field urged Grezzi and the others not to hurt the creatures, briefly explaining that they were with us. It got him an eyeroll from the incubus but they all agreed and continued walking behind us.

      The meeting hall was truly immense, with archways big enough for the Dearghs to come through. The ground shook with each step the stone giants took, dust falling from the ceiling cracks above. It made me frown slightly, as I wasn’t eager to see chunks of Stonewall crashing down on us, mid-meeting.

      “Don’t worry,” Rebel whispered in my ear. “It’s a sturdy place. We’ve done worse with it!”

      She went ahead to a huge round table made of white marble, set in the middle of the grand hall. Candles had been mounted and lit on the overhead wrought iron chandeliers, and food and water pitchers were served on a row of rectangular tables by the western wall.

      We all found our spots around the white marble table, on which a map of Calliope had been spread, with wooden figurines placed strategically on different regions outlined in black ink. Draven and I stood at the north side of the map. We all introduced ourselves, before Draven could proceed with chairing the meeting.

      “First of all, I want to thank you all for coming here tonight,” Draven started. “I’m sure it hasn’t been easy, given all the hostile forces currently occupying our land. We’ve come a long way over the past few weeks, mainly thanks to the discovery of the three Oracles, whom we were able to protect for as long as we could—”

      “Until Sverik took a page from the snakes’ code of conduct and betrayed us all,” Hansa hissed, while the others nodded solemnly.

      “I take responsibility for that. It was my shortcoming, not vetting him properly before allowing him into our group,” Draven replied, biting his lower lip.

      “Don’t,” Jax interjected. “He isn’t under Azazel’s control. He is willingly committing treason against the people of Eritopia.”

      Draven nodded once, as a sign of appreciation toward Jax. I liked the Mara. He kept a clear—though sometimes brutally honest—head. My gaze shifted from one ally to another, trying to get as much as I could from them in terms of emotions, without them realizing I was peeking inside their minds with my sentry abilities. Given the way Phoenix’s eyes glimmered slightly every other minute, I had a feeling he was doing the same thing. Jax watched both of us carefully, the shadow of a smile passing over his face.

      “This is where we stand at present,” Draven continued. “Azazel is pushing two campaigns now, while looking for us. The last Druid citadel of Antara is about to fall, as he’s taken Marchosi and turned him into a Destroyer. The incubi of Green Stone are still putting up a fight, but they are no match for Azazel’s forces. At the same time, Azazel is pushing to occupy the twentieth planet of Eritopia, Maegaris. Most of his armies and the strongest of his Destroyers have been concentrated on that project. It won’t be long until Maegaris falls, as its Master Druid was assassinated ten years ago.”

      “What about Azazel? Why is he still here, on Calliope?” Grezzi asked, scratching his stubbled beard while gazing at the map.

      “His one weakness is his obsession for control. He tends to become reckless and desperate when he doesn’t get what he wants. Right now, he wants the Oracles,” Draven explained. “He’s already abducted one from our midst, but Bijarki is on his way to get her back as we speak.”

      “How does he intend to do that, then?” asked Wren. “It’s one incubus against a castle full of Destroyers and traitors and Azazel’s dark spells.”

      “Bijarki is in possession of an invisibility spell, which will help him extract Vita and bring her back to safety without being seen,” Draven replied. “The other two are here with us tonight. For those of you who have yet to meet them, I’d like to introduce you to Aida and Phoenix.”

      Aida and my brother both nodded, while the others gave them a polite half-smile.

      “Our fate seems to be in your hands.” Grezzi winked at Aida, and Field instinctively took her hand and brought himself an inch closer, enough for the incubus to understand that his natural charms were not to be aimed at her.

      “Our key objective right now is to take advantage of the opening Azazel has left us, given his obsession with the Oracles,” Draven continued. “Up until recently, we also had the Daughters’ support, but, given their capricious nature, we cannot rely on them for the time being. They’ve taken their sister from my mansion and removed the protective shield that kept us hidden from Azazel. Fortunately, we were able to find crucial assistance here in Stonewall, thanks to Thorn, Rebel, and their Bajangs.”

      The Bajang twins gave him a thankful nod, then resumed their own analysis of the allies gathered around the table. Everyone was watching everyone at that point, with a mixture of curiosity and wariness that never made it into words. These creatures had never been in the same room like this before, and for centuries had kept their distance from one another—nevertheless, they were united by a common goal, and I was just relieved to see they’d all made it.

      “Stonewall also holds a massive collection of Druid archives, which my father was wise enough to preserve and transfer here when Azazel laid waste to Persea and tore the Grand Temple down. We were able to dig valuable information and spells from these registries, and have gathered enough knowledge to deliver a resounding blow to Azazel—the kind that will bring him to his knees if we all play our parts in this,” Draven continued. “So, this is what will happen next…”

      His voice trailed off for a moment as he looked down at the map and moved a ship figurine from Stonewall to the western shore of Marton.

      “The Green Tribe has several expectant mothers who require a safe home for the time being,” he said. “They’re nearly finished reconditioning one of the derelict ships in the harbor below, and will sail to Marton in the morning. Serena and I will join them, as we need to reach a hidden settlement on Onyx River, where we know of six Druids still alive, kept safe from Azazel. My Aunt Jasmine worked with the Grand Temple Druids to rescue them and bring them to Calliope. We will reach out to them and bring them into the fold, as they’re not aware of any alliance rising against Azazel.”

      “How do you know there are Druids there?” Grezzi asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “The Oracles did their part.” Draven gave him a dry smile, prompting Aida and Phoenix to glance at each other. “We need them for a direct assault on Azazel. Your people, your armies are required to deliver a full siege against Luceria, but we need as much Druid power as we can get to destroy Azazel. Up until recently, I thought I was the only one left. Turns out I was wrong, and that’s a very good thing, because it takes Druid magic to counteract Azazel’s spells and put up a good fight.”

      “Good,” Tamara replied. “What do you want our armies to do, then?”

      “The allies will bring their soldiers as close to Luceria as possible, and wait for our signal,” Draven said, pointing at several figurines arranged in a tight arc around Azazel’s castle. “I’ll leave it to you to decide who goes where, as you all know the terrain and your people’s capabilities. You will have to keep a low profile—there will be green fireflies everywhere as Azazel’s eyes. To this, we have found a solution.”

      He brought out the swamp witches’ book, placing it on the table. The incubi, the Lamias, the succubi, and the imps who hadn’t seen it before stared at it with raised eyebrows.

      “We have been digging through the swamp witches’ spell books, with a little help from the Daughter,” Draven added. “She left several notes in here that helped us translate a stunning spell. I’m not sure you’re all aware, but swamp witch magic can be invoked by anyone, as it functions on chemical formulas and the power of words. You will all receive instructions on how to prepare and use the spell against green fireflies, should you be forced to deal with them. We have most of the ingredients, and we’re going to send two of our Red Tribe succubi to gather specific crystal powders still needed.”

      “That’s not necessary,” said one of the Imp leaders, a short and stocky creature reminding me of Middle Ages illustrations of small, devilish fiends eager to consume souls. This one, however, wore a smart dark green tunic and an off-white shirt, and seemed more interested in doing business. I couldn’t help but wonder how much of the human lore had been derived from occasional bumps between our universes. “We have all the powders you need at the Marketplace. I’ll send a message bird first thing in the morning and have whatever you need delivered here.”

      “Thank you, Master Imp Joon. It is much appreciated,” Draven replied with a curt nod. “Now, on to the Oracles. Azazel will soon be left without the single most functioning Oracle in his possession, as Bijarki will take Vita away. Abrille is weak and can barely see anything these days, since she transferred most of her powers to Vita, Aida, and Phoenix while they were still in their mothers’ wombs. The other two Oracles he’s keeping are apparently comatose and will most likely die soon. While that is, in itself, sad, it bodes well for the alliance. The less Azazel knows about what we’re doing and the possible future, the better. Not only will it fuel his anger and make him prone to mistakes, but he will also be unable to anticipate many, if not all, of our moves.”

      He paused then and looked at me, warmth emanating from him as he waited for me to continue the briefing. We’d talked about it the day before, as Draven had expressed a willingness for me to actively participate in the conversation, as a representative for our Oracles and tight-knit group. I saw it as an honor and had agreed.

      “What you should all know now is where Azazel gets his power.” I took over, keeping my chin high as I looked everyone in the eyes.

      “We already know he’s drawing energy from the volcanoes,” Inon replied with a frown.

      “Indeed, but that’s not all. Azazel has a young Daughter in his possession, from an egg he stole off Mount Agrith many decades ago. He forced her to hatch prematurely and is now draining her energy for his own use. Because of the Daughter’s young age, her powers are limited, which is why we believe she’s only being used as an energy source and nothing else,” I explained, and gave them a few seconds to process the information. They were all shocked, and I couldn’t blame them.

      The Dearghs nodded slowly, grunting as they looked at each other.

      “Since Vita and Bijarki will be leaving Luceria under the invisibility spell, we will instruct them to get the young Daughter as well,” I continued. “While she is in there, Vita is gathering intel on the Daughter’s whereabouts, so we’re looking to get two birds with one… invisible stone.”

      Anjani stifled a smirk, as did Jovi, Zeriel, and Field. But Tamara was quick to ruin the mood.

      “Do you have a contingency plan, in case Bijarki and Vita are caught trying to escape?” she asked.

      I swallowed hard, not wanting to even think about the possibility. Jovi coughed lightly, drawing attention to himself.

      “Draven and I spoke about this, actually,” he said. “Should Bijarki fail, I’ll take two of our mutated shifters to pose as Destroyers and have them sneak me into the castle. They’re smart and cunning enough to follow my lead, take basic orders, and help me secure infiltration and extraction for both Vita and the Daughter, especially since I have the castle plans and know every exit and corridor available, as well as the secret passages.”

      “Ah, yes.” Grezzi pursed his lips. “What happened to those shifters, exactly, and why aren’t their rabid heads on a spike right now?”

      “During our diversion to secure Draven and Serena’s escape, one of our own was left vulnerable and surrounded by shifters beyond the protective shield,” Anjani explained briefly. “The Daughter acted on impulse and influenced them. She did something to them that amplified their natural abilities and forced them into a mindless loyalty toward us. They’re the only reason we even made it out of there alive when the protective shield came down.”

      “You know what?” Aida frowned, then looked at Jovi. “I’m not okay with you putting yourself in that kind of danger. You going into Azazel’s castle by yourself, without an invisibility spell, is downright insane.”

      “I love you too, Sis, but this is war,” Jovi replied firmly. “We either cower and hide because we want our loved ones safe, or we stand the hell up and bring this fight to Azazel. I’ve had enough of hiding and keeping my head down. I can do this, and I need you to have faith in me.”

      Aida took a deep breath and looked away. I could tell she still wasn’t okay with it, but Jovi was right. If we spent our time worrying about one another instead of tackling Azazel, we were never going to be safe, or see our families and The Shade again.

      “Provided all goes according to plan up to this point,” Draven picked up from where I’d left off, “and provided the young Daughter and Vita are successfully removed from Luceria, Azazel will be more vulnerable without one of his power sources. But we will still have a lot of work to do before we can charge him head on. Besides the Daughter and the volcanoes, the primary source of Azazel’s power is Asherak’s soul.”

      The new allies stilled, staring at Draven in disbelief. They’d all heard the legends, but they seemed to have a hard time believing they were true.

      “That’s just an old wives’ tale,” said Joon the Imp. “Asherak died thousands of years ago!”

      “I’m afraid he didn’t,” Draven replied. “By the time the Grand Temple Druids got to him, he’d already removed his soul from his body, stashing it inside a snake pendant. It’s been kept secret among the Master Druids for millennia. Unfortunately, it became a problem when Azazel was given the keys to the Kingdom of Purgaris and became a Master Druid himself. He was told of the pendant’s existence and killed the Master Druid who’d been assigned to guard it. Azazel has performed the Soul Fusion with it, and his being is now deeply tied to Asherak’s, which is how he’s become powerful enough to overthrow nineteen Kingdoms so far.”

      The Dearghs grumbled, and Inon brought a hand up to his massive stone chin. Fires flickered in his eyes—they evoked sadness and determination, and his lips tightened into a thin line.

      “This cannot go on any further,” he said. “We cannot allow Azazel to suckle the life out of an innocent little girl, and our volcanoes. It goes against everything in this world, and it’s a slap in all our faces if he’s already conjuring so much power from Asherak’s curse. We will no longer stand for this.”

      “What do you wish to do, then?” Draven asked.

      “We will resort to a measure we’ve never had to consider before,” he replied, his voice lower than usual. “It’s a painful and temporary solution, but it will give you the opening you need to launch a direct attack against Azazel. We will sacrifice a Deargh for each active volcano. Six of our brothers will give their lives to put the volcanoes into a state of deep sleep, dimming the energy they emanate and weakening Azazel’s power source. The volcanoes will not die, as that would mean the end of all Dearghs, but their slumber will render us weak, unable to draw energy from our homes.”

      “But that means you won’t be able to fight, right?” I asked, pained by the drastic proposal.

      “We will, but we will have a limited amount of energy to work with,” Zur replied. “The fire burning through us now will be enough to lay waste to a considerable number of Destroyers, but we will not be able to replenish our strength afterward. It will put us in a state of hibernation, and we will no longer be able to move, but Azazel will be weak enough for you to finish the job.”

      “Without the Daughter and our volcanoes, Azazel will only be left with Asherak’s soul,” Inon added. “It should be enough for you, your group, and the Marton Druids to take the pendant away from him and kill him. This is a sacrifice we are willing to make in order to ensure that Azazel is vanquished once and for all.”

      I felt tears creeping up to my eyes as I watched Zur place a heavy and consoling hand on Inon’s shoulder. Their selflessness was truly extraordinary and downright touching, but my pain also stemmed from the notion of “taking the pendant away” from Azazel, since I knew that involved putting Draven at risk of getting consumed by Asherak’s darkness. Despite what I’d said to him earlier, I wasn’t yet sure how I was going to save him if he took Asherak’s curse into himself. I just rejected the notion of killing him afterward.

      I swallowed my tears and took a deep breath, looking at Draven. He threw me a sideways glance filled with sadness and regret before he focused on the others around the table.

      “Someone will have to send a signal out to the allied armies, then,” he said. “Once the volcanoes are down and the young Daughter is out, the siege on Luceria can begin.”

      “I’ll do it.” Field raised his hand, prompting Aida to open her mouth and object, but he wouldn’t budge. “I’ll take two of the shifters with me, to take on my appearance and distract the hostile ground forces. We’ll fly out and give the signal to all warrior groups so they can begin the siege.”

      The allies nodded their agreement, then glanced at the map.

      “Many of the incubi who have sworn allegiance to Azazel will die in the process,” Grezzi said. “Let’s hope that just as many will be smart enough to turn their weapons on Luceria once they see how many of the free nations have risen against Azazel.”

      “Grezzi has a point,” Hansa added. “The majority do not wish to fight their own people but need incentive. They need hope. So, when we charge, we do it in full force and show that we cannot be taken down so easily.”

      “And as the assault takes place, Serena and I will go straight for Azazel,” Draven continued.

      “What, just the two of you?” Phoenix asked incredulously.

      “It’s for the best,” I said. “Draven and I talked about it the other day. There’s no point in putting you all at risk when we can take him on, along with the young Druids. We won’t be on our own.”

      “Yeah… No,” Aida interjected bluntly, her lips pursed. “It’s bad enough I have to see my brother infiltrate a castle full of Destroyers, and Field fly out, dodging poisoned spears. I’m not letting my best friend go to hell alone. We are coming, Serena. We can fight with you.”

      “Aida, I—”

      “Nope,” she stopped me. “Nope. There is no way I’m letting you go after Azazel without me.”

      “Or me, for that matter.” Phoenix lifted an eyebrow. “Or Vita! What, you think she’ll just stand by and chill once Bijarki brings her back? You must be joking! That girl can’t wait to set the bastard’s hair on fire! No, we’re all in this together. And the more of us, the better. Azazel cannot have a single second of respite.”

      “We must strike from all angles, Serena,” Aida persisted.

      I didn’t know what to say. Neither did Draven, though at least he gave them a slight nod in response.

      “They’re right,” Jax said. “The more of us, the better. You have my sword, as well.”

      “Mine too,” Hansa chimed in with a confident smirk.

      “And let’s not forget me.” Anjani winked and patted the sword hanging from her belt.

