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      “How do we get her back?”

      Serena’s voice was cracked. The color had deserted her face, leaving her with pale lips and red, teary eyes.

      We were still in the grotto, the air riddled with dust particles from Field’s wall-punching and Draven’s obliteration of the passage stone. I had never seen either so upset and capable of destruction. Then again, no one had betrayed us like this before. We’d never lost a friend to the Destroyers, either.

      “He knows everything,” Draven muttered, surfacing from the cloud of anguish as he headed outside.

      One by one, we followed, unable to say much until the cool night air hit our faces and the sight of the mansion sank in. I looked at it, wondering how it had all gone so wrong, and how not even the Daughters’ magic could stop those monsters from taking Vita.

      Rattled by a mixture of grief and anger, we paced around the front lawn, trying to make sense of everything.

      “Sverik played us from the beginning,” Draven said.

      Hansa and Jax stood next to Serena, who was slowly withering away. Aida was crouching, eyes wide open and lower lip trembling. Field lowered himself next to Aida, finally having enough self-control to be aware of what was happening to her.

      I looked over at the Daughter who was sitting on the porch steps with Eva and the two succubi. I felt her pain and sadness as she looked up at me, the corners of her mouth dropped into a frown. Violence was something that deeply troubled her.

      Bijarki was the last to come up from the grotto. His expression seemed carved out of gray marble. I could tell from the pained look in his eyes and the ribbons of red and black emotions oozing out of him that he was taking Vita’s abduction hard. My inner-sentry felt everything he was projecting, though I had a feeling he wasn’t aware of it.

      “They probably caged him to take any suspicion away from him,” Draven added. “He was carefully implanted into this, and he played us a little too well.”

      “He knows everything,” Field said, looking down absently. “He knows who we are and what we’re planning to do.”

      “The alliance,” Hansa completed his thoughts. “He knows about Mount Agrith and the rogues.”

      “How do we get her back?” Serena whispered, tears trickling down her cheeks.

      Draven stopped in his tracks when he saw her. Serena was devastated and unable to process anything. All she could think of was getting Vita back. She’d fallen victim to the same catatonic state as Bijarki and Aida. I wasn’t any better, and neither was Field or Jovi. Too much had happened at once, and our instincts had automatically started to prioritize things.

      Draven took Serena in his arms. She hid her face in his chest and sobbed, her cries muffled by the Druid’s shirt.

      “We need to warn them,” Jax said.

      “We need to get Vita back!” Bijarki lost his temper, his body trembling with rage.

      Draven gave Bijarki a sympathetic nod.

      “We’ll get her,” the Druid said, trying to sound reassuring.

      “With all due respect,” Tamara stepped forward with a straight face and sad yellow eyes. “As much as you might hate me for this, I feel like I need to point out the obvious. We cannot go rescue Vita now.”
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      I fought the uncontrollable urge to punch Tamara. I felt Draven’s hands gripping my arms as if he’d felt me move and had a pretty good idea about what I was about to do. He held me there, giving me a sideways glance that begged me to find a sliver of patience and hang on to it for dear life.

      “You must be joking, Tamara,” Bijarki muttered in response. “Or, you must be yearning to be thrown beyond the shield for the Destroyers to rip you apart.”

      Not exactly what I’d had in mind, but it did resonate with my reaction to the Lamia’s words. How could she say that? Vita was my best friend. We were family. She was everything to us, and, regardless of the consequences, we were going to save her. We would go after her.

      “I know it’s not what you want to hear right now,” Tamara replied, “but we are in no position to charge out and get Vita back. We’ll be dead the moment we set foot outside the shield, and the passage stone is gone. Most importantly, the alliance is in danger.”

      “Azazel has Vita!” I shouted, no longer able to control myself.

      “We can’t all die because of that!” Tamara shot back. “We have to think this through. We have to prioritize. We have to do this right, or we lose everything, including Vita, for good!”

      Silence fell between us. My heart broke. The thought of Vita in a glass sphere suspended in water felt like knives stabbing me. Draven’s fingers were digging into my flesh, forcing me to look at him. I felt another wave of hot tears threatening to surface.

      “I hate to say this, but Tamara has a point,” he muttered, prompting Bijarki’s fists to clench at his sides. The incubus was seething.

      “So, what? We let her rot there?” he spat.

      “No, we go after her,” Draven replied, “but not right now. Not like this. We have to secure the alliance. The fate of our world depends on it.”

      “There aren’t enough ingredients left for the invisibility spell,” Anjani said, looking around at us. “I don’t think we can get anywhere near Azazel’s castle without it. I have a hard time seeing us getting past Goren and his thugs without it, either.”

      “She’s right,” Phoenix said. “There’s barely enough to cover a couple of miles for two people, certainly not a rescue mission.”

      “Azazel knows we’d be coming, anyway,” Draven added. “He’d be waiting for us with arms wide open. We’ve lost the element of surprise thanks to Sverik.”

      “He’s mine,” Bijarki hissed. “Do you hear me? He is mine to skin alive and feed to the shifters!”

      I looked around for the first time and saw grief imprinted on everyone’s faces. We’d all been stricken with it. We were all simmering, barely holding it together. With each minute that went by, however, I could see the resolve reluctantly making its way back into our group.

      “You’ll get your chance, Bijarki, I promise,” Draven replied. “For now, the clock is ticking, and we don’t have much time. We need a plan.”

      “And a damn good one, too,” Jax interjected, giving Hansa a sideways glance. “We’ve got the skills amongst us, might as well use them.”

      I hated to admit it, but Tamara was right. We couldn’t storm Azazel’s castle half-cocked and out for blood. We weren’t going to make it ten feet past the shield in our current condition. I could tell that, as much as he hated it, Bijarki was reaching the same conclusion.

      He took a few deep breaths to bring himself under a rudimentary form of control, while I allowed Draven’s golden energy to pour through me and mend the breakage that Vita’s abduction had left behind.

      “Let’s take this inside,” Aida stood up, brushing the grass off her linen dress. “I can’t stand to be out here for another second.”

      Her bloodshot gaze found mine. We both understood that we were going through the same thing. The silent sympathy hung loosely between us, and she allowed Field to put his arm around her shoulder and guide her to the mansion.

      I went after them, followed closely by Draven and the rest of our group.

      “Wait,” Draven said, stopping in front of the porch steps, then looking at Jax. “Let’s bring the Destroyers’ corpses out here. We can’t keep them inside.”

      Jax went in first with Hansa and Jovi, and Draven followed. A few minutes later, they emerged from the mansion with four charred corpses wrapped in blue blankets on their shoulders, barely a third of the Destroyers’ original size.

      Jax nodded toward the magnolia trees.

      “Should we leave them there until we cremate them?” he asked.

      “No,” Draven shook his head. “We need to send them all a message. They need to know that if any of them get close, they will burn and die a horrible death. They can’t see us cowering in fear. They can’t think we’re hiding under the shield, weeping. We can’t give Azazel the satisfaction.”