      “No, you’re staying out of this.” Hansa twisted to face her sister, who refused to yield.

      “Nope.” Anjani held her ground.

      A minute-long glaring competition followed before Hansa clicked her teeth and shrugged.

      “Fine, just don’t expect me to save your hide if you fall on your back,” she muttered.

      “Same goes for you,” Anjani teased.

      “There you have it!” Jax ended the verbal play-fighting, looking at us from beneath long, black eyebrows. His jade eyes glimmered with strength and eagerness to bring down our deadliest foe. “You’re not doing this by yourselves, Druid. We can’t put the fate of our world in the hands of six Druids who probably know ten spells between them, and a sentry. No offense.”

      “Oh, wow, none taken!” I replied sarcastically.

      “Hey, just looking out for the greater good here, along with your inexperienced asses,” Hansa shot back.

      Draven pinched the bridge of his nose, and, for a moment, I thought he was trying to keep himself from bursting out with rage. Until I saw the corners of his mouth pull into a smirk, and I realized he was trying not to laugh. It was a beautiful sight to behold, making my heart swell.

      “I’m perfectly fine with that,” he finally said, his voice lighter than usual. “Your assistance will be much appreciated.”

      “And needed,” I chimed in, giving Aida and Phoenix a half-smile. I’d hug them later.

      The allies all muttered and nodded their agreement.

      “We’ll start planning our positions around Luceria then,” Tamara said, glancing at the others.

      “Indeed,” Wren added. “We’ll have to agree on who goes where and make sure we cover all angles. That is a big and nasty castle.”

      “I have a question.” Zeriel lifted two fingers in the air, looking like the kid at the back of the class who’d been waiting to ask the teacher a silly question.

      We all waited for him to go on.

      “What happens if we kill Azazel, then?”

      “You mean after we kill Azazel.” Jax sneered at him.

      “Well, okay, you go ahead and be optimistic.” Zeriel rolled his eyes and mockingly shook his head, prompting Jax to give him a painful nudge in his side. “Ouch! Okay, fine! What happens after we kill Azazel? Has anyone thought about this?”

      A moment passed before Draven spoke, running his fingers through his hair.

      “After Azazel is vanquished and Calliope is reconquered, the other planets will fall back into place. Once Asherak’s curse is dispelled, the head will fall and the body will flounder,” he said. “We’ll regain access to the passage doors and the other planets. We will take the cities back from whatever opposition we encounter. They will be weak without Azazel anyway or, even better, they’ll recover their Druid form and spare us the trouble of more fighting. After that, we will rebuild Eritopia, brick by brick.”

      “Best to leave this part of the conversation for later,” Hansa said. “Let’s get the snake first.”

      We all agreed.

      Draven then reached beneath the table for a small blade and a porcelain bowl, in which he’d prepared herbs and crystal powders I hadn’t seen before. He placed the bowl on top of the map and looked at us.

      “I found an interesting spell while I was looking through the Druid archives,” he said. “A blood oath that forms an unbreakable connection between the members of a group. Up until now we’ve been using something similar but less potent from the swamp witches’ book, to communicate.”

      “It’s a telepathy spell, then?” I asked.

      “Not exactly, and yet yes, it is.” He smiled. “It’s ancient Druid magic, rather primitive for that matter, but extremely powerful. It establishes a link between individuals’ souls. It will enable us to be aware of each other’s whereabouts at all times, and reach out without any additional spell-casting. It only uses one word. Telluris.”

      “Telluris?” Tamara raised an eyebrow.

      “Why does that sound familiar?” Phoenix frowned, trying to remember where he’d heard it before.

      “You’ve probably seen it on the notes taken from your skin during visions,” Draven explained. “It’s an ancient runic word for ‘allies’. I will need to draw blood from everyone here in order to perform the spell. I call it a blood oath because it requires absolute trust. Should any of us think of betrayal, the others will know. After all we’ve been through with Sverik, I’m sure you all understand.”

      The allies looked at each other. One by one, they reached one hand out with the palm up, waiting for Draven to make a small incision and squeeze a few drops of blood into the bowl. He went around the table and got a sample from each of us. He stopped in front of me, his gray eyes dark and hooded.

      “It’ll only hurt a little,” he whispered.

      “It’s okay.” I gave him a warm smile and put my hand out. I flinched when the blade cut through my skin, but instantly relaxed when his fingers pressed on both sides of the incision and dripped blood into the bowl. His touch had that effect on me. His gaze softened as we looked at each other for half a minute, before he continued preparing the spell.

      He dripped his own blood into the bowl before setting the concoction on fire. A bright red flame burst out, and he placed his hand above it.

      “Telluris!” he intoned as his eyes glowed red, and a golden light burst outwards from the bowl and washed over us.

      I gasped as I felt my whole body catch fire, and looked at my hands and wrists. My veins flickered in an incandescent amber for a split second before I felt my soul bombarded with the presence of others. It was difficult to describe the sensation, but I could tell from the looks on the allies’ faces that they were experiencing the same thing.

      We looked at each other for a while, feeling truly connected. I’d been able to get a sense of their emotions before, but they were clearer and louder in my head now. Our souls were truly connected. The blood pact had been made.

      “This will protect and uphold the alliance,” Draven said, his eyes flickering black as he adjusted his own body to the connection. “We kick off tomorrow morning. Serena and I will sail to Marton, while the rest of you are to prepare and travel to your agreed upon locations around Luceria and wait for our signal. The same goes for you, Inon.”

      The Deargh looked up at Draven, but said nothing.

      “I will let you know when to take the volcanoes down,” he added. “Now that we are connected, all I have to do is say the word ‘Telluris’ followed by your name, and I will be able to speak to you directly. The same goes for everyone else here. That is how the spell works.”

      We all nodded, and I felt a wave of relief wash over me. We’d passed another major milestone in our mission to take down Azazel. We’d brought the alliance together and established a clear plan of action.

      It sounded extremely dangerous, but our chances of success seemed high.

      With newfound confidence and strength, I watched Draven as he engaged in different conversations with the allies, answering questions and asking some of his own, making sure everyone knew what they were doing and occasionally glancing my way with an indecipherable expression.

      All I had to do was figure out a way to stop Asherak’s darkness from taking over his soul, once we got to that point.

      That’s all, I said to myself. Should be simple.
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      Once the meeting was concluded, our guests were invited to a late dinner and then shown to their private quarters. The Dearghs were obviously too big for any of the rooms, but they insisted on keeping watch outside anyway, positioning themselves at three key points outside of Stonewall and setting themselves firmly into the ground. They looked like massive slabs of stone, quietly watching over the citadel.

      I left everyone in the grand hall to feast. I figured I could use some time alone to process the entire campaign against Azazel, and to adjust once and for all to the idea that those I loved were going to put themselves in harm’s way. As heavy as it weighed on my shoulders, I had to accept that Jovi and Field were strong and brave enough to see this through till the end. If anything, I needed to channel the inner-beast I’d unleashed during our escape from the mansion into a more permanent version of me.

      I had to toughen up and—

      I was suddenly swept off the stone floor, and found myself flying at a low altitude down the wide hallway leading outside.

      “What the hell?!” I yelped, then realized Field had flown in from behind and taken me in his arms.

      I held on tight, wrapping my arms around his neck as he gripped me close to his chest and shot toward the cloaking spell’s wall. The two little Bajangs I’d run into the other night were waiting there, grinning at us as we got closer very fast.

      “Field, what are you doing?” I mumbled, barely able to utter complete words.

      If a Bajang didn’t use a drop of their blood to grant us permission out of there, we were going to crash into the cloaking spell’s limestone wall. My heart pounded as the distance between us and said wall got alarmingly shorter with each second.

      “Relax,” Field said. “I’ve got this.”

      The corner of his mouth twitched, probably in amusement at my alarmed expression. My gaze darted back and forth between his face and the wall.

      “Field, I don’t think we can—”

      He whistled sharply, once, and the Bajang cubs stepped aside. I held my breath.

      One of the kids bit into his palm and slapped it against the wall.

      Only a couple of feet.

      I nearly screamed, but instantly shut my mouth as the limestone surface rippled and we darted through it, unscathed.

      “You crazy bas—” I started saying, but stilled in Field’s arms, mesmerized by the charmingly childish smile he’d put on.

      He flew us out of the castle, then shot up and headed for one of the watchtowers in a tight arc. He held me tight, and I could almost hear his heart echoing inside my ribcage as we reached the top of the tower, where dim lights flickered beneath its wooden roof.

      He put me down, then leaned against the circular stone balustrade with a satisfied smirk, his black wings retreating beneath his shoulder blades.

      It took me a couple of seconds to catch my breath, my muscles vibrating and my legs shaking from the adrenaline. It was like that every time we flew together—not so much from the altitude or insane speeds, but from the proximity of our bodies.

      I looked around and noticed he’d prepared a little picnic area in the middle, complete with food he must have snatched from the buffet downstairs, a couple of blankets, and candles. I looked out and took a deep breath, stunned by the incredible view, with the ocean sprawling on one side and the mainland unraveling its meadows and forests on the other side, beneath the night sky.

      “I had the cubs waiting by the wall, in case you were wondering.” Field grinned.

      “All to give me a good scare?” I lifted an eyebrow at him.

      “I asked them if they wanted to play a prank on you, and they jumped at the opportunity. They’re quite obsessed with you, wolf-girl…”

      The look on his face stirred all kinds of fires in me, especially a mixture of playfulness and arousal that I hadn’t experienced before. Field had this way about him of leaving me speechless and exhilarated, taking me from one extreme to another and making me enjoy every second of it. If anything, I could feel myself becoming addicted to the walking and talking adrenaline rush that was the Hawk.

      “What’s this, though?” I asked, motioning toward the food and blankets.

      “Well,” he said with a sheepish smile while scratching the back of his neck. “I’ve never really taken you out on a date. Not a proper one, at least. You know, candlelit dinner and all that. And given that we don’t know what will become of us over the next few days, I figured now was as good a time as any.”

      He paused for a moment, his turquoise gaze soft as it settled on my face.

      “I’d like to be realistic at this point and acknowledge that we might not make it out of this alive, Aida. And I want to make the most of the little time we have left together before we begin the siege.”

      “No, no, no. Out of the question,” I replied, slightly alarmed. “I’m not willing to listen to any of this talk about death and—”

      “Aida, listen to me.” He cut me off, taking a few steps toward me until I had to drop my head back to look in his eyes. “Don’t focus on the negative. Let’s enjoy this moment, now. Let’s just be with each other. What do you say?”

      His voice was low and soft, making my heart flutter. I licked my lips almost instinctively, and his gaze caught the movement, darkening for a brief moment. I nodded slowly.

      “Okay,” I replied. “What now?”

      “Now, we eat.” Field smiled and motioned for me to sit.

      He joined me, his face just a few inches from mine, and pointed at the blanket rolls on the left.

      “We can even sleep here, if you’d like,” he added.

      “Under the stars?” I asked, then looked up and remembered the small roof. “Kind of?”

      He laughed lightly, beaming at me as he nodded. He looked so beautiful, the candlelight casting its amber glow on his face, accentuating his sharp cheekbones and the blade of his nose.

      “Won’t it get cold?” I had no idea where these silly questions were coming from. His body so close to mine made me feel deliciously and hilariously anxious, shutting my senses down and turning me into a shy little wolf-girl who didn’t know what to do with a hot guy she’d been crushing on for years.

      His eyelids came down, obscuring his turquoise gaze as it moved from my eyes to my lips, then back to my eyes.

      “I can keep you warm. That won’t be a problem.”

      And so, my heart skipped a beat and my toes curled in my boots as I found myself speechless before him.

      We started eating, as I’d already skipped lunch. We didn’t say much for a while, just occasionally glanced at each other. I felt like I needed to fill that silence with something. The one thing I lacked was the skill to engage in an interesting conversation while being swept off my feet by his breathtaking bluish green stare.

      “I wonder what this world will be like once we destroy Azazel,” I said. “Will they return to the old system of Master Druids leading the Kingdoms, or will they rebuild it under a diff—”

      He kissed me. His lips pressed against mine and set off fireworks inside my head. I closed my eyes, blinded by the sensation, my breath stuck in my throat. He tasted sweet, with a hint of the fruit he’d just popped into his mouth.

      He pulled his head back and brushed my cheek with his knuckles, looking right into my soul.

      “Let’s talk about us tonight. You. Me. This,” he whispered. “Our future.”

      I blinked several times, my brain refusing to function properly.

      “Our future?” I croaked.

      He nodded, giving me such a tender look that I feared I would melt right there and never return to a solid form. I sighed, pushing myself to glance into “our future”. What would I do? What were we going to do, once all this was over? Would we stay here, or move back to The Shade?

      I had to admit to myself that Eritopia had been growing on me more and more each day. But what would we do here? Back home we had a purpose. I had GASP to focus on. It had been my ethos since I was a kid, watching Field and my brother sparring on the training grounds.

      “I mean, what would we do after this is over?” I mused. “I’d see us going back to The Shade, to be honest. But, at the same time, I’m looking around here, at Calliope alone, and I’m thinking they’ll need all the help they can get to rebuild and establish an order. There will be chaos here after Azazel falls. There will be rebels and anarchists, because we both know there were plenty who joined his army of their own volition. Their population has been decimated by the wars.”

      I swallowed another morsel of food, then washed it down with herb-infused water, looking up at the little patch of sky visible from where I sat.

      “Eritopia’s kind of growing on me, too,” I added.

      “You like it here, huh?”

      “I think I do.” I chuckled. “Call me crazy, but it’s beautiful, despite the horrors that have befallen it. The hills seem endless. The fruits are absolutely delicious. Most of the creatures we’ve met are pretty cool.”

      “So how would you see yourself staying here?” he asked, his voice low.

      “I don’t know. I mean, I wouldn’t want to be the only one staying. It wouldn’t make sense. But maybe if we open a GASP center here, we could help the Eritopians. Maintain the balance. Bring in some of our technologies and help them move past this dark age they’ve been stuck in for so long. I’m pretty sure their Druid magic combined with our jinn and witches would help them progress.”

      He didn’t say anything. I gave him a quick sideways glance and saw him looking at me, his expression impossible to read, glazed in the warm glow of the candlelight.

      “We could do a lot of good here with a GASP base. And we’d be able to go back to The Shade whenever we wanted. I’m sure Corrine, Ibrahim, and Mona would figure out a way to make the passage easier. Or maybe the Druid can find a more permanent spell for travel. Or a portal. I don’t know, just winging it here,” I babbled on.

      Again, Field kept quiet. I looked at him and felt my core expand, a warm light pouring through my veins. The look in his eyes was so soft. So loving. I exhaled sharply, my ribcage swelling with all the emotions I’d been experiencing toward him.

      “What do you think?” I managed to ask.

      “I think I’m in awe of you,” Field replied, blinking slowly. “And I think you’d be perfect at running a team of your own if we set up a GASP base here…”

      “We?” I echoed, smiling hopefully.

      “You didn’t think I’d let you do anything all by yourself, did you?” He cocked his head to one side, an eyebrow raised. I shrugged in response. I needed to hear him say it. “Aida, you’re stuck with me. Sorry.”

      I squashed a giggle as he shifted forward, cupped my face with one hand, and took my mouth in another dazzling kiss. We kept our eyes open, gazing into each other’s souls. His tongue worked mine with delicious technique, sending sparks through my limbs as I instinctively moved closer to him. His body heat seeped through me, his spare arm snaking around my waist and holding me tight.

      “Field,” I murmured against his lips.

      He stilled, unwilling to break contact.

      “You know I’m quite smitten with you, right?” I closed my eyes, inhaling his natural scent.

      “Quite?”

      “Okay, utterly. Incredibly. Irreversibly smitten.”

      “Mhm.”

      He held me tight against his chest, sinking his face in my hair and breathing in deeply. I wrapped my arms around his torso, his heart thudding against mine.

      We lost ourselves in talk for the rest of the night—talk about anything other than what lay ahead for us in the next few days. And it was all I wanted. Just us and nothing else. The two of us beneath a starry sky, by a makeshift candlelight dinner on top of a tower overlooking a world that was as beautiful as it was cruel.

      At least for one night, nothing else mattered.
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      It was past midnight, and I was in the middle of a conversation with Hansa and Anjani in the grand hall, discussing rules of engagement with the front line of incubus soldiers stationed to protect Luceria. The other allies were scattered around, some quietly starting to retreat to their quarters, while others found the food so good that they decided to go for a second dinner—Grezzi’s appetite in particular was quite a sight to behold.

      Aida had had a brief conversation with Vita before the alliance meeting, confirming that she was okay and patiently waiting for Bijarki to come. Patrik kept her company, as she’d become determined to help him break Azazel’s control spell. If she succeeded, it meant we could do the same for the other Destroyers and eventually return as many of them as possible to their original state.

      Draven had slipped out at some point, and I fought the urge to go after him. I knew he was still struggling with the prospect of taking Asherak’s soul into his own, and it tore him apart on the inside, but I also knew I couldn’t do much to curb his anguish unless he was willing to let me in.

      I eventually excused myself, as we had an early start in the morning. Wren had announced that the ship was ready to set sail for Marton, which meant Draven and I needed to get some rest before embarking on that journey.

      I got to my room and took a quick, cold shower. I washed my clothes and hung them out to dry in the bathroom, then scoured the dresser for a decent nightgown. I found one, long and frilly around the neck and wrists, then sank into the bed. I tossed and turned for a while, unable to get Draven out of my mind.

      My heart ached for him, and I wanted to be near him, to hold him in my arms and tell him that everything was going to be okay, that I wouldn’t let him destroy himself in order to take Azazel down. I sat up, anxious and restless.

      Everything was working out, for the time being. We had almost everyone under one roof, Vita in relative safety in Luceria, and Bijarki on his way to get her. Why was I spending the one peaceful night we had on my own? The world could very well end tomorrow, or in a few days. Why was I keeping my distance from Draven just to leave him brooding on his own?

      This is as good as it’s going to get for now, I thought to myself.

      Then I remembered telling him I loved him earlier. With everything that had been going on since, I hadn’t had the time to even think about that. I’d promised him that our conversation wasn’t over, yet I didn’t know what else to say to him, given that I’d dropped the L bomb on him so viciously. I mean, we both felt it—I’d sensed it in him before, and I’d acknowledged my own feelings already, but I’d never given them the official name of “love”.

      But it is love. I love him. I feel it in my bones; I breathe it whenever I look at him or think of him.

      He didn’t even get a chance to say something in return. I had cut him off and dived into the alliance meeting.

      Maybe I should talk to him.

      And say what?

      My mind was expertly sabotaging itself with contrary thoughts. I couldn’t stay in that room on my own anymore. The more I sat there, the more arguments I had with myself about whether I should go talk to Draven or not. I took a deep breath and got out of bed.

      I figured a walk might do me some good. And if my feet decided to take me to Draven’s room, then so be it.

      I opened the door, already stepping forward into the hallway, when I stopped, my eyes wide and my heart suddenly thumping as I found Draven standing in the doorway. I’d surprised him, judging by the look on his face, his eyebrows arched, a solitary flicker of black in his eyes.

      “Draven,” I whispered, feeling my body instantly warm up under his steely gaze.

      “Sorry, I wasn’t sure you were still awake,” he murmured. “I’ve been building the courage to knock, but it seems you beat me to it.”

      He gave me a weak smile, his hands behind his back. There was tension between us, heady and hot and filled with unspoken words.

      “Do you want to come in?” I asked, breaking the momentary silence.

      “You said the conversation wasn’t over,” he replied, a muscle throbbing in his jaw and his eyes fixed so intensely on me that I felt my face on fire.

      Ah, so we’ll have to talk about that after all…

      I stepped aside, motioning for him to come in. He advanced through the doorway and stopped in the middle of the room, his back to me. I closed the door and leaned against it. We’d been like this before, with him facing away and me unable to speak. I had to break the vicious cycle. I had to be brave and own what I’d said.

      Screw it—you might only have tonight. Just say it.

      I opened my mouth to talk about my feelings for him, but the words just didn’t want to come out, nearly choking me. My heart was erratic, and I was close to breaking into a cold sweat. His silence made me so nervous, but I couldn’t figure out why.

      “Draven, I—”

      “Did you mean it?” He cut right to the chase, as if aware of my sudden struggle to initiate this conversation. He looked to his side, but not at me. His voice was low, and there was an intensity emanating from him that I’d never felt before.

      “W-What?”

      “When you said you loved me. Did you mean it?”

      A few seconds passed. I bit my lower lip and decided to go with it.

      “Yes.” I laid it out again. I couldn’t hold it in. It just rolled off my tongue with such ease. “I love you.”

      I felt better after I said it. Perhaps that had been the source of my anxiousness. My need to tell him I loved him, perhaps again and again until it got seared into his brain and he let go of the foolish idea of sacrificing himself. Maybe I could stop him from going too far, from going that deep into the darkness, if he knew exactly how I felt about him.

      It took him a while to move or say something. I waited, quietly, my muscles tense and my stomach twisting, gazing at his back, his broad frame and narrow hips, his bulging arms and long legs.

      “The moment you first said it,” he replied slowly. “I felt this surge through my body. I needed to hear you say it again. I wanted to feel that energy again. And I do. Your words give me unexpected strength, Serena.”

      He turned to face me, his emotions raw and pouring out of him like a river eager to drown me. His eyes flickered black, and he breathed heavily as he looked at me.

      “I will go to the end of the world and back for you, Serena. And hearing, without doubt, that you love me just fuels me even further. I was close to caving in earlier. I’d found a resolve in my death for the greater good, to save Eritopia. But then you said those words, and it all came crumbling down. I can’t allow my life to end before I get to spend it with you.”

      I was speechless. My heart pumped hard, inflated beneath my ribs. I found it hard to breathe, my eyes stinging and ready to let out the tears that had been fighting their way to the surface. I’d never been spoken to like this. I’d never experienced anything like this, and the depth of it all was scary and ecstatic at the same time.

      “Draven, I love you.”

      It was all I could say, in the end. Nothing else seemed to fit better between us.

      “I lo—” I wanted to say it again, but he walked over, closing the space between us in the blink of an eye.

      His mouth came crashing down on mine, and he took me in his arms, tightening his grip and forcing the air out of my lungs. He kissed me with such intensity that I felt tender, broiling in his embrace. I parted my lips, and he ravished me, consuming my very being as his tongue caressed mine in hungry, circular motions.

      He paused to look at me, his lips red and wet, his eyes dark and searing into me.

      “I love you, Serena,” he breathed. “I’ve fallen hard, and I can’t pick myself up from it. I can’t even breathe without you anymore. I’m astonished by the depth to which you’ve taken my very soul…”

      I cupped his face with my hands, feeling hot tears streaming down my cheeks. It felt incredible to hear him say that. I’d felt it, but hearing the words spoken out loud—it was something else entirely. My heart expanded as I pulled him in for another kiss.

      “Say it again,” he whispered, his lips against mine.

      “I love you.” My mouth moved over his.

      His hands reached my hips, grasping flesh and fabric as his rampant breath escaped between kisses. I ran my fingers through his hair, reveling in the tactile sensation as he pulled me even closer. I felt him hard against me, and a cool draft brushing against my legs as he slowly lifted my nightgown.

      I gasped when his fingers found the bare skin on my thighs.

      I stilled, and he looked at me, dark and incandescent with desire. I knew where we were going with this, and I knew this time we wouldn’t be able to stop, which suddenly brought my sentry nature slamming into focus.

      “Draven, I’m a sentry,” I said, my voice trembling like my entire body under his touch. “I-If we go through with… with… with what it is we’re doing here, remember I told you that you might become a sentry as well… or maybe some weird hybrid mix.”

      He stared at me for a few seconds, breathing heavily. I could see microcosms imploding beneath his lowered eyelids, long black lashes arching upward as if reaching for the sky. My fingers tingled with the urge to touch each of them and memorize the feeling that every atom composing Draven gave me.

      “I’m a Druid, Serena,” he replied, his voice husky with desire. “My species is strong and unyielding, and honestly, I don’t really care right now. If I wake up tomorrow with your abilities, I’ll be fine. I’ll be even happier, because I’ll have a little bit more of you in me.”

      How could I not love him, when he warped my entire world like that, wrapping it around his fingers and making it all his, perfect and impervious to anything that might stand against us? I let my head fall gently back, so I could get a better look at his sharp features, at his tender lips and his vibrant gaze.

      “We don’t know what tomorrow will bring, Serena,” he whispered. “Let’s make tonight ours, at least. Because afterwards, I’ll be fighting tooth and nail to be with you for an eternity and more.”

      I traced the contour of his lower lip with my finger, wondering how he’d come to be so intense, so strong, so… Draven.

      He kissed me again, this time in a deeper and more intimate fashion, sending fire coursing through my veins. He lifted me off the ground, and I wrapped my arms around his neck as he brought me near the bed.

      We stood there, facing each other, our lips fused and hungrily demanding more, as his hands settled on my bare hips for a minute. I pushed myself forward to feel more of his hard body’s heat. He hissed and lifted my nightgown higher, prompting me to raise my arms. With one swift move, the cotton garment was tossed to the floor, and I was bare before him.

      He stilled, taking his time to look at me, taking in every inch of bare skin and soul that I had to give him. He didn’t say anything for a while, just watched me carefully, his hands at his sides and his eyes even darker. I didn’t break our stare, but my hands moved of their own accord, unbuttoning his shirt and slowly peeling it off him. He slipped out of his boots and ran his fingers down the side of my face, tracing an invisible line down my neck and igniting an entire sun inside my chest.

      “You are perfect, Serena,” he whispered. “You were made for me, and I swear I was made for you…”

      My breath hitched as I sat on the bed in front of him. Ropes of muscles stretched methodically across his torso, his strong arms made for holding me. It was all mine, every inch of smooth skin, every curve and sharp edge that made him who he was. I placed my hand on his chest and let it move slowly downward, enjoying the feel of his skin against mine.

      Draven bent forward, capturing my mouth in another kiss as he gently pushed me onto my back, covering me with his body. My temperature soared as his frantic heartbeat reverberated through my chest, setting off a chain of events that felt like it would forever shape my existence in this world.

      I felt his golden energy washing over me like sunlight, his lips moving down my neck and tasting their way to my shoulder before descending and pulling me deeper into a state of euphoria.

      I combed his hair with my fingers and beckoned him to come back and kiss me again. When he returned above me I realized his trousers had vanished and we were naked, skin on skin, sinking into the bed and into oblivion.

      “Say it again,” he demanded, his voice raw and his fingers digging into my hips.

      “I love you,” I whispered, and nibbled his lower lip.

      He groaned as I sent him into a frenzy from which he could no longer come back. I was ready for him. I was ready to give him everything I had, including my soul. I felt my senses expand as he took me, moving gently as we abandoned reality altogether and lost ourselves in each other.

      “I love you too, Serena…”

      We made love as the world around us disappeared, our souls becoming one along with our bodies. Skin on skin, raw emotion and quivering muscles, unraveling senses and a white light enveloping me as Draven took me away from the physical plane and deeper into ourselves. I reached the peak of the universe, and I cried out to him, saying “I love you” each time he demanded it.

      Our bodies were in perfect sync, moving like they’d been designed to fit so closely, so beautifully on one another. Our souls bonded as we soared closer to the sun. I felt it all—his whole life played itself before my eyes, each moment crisp and clear and colorful and full of emotions I’d never felt before. His emotions. His memories. His love for me.

      It was all there, burning bright like a giant sun, and I was orbiting it, absorbing his energy and feeding him mine as we held on, as we tightened our grip on one another and experienced sheer bliss, over and over again.

      “Say it again,” I told him, tears of happiness running down my cheeks as I reveled in everything he gave me, in everything he was, and in everything he made me feel.

      “I love you, Serena.”

      The universe contracted then expanded again. I cried out his name as he did mine, and we crashed into each other, melting into the sheets and marveling at how our very beings were able to fuse in such depth and detail.

      Our souls felt irreversibly connected.

      “Say it again,” I whispered in his ear as we relaxed in our embrace, my senses dazzled and my heart bursting with sunlight.

      “I love you.”
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      I was dreaming. It had taken me what felt like forever to fall asleep, but when I finally drifted away, I found myself back at the mansion. It was nighttime in my subconscious as well, dark and cold. A half-moon shone in the sky, but there were no stars, which I found peculiar.

      I glanced over my shoulder and saw the plantation house, its main entrance torn down and signs of destruction inside, visible through the gaping hole that had once held a front door, and the broken windows. The magnolia trees were in full bloom, the petals blowing in the wind.

      When I looked ahead again, Viola was standing there, on the edge where the protective shield had once outlined the property. Green fireflies flew above in loose strings, going in and out of the house.

      “Viola!” I called out, and she looked at me.

      Her reddish pink hair was lifted by the howling night wind. Her violet eyes were glazed with tears as her gaze found mine. She wore the nightgown she’d had on when she was taken, her arms and feet bare. My heart tied itself in knots, and my whole body shuddered at the sight of her.

      I walked over, but I couldn’t get to her. It was happening again.

      I ran, but the distance between us never shortened. I groaned with frustration and increased my speed, but still I couldn’t reach her.

      “Viola!” I shouted, my voice stretched with anguish.

      “Phoenix,” she whispered, and I could hear her loud and clear inside my head.

      I kept running, unwilling to give up just yet. This was a dream—I was aware of it. I was determined to take control of it. I had to get to her. I desperately needed to touch her.

      “Why is this happening?” I cried out.

      “Phoenix,” she sighed. “You’re in danger!”

      I stilled, watching her quietly. Despite it being a lucid dream, I had no control over it, not even over my own reactions. I would’ve shouted. I would’ve struggled. I would’ve broken my arms and legs if it could get me closer to her. Instead, I just stood there, pain throbbing in my chest.

      “My sisters won’t let me leave,” she said. “But I can still reach out to you in my dreams. Please, listen to me… You’re in danger. I need you to fight. I need you to wake up and take control of the situation.”

      What was she saying? I knew where I was. I was in Stonewall, beneath a cloaking spell. I wore ancient Druid concealment magic to keep me out of Azazel’s reach. I was surrounded by allies, their armies waiting quietly in the woods, by the meadow. I was in bed, sleeping.

      “I need you to wake up, Phoenix. Wake up! Take control!”

      I couldn’t speak anymore. I opened my mouth and moved my lips, but the words never came out. I reached a hand out to her, my soul craving to touch her.

      “Wake up, Phoenix! Wake up!”

      What’s happening?

      “Wake up!”

      I opened my eyes with a gasp. I sat up, an alarm buzzing in my brain, and looked around with tense muscles and a heavy heart. Nothing seemed out of place.

      I was in bed, in my room inside Stonewall. The moonlight poured through the window, and I could hear the ocean waves crashing against the rocky shore below. It was getting cold, and my body was covered in sweat. The breeze whistled through my room, brushing against me and sending chills down my spine.

      Rubbing my face, I got out of bed, looking for anything out of the ordinary.

      Had it only been a dream? My subconscious need to see her again?

      I looked out the window. The indigo sky was clear, riddled with stars. The moon hung large, low, and heavy over the ocean’s rippling waters. It would soon go away and make room for sunrise. Down below, broken ships rocked in the harbor. One had been repaired, with new sails and succubi were loading it with supplies. They were getting ready to sail to Marton in the morning.

      The urgency of seeing Viola again filled the hole her absence had left. I was wide awake and knew I wouldn’t be able to go back to sleep. Thoughts of her came rushing through my head in a deranged whirlwind, and I couldn’t push any of them out.

      I dressed and went into the archive hall, where an oil lamp still burned, its orange flame flickering in the darkness. I started looking through the books in the history section. I couldn’t go after the Daughters of Eritopia, but I could at least read up on them. I could understand their existence and find potential weaknesses.

      If Azazel had been able to spot the egg pushed out by Mount Agrith, he had done it because he had enough knowledge about them. He probably knew the cycles and had anticipated Eritopia’s response to his actions. It made me wonder whether my own pursuit would guide me to the information I needed to get Viola back. It was a long shot, and a random one at that, but I was out of options. I had to try.

      The history section offered very little, so I moved to the restricted section, including the forbidden tomes in the chest. Most of the books in there were spell books, dark magic that was too evil to teach young Druids, archived and forgotten. But there was a journal at the bottom, bound in leather, with waxed pages. It was written by Calisthenes, who declared himself a follower of Asherak on the title page and in the introduction.

      It was a detailed account of Asherak’s encounters with the Daughters of Eritopia. I’d probably try for visions about this later when I could focus more, but for now, I decided to read through Calisthenes’s account.