      Without another word, Jax gave him a quick nod as they both walked over to the edge of the shield, followed by Hansa and Jovi. Just beyond the protective spell stood a dozen Destroyers, warming up by a fire.

      They dumped the bodies beyond the shield, startling the monsters. As the Destroyers came closer and recognized the remains as belonging to their mutated species, they looked at the blank space before them and hissed, baring their fangs as their forked tongues flicked the air. They got the message.
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      The house felt empty and cold, echoing my emotional state. I was still reeling from my horrifying encounter with Azazel—and the anger that had come over me once I’d realized he was keeping me there so I wouldn’t warn the others that his Destroyers were coming.

      The bastard.

      We walked toward the banquet hall, following in each other’s footsteps so we didn’t cut our feet on the broken glass. The foyer and reception hall were torn apart. Wood was splintered all over the place and glass shards were scattered across the floor. Doors had been smashed through, along with the large circular table that had once held a gorgeous Chinese Ming Dynasty vase in peaceful shades of white and blue. It, too, was sprinkled in tiny pieces over the laminated parquet.

      The Daughter stopped in the middle, glass crunching beneath her bare feet. Phoenix moved to get her off the floor, but she lifted an arm to stop him, giving him a weak smile as she closed her eyes.

      We all watched in awe as the mansion began fixing itself. One by one, glass shards returned to glass, and the wooden balustrade and table reconstructed themselves, inch by inch. Within minutes, any trace of a Destroyer invasion had completely vanished. A bloody hatchet left on the floor was the only sign that anything had ever happened there. I felt queasy at the sight of it, but I couldn’t help but marvel at how the Daughter had restored everything so beautifully. Her abilities never ceased to amaze me.

      “Thanks,” Bijarki said. “Now if you could put Vita back in my room, I’d be most grateful.”

      He was lashing out, but none of us could blame him, not even the Daughter. She sighed, then went on to open the wide double doors leading into the banquet hall.

      “I’ve learned to work more closely with the ancient wards now, beyond better food,” she said as she walked in, “however, none of us are capable of doing that, Bijarki. I am sorry.”

      The incubus exhaled sharply.

      “I know. I’m sorry,” he muttered, then started pacing around the hall.

      She gave him a smile in return. It hit me then that she was probably feeling as bad as we were, if not worse. I couldn’t imagine what it must be like to have all that power inside of you and not know how to use it.

      The candelabras lit themselves as we all gathered around the dining table. Serena and I were the first to collapse into our chairs, followed by the others. There was a blistering sense of defeat hanging heavily over our heads, and none of us knew how to deal with it.

      “He was in my vision,” I was the first to speak, no longer able to postpone my concern. “Vita was the first to be taken, physically, but Azazel seems to be able to hijack my visions of him and pin me there. I am probably the next on his list.”

      Field instantly grunted, a dark line drawn between his eyebrows as he shook his head, clearly rejecting the premise.

      “What happened, exactly?” Serena asked, placing her hand over mine.

      “I slipped into a vision,” I replied. “I saw Destroyers bringing Hansa’s passage stone to Azazel’s chamber. Then I saw Patrik with Kyana again, just as he was called to take part in Vita’s abduction. Then I was back in the chamber with Azazel and the five Destroyers that attacked us, including Patrik.”

      “He wasn’t one of those we killed?” Draven mused, and I shook my head.

      “No. I guess he’s the one who made it out alive with Vita,” I said. “They were waiting in front of the passage stone when Sverik came through and told them it was time. We were all sleeping by then. He had it all planned.”

      Bijarki slammed his fist on the table, startling me. He was deeply attached to Vita, and I felt sorry for him. All I had to do was imagine Field getting abducted to get an inkling of what the incubus was feeling in that moment.

      “That’s when he looked at me,” I continued. “He looked right at me. He could see and hear me there when no one else could. It felt so weird, so unnatural. The Destroyers had gone through the passage stone by then, so it was just him and me in the room. He wouldn’t let me go unless I passed on the message to everyone hiding beneath the shield. I think he’s figured out some cheating spell, of sorts. I think he knew I was there during my first vision, but chose to ignore me, keeping his cards close to his chest so I could see exactly what he was planning with Sverik. But I can only speculate as to how he’s actually doing this vision hijacking… I don’t think he can keep me in a vision forever, it was all happening in real time.”

      “So Azazel can sense if you’re having a vision involving him,” Draven concluded.

      I nodded my response.

      “He can’t breach future or past visions?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think so. I think if he had the power to influence the past or the future, we’d all be shifter chow by now and he wouldn’t be having so much trouble getting to us or finding out who’s beneath the shield,” I explained. “I’m barely learning how to pick and choose my visions anyway. I still can’t control them if they just pop up, unannounced, like tonight.”

      The Druid ran a hand through his hair, leaning against the back of his chair.

      “I have no other choice but to try and steer clear of any visions involving Azazel, but that’s all I can do. Try,” I sighed. “If one does happen, I’m screwed. It’s not like he could touch me because I was just a projection. But I don’t know what he did to stop me from waking up. I couldn’t wake up. If I’d been able to get out of there sooner, I could have prevented…”

      I choked up, feeling another sob working its way up my throat. Field’s arm worked its way around my shoulders again, pulling me closer to him, enough for me to feel his warmth seeping through me and gradually calming me down.

      “He was so… so arrogant,” I remembered. “He gave me that message for you, telling me he wouldn’t let me wake up until I promised to deliver it, nearly laughing in my face just to scare me and mess with my mind. I’m not sure he was aware of how much I was able to deduce from what he said.”

      “I’m not surprised. Azazel may be an evil genius by nature,” Draven scoffed, “but he still enjoys showing off, particularly where he feels he’s victorious. Taking Vita certainly qualifies as a victory, given that he had to put this whole Sverik charade together to get to her.”

      “Yeah, not making me feel any better,” I muttered.

      Draven looked at us all. His brows pulled into a frown, before he spoke again, “I am as furious as you all are about Vita, make no mistake, but let’s find a small amount of comfort in the fact that Azazel wants his Oracles to be willing to help him. I’ve not said this before, but he’s privy to a lot more information that way than if he locks them up in glass spheres. He will treat Vita right for the time being. He’ll be looking to earn her cooperation, to give her the impression that she is better off cooperating with him than having visions forcibly pulled out of her while she floats in a bubble. Chances are she is in no immediate danger for the moment, and this needs to work to our advantage. We have several challenges ahead of us if we want to get her out of there in one piece.”

      Bijarki looked away, tears glazing his silvery eyes. A muscle jumped in his jaw, a sign of tension which, combined with his silence, meant that he agreed with Draven and thoroughly hated himself for it. The Druid had a point. We had to be smart about this.

      “What do we do, then?” I asked, choosing to focus on the solution rather than dwelling on the problem.