      It was as good a place to start as any.
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      We talked and kissed and held each other before sleep got the better of us and made us hide beneath the blankets. We were both exhausted after all the running and fighting. I was surprised we’d even made it to midnight without crashing.

      I slept like a log. When I peeled my eyes open, I couldn’t even remember my dreams. Instead, I was enveloped by Field, his arms wrapped around my waist, his chest against my back. It felt so good, I didn’t want the moment to end.

      His breath warmed the back of my neck, his face hidden in my hair. Judging from his breathing, he was still sleeping.

      I didn’t want to wake him just yet. I looked up and noticed the pale orange and blue shades of sunrise stretching across the sky. It was quiet, and his embrace softened my senses.

      It seemed like a reasonable time to check on Vita—I wondered whether Bijarki had made it to Luceria yet. I closed my eyes and shut everything out, focusing on the universe expanding in the darkness and the sound of Vita’s heartbeat.

      The blackness dissipated, and my surroundings became clear. I was in Vita’s room. She was standing by the window, the iron shackle heavy on her ankle. She brightened when she saw me, once again expressing regret at not being able to hug me. The feeling was mutual. I couldn’t wait to hold her close again.

      I brought her up to speed with the concealment spell Draven had found for us Oracles, the alliance meeting, and our current plan. She expressed the same concerns that I had about Jovi and Field putting themselves at such risk, and she too frowned and rejected the notion of Bijarki failing.

      “I know,” I muttered. “Serena said the same thing. But we had to consider the possibility nonetheless. Best to be prepared, you know?”

      “I guess.” She pouted, looking out the window.

      “Vita, we need your help,” I said. I hated asking her to do anything that could jeopardize her safety, but we needed her inside support. She looked at me with raised eyebrows and twinkling turquoise eyes, as if eager to do whatever we asked. I figured she felt restless and useless in there.

      “Go on,” she said.

      “We need you to find out where Azazel keeps the little Daughter in the castle. A precise location.” I sighed. “Do you think you can do that? Without getting yourself in trouble?”

      “You know, I was actually planning on doing just that.” She gave me a mischievous smile. “Damion let it slip that she’s in here somewhere. I figured that if I find out where they’re keeping her, Bijarki and I could snatch her. You know, since we’d be using the invisibility spell.”

      “Hah, great minds think alike, then!” I chuckled, then frowned at her. “Can you do it, though? You’re shackled to the bed, honey…”

      “Like you said the other day, when has that ever stopped me from doing something?” Vita grinned with impressive confidence. I loved the person she’d become since we’d landed in Eritopia. I’d loved the earlier version of her as well, but this Vita standing before me was even more incredible, stronger and more self-assured. My heart swelled with pride.

      “We figured that if we take the little Daughter away from Azazel, it’ll cut off an essential power supply for Azazel’s magic,” I said.

      “Do you think it would get the Daughters to intervene, then, if he no longer has her as leverage?” Vita mused, crossing her hands on her chest.

      “It might, but we’re not counting on them. Not after what they did to us at the mansion,” I muttered. “Our main focus is to weaken Azazel.”

      “Okay then!” Vita took a deep breath, suddenly energized. “Patrik will come by soon. He’s so close to breaking the control spell; I can feel it. The sooner he does this, the better. Since I’m trapped here, I can’t do much without stirring attention. But if Patrik is free of Azazel’s control, he can go look for the Daughter and give us a precise location. Hopefully Bijarki will be here soon…”

      I noticed the shadow passing over her face and the glossy brightness in her eyes. She was worried about him, and with good reason. He was supposed to be there already.

      “He’s probably assessing his way in, Vita,” I told her reassuringly. “I’m guessing the invisibility spell isn’t enough for a safe extraction. He’s probably making sure he can get you out of here without anyone noticing. I mean, this place is riddled with corridor mazes and staircases, right?”

      She nodded slowly, looking out again.

      “Hang in there, honey! This will all be over soon.”

      “You be careful, too, Aida.” She gave me a weak smile.

      I grinned and allowed myself to return to my physical form and sink back into Field’s arms. I worried about her and Bijarki, but I couldn’t do much more from where I was. A new day had come, and with it, the prospect of taking the fight to Azazel and ridding the world of him, once and for all.

      I couldn’t wait. He’d been so intrusive and evil, even bullying me in my visions. I hated bullies. I looked forward to watching him fall.
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      I woke up feeling weightless and warm. My heart fluttered in my chest, and my body hummed with the memories of last night. My soul was overflowing with love and golden light, as if my bones, my flesh, and my skin had been neatly wrapped around a star.

      Draven was lying in bed behind me, holding me tight and nibbling my earlobe, sending a rush of hot blood through my limbs. I was in heaven, and I didn’t want to come down.

      “I never thought I’d feel this way,” he whispered in my ear.

      I felt my lips stretch into a lazy smile as I moved slowly against him. His fingers traced lines down my hip, igniting fires beneath my skin with his touch. His voice was a cure for everything, plucking at the strings that animated my spirit like an expert guitar player.

      “I love you, Serena.”

      I purred at the sound of those words. We’d said them over and over last night, yet couldn’t get tired of letting them roll off our tongues. He gently bit my shoulder and swiftly turned me around to face him, making me giggle at his tickling fingers moving up and down my spine.

      “I love you, Draven.” I looked deep into his gray eyes, flickering black. “And I’ll never stop saying it…”

      My body was still bare against his, wrapped in crisp sheets while the morning breeze swept through the room. The ocean crashed against the shore outside, and I could hear voices in the distance. It sounded like our allies were preparing for the first day of our campaign, but I was busy examining this perfect connection between Draven and me.

      I could feel him resonating inside me with crystal-clear precision. Every thought, every emotion, everything he was experiencing was being transmitted into my nervous system. The feel of my own skin on his fingers. My breath warm against his broad chest. My core throbbing and aching for him. He could feel it all. And I could feel him.

      “You can feel it too,” I said.

      “Everything, darling.”

      He gave me a warm and seductive smile, then kissed me, and I felt his love, his feral need to hold me close and never let me go. In return, he felt me. His skin on mine, his golden energy pouring through me, the perfection of every second spent loving him.

      “I want you to know…” He paused to look at me with hooded eyes. “Everything that happens from here on out. Everything I will do. It will all be to keep you safe. To treat you like the single most important thing in my existence. Because that is what you are, Serena. I’ve found all I’ve ever wanted, and all I didn’t even know I wanted, in you.”

      I cupped his face, unable to say much in return. But I knew he sensed everything going on in my head. He could feel my heart beating frantically in my chest. So I said nothing at all, just caught his lips in mine and drew us both under the sheets for a long, slow kiss.

      A knock at the door broke us out of our dream state.

      “The succubi are getting ready to sail out.” I heard Hansa’s voice beyond the door.

      I glanced at the door over my shoulder, then turned to look at Draven. He smiled, amusement glimmering in his eyes at the sight of my cheeks flushing.

      “We’ll be ready shortly,” he said, loud enough for Hansa to hear.

      It took her a few seconds to respond. I realized then that we were in my room, and Draven had responded to Hansa for me. His voice was so raw and sensual, I had a feeling that “shortly” had a different meaning to him. The look he gave me was downright scorching. I felt like an incandescent lightbulb, burning under his gaze.

      “I’ll… I’ll wait for you in the grand hall with the others, then,” came her awkward reply.

      Yeah, she knew exactly what was going on.

      He drew me closer and pulled the sheets back over our heads... Indeed, “shortly” had been a little white lie.
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      It took all the strength I could gather to get myself out of bed. Draven had a hard time, too. We showered quickly, the cool water grounding us back into reality.

      I watched him carefully as we finished dressing. “I don’t notice anything yet that might suggest you’re becoming a sentry,” I commented.

      “I doubt your nature will affect me that way, as I said… But if I do attain sentry abilities, it will only be a good thing, Serena,” he said reassuringly, before he took my hand and led me to the door.

      We reached the grand hall, where all the allies had gathered one last time.

      The Dearghs, the Imps, Grezzi’s incubi, the united rogue succubi tribes, the Tritones, the Bajangs, and the Lamias were all ready to depart to their assigned locations. Generals and lieutenants were appointed to lead the troops and surround Luceria. Their orders were to settle in key points around the castle and wait for Field to give them the signal over the next few days.

      “I’ve designated one of my wards to prepare the Maras,” Jax said, eyeing both Draven and me. I had a feeling he could tell something had happened between us. It was the same look Hansa had on her face, smiling eyes and all. “They’re currently stationed on the southwest side and are waiting for updates from the alliance.”

      Draven nodded promptly, and Thorn stepped forward, leaving his sister a couple of feet behind, next to Hansa and Anjani. The shifters waited patiently behind, watching all the creatures around them with curious violet eyes.

      “I’m taking my warriors out to cover the east side of the castle,” he said. “Rebel wishes to keep the elders and cubs safe, along with her security detail.”

      I looked over my shoulder and noticed Rebel’s security detail—an entire garrison of well-built, muscular Bajangs, their expressions harsh and cool.

      “We’ll see you soon.” Draven looked at the alliance. “We’re connected now, so I’ll be able to keep track of each of you, and you will be able to do the same with me and Serena.”

      We made our farewells again, and Hansa and Wren took the pregnant Green Tribe succubi out to the ship waiting in the harbor. Anjani stayed back with Jax, Jovi, Phoenix, Aida, and Field. They were to wait for our return from Marton, after which we’d set the wheels in motion and engage Azazel.

      I hugged my brother tight, hoping I’d pass some of my energy on to him.

      “Don’t forget to feed, Phoenix,” I said, holding his face. “The Daughter is gone for now, and you’re still a sentry. Keep your strength. You’ll need it, okay?”

      “No worries, Sis.” He winked at me. “Got a solid batch of chicken wings here waiting for me to dig in.”

      He nodded toward Field, who raised a sarcastic eyebrow and crossed his arms over his chest. Aida stifled a chuckle.

      At least it seemed Phoenix was doing a little better than yesterday. He had no choice but to take it one day at a time, but at least he was surrounded by friends and family. I had faith he would pull through and hold out until we found a way to get the Daughter back.

      “I’ll see you soon.” I hugged Aida and Field next.

      “Don’t do anything too crazy.” Aida gave me a poke in the ribs.

      “Define ‘crazy’, though.” I grinned, and waved goodbye to all of them.

      Draven and I headed out through the cloaking spell, accompanied by Rebel. We reached the eastern terrace and went down the stairs. We carried our satchels on our backs, stuffed with food, some supplies, and several spell scrolls for the young Druids.

      We figured that if we convinced them to join the alliance, we only had a few days to teach them some serious dark magic. Draven had been learning during our stay in Stonewall, but the young Druids had been isolated for decades and needed some training before going after Azazel.

      We reached the harbor, where the ship waited, creaking as it swung slowly from left to right. It was a large vessel, with three masts and enough space in its stores to hold supplies for an entire winter. Several horses were guided across the main deck and into the hold below. There were twelve succubi with red dots on their shoulders—all expectant mothers—along with twelve other Green Tribe members armed to the teeth, assigned as protection.

      Wren embraced each of them, wishing them luck and leaving them with the promise that they would see each other again soon, and a map of Marton from the archive hall. They needed to find a safe spot there, after all.

      Hansa stood by as they made their farewells, then turned to face us. I suddenly felt my cheeks flush under her inquisitive glare. Funnily enough, I was getting the same feeling from Draven, and I suspected we both looked like kids caught doing something mischievous. She watched us for a while, squinting her eyes as if carefully analyzing us.

      A good minute passed before she cocked her head at me.

      “So! Did you have a good night?”

      I blinked several times, unsure of what answer I could possibly give her. I hadn’t had a good night. I’d had the most amazing night of my life, with the man I loved. I’d experienced bliss, over and over again, as my soul merged with Draven’s.

      “Slept like a baby,” Draven replied, stifling a smirk.

      His humor was short-lived, as Hansa jabbed a finger right into his chest, her expression firm and her glare icy and cold.

      “You break her heart and I will break you. Is that clear, Druid?” she hissed.

      Woah. I found myself taken aback by the intensity of her expression, the way her back had suddenly become rod-stiff. My eyes went wide and my words stuck in my throat. Draven took my hand in his and kept his head high, holding her stare.

      “Crystal clear,” he replied, his fingers intertwined with mine, as I unraveled on the inside.

      “Good.” Her deadly mask broke into a grin, and she gave him a friendly slap on the shoulder. “Now get moving while the waters are kind.”

      We both watched her walk back toward the castle and climb the narrow stone steps leading up to the eastern terrace.

      “See you in a couple of days!” she shouted over her shoulder, and waved us goodbye.

      A few seconds went by as we both stared after her.

      “Well, that wasn’t scary at all,” I said.

      “You’ve made good friends here,” he replied, smiling at me.

      I’d made some great friends, that was true. But, most importantly, I’d captured his heart and tucked it away next to mine. And, judging by the look on his face, there was nowhere else he would’ve wanted it to be anyway.
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      We boarded the ship as the succubi worked to steer it out of the harbor and loosen its sails. Draven looked up and saw two of them struggling with the fore staysail. He dropped a quick kiss on my lips before he rushed over to help them. I remembered him telling me that he’d never been sailing before but that he’d read extensively on the subject.

      He pulled on the ropes, helping to extend the bowsprit’s jibs, while the succubi on the harbor platform used long pillars to push the ship out. It worked, as the wind swelled the sails and the ship moved across the water with a loud creaking noise.

      I went up on the forecastle deck, watching the waters split under the hull, while Draven and one of the Green Tribe succubi, named Turaya, took on the wheel on the quarter deck to steer the ship toward Marton.

      The sky was clear, and the sun shone bright across the ocean. But the farther out we went, the choppier the water became, crashing against the ship and ripping terrible moans from its heavy wooden frame. I could feel Draven’s state of mind bursting through me—equal parts excitement and fear as we headed toward Marton.

      My heart, on the other hand, was gradually constricting as I looked down at the foamy water and the high tides coming at us.

      “Serena!” I heard him shout.

      I looked over my shoulder to find him wearing a confident smile, as Turaya took the wheel for a moment, while he stretched his arms out to the sides.

      “Let me show you something I learned the other night!” he said, loud enough for me to hear him on the other side of the ship.

      I used my True Sight to get a better look at his face and saw him close his eyes, his lips moving as he said something. His fingers moved as if playing an invisible piano.

      A bright white light beamed out of his body before scattering outward in trillions of sparks that vanished into the ocean. Slowly, but surely, the water smoothed over and the waves died down, leaving the strong wind to fill our sails and shorten the distance to Marton. Instead of the ocean resisting, we felt it pushing from behind against the rudder and increasing the ship’s speed.

      We were racing across the water now, gobbling up at least a hundred miles per hour, from what I could tell. The ship creaked from all angles, and the succubi gathered half the sails back, as the water was doing most of the work now, rather than the wind, thanks to Draven’s Druid abilities.

      I looked around, amazed by his craft, his ability to influence the ocean, and wondered what else he’d learned from the Druid archives. He gave me a confident wink, as if promising that I would soon get to see more of the newly acquired spells. I smiled at him, beaming with pride.

      The rest of our trip was clear and uneventful. The ship cut through the dark blue water as various creatures, resembling small whales and dolphins, swam along on both sides.

      Several hours later, as the sky turned pink and purple in the sunset, we saw Marton rising slowly over the horizon—a rugged line of red desert spanning hundreds of miles. I noticed some of the succubi were getting seasick, bent over the edge and hurling, cursing and asking Draven to decrease the speed before he crashed us into the shore.

      Draven laughed lightly and put his arms out again as Marton grew larger in the distance. His fingers moved vivaciously, and the ship began to slow. The wood howled from every joint, sending shivers down my spine. I couldn’t help but worry it would fall apart before we reached waters low enough to drop the anchor.

      He left Turaya in charge of the wheel and came toward me, crossing the main deck in several broad steps.

      “Don’t worry, my darling,” he said cheerfully, in an infectiously good mood. “Turaya comes from a long line of sailors. She ran away from the Green Tribe to reunite with her father when she was little. He often took her sailing on a ship like this. She knows how to steer us in the right direction.”

      “I don’t doubt that,” I replied. “I’m more worried about the creaking. This ship sounds like it’s about to fall apart at any moment…”

      “It’s an old vessel, but it’ll hold,” he said, looking out for a moment before turning back to me. He ran his fingers through my hair, his gaze softening on my face before it focused on Marton again. “We’re nearly there.” He moved across the main deck again to instruct the succubi on turning the sails in order to slow the ship before dropping the anchor.

      We settled a couple of miles offshore, a red sand beach stretching out to welcome us with a string of tall palm trees. Blue waters lapped gently at the shore as large black rocks with sharp edges poked out here and there.

      “So what now? We take the boats?” I asked curiously.

      “I’ve got a better idea, since I have a hard time seeing us getting the horses safely to the shore on boats,” Draven replied with a raised eyebrow.

      He walked over to the edge of the main deck facing the shore, and closed his eyes, muttering under his breath. Once again, a bright white light emanated from his body before breaking into a multitude of white sparks that shot into the water. I watched as the incandescent particles vanished below.

      “What are you—” I wanted to ask what he was doing, but the ship started to shake, and the waters below rumbled.

      I nearly lost my balance, but Draven caught me in his arms, steady on his feet. We both looked over the balustrade as hundreds of large slabs of black stone emerged from the water, forming a clear, wide path from the ship all the way to the shore.

      “I’m guessing you found a lot of useful material in the Druid archives?” I gasped, amazed once more by his skills.

      “You could say that, yes.” He grinned.

      The succubi started carrying their supplies from below, while Turaya and two others pulled out several large planks and pushed them overboard, creating a platform for us to use in order to reach the black stone path across the water.

      “I have the power in me,” Draven said. “I just never had the chance to learn these higher-level spells. The last few days we’ve spent in Stonewall have been… let’s say, highly educational.”

      “Color me impressed,” I quipped.

      He’d made some incredible progress since the discovery of the Druid archives. From what Draven had told me before, he’d lost his father before he could advance past the twentieth circle of magic. The worst part had been the fact that Almus had intended to bring some of the Druid spell books back from Stonewall, but had died before he could do so, leaving Draven with only his novice formulas and invocations to work with.

      The upside was that Draven was a fast learner, and had mastered a large number of spells during our visit to Stonewall. He’d also brought more advanced scrolls with him—not just for the young Druids, but himself, as well.

      We took the horses out of the hold and guided them down the planks.

      Once we got off the ship, Turaya left two succubi behind to guard it. She and the remaining nine guardians escorted the dozen mothers-to-be down the black stone path. They took two of the horses, while Draven and I took the other two.

      It took us less than an hour to reach the shore, our weapons ready in case of an attack. We weren’t sure what we were going to find on Marton, but we had to consider the risk of running into Destroyers along the western shore.

      I used my True Sight to scan the area and was relieved to announce that there was no movement on that stretch of dry land.

      “I believe this is where we part ways,” Draven said to Turaya and the Green Tribe succubi. “Will you be all right for the rest of the journey?”

      “I think we’ll do just fine. The mainland is barren and dry, maybe some snakes and lizards along the way, but not much else,” Turaya replied, then bowed respectfully. “Thank you, Druid, for bringing us all to safety.”

      “Thank you for letting us tag along.” He nodded politely, the corner of his mouth turned into a half-smile.

      “Eritopia will be a better place thanks to you,” she said. “We have faith in you. In you all.”

      She looked at me as she said that, making me blush and smile. I felt honored to be considered such an important part of this war against Azazel. I looked at the pregnant succubi and felt a pang in my heart. I made a promise to myself, then and there, to make sure we’d win this, so their children could be born and raised in a world that offered more than darkness and death.

      We bade our farewells and followed the map instructions to the black rock settlement. Aida’s visions had helped us narrow the possibilities down to one potential location for the young Druids.

      The horses were strong and exceptionally fast. They galloped across the sand as the sun descended behind us.

      It wasn’t long before night set in, covering the sky in indigo velvet and billions of stars glimmering like diamonds. The moon rose ahead as we finally reached the Onyx River. The black rocks rose from the sand, the oasis lush on both sides of the water. Birds sang their night trills, hidden beneath the tops of palm trees, while the river whispered its flow over the black pebbles.

      It was just as Aida and Phoenix had described it. An exotic corner of paradise stashed away behind seemingly endless sand dunes. But it was too quiet. It seemed like there was no one there. Draven got off his horse first, looking around with his eyebrows drawn into a concerned frown.

      “They should be here,” he muttered.

      I joined him, my feet sinking slightly into the soft grass. There was plenty of moonlight with which to see clearly. The silence felt heavy. The air too still.

      “Maybe we’re in the wrong place?” I asked, although I doubted it myself.

      “No, this is it. They’re not here…”

      “Wait,” I whispered, picking up a strange sound to our right.

      I used my True Sight to scan the riverside and got a glimpse of six figures prowling in the darkness, coming around the massive black rocks.

      “Draven, there are—” I managed to say before arrows swished past our heads, missing us by inches.

      We fell to the ground as more arrows rained down upon us.
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      Patrik came by for a third time, as he’d accepted my offer to help him break Azazel’s spell. He’d already made it quite far; it caused him tremendous amounts of pain to slither into my room and work with me to regain his Druid form. We’d been at it for a couple of days, and it helped keep my mind busy while waiting for Bijarki.

      Azazel kept his distance, though I didn’t know why, and neither did Patrik, until Damion had let slip that he’d seen very little of the self-titled Prince of Destroyers lately. Apparently, he’d been focused on finding and squashing the alliance rising against him. The idea made me smile, given that I knew my friends were moving ahead and the rebel armies were already sneaking through the thick jungles of Antara, circling in on the castle.

      “Are you ready?” I asked Patrik as he locked the double doors and turned to look at me.

      He ran a hand through his curly black hair, then nodded and advanced to the middle of the room. He grasped the pillars of the four-poster bed, his knuckles white.

      “Like we’ve done before,” I encouraged him, then held my breath.

      He inhaled and exhaled several times, his yellow snake eyes flickering green before he grunted from the pain shooting through his entire body. His skin took on a gooseflesh quality, his carved muscles nervously twitching beneath.

      “Think of Kyana,” I said. “She’s out there somewhere. She’s free. You want to be with her again, don’t you?”

      Patrik nodded again, then hissed as he took the fight deeper. The bedposts creaked under his tightening grip as he hung his head, heaving. Beads of sweat formed on his bare back and arms, trickling down. I heard bones cracking.

      I moved around to get a better look at his face. Pain marred his beautiful features, his lips peeled back to reveal his white teeth, complete with long, clear, extended snake fangs coming out of the protective sheath of his pink gums.

      “You once fought to protect this world, and now you’re helping destroy it. You’re helping kill innocent creatures. You’re helping kill Kyana, too,” I added.

      He glared at me, his eyes blazing green. His large snake-tail lower body twitched and cracked, as if bones were breaking and rearranging themselves underneath. He grunted from the pain, but kept at it.

      “Do you want to see her captured again?” I was surprised by my own cruelty, but it was something I hadn’t tried before. I had to do everything I could to get him into the right mindset to finally break free. “Because that’s what will happen, Patrik. She’ll get caught again, and Azazel won’t let her live this time. He’ll be happy to set an example for the others. He doesn’t need her as leverage against you anymore. You’re already under his control.”

      “No, he wouldn’t. He knows I’m strong,” Patrik growled, doubling over while hanging onto the bedposts.

      “Strong? Look at you!” I shot back. I’d found a nerve and decided to poke it. “You’re still struggling to break free, after all these years!”

      “You know it hasn’t been easy,” he gasped, his snake tail taking on a different form, with sharp corners, as if mangled.

      “Is that your excuse? Is that why you’ve been slithering around here while Kyana spent decades rotting in that cage? I thought you loved her!”

      “I do!” he roared.

      “Then prove it! Break free! Save her! Save us all! Save yourself!”

      He grunted and snarled and hissed as he looked up. His whole body trembled, covered in sweat. His veins were swollen, throbbing across his face, his neck, his shoulders and arms, and I feared he’d pop one in the process.

      He cried out as his tail split in two with a horrendous fleshy sound, and I gasped.

      “Break free, Patrik! For Kyana! She’ll die if you don’t fight!”

      He suddenly stilled, looking up with flaring green eyes. His bones kept breaking and resetting on the inside. A bright green light flashed out of him, like a flame burning out, and then he collapsed to the floor.

      “Patrik?” I whispered, taking a few steps toward him.

      He groaned, lying on his side, obscured by the bed. I moved closer and saw his body had returned to its original form. His long legs were back, muscles twitching as the black scales gradually retreated beneath his pale skin.

      “Patrik…”

      He looked up at me. The green flames in his eyes were gone. I was met with a steely blue gaze that I’d never seen before. A deep shade that spoke of a midsummer sky and endless oceans. His black hair framed his face with big curls, stuck to his forehead from all the sweat.

      “I… I think,” he said slowly, his breathing ragged. “I think I did it…”

      He sat up, and stared at his legs for a few moments.

      “I… I don’t feel it anymore. The spell. It’s… It’s gone.” He looked up at me, and I instantly looked away, my cheeks on fire. “What’s wrong?”

      “You’re naked, Patrik.”

      “Oh…”

      I heard him stand and wrap something around his waist. I looked back at him and noticed he’d taken the bedspread to cover himself. He then sat down on the bed, watching his toes move with childish curiosity, as he regained his normal breathing rhythm.

      “I can’t believe it,” he whispered. “I haven’t seen my legs in so long. I’d forgotten what they felt like…”

      “You really did it!”

      “Yes,” he said, and gave me a warm smile. “All I can think of now are ways to rip Azazel’s head off, along with his spine, and it feels so damn good…”

      He stood up again, holding the bedspread around his waist, getting reacquainted with his legs as he grinned at me.

      “There aren’t enough words to thank you, Vita…”

      I beamed, feeling overwhelmed with joy. I’d helped free a Destroyer from Azazel’s spell. Patrik was back to his old Druid self. This was an incredible milestone, and, had it not been for the pressing urgency of finding the little Daughter’s location, it would have called for a proper celebration. If Patrik had succeeded in freeing himself, so could other Destroyers, if we could find the right triggers. They’d all believed in something and loved someone once.

      “My legs are weak,” he chuckled, and looked down at his trembling knees.

      “I’m guessing it’ll take a while to get used to them again, right?”

      “Mhm.” He nodded, then looked up at me. “Vita, I can try to get you out of here. I know all the passages, where Destroyers and incubi are patrolling, where the green fires burn.”

      “Thank you, Patrik.” I shook my head. “But Bijarki is on his way here with an invisibility spell. It’s the safest way to get out of here, since I’m not exactly inconspicuous.”

      He raised his eyebrows with surprise.

      “Invisibility spell?” he asked.

      “Yes, we got a hold of the swamp witches’ lost spell books and found it there. He should be here soon, actually.”

      “You do have a point.” He scratched the stubble on his chin. “Walking out of here without anyone seeing you is far more sensible than sneaking out and hoping not to run into a Destroyer. Even my knowledge of the castle isn’t infallible. But still, I want to help you, Vita. Tell me what can I do.”

      I raised my shackled wrists for him to see, and pursed my lips.

      “Done.” He smirked. “I know exactly where that lazy bastard is right now—I’ll swipe the key from him.”

      He picked the keys to my room from the leather belt that was now far too big for him to wear, and moved toward the doors, then glanced at me over his shoulder.

      “I’ll be back soon.”

      “Wait, Patrik. You obviously can’t walk out like this. You know that, right?”

      “I can still turn into a snake.” He grinned.

      “Yeah, but your snake tail was huge. Won’t you draw attention as a full snake when everyone else is stuck in between?”

      “Ah… There’s something you don’t know about me. I’m a bit of an anomaly among my Druid folk. I can take the form of any serpent I want. Most Druids discover their snake form during the First Circle ceremony, and stick with it for the rest of their lives. Mine never came as a single form, though. My serpent form changes, from big to small, from harmless to deadly poisonous. So don’t worry about me—I can morph into something small that these oafs won’t even notice.”

      I smiled, fascinated. Patrik truly was an interesting character, and combined with his military training and experience, it was no wonder Azazel had taken a liking to him. Oh, the look on that snake’s face when he realized he’d lost one of his best lieutenants!

      “Can you find out where the little Daughter is being kept?” I asked, thinking we might be able to shoot two birds with one stone, as my time in Luceria was running out.

      “Absolutely.” He smiled confidently. “Stay here, Vita. I’ll be back as quick as I can.”

      “Be safe, Patrik.”

      He unlocked the doors, then tossed me the keys.

      “Keep these for now. Damion has a copy,” he said, then instantly morphed into a small black viper as the bedspread fell to the floor. He slithered out and vanished down the hallway.

      I locked the doors and put the bedspread on the chair next to them, for Patrik to have upon his return. My heart was filled with hope and joy, as I’d managed to help restore a powerful Druid’s freedom. I could only imagine his torture over the past few centuries, his inability to help those he loved as he watched his world quiver and burn under Azazel.

      All I had to do now was wait for Bijarki and Patrik to come through. I had to get the little Daughter out of here. I had to do everything I could to destroy Azazel from the inside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Aida

          

        

      

    

    
      After Draven and Serena left for Marton, and the allies went out to their positions around Azazel’s castle, Field and the others started training and sparring sessions in the grand hall, where the Bajangs had cleared the space and brought in a plethora of combat gear and weapons from the armory.

      I went up to one of the towers to summon some visions. I needed to keep track of Kyana and find out more about Jasmine, as I’d promised Draven I would. I sat down beneath the small wooden roof of the tower, taking a few good minutes to settle my breathing and relax.

      I slipped into the darkness rather swiftly, focusing on Kyana and Jasmine.

      I found myself standing by Kyana’s hiding spot near a bush, beneath the cloaking spell that concealed the White Tribe succubi and Jasmine. The Druid was conferring with several tribe lieutenants on the front terrace, while there was no sign of Kyana. I looked ahead and saw the Lamia in snake form, her head bound in a trap snare as a scout carried her over to Jasmine.

      “Oh, crap,” I gasped, and ran after her.

      I reached the succubus just as she presented Jasmine with the captured snake, holding the snare as the creature’s tail flailed around, unable to free herself.

      “I don’t know how she got in here,” the succubus said. “She probably snuck in with one of us. I found her in the bushes on the south side, snooping around.”

      “A Lamia.” Jasmine squinted at the cobra. “Reveal yourself.”

      Kyana listened and morphed into her Lamia form, naked, with green and yellow scales covering her breasts and her lower body, as she struggled against the string snare now stretched over her head.

      “A spy of Azazel’s, perhaps?” one of the lieutenants asked, drawing her sword.

      “Could be,” Jasmine muttered. “I know he collects various creatures in his dungeon prison. She could be under his spell.”

      The succubus lieutenant raised her sword to one side while the scout held the snare with one hand, keeping Kyana in place. The Lamia was about to lose her head, and my heart shrank.

      “No, wait!” Kyana cried out, and stilled, her arms in the air in a defensive gesture. “I’m not a spy! I’m Kyana, sister of Tamara, leader of the River Pyros Lamias. I’m not under Azazel’s spell. I’ve just escaped from his dungeons!”

      Jasmine motioned for the lieutenant to stop. The succubus grunted and waited, sword resting on one shoulder.

      “How did you escape? I thought prisoners all got obsidian suppressors mounted on them from the moment they’re captured.” Jasmine lifted an eyebrow.

      “We do! I had inside help. One of Azazel’s Oracles helped me,” Kyana replied with a trembling voice. “She was recently captured as well. She snuck out of her confinement and came down to the dungeons to help me. She knew about me. She knew about my sister. She said there’s an alliance rising against Azazel, and my sister is part of it. She stole the key for my cuffs from a sleeping guard and set me free. I’m just trying to get to my sister and join the Druid’s alliance, that’s all! I was on my way down to River Pyros when I saw your succubi disappear into a limestone wall and followed. I was curious, and I was hoping I’d get them to come with me...”

      A moment passed before Jasmine spoke, scanning Kyana’s expression.

      “The Druid?” she asked.

      “Draven is his name,” Kyana explained.

      “I was right,” Jasmine concluded then, glancing at her lieutenants. “They’re making a move.”

      “Please, I’m just trying to get to my Lamias,” Kyana insisted.

      Jasmine looked at her for a brief moment, then focused on the succubi lieutenants.

      “Get the fighters ready,” she told them. “Once the scouts return with news, we’ll send assistance.”

      I would’ve stayed for longer, but, once again, my vision decided I’d had enough. I grumbled as darkness enveloped me again and took me somewhere else.
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* * *

      I was in Azazel’s dungeons. The darkness, the damp black walls, and the sound of chains rattling and creatures suffering were all too familiar. My stomach tightened as I walked between the cages where different creatures were held, wary of bumping into Azazel. It was always a risk when I was experiencing visions in the castle.