      “First, we need to gather ingredients for the invisibility spell. Two plants are missing, as well as a gemstone powder,” Draven replied. “Delirium palm leaves, fire orchids, and larimar stone powder. We have everything else we need in the greenhouse. We’ll need the invisibility spell to get into Azazel’s castle and extract Vita. It’s the only way to do it without getting ourselves killed.”

      “Larimar stones are rare,” Anjani took a deep breath. “They’re known as the stones of dancing sunlight. Only a couple of mountain peaks hold larimar deposits. Our best chance is Queen’s Peak, southeast of here.”

      Draven nodded slowly.

      “Delirium palms grow in the Black Swamps,” he added. “That’s a day’s trip alone. And fire orchids, I’m not sure. We might get a good bundle in Sarang Marketplace. The challenge would be getting out of there alive. I have a feeling there are prices on all our heads now, not just Bijarki’s.”

      He went on with our to-do list.

      “We need to reach out to our allies, as well. The Dearghs in Mount Inon are the closest. The Lamias are by River Pyros. The Tritones, the Maras, and Grezzi’s rogues on the northwestern coast. The Red Tribe succubi, too, since they’re out there somewhere.”

      “I can speak to them,” Anjani replied. “We’ve got the communication spell going. It has worked before. But they’re on the south-eastern side, too far away to reach the north-west in time, so they might be better off continuing to rally the rogues in that region.”

      “Good. We need to let our allies know that Sverik betrayed us all. We can’t meet at Mount Agrith. Azazel will know about it. His army will probably wait for us there. We can’t risk it. If we fail with the alliance, we all die, not just Vita.”

      Jax raised his arm, prompting us all to pay attention.

      “I’ll cover the northwestern coast. The Tritones, my people, and Grezzi’s.  I would appreciate some assistance until I get my wards out of White City,” he said, looking at Hansa.

      “Hansa and Jovi will come with you,” Draven replied.

      Anjani frowned at him, but Jovi placed his hand over hers on the table and gave her a reassuring smile. She exhaled, then bit the inside of her cheek.

      “I should be out there too,” she mumbled.

      “You need to stay here and talk to your sisters,” Hansa said, her voice low and gentle. “Besides, you’ve sworn an oath to look after the Daughter and the Oracles.”

      “Yes, and look how that went,” Anjani scoffed.

      “Not a good time to play the blame ourselves game,” the Red Tribe leader berated her. “Snap out of it. We still have two younglings to take care of as well.”

      At that point, both teenage succubi straightened their backs, pursing their lips and looking visibly offended.

      “We can take care of ourselves, thank you very much!” one of them said, making Hansa stifle a smile.

      “Each of us will serve a purpose going forward if we want to survive and succeed,” Draven interjected, his tone firm.

      He was right. We all had to pitch in somehow. Not just for ourselves, but for Vita’s safe return. My stomach twisted into knots of anguish and dread as I thought of her so close to Azazel. My eyes burned as more tears bubbled up to the surface.

      “While Jax reaches out to his side, I can relay the news to the Dearghs up north and go around the mansion to alert my Lamias down at River Pyros,” Tamara’s husky voice made me lift my gaze to find her. She sat up straight, one hand resting on Eva’s shoulder. “Eva is my heir. She will stay here with you, safe under the shield.”

      “That sounds sensible,” Draven nodded. “Thank you, Tamara.”

      “As you said, we all have to play our part in making this alliance happen,” she replied with a polite smile. Her eyes flickered black for a moment, giving me the impression that she, like us, was working hard to keep some intense emotions under control.

      “We could go after the invisibility spell ingredients,” Serena said, looking at Draven and Bijarki.

      “We have a bigger problem to deal with before we get to that,” Draven replied.

      We all looked at him, my blood running cold.

      “We have to leave the protective shield without getting ourselves killed by a horde of Destroyers,” he stated the unspoken obvious. “We shouldn’t use the remaining invisibility spell because it may be needed here for any emergency exits. It’s not enough for all of us, anyway. We have our work cut out.”
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      “What about the young Druids that might still be alive?” Phoenix asked Draven. “Should I look into it further? You said they might be essential to our mission.”

      Draven took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

      “Having Druids on board means a great amount of skill and power to mount against Azazel, enough to put up a good fight and help the alliance leave him without an army. Even if they left the Grand Temple when they were young, they were still highly educated and well trained. The Destroyers have lost their ability to do magic, so Druids are a crucial advantage,” he explained.

      “They’re also part of the nobility, after all,” Hansa added. “Rulers of Eritopia’s kingdom. Their existence might give the remaining rogue nations the will to rise and join us. We just need to make sure they’re not vulnerable to Azazel’s dirty tricks, since they’re young and inexperienced, compared to the Druids already under his control. They’ll need some kind of training…”

      “Then it’s settled,” Phoenix said. “I’ll start digging into the past and trace their path. I’m thinking we’d want to know where they’ve been before we ask Aida to delve into present visions, given her risk of exposure to Azazel. She could very well be looking after Druids in one moment, to end up in Azazel’s chamber in the next.”

      Aida gave Phoenix a warm but weak smile as a sign of appreciation. My heart still leapt in my throat whenever I thought of my sister at Azazel’s mercy. I knew she’d be careful and do her best to improve her vision navigation skills, but the risk was ever present.

      “I’ve been thinking,” Aida cocked her head to one side, staring at an empty glass in front of her. “I don’t think Azazel can keep me trapped in a vision forever. I mean, he’s conscious when he does it. It all happens in real time. He’s got a world to conquer. He can focus on keeping me trapped for only so long before he has to call it quits. Otherwise, I’m thinking I’d still be under right now, unable to help any of you going forward.”

      “That makes sense,” I said, processing her line of reasoning. “Whatever cheat spell Azazel’s using, it only works in real time because he has to manipulate it. Which means real time has to hinder him as well if he has other things to do. I can’t see him spending his entire conscious time keeping Aida locked in a vision with him.”

      It was the glimmer of hope I needed to convince myself that her predicament wasn’t catastrophic, just horribly inconvenient. My sister grew up with wolf hair covering her entire body. I had the feeling that dealing with a megalomaniac hell-bent on ruining the world for five to ten minutes was something she could handle.

      “Speaking of Oracles,” Aida continued, “when Vita had the vision of the Nevertide Oracle, she told her that the Oracles were connected. It’s a link that no one knows about, not even Azazel. It’s been a safety mechanism for eons amongst the Oracles. According to her, we have a direct line to each other, all of us.”

      I stilled, my interest peaked. Given the stunned looks at the table, the feeling was collective.

      “Like astral projection, I think. It has nothing to do with visions,” Aida reiterated. “Listen, I can try it. I can try reaching out to Vita, directly. I’m worried sick about her, and I can’t properly think until I know she’s okay. Maybe I can open a line to her, get us the scoop straight from Azazel’s castle. Maybe, if I focus on that, I won’t fall into any vision traps for that snake to mentally poke and prod me just for kicks.”