      “Please, eat something…”

      That male voice sounded familiar. I followed the source and turned a corner, only to stop and feel my blood boil, regretting that I wasn’t there physically to rip his head off. Sverik leaned against a large iron cage, putting a bowl of food and a cup of water inside. He looked pained, and his voice trembled.

      “You have to eat something. You’re getting weaker every day,” he mumbled.

      The bowl and cup were swiftly tossed back, hitting him and slathering him in what looked like porridge, the water dripping down his military uniform. I moved closer to see the creature inside. It was a young succubus, with long hair the color of autumn leaves and lime-green eyes. Her skin was pale, barely a shimmer left in her complexion. She glowered at him, her lips twisted with disgust.

      “You sold your soul to him,” she said, gritting her teeth.

      “Isla, I had no choice,” Sverik said with a torturous sigh. “I had to protect you. Besides, you don’t know everything I did… Believe me…”

      It hit me then what was happening. Of course Sverik had betrayed us with little to no influence from Azazel! The Destroyer had leverage over him in the form of Isla, a succubus Sverik was clearly in love with. He wiped the porridge mush off his face, and looked at her.

      “I will stop at nothing to keep you safe, don’t you understand that? I will burn everything down if that’s what it takes,” he added, his jaw tense.

      “You still don’t understand, do you, Sverik?” Isla replied in a cold voice. “No matter what you do, you will never have me. I loved your brother, not you. You were always the weak and needy one, ever since we were children and you and Kristos snuck into our camp to play with me. How many times did you tell on your brother for coming to see me? Do you remember?”

      When Sverik said nothing, his gaze dropping to the floor, Isla sneered.

      “You betrayed your brother. You sold us all out. Who knows what other horrible things you’ve done since you’ve sworn fealty to Azazel? Why would I ever love someone like you? The only good thing to come out of that wretched family of yours was Kristos, he loved me and I loved him and he’s… he’s gone now.” She choked up. “Get it through your thick head! Kill me now, for I will never… I will never see you for more than the coward you are…”

      “Oh, wow,” I muttered to myself, baffled by this dynamic between Sverik and Isla. I couldn’t wait to tell Anjani and the others about this. While it certainly presented us with some insight into why Sverik had betrayed us all to begin with, it also did a good job of accurately portraying who he really was: a weak creature who had lusted after his brother’s mate and sold his soul to the very devil that wreaked havoc in his world.

      How pathetic, I thought to myself as the vision faded away.
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* * *

      I was still in the castle, judging by the black marble walls and floors. But this was a high-level chamber, with polished furnishings and gold details, sumptuous furniture and dim lighting. The tall and narrow windows overlooked the jungles below, and occasionally offered glimpses of Destroyers atop their flying horses.

      It looked like a girl’s room, with deep pink satin sheets and organza curtains, exotic floral arrangements everywhere, and a multitude of porcelain dolls and beautifully embroidered pillows. There was a vanity table by the massive four-poster ebony bed, with various oils and creams in glass and marble receptacles.

      A little girl sat in front of it. She didn’t look older than eight, with long reddish pink hair and wide, violet eyes. Her skin was pale, and she wore a ruffled dress that made her look like one of her dolls. She was sweet and beautiful, but looked weak and ill.

      I breathed in sharply then, realizing I’d found the little Daughter.

      A massive Destroyer sat down behind her, his snake tail coiled under him, while he brushed her hair with a silver comb. Chills ran down my spine at the sight of him so close to this adorable little Daughter, but she seemed comfortable and quite happy with him. She was busy lining beads on the vanity table—colorful little marbles which she then put on a string.

      “Where’s Daddy, Thadeus?” the little Daughter asked.

      Oh no. Daddy…

      I’d heard his name before—Thadeus was one of the young Druids abducted from Marton. He’d been assigned to look after the little Daughter, who was asking for her “Daddy”, and I was willing to bet a million gold coins that I knew who “Daddy” was.

      “He’s busy, sweetheart,” the Destroyer named Thadeus replied gently, an uncharacteristic tone given the usual demeanor of such an abomination. “He’s protecting the castle and keeping you safe.”

      “Oh, you have got to be kidding me!” I snapped, overwhelmed by irritation and disgust.

      Not only had he abducted her and forced her to hatch prematurely, Azazel had conditioned her into believing he was her father, protecting her from outside evils. Poor creature probably didn’t even know the evil she’d been living with all these years.

      “I’m so weak,” the little Daughter sighed. “I’m always so sleepy and weak. Why can’t I go outside yet?”

      “Let’s give it a few more days, sweetheart,” Thadeus replied, making my skin crawl. “You’re still recovering from your illness.”

      “I’m always ill,” she moaned. “I haven’t been out in weeks…”

      “Just a little while longer, Nova, and I’ll take you out in the gardens. I promise.”

      I got closer, worried by her so-called illness. I needed to get a better look. Indeed, her skin was pale, with dark circles around her eyes. She looked a little too thin for her height, and violet veins were visible on her forearms.

      A small gold medallion with a ruby eye hung from her neck. The gemstone flickered green on the inside. I had a feeling her illness was no illness at all. Azazel was drawing energy from the little Daughter, and I suspected the whole process involved that ruby medallion.

      “They’re draining you,” I whispered.

      I knew she couldn’t hear or see me, but still, I had to say it. I had to say it so that the gravity of her situation would truly sink in.

      “Azazel is draining your energy, your life force… You’re getting weaker every day, missing the creature you consider your father, not knowing that he’s most likely going to kill you…”

      Rage burned through me like an erupting volcano. All I could think of was getting to Azazel and snapping his neck like a twig. This was the epitome of his cruelty. The most horrible thing he’d done so far.

      I had to tell Vita about this. She had to get the little Daughter out of there. My eyes teared up.

      This was too much, even for me.
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      I waited for a couple of hours, nervously pacing around the room with a thousand scenarios going through my head. Bijarki was late, and my pulse was racing. I worried he’d been captured somehow, or that something worse had happened.

      A knock startled me.

      I stilled, not sure whether I should open the doors. So many ideas were racing through my head at the same time that I didn’t instantly realize it was most likely Patrik or even Bijarki, since my captors already had keys to my room and I had Patrik’s copies.

      I opened the doors, but there was no one there. I poked my head into the hallway, but it was clear. I frowned and locked myself back in.

      “Vita.”

      Bijarki’s voice startled me, and I yelped, jumping back a few feet. My heart jumped, and an indescribable amount of relief and joy crashed into me. I couldn’t see him, but he was there, wearing the invisibility spell.

      “Bijarki,” I whispered, blinking rapidly as tears came up.

      I felt his arms wrap around me, pulling me close in a tight embrace. I felt his heart thudding against my chest as his mouth covered mine in a desperately passionate kiss. I whimpered under his touch, my hands feeling his firm shoulders and moving upward until my fingers found his short hair.

      “Oh, Vita,” he groaned between kisses. “I’m here, baby…”

      “Bijarki,” I breathed. “I’ve missed you so much…”

      We couldn’t get enough of each other. Days had passed since I’d lain in his arms, skin on skin, our bodies and souls united, our love declared and flaring through our veins.

      “I’ve missed you so much too,” he replied gently. “I’m sorry it took me so long to get to you. I was attacked by rogue incubi out to cash in the reward on my head. I thought I’d be able to walk off the wound, but I had to lay low and treat it, otherwise I would’ve bled to death.”

      “You’re hurt?” I gasped, unable to see him while my hands moved down his chest, as if looking for his injury. He hissed when I touched his right side. “I’m sorry!”

      “It’s okay. I’m okay,” he said, then kissed me again, this time short and sweet.

      I’d missed his incubus nature, rattling my senses and heating me from the inside. He no longer held back in my presence, and I welcomed the mild lightheadedness and fire pouring through my limbs. I’d missed him.

      “We need to go,” he said, his hands cupping my face as he dropped little kisses all over my cheeks, my temples, my lips.

      “We can’t yet,” I replied. “I’m waiting for Patrik. We did it, Bijarki! He’s a Druid again! We broke Azazel’s control spell…”

      He held me tight, his breathing ragged as his body trembled against mine.

      “That’s… That’s great,” he muttered. “It means there’s hope for the others, but Vita, the spell will wear off soon, and we’re using the next batch together so I can get you out of here. I can’t be seen here…”

      “We can’t leave yet. We’ll hide you in the dresser or under the bed if need be, but I can’t leave for now. Patrik’s gone out to get me the keys for these.” I lifted my cuffed wrists for him to see. “And he’s looking for the little Daughter, too. Azazel keeps her somewhere in here, and we need to get her out as well. We need to take her as far away from this monster as possible. He draws energy from her, and we need to weaken him before the alliance can strike.”

      Bijarki paused, then gently kissed my nose.

      “I’ll wait, then. I have enough for the three of us to cover several miles,” he said.

      “Good, we’ll—”

      A bump on the door made me jump. Then I rolled my eyes, knowing it was Patrik.

      “You people need to stop doing this,” I muttered sarcastically as I regained control of my erratic pulse and opened the doors for Patrik. He slithered in as a black viper, then morphed into his tall and muscular self as soon as I turned the key in the lock and left it there, just in case Damion decided to come by. The last thing we needed at that point was a Destroyer casually coming in to find me with an invisible incubus and a Druid.

      Patrik wrapped the bedspread around his waist, as I’d left it within reach on the chair, then handed me the little golden key I’d used to set Kyana free.

      “There you go,” he said with a satisfied smirk.

      He then crouched and placed his hand a few inches away from my ankle shackle. He muttered something under his breath, beads of sweat trickling from his forehead as he summoned his rusty Druid magic. He sent out an invisible pulse that knocked open the shackle. I was completely free, beaming at him.

      Bijarki gave me a silent nudge, as if reminding me that he was still there. How could I forget, anyway, since his incubus nature sent hot flashes through my body?

      “Thank you!” I said, then unlocked the cuffs. The obsidian carvings flashed green before the restraints clicked open and fell to the floor. “Patrik, Bijarki is here.”

      “Where is he?” Patrik looked around, confused. He jerked to one side as Bijarki intentionally bumped into him.

      “Over here,” Bijarki said, his voice low and tense. “Don’t you have any clothes?”

      I stilled, looking at Patrik with slight amusement. I had a feeling Bijarki was uncomfortable with me being in the same room with a particularly hot looking and naked Druid. I didn’t really care, since I had my lover back with me.

      “I… No, I don’t. I didn’t exactly have time to get pants while I was out there looking for the Daughter,” Patrik replied with a raised eyebrow.

      I looked at one of the candles burning on the side table and focused on it, my hands out and my fingers itching to play with fire. I felt it surge through me, finally released after days spent under the confinement of those obsidian cuffs.

      The candle light flickered, then swelled into a large, round flame as I manipulated it, a grin slitting my face. I stopped, then rubbed my hands with enjoyment, once again free to use my fire fae abilities.

      “Okay, now that that’s out of the way,” I said. “Did you find her?”

      “Yes.” Patrik nodded. “I know exactly where she’s kept. Thadeus is guarding her chamber, it’s next to the throne room.”

      “Damion’s friend.” I remembered. “From Marton. One of the young Druids. Well, former, given his current state.”

      “Okay, so how do we do this?” Bijarki asked.

      “Vita!” I heard Aida’s voice across the room.

      I turned around and saw her projection in the corner, bright and milky.

      “Aida!” I beamed at her. “Bijarki’s here!”

      Patrik stared at me, not sure who I was speaking to.

      “Aida?” he asked, and I shushed him, raising my index finger to ask him to stay quiet for a minute.

      “Oh, thank the stars!” Aida exclaimed. “Listen, there isn’t much time, then! You guys need to get the little Daughter out of there for sure! I saw her in a vision. Her name is Nova. She thinks Azazel’s her daddy, and Thadeus keeps watch over her. She’s weak. Ill, even. Azazel is draining her power, and it most likely has something to do with a little ruby medallion she’s wearing.”

      “Her daddy? Ew…” I replied with disgust.

      The last thing either of us had ever imagined Azazel would be capable of was any form of affection. After his affair with Tamara had gone sideways, Azazel had lost his mind altogether.

      “It’s okay, we’ve got this! We know where he’s keeping her, she’s in a room next to the throne hall. I’ll see you soon, Aida!” I gave her a confident grin, and she blew a kiss my way before she disappeared.

      “The Oracles have a personal connection,” I heard Bijarki explain to Patrik. “They can talk to each other, some sort of telepathic projection. That’s why we can’t see Aida.”

      “Aida being the other Oracle.” Patrik nodded his understanding.

      “Exactly,” I interjected. “Okay, now we can go.”

      I wanted to ask Bijarki about the invisibility spell, given that we were about to leave the room, but I found myself breathless as I watched him reappear, like watercolors blooming on a blank piece of paper, as his cover wore off.
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      Patrik raised his eyebrows with surprise, as I took a deep breath and actually saw the love of my life for the first time in days. He was tall and handsome, his silvery eyes twinkling with love as he smiled at me.

      I immediately jumped into his arms and kissed him, holding him tight. He responded with equal hunger, oblivious to everything else around us.

      “I must say, it’s so good to see you,” I giggled in his ear.

      Bijarki shuddered and chuckled, holding my face and dropping more kisses all over. Patrik cleared his throat, politely looking away. We both stilled. I felt my cheeks catch fire while Bijarki’s skin glowed with embarrassment.

      “Right,” he muttered, then took the invisibility spell ingredients out of his satchel and whipped up another batch of shimmering paste in a small wooden bowl.

      “That’s the invisibility spell?” Patrik watched curiously.

      “Yup,” I replied, and scooped up my serving with my bare hands.

      Bijarki and I swallowed ours whole, then waited for about a minute. I felt a peculiar warmth spread through my body. Patrik watched with keen interest as we both gradually disappeared. He took a deep breath, then dropped the bedspread to the floor, prompting Bijarki to groan.

      “Sorry, my friend.” The Druid smirked and shrugged. “Can’t do anything about it.”

      He grinned, then morphed into the same small black cobra as I opened the doors. He slithered out and down the hallway, and we followed.

      We followed Patrik up several flights of stairs and through a series of narrow corridors until we reached Azazel’s throne room. Two Destroyers kept watch in front of the massive archway leading into the large chamber, staring blankly at the wall ahead.

      Patrik moved slowly behind them, and we snuck between the beasts in order to enter the throne room. At the far end on the north side there was a small wooden door, in front of which we stopped.

      “She’s in there?” I whispered, and Patrik nodded with his little snake head.

      My heart skipped a beat, and I moved back when the door opened. Thadeus came out with an empty food tray. He looked around, frowning slightly, then slithered away.

      I waited for him to vanish into the hallway past the guards, then quietly went into the room, followed by Bijarki, whose hand I felt on my back, and Patrik.

      The little Daughter was lying in bed, holding a doll in her arms and staring at the ceiling.

      I moved forward, trying to find a way to talk to her without startling her.

      “Nova,” I said slowly.

      She immediately looked at me. It felt weird, as though she could see me. But I was invisible.

      “Who are you?” she asked, then sat up with a grimace.

      My heart broke for her. She looked so weak and fragile.

      “I’m a friend, I promise you,” I replied gently. “I’m here to help you.”

      “And who are they?”

      I blinked several times, not sure what to think at that point.

      “They?” I asked cautiously.

      “The incubus standing next to you, and the snake,” she clarified.

      “You can see me?” Bijarki gasped, and the little Daughter nodded.

      It took me a couple of seconds to understand what was going on. She could, in fact, see us, despite our invisibility spell. It most likely had something to do with the fact that she was a Daughter of Eritopia, able to see past the swamp witches’ magic. Or perhaps any other magic, for that matter.

      The little ruby medallion flickered green, hanging by a slim gold chain around her neck. Her hair was long, a beautiful reddish pink that reminded me of Viola.

      “We’re here to help you, Nova,” I said.

      “Help me how?”

      “Well, you see, honey, you’re in danger here. You’ve been in danger since you were brought to this castle.” I decided it was best to just lay out the truth for her and hopefully persuade her to come with us.

      “How can I be in danger? My daddy is looking after me…”

      “You mean Azazel, right?” My lips tightened. I had to tread carefully here. She nodded and gave me a weak smile. “Honey, he’s not your daddy. You’re a Daughter of Eritopia, but you were taken away from your sisters too soon. The Daughters protect this world, and you were meant to do the same. But Azazel snatched you away and kept you hidden here, forcing your sisters to stay away and not intervene as he laid waste to the galaxy, as he slaughtered innocent people and caused nothing but pain and suffering. He’s not who you think he is, sweetheart…”

      She sighed, frowning and shaking her head.