      A minute passed as Aida and I looked at each other. My heart swelled with pride to see her so determined and strong despite everything. I was in for a rough ride myself. I didn’t look forward to being separated from Anjani, but we all had a mission to accomplish. I was perfectly okay with her staying protected beneath the shield, looking after my sister.

      “I thought of something as well,” Hansa broke the silence. “We need more people in this alliance. More able bodies to fight with us. We need strength in numbers if we want to knock Azazel’s armies off their feet.”

      “What are you suggesting?” Draven asked, his eyes glimmering with curiosity.

      “No one has reached out to the Bajangs, have they?”

      I could almost feel the air lighten up as the buzzing energy of a minor epiphany smoothed Draven’s facial features. Hansa was on to something.

      “No,” he said, then got up to leave the banquet hall. “I’ll be right back.”

      “The Bajangs?” Serena asked, slightly confused. “The cat people?”

      “You could say that, yes,” Jax nodded. “The Bajangs are a… peculiar people. They used to be independent by nature, only hanging around incubus and succubus groups for food and shelter when needed. They appreciated the Bajangs’ hunting skills. After it all had gone wrong with Azazel, the Bajangs were left on their own to fend for themselves.”

      “What happened?” Aida was curious, and I was relieved to see her distracted by the concept of cat people for a few minutes.

      “They were left behind or cast out from all the citadels. Many were killed. The ones who survived gathered into a couple of abandoned castles, hiding there from Destroyers and other hostiles. They chose locations that Azazel had destroyed. They knew no one would return to those places. Because they can shift into large cats, they can easily survive in the woods, as well,” Jax explained.

      “They’re known for their selfish nature,” Hansa added. “In one moment they like you, then you’re being thrown out the window because you’ve served your purpose.”

      “Oh, wow. I’d replace selfish with ‘extreme,’ though, because throwing someone out the window isn’t ‘selfish.’ It’s psychotic,” I blurted.

      “Well, they’re aware of their value,” Hansa said. “In feline form, they are extraordinary. Agile, ferocious, and deadly. In Bajang form, they’re equally fearsome and beautiful. They can put up quite the fight with any one of us, for sure. A couple of them could take down a Destroyer if they plan their moves right. The only thing is…”

      “They’re elusive,” Draven said as he returned with an old leather-bound notebook, “but not impossible to entice.”

      He sat down and began flipping through the pages as we all craned our necks trying to get a glimpse of what was written.

      “I remembered my father’s notes on the Bajangs,” he said, flipping through the pages. “I knew he’d kept track of them after Azazel started his takeover campaign. There was only one location that he was sure the Bajangs lived. He helped them get settled in the citadel and gave them a swamp witches’ cloaking spell to ward off any curious or hostile passersby. They probably still live there.”

      He seemed to find the page he was looking for. His finger followed a string of words written in black ink.

      “Here it is. Stonewall. It’s on the east coast, a former port. Azazel destroyed it to cut off any links to the neighboring continent, but the old citadel remains. It looks like a giant ruin from afar, thanks to the cloaking spell, but it houses a couple hundred Bajangs for sure. At least it did, a century ago. There may be more of them now.”

      “Wait, I know that name. Stonewall,” Hansa squinted her eyes, trying to remember.

      “Druids held it before,” Draven replied. “Scholars, to be precise. Everything was destroyed, though. The archives, the manuscripts, millennia of knowledge turned into ashes when Azazel’s Destroyers invaded. All that remained were the stone walls.”

      “And when you say cloaking spell, do you mean the kind we had at our camp?” Hansa lifted an eyebrow.

      “Yes. Parts of Stonewall are hidden beneath an illusion of derelict facades. The wind howls through them and nightfall makes them even more frightening. It’s close to an occupied incubi city, but no one dares venture too close. It’s said to be haunted.”

      “I’ve heard stories about Stonewall,” Hansa mused. “Most of them tales of horror. But never a mention of Bajangs living there.”

      “My father did a good job, from what I’m reading here,” he said, turning the page. “We could definitely reach out to them. The illusion must have kept them safe. They should still be there.”

      He found a map at the end of the notebook, a rudimentary drawing in thick, black charcoal depicting the cloaked parts of Stonewall along with a couple of symbols on the side. Bijarki’s gaze moved from the map to Draven, as a stern look settled on his face.

      “We can’t all go looking for invisibility spell ingredients,” the incubus said. “I’ll go. I’ll get what we need. I’ll prepare the spell and, I will infiltrate Azazel’s castle and get Vita out of there. You and Serena should go to Stonewall.”

      “No,” Serena shot back. “Vita’s my best friend. She’s my family. I’m coming with you to get her.”

      “Serena, I know my way around there. One of us is enough to extract her. There is no point in risking the lives of all three of us when there is so much to do in the meantime,” Bijarki replied gently. “I understand that you care for her. I do, too. I love her if that makes any difference at all. I need her here, and I will do everything I can to bring her back safely. That I can promise you without hesitation.”

      “You love her?” Serena was genuinely surprised, as were the rest of us.

      He lowered his head and nodded slowly.

      “She’s my reason to keep fighting, Serena. I’ve accepted that already. I will get her back.”

      Serena breathed out slowly and leaned against her chair with a defeated look on her face.

      “Your composure and diplomacy are of better use at Stonewall, Serena. If we can get the Bajangs involved, they will be a tremendous asset,” Draven said, his voice deep. “Bijarki has a point. He’s the most prepared to infiltrate the castle.”

      “You should use Stonewall as a meeting place for the alliance,” Jax suggested. “Mount Agrith is out of the question now that the cat’s out of the bag. Might as well use a place with at least some swamp witch magic in it, enough to keep the leaders and their guards safe while we set terms and conditions.”

      “That makes sense. Now we just need to find a way out of here without getting ourselves killed,” Draven replied and let out a long, torturous sigh. “There are so many Destroyers out there waiting for one of us to come out.”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t have chucked those corpses at them,” Serena muttered. “Now they’re likely twice as vigilant and even more pissed off and eager to peel the meat off our bones.”

      “They already know we’re here,” Draven raised his chin. “They know who we are. We need to show them what we can do. They can’t think we’re in here, cowering in fear. We’re the resistance. We cannot be seen as weak. You come after us, you pay the price.”

      “Four charred Destroyers is a clear message, indeed,” Jax replied. “The Destroyers were going to be vigilant anyway. We’ll have to outsmart them somehow.”

      The question of how lingered heavily in the air.
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      I racked my brain for possible solutions, but they all led me to the same conclusion, one which Draven voiced rather quickly.

      “We’ll need a diversion,” he said. “With four different directions to go and so many Destroyers around, we need to draw their focus away from us enough for a clear opening.”

      “We’d need more than one diversion for this to work,” Anjani chimed in. “You’d all have to go out at the same time and spread out to make it harder for them to keep track of what’s happening.”

      “Confuse them,” I mumbled, then pulled my shoulders back, feeling my spine crackle. I’d gathered a lot of tension between my shoulder blades.

      “So, the final deployment is as follows,” Draven said. “Jax, Hansa, and Jovi will go northwest and take care of the Tritones, the Maras, and Grezzi’s camp. Tamara will go north to Inon, then south to the River Pyros and warn her Lamias. Bijarki will go out and collect the ingredients needed for the invisibility spell, which he will then use to breach Azazel’s castle. Serena and I will go to Stonewall and attempt to get the Bajangs on board. We should also confirm Stonewall as the new meeting spot for the alliance.”

      “We’ll use the telepathy spell that the Daughter found,” I added. “We can keep the conversation in real-time, keep track of each other, and confirm our arrival at Stonewall as soon as we get there. That way, we can get clear updates despite our distance.”

      Anjani nodded, then stood up.

      “I’ll handle one diversion to keep them away from Jovi, Hansa, and Jax,” she said. “I don’t like having to stay here, but I do have an oath to uphold. However, that doesn’t mean I can’t make sure Jovi and my sister get out of here safely.”

      Jovi looked up at her, his gaze softened, and a small smile passed over his face.

      “Thank you, Anjani,” Hansa replied full of warmth.

      “I’ll handle Serena and Draven’s escape route, then,” Field stood up, running a hand through his long, dark hair.

      “There’s already a target on your back, Field,” Aida replied, concern etched into her features. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      “It’s not like we have a better option right now,” he said gently. “Besides, I’m fast and probably more agile than those flying mules of theirs.”

      Despite the horrid situation we’d ended up in, I couldn’t help but smile inwardly as I watched my friends take control and refuse to back down. They were stepping forward to try to make sure we all succeeded across the board. The strength pouring in from them filled my heart with pride and determination.

      “No need to worry about me,” Tamara interjected with a smirk. “I’ll slither my way out, undisturbed.”

      I suddenly wished I had her abilities so I could shift into a snake and go wherever I wanted. As much as I disliked her and her daughter, I had to admit their abilities were cool.

      “What about Bijarki?” Draven asked. “We need to get him out undetected as well since he’s with us at the top of Azazel’s must-kill list.”

      “We’ll cover him,” one of the teenage succubi stood up.

      Her name was Almandine, and I’d grown quickly fond of her and her sister, Aura, who joined her as Anjani shook her head.

      “There’s no way you two are leaving the protective shield,” she said. “No way. You are far too young to deal with Destroyers!”

      “Stop coddling us,” Aura replied, keeping her chin up. “I told you before, we can take care of ourselves, and we’re fast enough to keep those abominations at a safe distance!”

      “If anything, we’ll be running circles around them while Bijarki strolls out to do his job,” Almandine added.

      Anjani wasn’t having any of it, but Hansa raised her hand to silence all three of them, her eyes smiling as she glanced at the teen succubi.

      “It’s time for Almandine and Aura to prove their worth. Their fifteenth year is a dire one, but they should do their part,” she said. “Your intentions are noble, Anjani, but the girls are right. We can’t afford the luxury of coddling them anymore.”

      Almandine and Aura gleamed at each other victoriously, then gave Anjani a reassuring smile.

      “We’ll be careful, we promise,” Aura said.

      “Thank you both,” Bijarki nodded his appreciation. “This way, whatever is left of the invisibility spell can stay here in the mansion for the others to use if they need a fast and safe exit.”

      “Please be careful, guys,” I pleaded with them, no longer able to contain my fear. “The Destroyers are fast, and their spears are deadly accurate. I don’t know what I’d do if we lost any of you. I’ve grown irreversibly fond of this big, weird family of ours.”

      “Don’t worry, Serena.” Field’s eyes found mine. “We’ll kick the hell out of them and get Vita back. They don’t know who they’re dealing with, and they’re clearly in awe of us. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have resorted to such cowardly tactics through Sverik and Aida’s visions of Azazel. They know what’s coming to them.”

      It didn’t take much for Field to bring everything into focus for me. He had a point, after all. Azazel didn’t know who he was messing with. Each of us was vulnerable on their own, but together we could be unstoppable if we played our cards right.

      “It’s settled, then,” Aida said. “I’ll do my part and try that direct line to Vita – fingers crossed for that one. Phoenix will keep following the young Druids.”

      With a clear plan beginning to take shape, I felt more energetic. There was plenty of hope and determination to go around. Although I hated the thought of Vita in Azazel’s clutches, I also had enough confidence in Bijarki to know he wouldn’t rest until he got her back. His feelings for her were unhinged. I could sense the love and the longing oozing out of him.

      The Daughter taught us how to perform the telepathy spell. I drew blood from everyone, storing small glass vials in my trustworthy satchel along with the spell instructions and the remaining ingredients in a leather pouch. Phoenix did the same, to keep a two-way communication line open. That way we could reach out to the mansion, and the mansion could reach out to us.

      The agreement was to check in with each other every six hours so we could keep track of our movements and make sure everyone was on schedule.
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      We were due to leave while it was still dark. The obscurity of the woods was meant to help with our escape routes, so we moved fast because dawn was several hours away.

      Draven and I were in his study, packing everything we could into our satchels. We gathered poisons, healing powders, and the other spell ingredients that we’d collected for the previous mission as well as the handwritten incantations that Phoenix and the Daughter had prepared for us.

      We didn’t talk for a while. Draven was probably calculating each step in his mind and analyzing every possible outcome. I was struggling to do the same, but I was unable to focus because my mind kept drifting toward Vita and Aida. I was worried about them. Azazel already had a hold on one, and he was moving to get the other, as well.

      The Daughters’ protective shield was starting to feel like a disappointment, given that Azazel had still gotten his hands on Vita. At the same time, it was the only thing keeping him from getting the others. My stomach churned as I contemplated other worst case scenarios. I shuddered at the thought of what our fate would have been had it not been for the shield.

      Draven seemed to sense my inner turmoil, and he lifted his gaze from his father’s notebook on the Bajangs. His gray eyes found mine as he came around his desk to take me in his arms. I welcomed his warmth and the golden energy pouring through me, healing everything that felt broken and tender on the inside, particularly my heart. I let my head rest on his chest and allowed his low voice to soothe my soul.

      “It will be okay, Serena,” he said slowly. “We’ll get her back, and we’ll end this once and for all.”

      “I can’t help but worry about her,” I sighed. “Aida, too, for that matter. Azazel has gained valuable ground. I’m scared he’ll get to her. Then it’ll only be a matter of time before he traps Phoenix, too, somehow. If anything happens to any of them…”

      My voice broke as I swallowed back a wave of hot tears. Draven’s hand cupped my face, lifting it so he could look at me. I felt his heart echoing mine.