      “No, no… He’s been nice to me…”

      “Haven’t you ever wondered why you’re always ill? So weak and barely able to move?” I asked her then. “Don’t you want to be free and happy, and go anywhere you want?”

      “I do.” She nodded with a pained expression.

      “Azazel is draining your energy, Nova. He’s using your power for his dark magic. He doesn’t love you. The only reason he protects you is because you are useful to him.”

      She didn’t say anything, but judging by the look on her face, she seemed conflicted, as if I’d been voicing some concerns that she already had.

      “You can feel it, right?” I asked her. “You can feel that you’re different, right, Nova?”

      She nodded again, looking at me.

      “And you can tell that I mean you no harm, that I have good intentions, right?” I tried my luck. If she was able to see me despite the invisibility spell, maybe she could sense that I was telling the truth, too. It was worth a shot.

      “Yes, but… I don’t know what to believe anymore,” she replied. “Daddy’s been with me all my life, and Thadeus always takes care of me. But I’m always so tired and weak, and I don’t like it. And I have these dreams, and I think you are telling the truth, because in these dreams I see them. My sisters, as you call them. They’re tall and beautiful, with hair like mine and glowing violet eyes and colorful silks and golden masks… And they try to reach me, but they’re always far away. They talk to me, but I can never hear them…”

      I understood then that the little Daughter had hatched so underdeveloped, that she couldn’t even establish a clear connection with her sisters through her dreams, like Viola could. But I did feel relief at not having to spend too much time making a case for her liberation, since she’d already been suspecting there was something off about her living conditions.

      “They’re your sisters, yes, Nova,” I replied. “And they want you back. You’ll be safe with them. They can take care of you and protect you, but you have to leave this place first. Azazel would never let you leave, honey. He’s pretending to be your father so you don’t choose to leave on your own, so you’re always by his side. You’re weak because he’s draining the life out of you. You see that pendant around your neck?”

      She looked down and grasped the medallion between her thumb and index finger. The green flame flickered furiously inside the ruby.

      “It’s a spell Azazel uses to consume your energy for his dark deeds, Nova. Take it off, destroy it, and chances are you will feel much better,” I urged her, taking a few steps forward.

      Nova exhaled sharply and took the medallion off, tossing it to the floor.

      The little Daughter then took a deep breath, her eyebrows slightly raised.

      “You’re right,” she gasped. “It does feel a little better…”

      Bijarki then quickly prepared another batch of the invisibility spell.

      “We need to get you out of here, Nova,” I said. “Will you come with us, please? We’ll take you to your sisters, and you will never feel this weak again, I promise!”

      She thought about it for a minute, then nodded and got off the bed.

      Relief washed over me as I bent down on one knee so I could look her in the eyes, and took her little hands in mine. I gave her the warmest and most reassuring smile I could muster, given the circumstances, and she seemed to relax in my grip.

      “My friend here is making an invisibility spell. It’s a paste, and you’ll need to eat it. It doesn’t taste all that great, but it will make you invisible. You’ll disappear like we did, and then we can just sneak out of here without anyone ever noticing. How does that sound?”

      The corner of her mouth twitched, attempting another smile.

      She didn’t get to reply, though, as the door burst open behind us and I felt something cold and wet hit me. I gasped and fell to my side, looking around in a panic. There was red paint dripping from the little Daughter’s dress.

      I looked down and saw my own invisible form covered in the same red paint. I glanced at Bijarki, and saw that he, too, had been hit and had already drawn his sword.

      “I really didn’t want it to get to this.” I heard Damion’s voice.

      He stood in front of the open door with Thadeus, each tossing aside a bucket with a red-coated interior. Dread paralyzed me as I realized what was happening. They knew. They’d known all along about the invisibility spell.

      How did they know?

      Azazel’s booming laughter pierced my ears as Damion and Thadeus stepped aside to let him in. The blood drained from my face, and I froze on the floor as he slithered closer to me. I immediately reacted, pulling myself back until my head bumped into the bedframe.

      “I knew one of you was bound to do something stupid like this,” Azazel grinned, hands behind his back, giving Bijarki an icy sideways glance. “You see, when your friends first snuck in here, they lost a pouch of this shimmering paste of yours. My Destroyers found it in the basement and brought it up to me. Naturally, I got curious, and I forced one of them to swallow it. The worst-case scenario was that he’d die—which was only a fitting punishment for having allowed said friends of yours to escape in the first place.”

      Bijarki came at him with the sword, but I knew nothing good would come of the attack.

      “Bijarki, no!” I screamed, but Azazel lifted his hand and muttered something under his breath, pushing out an energy pulse.

      It knocked into Bijarki hard, throwing him backward. He landed on his back with a thud, unconscious. I tried to get to him, but Azazel wrapped the tip of his massive snake tail around my neck, forcing me to sit still so I wouldn’t get my windpipe crushed.

      “Don’t interrupt me when I’m telling my story, little Oracle,” Azazel continued, sounding slightly irritated. “So imagine my surprise when I watched the rat disappear right in front of me. I understood then how your friends had gotten in undetected, so I added some new security measures to my green fires. They can pick up one’s body heat, even if their form is invisible. I knew it was only a matter of time before your idiot friends tried again, probably thinking they were one step ahead of me.”

      He bawled mockingly, then pulled me closer, painfully jerking my neck in the process.

      “You should’ve stayed on my good side, little Oracle,” he hissed.

      I glanced around and saw Patrik as he slithered out by the wall, undetected. To my right, the little Daughter stood by the bed, paralyzed and wide-eyed as she understood what kind of “father” Azazel was. My heart tore apart as I looked at Bijarki out cold on the floor and the little Daughter unable to defend herself from this monster.

      “You’ll never win,” I said through gritted teeth. “You will die, and I will be there to watch you burn.”

      “We’ll see about that, little Oracle. I could see your boyfriend coming as soon as he set foot in Luceria. Do you really think I would let you just waltz out of here with my most prized possessions—which include you, by the way? You must be as foolish as this incubus to think I’m that easy to fool.” Azazel chuckled. “The only thing you’ll get to watch is your friends burning, including Patrik. That spineless worm… I know he helped you. I could feel him slipping away sometimes. I never should’ve let him near you. I don’t know what you did to him to get him out of my control, but you will pay.”

      I looked at Thadeus and Damion, who stood there motionless, their yellow eyes darting from me to Azazel, then to Bijarki and the Daughter.

      “I helped Patrik break free from your sick control.” I raised my voice to make sure his Destroyers heard me, to plant the idea in their heads. “You’re not invincible, Azazel. If Patrik could break free and return to his Druid form, so can the others. You won’t win this one. Sorry.”

      “Oh no, honey, you’re the one who’s going to be sorry.” He grinned.

      He brought his hand down hard, slapping me out of consciousness.

      He was right. I was in trouble, and so was Bijarki.

      Darkness swallowed me.
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      We crawled behind a black stone boulder as arrows kept swishing past us.

      “It’s the Druids,” I breathed.

      “Would you like to do the honors?” He raised an eyebrow at me, the corner of his mouth twitching.

      “Don’t mind if I do,” I replied and rose to my knees, pushing out a powerful barrier.

      It was enough to knock them off their feet. I heard them grunting and panting as I stood and moved closer to the rocks from which they’d been shooting their arrows. Draven came to my side, his arms raised in a defensive gesture.

      “We mean you no harm,” he said. “We come in peace!”

      The young Druids got up and scrambled to get their bows and arrows off the ground, but I pushed out another barrier and knocked them back down.

      “We’re not here to hurt you!” I shouted.

      “Then… Then what do you want?” one of them asked, short of breath. “And how did you do that?”

      “You’re Ori, Malachy, Flynn, Mason, Cassin, and Dain, are you not?” Draven asked.

      “How… Do you know us?” Another one stood, dusting himself off.

      “I’m Draven. I’m a Druid, like you. This is Serena.”

      “Not from around here,” I added.

      “Yeah, I can tell,” the first one shot back. “I’m Ori.”

      “And I’m Flynn,” the second one said. The others stood up and came closer, looking at us curiously but warily. “This is Malachy, Mason, Cassin, and Dain.”

      Draven gave them a curt nod and a half-smile.

      “I must say, it’s an honor to meet you all,” he replied.

      “I didn’t think there were any Druids left, besides us.” Malachy frowned.

      “I thought the same thing, until our Oracles saw you in their visions,” Draven said.

      “You have Oracles?” Mason was stunned.

      “And an alliance of the free rebel nations rising against Azazel. We’re ready to take the snake down,” I replied with confidence. “What do you say, Druids? Ready to kick some ass?”

      They all went silent, staring at us. A good minute passed before either of them spoke.

      “We’ve been stuck here for a long time,” Ori sighed. “We haven’t heard from Antara in decades. We’ve lost some of our own to Destroyers. We didn’t think there was any hope left…”

      “I know, and I am truly sorry for your loss,” Draven said solemnly. “But we need you. We need Druids to fight with us. We need your power, your natural magic, your willingness to defend this world and take it back from Azazel.”

      “But he’s so powerful,” Malachy replied.

      “True, but we know where his power stems from, and we’re already taking measures to cut him off. There is hope, Druids, believe me. Our armies are moving in on his castle on Antara, but I need you to join me in a direct attack on Azazel himself. If we come together, we will bring him to his knees. His hubris has blinded him. He’s made mistakes.”

      “Such as?” Malachy pursed his lips.

      “Not killing me when he had the chance.” Draven grinned. “You can’t spend the rest of your lives cowering in this desert. You might lose but at least you’ll go down swinging or, even better, you’ll win. Either way, Azazel will come after you eventually. And he will kill Thadeus and Damion, too, once he’s done with them.”

      The Druids stilled, fierce shadows darkening their expressions.

      “You know about our friends?” Dain asked.

      “I do,” Draven replied. “And I also know you will stop at nothing to get them back in one piece. They’re under Azazel’s control now, forced to slither around as Destroyers, but they can be cured if we defeat him. Like you, they deserve to live in a kind and peaceful world, not this boiling pot of darkness and poison, and you know it.”

      “We’re rusty,” Ori said. “And we’d barely made it to the Twentieth Circle when Destroyers raided the Grand Temple. We don’t know enough to be effective in a fight against Azazel. He was a Master Druid, after all…”

      “We have all the knowledge and spells you need.” I gave them a reassuring wink. “We secured the Druid archives, and we have swamp witch magic on our side as well. We’ve got you covered.”

      Another minute passed, during which they looked at each other. I recognized both glimmers of hope and jolts of fear in their eyes. In the end, when they glanced back at us, there was determination settling in among them.

      “We don’t even know what’s been happening since we landed here,” Ori replied.

      “Oh, we’ll fill you in on the way there.” I smiled.

      They inched forward, one by one. Curiosity and the desire to destroy Azazel seemed stronger than their defenses. They’d been here for so long, I couldn’t blame them for desperately wanting to get out.

      They looked at each other and nodded firmly.

      “That creep ruined our lives. When do we leave?” Dain asked, his chin high.

      I couldn’t help but feel relieved. Ecstatic, even. It had taken less than I’d expected to persuade them to join the alliance. Draven had made a good point of it the day before, when he’d said that young Druids are naturally full of energy—the best example he could think of was himself. They weren’t calm and composed and patient enough to settle into a home. Most importantly, they understood that their so-called safety wouldn’t last for much longer.

      It was only a matter of time before Azazel’s forces came crashing down on them. Draven had given them all the arguments they needed to react, to stand up and join the fight. They probably would’ve come out fighting sooner, if someone had reached out to them. They’d been left to rot in the desert, with years of energy and hatred toward Azazel simmering beneath the surface. No wonder they were so revitalized once they heard about the alliance. They were itching for a fight about as much as we were, if not more.

      Draven took my hand, sending warm pulses through my body. I felt his energy, his determination, and his eagerness to take the Druids home to Antara and bring the fight to Azazel. His mind burned with the many ways in which this could go down.

      We both felt the same way—no matter what happened, we would fight together and take that monster down. The world depended on us.

      We were on to something very good here.
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      A few hours passed, and I’d done my share of physical training in the grand hall, tossing Jovi around a couple of times before he knocked me off my feet. I washed the soreness off with a cold shower and decided to reach out to Vita again.

      They were most likely out of Luceria by now.

      I sat on the bed and tuned everything out. My projections worked better each time, as I’d finally learned to attune my own body to the universe, and pluck at the connection between us Oracles. I caught the invisible thread of Vita’s heartbeat and allowed the darkness around me to dissipate.

      The clearer the image before me became, the colder my blood froze in my veins.

      Dread took over, and my heart jumped into my throat, refusing to back down.

      I was standing on the dreaded top platform of Luceria, where Azazel kept his Oracles.

      Abrille and the other two were just where I’d left them, but a fourth glass sphere had been given an occupant. Vita was suspended in the clear liquid, slowly peeling her eyes open, her gaze finding mine.

      “Oh, no, Vita…” My voice trembled, and the tears came up so fast I nearly choked on them. “What… What happened?”

      Her eyes widened as she became aware of her surroundings. She called out my name—I could see it on her moving lips, but only a muffled noise came out from beneath the glass.

      A loud bang startled me.

      I looked around, but saw nothing that could have caused the sound. The platform was clear and the jungles silent around Luceria.

      Another bang.

      This time I understood it was coming from the physical world, where I’d left my body, in Stonewall.

      Vita and I looked at each other, horror draining the color from our faces.

      I wanted to stay there and see what had led to her entrapment, but a third bang ripped me back into consciousness.

      “Vita, no!” I cried out.

      I felt myself unravel, sucked back into my own flesh.
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      A fourth bang on the door made me shudder as I jumped out of bed. A fifth one followed, as the sound of footsteps rumbled out in the hallway.

      “What the hell?” I growled, furious that I’d been torn out of my connection with Vita. She was trapped in a glass bubble, and there’d been no sign of Bijarki or Patrik anywhere. My mind instinctively assumed the worst, and my stomach tightened.

      I opened the door and saw Rebel’s protective detail, the full garrison of about forty Bajangs running down the hallway. They kept knocking on the doors, growling as they headed for the cloaking spell’s limestone wall leading outside. They carried weapons and large metal plates on their chests and shoulders. And they looked incredibly pissed off.

      Some of the doors they knocked on opened. Bajang cubs came out and ran in the opposite direction. I saw the two little ones that had shown me to my room running toward me from the left, their faces pale with fear.

      “What’s happening?” I asked them, my heart thudding already.

      “We’re under attack!” one of them said. “There were some of us outside, going out to hunt, and the monsters came out of nowhere! They were hidden beneath the steps, waiting! We have to hide in the grand hall if we’re under attack. There’s an escape hatch there that leads down to the beach!”

      “Come with us!” the other one cried out, with tears in his eyes.

      I felt a pang in my stomach, but I knew I couldn’t go with them. I shook my head, then grabbed my sword and one of the shields we’d nabbed from the Destroyers.

      “I can’t, I’m sorry!” I said. “You go. I’ll come get you as soon as I can!”

      They both nodded, then shifted into their feline forms and tumbled up the hallway toward the grand hall along with the rest of the kids.

      I ran after the garrison and slipped through the limestone wall with the last of them. My pulse was erratic, and my skin felt hot. We rushed through the courtyard, and I stopped at the top of the stone stairs, staring in disbelief.

      My stomach dropped at the sight of about two hundred incubi and succubi attacking Stonewall. Except they weren’t really themselves. Their skin was pale, almost white, their bodies twitching and their eyes black. A chill ran down my spine.

      “Sluaghs,” I gasped, realizing what I was looking at.

      I looked down and saw some of the Bajangs, Anjani, Jovi, and Field standing at the bottom of the steps along with Jax, his wards, and the mutated shifters, shooting poisoned arrows and chopping limbs with their swords whenever the Sluaghs got too close.

      The rest of the Bajangs came down and immediately joined the fight, going forward and slashing left and right. But the Sluaghs weren’t easy to kill. They were fast, and they could keep going even with a stab wound or two.

      “Chop off their heads!” I cried out.

      It was the only thing they could do to render the bodies useless, leaving the Sluaghs in their weaker, worm form. I drew my sword and mentally prepared myself to join the battle.