      “I promise you, Serena. I promise I won’t let anything happen to Vita, Aida, Phoenix, or anyone else for that matter,” he replied, gradually filling me with the strength I needed to push through. “You were right earlier when you said we’re a weird family. We are a family, yes. I never thought I’d experience that in my lifetime. I’ve been on my own, hidden in this mansion for a long time. I will stop at nothing to keep you safe, Serena, to keep you all safe.”

      I let my hands rest on his hips, my fingers digging into the muscles through the fabric of his shirt. I needed him as an anchor.  I’d been battling the feeling of being adrift since Vita’s abduction. He didn’t hesitate to hold me and keep me going.

      I couldn’t say anything in return. All I could do was enjoy the momentary bliss that his physical presence and his words brought me.

      “All you have to do is keep being yourself, darling,” he whispered in my ear, igniting all kinds of chemical reactions in me. “You’re the glue that holds everyone together, did you know that?”

      I tilted my head back, looking at him with surprise.

      “You are, Serena. They look to you for guidance, for strength, and for the will to keep at it. You’re the engine that drives us in the right direction because you are sharp, brave, and relentless. Picking the right battles at the right time is the only thing you’ll need to do to help this family move forward and run Azazel into the ground. Knowing when to stop and when to charge ahead is essential at this point,” he said, his gaze drilling into my soul as he pulled my hips forward into him.

      “I’m trying, Draven. I am,” I sighed.

      “I may not show it, but I’m as torn as you are. Surely you must feel it by now.”

      “I do,” I nodded. “I’m trying to keep it together.”

      “Keep trying until it feels natural to push all the bad things aside and to step away from the problem and move toward the solution. I’m equally tempted to go after Vita right now, but that won’t solve the root of the problem. We need to bring Azazel down, and there are many creatures out there that have placed their trust in us. We cannot forsake everything because of our emotions.”

      I ran my fingers along his jaw, his stubble scratching me slightly. How had I been so fortunate to have him stomp his way into my life? Without any grace or remorse, he stunned me and brought out the best in me, all while driving me up the wall until our first kiss. My whole life changed the moment I felt him open up to me for the first time. Step by step, he weakened my defenses until I found myself helpless under his touch. At the same time, he made me feel invincible against anything that the universe was willing to throw at us.

      “I guess you’re the voice of reason in this relationship, then?” I put on a half-smile, which he mirrored perfectly, revealing his square, white teeth. Somewhere in the back of my head, a flashback flickered of those teeth grazing my skin and making me whimper. Oh, how deep I had fallen.

      “I think it’s a two-way street,” he replied. “Sometimes I’m the one who explodes, and you’re the one to put the fire out. Then you always start another one, deeper and hotter and a thousand times more delicious.”

      He kissed me deeply and sweetly enough to make me forget about everything for a single, wonderful second. I relished the moment, siphoning the golden energy he gave me so willingly and effortlessly. His natural scent invaded my nostrils, and I tasted him, wrapping my arms around his neck and pulling myself closer.

      We were in for a rough ride, but I knew we could shatter anything that stood in our way. His entire being confirmed it. Who was I to deny it?
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      I stood in the reception area and stuffed a couple of small dry bread loaves wrapped in white cloth into my bag for the road. I knew I’d get hungry early in the morning, especially after such a rough night. I’d burned plenty of calories during our fight with the Destroyers, and we had a long road ahead of us. Having enough energy was essential.

      My stomach felt heavy at the thought of leaving Anjani in the mansion. I’d gotten used to being around her all the time, and it didn’t feel right to put any distance between us, especially now. Vita’s abduction had put everything in perspective and pressed that dreaded fast-forward button on everything we had to do to destroy Azazel.

      I couldn’t stand the thought of our little fae stuck in that dark castle, surrounded by slithering beasts and a maniac with an unquenchable thirst for power. We had to get Vita back, and we had to protect all the people who had put their faith in us when they decided to join our alliance. Anjani was strong. In some ways, she was stronger than me, though I didn’t feel like admitting it anytime soon. I knew she’d be okay if the shield was here to protect her.

      Not that it had worked wonders so far since we were one Vita short and Azazel could still trap Aida in a vision, but it was the best we had given the circumstances.

      Anjani came out of the greenhouse carrying a dozen vials and small leather pouches. She shoved them in my satchel. My eyes caught the name written on one of the labels: Death’s Kiss, Sluagh poison. It brought back the sweetest memory, recent yet seemingly from so long ago.

      “Did you just raid the greenhouse?” I quipped.

      “I most certainly did,” she replied dryly. “I will not have you go out there unprepared.”

      “That is incredibly sweet. Where I’m from, the boys bring girls flowers and the girls sometimes gift boys with an expensive watch or cufflink.” I gave her a smirk.

      I knew we were in deep trouble, but I couldn’t let that dull everything. We gained nothing from sulking, and I loved her even more when she smiled.

      “What’s a watch?” she asked as she continued packing my satchel.

      “Oh, it’s a, uh, portable clock. It’s small and comes in many different models. Back on Earth, there’s an entire fashion around them,” I explained, reminding myself that technology here had not yet reached our standards back home. I found that particularly endearing.

      “Do you like watches?” she looked at me, her expression firm and impossible to read.

      I shrugged, unsure of the direction of this conversation.

      “Yeah, I do. I have a couple of cool ones at home,” I said slowly.

      A moment passed as Anjani’s gaze continue to hold mine.

      “Okay, I have a whole collection,” I admitted. “I could show it to you after we destroy Azazel.”

      “I like how you make destroying Azazel sound as easy as running out to get water or cutting down a tree,” she smirked.

      I ran my fingers through her long, ink-black hair, following the curved line of her generous curls and enjoying the silky feel against my skin.

      “Everything is easy and achievable when you’re near me,” I confessed, lowering my voice enough to make sure she got the weight of it. Given the way her skin began to glow, I’d hit the right spot.

      A few seconds had passed before she spoke again.

      “Where do you keep your watch collection?”

      I blinked several times, slightly confused.

      “In my room.”

      “I look forward to seeing your room, then,” she hit me with a seductive smile, shattering everything inside of me.

      That caught me by surprise. It was the first time I’d heard Anjani imply that she wanted to travel to my world. The implication left room for a plethora of questions, but it didn’t feel like the right time to dig deeper.

      My hand settled on the curve of her neck, my thumb gently brushing against her jaw. I took a deep breath, hoping to relieve some of the tension she built in my lower body.

      “You will be the end of me, Anjani,” I replied.

      “And don’t you forget it,” she shot back. “I need you to come back in one piece, do you hear me, Jovi?”

      She made me smile, heating me up on the inside. I was ready to kill Azazel with my bare hands if it meant ending it all so I could hold her in my arms and lose myself in her wildly addictive sweetness.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said.

      “I must admit, I am anxious about you going out there, but I trust you will pull through.” She frowned. “There’s enough poison in your bag to kill a horde of shape-shifters. I added a couple of healing potions, although I expect you not to have to use them.”