      Phoenix rushed to my side, loading his crossbow with nervous hand movements.

      “Azazel must know we’re here,” he breathed out.

      “But how? He can’t feel us anymore!”

      “He must have traced us till here, before we got the Druid’s spell.” he grunted, and ran down the stairs.

      I followed, anger simmering in my muscles, quickly replacing the initial feeling of dread. There was no way I was going to let these disgusting fiends ruin our plan or threaten the lives of innocent Bajangs sheltered in Stonewall.

      Rebel swiftly ran past me, morphing into a large feline mid-jump. She was huge, and I couldn’t help but admire her graceful sprint. She reached the living wall of Sluaghs trying to break through our defensive ranks and pounced on them, viciously tearing off heads wherever she could.

      The others in her garrison quickly took note and changed into their feline forms, following her lead. It left Anjani, Field, Phoenix, Jax, and Hansa to use their swords and fight with all their might, aided by the wards’ mind-bending skills. Phoenix pushed out barriers, while Field flew over and came down with the hatchet, chopping away at the Sluaghs.

      Hansa and Anjani were particularly energized, baring their white teeth as they sliced through the Sluaghs, while Jax had his double swords out, his eyes glimmering yellow as he planted suggestions in the hostiles’ heads before he chopped them off.

      The worms crawled out and scattered into the grass, but there were still many Sluaghs standing, well over a hundred.

      I had about twenty steps left. I picked up the pace, nearly flying over them.

      I heard hissing above. My stomach churned. I looked up and saw a massive black shadow seconds before it rammed into me.

      I screamed as I was picked off the stairs mid-jump, dropping my shield and sword in the impact. A Destroyer riding a flying horse had gotten hold of me, his arm coiled around my ribcage and squeezing tight, cutting off my air supply.

      “What the…” I looked up in horror as I recognized Goren, who was sneering at me, his forked tongue flitting in the air.

      “Don’t be stupid, little Oracle!” His mocking laughter boomed in my ears. “Azazel knows what you and the other one look like. While he could still sense you, he did a few spells and tracked you here before you fell off the radar. You’re done for!”

      “No!” I screamed again, then looked down.

      I watched as a second Destroyer plunged down from the sky and knocked Field down, letting him fall in the middle of a knot of bloodthirsty Sluaghs.

      This can’t be, my mind screamed at me.

      “Field!” I cried out, and struggled against Goren’s hold, but it was no use. I could only feel my ribs cracking, not his arm loosening.

      One of our mutated shifters jumped up and morphed into a flying horse, coming after us. I prayed to all the possible gods for it to reach us and get this monster off me before he threw me at Azazel’s feet.

      A third Destroyer swooped in and snatched Phoenix before anyone could react. Jax tried—I could see his eyes glowing yellow—but the Destroyer flew upward in a zig-zag, and the Mara couldn’t catch him with his mind-bend in time. Phoenix struggled against his captor before the hilt of the Destroyer’s sword smashed down against his skull, and he went limp.

      None of this was okay.

      With every step we took forward, Azazel managed to pull us back by two.
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      The young Druids came back to the western shore with us and they brought us up to speed with what they’d been doing since they arrived on Marton. The flying horses they’d brought with them didn’t stay for long. They flew back as they couldn’t stand the high noon temperatures of the desert. It turned out that the creatures were dependent on a milder climate and were quite independent, despite the young Druids’ efforts to keep them around.

      They met with Jasmine once every full moon, until she stopped coming. When Draven told them she’d been seen hiding on Antara, Malachy and Ori were the first to express their anger and contempt. Had she at least warned them, they would’ve kept the others from checking the western shore and getting killed or taken by Destroyers.

      Once we reached the ship, we relieved the two succubi that had been left behind to stand guard. Draven and I gave them our horses so they could reach the rest of the Green Tribe safely.

      The stallions galloped down the black stone passage that Draven had pulled out of the ocean to connect the ship to the shore. Once we watched the two succubi vanish behind the palm trees lining the beach, we got on the ship.

      The Druids and I followed Draven’s precise instructions in lifting the anchor and setting the sails, after which he muttered under his breath and a flash of white light left his body. The waters around us soon moaned as the shipped was pushed out onto the ocean, stunning the Druids.

      “Whoa,” Ori gaped at Draven as he held on to one of the pillars. “Where’d you learn to do that?”

      Draven smirked and pulled the Druid scrolls we’d brought from Stonewall out, and tossed them over to them. They anxiously unraveled them, studying the spells with broad smiles.

      “It’ll take us a few good hours to reach Stonewall,” he said. “So, you might as well start reading up.”

      Draven used the ocean in our favor again, using his newly acquired skills to send the ship cutting across the waters and covering hundreds of miles in one tenth of the time it would’ve normally taken for a vessel of this size to travel from Marton to Antara.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The ship slowed down as we approached Stonewall, the grey citadel rising proudly on the rocky shore, its derelict harbor waiting quietly below. Draven steered and docked the vessel beautifully, with a little help from the foamy waters. I couldn’t help but watch with fascination as he manipulated the waves to get us safely back on dry land.

      As soon as we climbed off the ship and rushed up the stone steps leading to the eastern terrace, I got a whiff of burnt wood and flesh. My stomach instantly churned, and I looked over my shoulder to find Draven frowning.

      “You can smell it too?” I muttered.

      He nodded and we picked up the pace, followed by the young Druids.

      We reached the terrace above and I could see threads of black smoke rising from the other side of the citadel. I couldn’t push the anxiousness back so I stopped and used my True Sight to look through the stone walls and identify the source of the smoke and its unpleasantly familiar smell.

      I saw Jax, Field, Hansa, Anjani and the others on top of the front steps leading into Stonewall, with hundreds of incubi and succubi bodies burning at their feet. Dread came over me in waves of hot and cold as I ran into the citadel and rushed through the maze of corridors leading to the front side.

      “Serena, what did you see?” Draven called out from behind.

      “Something’s horribly wrong,” I replied, breathless as we crossed the courtyard.

      I caught glimpses of Eva and Bajang cubs watching from the open windows, their faces shadowed by frowns. I didn’t like any of the feelings I was getting from the atmosphere.

      We reached the steps and I stopped next to Anjani and Hansa, looking down at the massacred bodies blazing in the afternoon sun. Worms crawled from the piles, squealing and flailing. Some succumbed to the flames, while others made it out and vanished below the tall meadow grass.

      “Oh, no,” I gasped, realizing what I was looking at.

      “Sluaghs,” Draven breathed out next to me.

      I looked at Anjani and Hansa first, and noticed the charcoal smudges and the deep cuts on their arms and legs. Hansa was holding her right shoulder, where a deeper wound pushed out silver blood.

      Jax paced around furiously, while Field was slumped on one side against the wall as Rebel nursed his bleeding side with wet cloths. Several Bajangs were left from her garrison – I counted about a dozen. They’d just finished burning all the bodies and they all carried deep wounds on their arms and legs. Jax’s wards helped them up as well.

      I didn’t see Phoenix or Aida anywhere, and the thought alone made my heart constrict in my chest. There were four shifters left, licking their wounds in front of the fire below, occasionally snapping their fangs around an escaping Sluagh and tearing it to shreds before spitting it out.

      Jovi came running back from the meadow, sword and shield in his hand. He was livid.

      “What happened?” I managed to ask as soon as he reached us.

      He ignored me completely, dropping his gear and ramming his fist into the wall with a thunderous growl. He punched the stone over and over again, cracking its surface.

      “They found us,” Field mumbled, his voice barely a whisper. He was too weak to move and, judging by his pale complexion, he’d lost a considerable amount of blood.

      “They took them,” Anjani’s voice trembled as she looked away, unable to face me.

      “What… What do you mean?” I whispered, breaking into a cold sweat. Somehow, I already knew what they were going to tell me. “Where are Phoenix and Aida?”

      “They took them!” Jovi shouted and threw another punch into the wall, leaving blood smears behind.

      “Azazel must’ve tracked the Oracles here before you put them under the concealment spell,” Hansa said, a vein jumping in her temple as she looked down at the burning bodies. “They sent Sluaghs through the front, waiting beneath the stairs for some of the Bajangs to go out hunting. They attacked in large numbers, forcing the rest of us to come out and fight. It was a ruse, meant to throw us off and had Destroyers swoop in and snatch Phoenix and Aida…”

      “I tried to mind-bend them, so did my wards, but they moved fast. They knew what they were dealing with,” Jax muttered, fists balled at his sides.

      “I’m sorry, we tried… We tried to get them back,” Anjani said, tears streaming down her cheeks. “We tried…”

      She fell to her knees and shuddered, no longer able to hold it in.

      I lost my footing altogether and nearly fell backwards, but Draven caught me and held me up. I couldn’t feel my legs anymore. I should have screamed. I should have cried. But I couldn’t.

      A catatonic state swallowed me whole and put me in a deep state of shock. My blood chilled as I struggled to stay conscious.

      My brother had been taken. Aida had been taken.

      Azazel had captured all three Oracles now.

      Grief didn’t even begin to describe what I was feeling. It was something much worse, cutting deeper than anything else. I felt torn on the inside, a throbbing pain stabbing through my temples as Draven put me down.

      I simply couldn’t stand anymore.

      “This can’t be,” I mumbled, mostly to myself. “I… No, this… This can’t be…”

      Azazel had done it.

      “Bijarki,” I gasped and pulled my satchel forward.

      Draven dropped to his knees to look at me. He could feel everything I was going through and I was too numb to feel him. He watched me carefully and quietly as I took out the last of the telepathy spell ingredients and quickly drew the symbol I needed to reach out to the incubus.

      “Bijarki,” I called out, but there was no answer. “Bijarki! Bijarki! Answer me, man! Bijarki!”

      Rage took over so quickly, I didn’t even see it coming, I only felt my cheeks and throat heat up with every second that passed and I didn’t get a response from Bijarki. I couldn’t reach him anymore.

      I looked up at Draven. Tears rushed up and rolled down my cheeks as I stared into his grey eyes, flickering black.

      “I can’t reach him… Phoenix is gone… Aida is gone… I don’t know anything about Vita and Bijarki…”

      “Serena,” he said cautiously.

      “I… My brother… My friends…”

      I looked at Jovi. He leaned his back against the wall he’d been punching, swallowing back tears that kept coming up and eventually streamed down his face as he shuddered. Anjani went up to him, her hands inches away from his arms, not sure whether she should touch him or not.

      Field was drowsy but I could see the pain flickering in his eyes, while Rebel cleaned his wound and patched it up with a needle and thread. One of the Bajang cubs brought over another pitcher of water and several satchels with healing herbs.

      If I’d taken Vita’s abduction hard, this time around it was much, much worse. My body caved in and went into a continual shudder.

      Draven’s hands grasped my shoulders, squeezing firmly, enough to draw my focus to his face.

      Jax stopped and crouched by my side.

      “Azazel found a way to come in and take what he wanted,” he muttered. “We obviously don’t know what happened to Vita and Bijarki yet either. But I’ll tell you one thing I know, Serena. We’re not backing down. We’re getting them back, one way or another. We have to keep fighting.”

      I listened, sobbing, while Hansa came closer.

      “Our allies are out there getting ready,” she said. “We can’t slow down or pull back; we’ve come too far.”

      “He has the Oracles,” Draven hissed over his shoulder. He was frustrated and in pain. On top of that, he could feel the horror rumbling through me in that precise moment.

      “But we have a plan,” Jax interjected, standing. “And dammit, we can’t stop now! My people are out there, waiting for a signal. The Dearghs are ready to sacrifice their own to turn the volcanoes down and cut off some of Azazel’s power supply. We still need to get the little Daughter out of there. We have to keep going. Yes, he has the Oracles, but we all know he won’t get anything out of them over the next few days! Let’s be realistic here… At least we know where they are. We know where to find them. And we’re going there anyway.”

      Several moments passed as it all sank in. We looked at one another, our minds attempting to process everything that had happened over the past few hours. In the fuzz of my lethargic state, even I knew Jax was right.

      “He has a point,” Field rasped from the side.

      I stilled, looking at the Hawk with wide eyes, thankful he was still conscious.

      The Bajangs started bringing out more cloths, water, and healing herbs to treat all those wounded in our group, as well as their own garrison. The cubs came into the courtyard, watching quietly.

      “We need to keep moving,” Field continued. “We can’t stop now. We need to get them back, but we can’t do it on our own.”

      “We’ll bring the war to his doorstep.” Jovi took a deep breath, willing himself under control as he wiped his tears and came to my side. He then frowned at the mutated shifters. “There are only four of them…”

      We all glanced at the creatures below, busy licking their wounds and growling at the flames. Two of them were missing.

      “Maybe they died in the attack?” I asked, my voice barely audible.

      “Nah.” He shook his head. “They were chomping Sluaghs’ heads left and right, and we would’ve found their corpses before we burned them all. They’re not here.”

      “You said they’re wired to protect you,” Jax mused. “Chances are they went after Aida and Phoenix…”

      We all nodded slowly, still adjusting to the new situation. The young Druids had quickly gotten themselves busy, tending to the wounded Bajangs. Hansa watched them for a while before she turned to me and gave me a reassuring smile.

      “At least you brought the Druids back with you,” she said.

      “We need to rehash the plan.” Draven sighed and stood up, looking around.

      “Yeah, we do,” Jovi replied. “We don’t know what happened to Vita and Bijarki. Which means it’ll be plan B on the Daughter’s extraction. I’ll take two of the shifters with me for this.”

      “I’ll do my part with the signal.” Field coughed and winced from the pain.

      It hit me then that we had the alliance connection—the spell that had bound us together, to be precise. I closed my eyes and decided to try it, to reach out to Aida or Phoenix.

      “Telluris Aida!” I called out. “Telluris Phoenix! Can you hear me?”

      I was met with silence. Jovi’s shoulders sagged as he swallowed back a new round of tears.

      “I tried that already. I can’t reach them.” He exhaled sharply.

      “They’re probably knocked out,” Jax replied. “You know they wouldn’t have gone down without a fight.”

      Once again, the Lord of Maras had a point. For a moment, I felt grateful to have earned his allegiance. He’d only been with us for a few days, yet he’d proven himself to be invaluable, and a solid voice of reason.

      We were extremely fortunate to have some experienced warriors like Hansa and Jax in our group. They had the composure, the patience, and the years of battle required to look at every situation with a clinical eye, while we were still struggling to see clearly through our emotions.

      “So what now?” asked Malachy from the side of a collapsed Bajang he’d been treating with cold water and clean bandages.

      “Aida told me about the last visions she had,” Jovi said. “Kyana’s with Jasmine and the White Tribe succubi. They know we’re launching the campaign against Azazel. They’ll send troops in to help us, even though we’ve obviously never spoken to them. Chances are we’ll see Jasmine on the battlefield.”

      Ori scoffed as he moved on to another wounded Bajang, whose shoulder cuts needed stitching.

      “Don’t rely on her much,” he muttered. “She was great at leaving us stranded without so much as a goodbye…”

      “Nevertheless, it’s nice to have the extra bodies fighting with us,” Draven replied, then crouched in front of me, cupping my cheek and sending me all his emotions and bright energy. He could feel my misery, and he focused on channeling everything he could give me in order to lift me up.

      Much to my surprise, it was working. My body buzzed as he pulled me back to my feet, and I took several breaths to recover my composure. Anger still boiled beneath it, but I grew determined to put it to good use this time.

      “We also know where he’s keeping the little Daughter, thanks to Aida and Vita,” Jovi added. “So I know exactly where to go.”

      I straightened my back, my resolve finally kicking in, hitting me like a cold shower.

      “That’s it, I’m done,” I said firmly. “I am done letting this asshole get away, and I am done letting him take the people I love away from me. I am itching for a fight, and I hope you’re all with me.”

      Jovi put his hand on my shoulder, his fingers digging into my skin. His eyes flickered with the same anger broiling inside me.

      “You’re damn right we are,” he replied, his voice low.

      “We’re taking this fight to him, now.” Draven took my hand in his and held it firmly. “He’ll pay for everything he’s done. It’s time we take Eritopia back.”

      I looked at Jax, Hansa, Anjani, Rebel, and Field. The wards. The Bajangs. The shifters below, their eyes glowing violet, eager to rip into the Destroyers who threatened our lives and our freedom.

      They all burned with the same fire. They all wanted a piece of Azazel.

      Which was good, because I was going to slice him up and serve him to everyone who had a bone to pick with his evil, perverted, maniacal ass.
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