      “No, ma’am.” I shook my head, stifling a grin.

      Before I could say anything else, she grabbed my shirt and pulled me into a deep, intense kiss, dizzying enough to make me lose my balance before my hands gripped her waist for stability. I leaned into her and devoured her mouth, tasting her as she further parted her lips to give me full, unrestrained access.

      She moaned against my lips, and I pulled myself back, fearing that I’d lose all consciousness in the storm of the succubus nature that she’d unleashed upon me. I needed to catch my breath. I was unable to take my eyes off her tender lower lip, glistening beneath the warm candle lights mounted on the overhead chandelier.

      “I’m nowhere near done with you, Jovi, so you better come back to me,” she purred. “We have plenty of unfinished business, and I am not leaving this world until I’ve called out your name a billion times in the throes of ecstasy.”

      She had this way of stunning me and making me lose my senses. She turned me inside out with her surprising words. This time, however, I was ready to give it all back to her and more, as I glanced at the wolf’s head pendant hanging from her neck.

      I pulled her into me and crashed my mouth over hers, devouring her like there was no tomorrow. I felt her quiver in my arms before she placed her palms on my shoulders and slowly pushed herself back to catch her breath. I’d successfully swept her off her feet, and that was how I wanted her to remember me.

      “There’s no way in hell I’m not coming back, Anjani. No way I’m missing out on all of this,” I told her in my most serious tone.

      The flickers in her emerald-gold eyes told me she was pleased with my answer.
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      I was not going to get any sleep anytime soon, but my body refused to accept the premise.  I made myself comfortable in the banquet hall where the ancient wards had been gracious enough to sense my anguish and fill up a pot with hot, freshly brewed coffee.

      I poured myself a cup and started pacing the hall, going over everything in my head. There was certainly plenty to go through.

      I couldn’t get Vita out of my head. I willed myself away from the temptation of engaging in a vision of her, fearful that Azazel might be waiting for me there. All I could do was pray to every deity I could think of to keep her safe and strong for the time being.

      I was determined to get better control over my visions, though. I had to find a way to steer clear of Azazel. His hold on me was limited, but I didn’t want to spend a single minute in his presence. We didn’t know enough about the Oracles to find a surefire method to control the vision stream. My only option was practice.

      Practice, practice, practice, I thought to myself, remembering the many times Field had told me that during training sessions for GASP. I missed those days and the wonderful simplicity they offered. I was going to join the team and kick supernatural asses for a living. Instead, I was stuck in the In-Between, hiding beneath an invisible shield with a half-snake maniac lurking around, eager to stuff me in a glass bubble.

      Field was going to fly out and have a horde of bloodthirsty Destroyers tailing him so he could give Serena and Draven the opening they needed to get out of here alive. There were so many ways this could go horribly wrong, but there was nothing I could do.

      Phoenix and I couldn’t leave the shield, and it frustrated the hell out of us both. I’d seen it on his face, and he’d seen it on mine. I was fast. I could help Field, and so could Phoenix.

      But no, we’re Oracles. We get to stay inside and watch as our loved ones run for their lives.

      I scoffed, gulping my coffee and refilling my cup with trembling hands. My eyelids felt heavy, but my heart thundered in my chest. It wasn’t the caffeine, either. It was the sheer angst of everything that came crashing down on us. We’d made it this far and, still, the road ahead did not get any clearer. The hurdles only got bigger, and the stakes only got higher.

      The double doors opened, breaking my erratic train of thought and making me look over my shoulder. Field stalked in, a grave expression on his face as he measured me from head to toe.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, moving toward me.

      No, my inside voice croaked. I’m miserable, tired, and frustrated, and I can’t do anything about it.

      “As okay as I can be, given the circumstances.” I sighed.

      He stopped next to me, looking down as I took another sip of my coffee. My gaze met his, and for a moment, I felt good. Two turquoise pools shadowed by long black lashes sent heatwaves through my body, relaxing my muscles and giving me a sense of comfort.

      He pulled up a chair and sat down, then moved mine so I could face him.

      “You’ll need to sleep at some point,” he said.

      “I’m not sure that’s going to happen anytime soon,” I shook my head, looking away, feeling a wave of tears rising against my will.

      “Aida,” he replied, pulling my chair closer to him until my knees were between his legs and his face was a few inches from mine. He cupped my face, and I followed my instinct, leaning into his touch as if it could dull everything that was tearing me apart inside. “Aida, it’s going to be okay.”

      “You don’t know that,” I closed my eyes, letting a tear roll down my cheek.

      His thumb gently wiped it off.

      “I know we’re not alone in this, and that we are stronger together as long as we don’t waiver. You’re one of the strongest people I know. There’s no way in hell you’ll let this bring you down.”

      “You have a lot of faith in me,” I scoffed. I kept my eyes shut tight. I wasn’t ready to face him yet.

      A moment passed in silence while my heart struggled against my ribcage.

      “Aida, look at me.”

      I did, and found myself holding on for dear life to the edge of my seat as his bluish green eyes captured my soul.

      “I’m worried, Field,” I managed to say with a trembling voice. “I’m worried about Vita, I’m worried about myself, and I am worried about you flying out there tonight. I’m having a hard time taking it all in.”

      “Aida, I’ll be fine,” he replied, a faint smile settling on his beautiful face. “I’m fast, and you know it. Hell, I’m crazy fast. I’m a Hawk, baby. There’s no way a bunch of flying mules and mindless reptiles can catch me. I’ll be flying circles around them before they even think of making a move.”

      Had we not been in such a dire situation, I would have laughed. Amusing me had been his intention. Even then, with his life on the line, he was more preoccupied with my mood than with his safety. How could I not fade away into nothingness without him, when he was so incredible to me?

      “Not that I don’t appreciate the cockiness,” I said, “but I can’t help it. I’m a worrier. What can I say? I just don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      “Aida, seriously, you’re giving me very little credit here,” he replied, bowing so he could look in my lowered eyes again. “Besides, you know there’s no other way. Serena and Draven need me.”

      “Yeah and this is what pisses me off!” I shot back, finally caving in. “I can’t do anything about it! I can’t go out there and help the man I love stay safe while he keeps others safe! I can’t even do that!”

      I paused and took a deep breath, tediously working to regain my composure. I didn’t realize what I’d said. For a moment, neither did Field.

      “Your safety is paramount, Aida. You, Vita, and Phoenix are crucial to bringing Azazel down and, what did you just say?” he finally caught on.

      I had to rewind my previous statement in my head for it to finally sink in. I loved him. I was utterly and irrevocably head over heels in love with the Hawk, and I didn’t know how to deal with the idea of losing him. I couldn’t.

      There was a glimmer in his eyes. His brows pulled themselves into a frown.

      “Aida, what did you just say?” he repeated the question.

      I swallowed hard, not sure what to say. I’d already dropped the bomb, and there was nowhere to run. It was going to blow up, and all I could do was brace myself. So, as one would expect from a wolf-girl in love, I shrugged.

      “I can’t do anything about it,” I tried backpedaling, wondering if it would do the trick. I didn’t know if he was able to say he felt the same. With everything that had happened over the past few hours, I didn’t have enough strength in me to cope with a possible rebuttal.

      “Yeah, no. After that. What did you say? Repeat that, please,” he insisted.

      A long moment trickled away as the silence weighed heavy between us.

      What am I doing?

      I was too tired to fight this.

      “I can’t go out there and help the man I love,” I finally said it again.

      Field blinked several times before he took me in his arms and sealed my lips with the most intense kiss. It was so profound, so sweet, and so full of emotion that it nearly stopped my heart. The poor little muscle throbbing away in my chest was overwhelmed.

      I parted my lips and allowed him to take over entirely, losing myself in his embrace and welcoming his incredible response. The universe expanded while he kissed me over and over again until my body felt numb and my core simmered. My pulse resumed its frantic race through my veins.

      “You never cease to amaze me, Aida,” he paused to whisper against my lips. “We’ll have to talk about this later.”

      I shuddered in his arms, but he didn’t let go.

      He held me tightly against him. I felt the urge to ask him what he meant, but I was too tired, and my mind was eager to wander back to Vita. Still, my soul secretly relished in the short moment of sheer bliss that Field’s lips had given me.

      “Well then, be careful out there and make sure you come back so we can talk about this later,” I replied, then rested my head on his shoulder.

      His fingers drew tiny circles on my back, and his breath felt hot on the back of my neck.

      I decided to stay there, like that, for a while longer. Field didn’t seem to mind.
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      We all met outside an hour later beneath a clear and starry sky. Our satchels were packed and strapped to our torsos. We’d opted for simple trousers, boots, and shirts to wear through the jungle. Of the four horses we’d brought back from Mount Inon, Jax and Jovi took two, with Hansa riding with Jax, wrapping her arms around the Mara’s waist. Draven and I took one, and the fourth Bijarki took.

      We bade our farewells with the solemn promise to see each other again soon. Phoenix knew the drill by now but didn’t skimp on the tight hugs and words of caution. I couldn’t blame him. We’d done this several times, and I still had trouble separating myself from him.

      Anjani, Almandine, and Aura were ready to go as well, crossbows in their hands and poisoned arrows stuffed in quivers they’d strapped to their thighs. Aida, Phoenix, the Daughter, and Eva stood in the middle, watching us quietly, unable to hide their concern.

      “I’ll see you at Stonewall, I hope,” Tamara said to Draven. “Do not forget our pact and keep yourself alive, Druid.”

      “That’s not the most motivating statement,” Draven muttered, making me stifle a giggle as I hid my face in his shirt and tightened my grip on his waist. Our horse was eager to run, its muscles trembling with anticipation.

      Tamara gave her daughter a goodbye hug and morphed into a large green and yellow snake, slithering out of her silk dress. Her scales were beautiful, smooth, and shiny, reflecting the light in peculiar shades of emerald and gold.

      She vanished in the grass and, despite our differences, I hoped she’d make it safely to Inon and the River Pyros. As much as I disliked her and her daughter’s preposterous alliance conditions, I had to appreciate their importance. Not only did they possess physical strength, but they had some Druid magic, as well.

      Field came out of the house, fiddling with the leather straps of his light armor. Bijarki had given him a chest plate, thigh and calf plates, and two long swords mounted on his sides. Given that he was going to be the most exposed of us all, we needed him to have all the chances at a safe return.

      He walked over to us, and I glanced at Aida. Her golden eyes were wide with both awe and worry, but she kept her cool, her mouth reduced to a thin line. Anjani tied a small quiver to Field’s waist filled with poisoned arrows and handed him a crossbow.

      “Use this first,” she advised him. “Keep your distance from them for as long as you can. Do not draw your swords unless you have no other way of defending yourself. Once you engage them, they will move to capture you and will stop at nothing. If you put up too much of a fight, they will go for your throat and shrug when Azazel asks what happened. They are ruthless abominations. Do not forget that.”

      Field nodded solemnly, then looked at Bijarki.

      “Bring my niece back, incubus,” he said. “Next time I see you, she’d better be by your side.”

      “I swear it on my life,” Bijarki replied.

      Field then shifted his focus on Jovi and me, “You two better get back here in one piece. Kick ass, take names, and come back. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, sir!” Jovi quipped and gave him a military salute.

      “Count on us, Hawk. You look after these fine young ladies, okay?” I winked, internally bracing myself for the road ahead.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Phoenix shot back, his eyebrow raised.

      “It means we need to get you back into training,” Field grinned. He looked at me, Anjani, and the succubi, and put on a serious face. “Well then, who’s ready to taunt some Destroyers?”

      The succubi kept their chins up, fingers clutching their weapons tightly, turning their knuckles white. Field smirked, then looked around. Several Destroyers were patrolling the edge of the shield, while the others were preparing to retreat to their tents. Green fireflies flickered deep in the woods, like quiet motion sensors waiting to be triggered.

      “Here we go,” Field said.

      He stretched his black wings and flapped them explosively as he shot upwards and past the shield. As soon as he pierced through the Daughters’ spell, a golden shimmer rippled outwards, catching the eyes of the nearby Destroyers. They hissed and jumped on their winged horses, followed by others called out from their tents.

      We watched for about twenty seconds as a string of Destroyers went after Field, giving us the eastern opening we needed. Draven clicked his teeth, and our horse darted across the tall grass.

      We passed the shield and delved straight into the dark jungle. The stallion was incredibly strong. It galloped fiercely between the thick trees, jumping over gnarly roots as its hooves thundered below. I held on to Draven tightly as he guided the horse.

      I caught movement from the corner of my eye. I looked over and noticed several shadows moving along with us. Some seemed to run on all fours before they switched to using their legs. I saw glimpses of myself and Draven keeping up with our horse. Shape-shifters.

      “Dammit,” I muttered and armed my crossbow. “Shifters!”

      “The horse isn’t running fast enough yet,” Draven grunted over his shoulder. “Once we get out of the woods, we’ll lose them.”

      I saw his right arm extend, a loaded crossbow in hand. He shot a poisoned arrow toward the figures. I heard a squeal and a thud, followed by an ear-piercing wail.

      I shot mine as well, hitting a shifter in the chest. I reloaded, then shot again.

      Another one down, shrieking from the pain.

      We took out about a dozen of them before we reached the plains.

      Draven was right. As soon as our horse jumped over the last root and landed in the tall orange grass, it increased its speed. It stoutly raced across the field. I had a feeling that its hooves weren’t even touching the hard ground anymore.

      I wrapped my arms around Draven’s waist, tightening my grip. I felt like I was about to fall off. The horse was determined to pierce the freaking sound barrier.

      I hid my face in Draven’s back as we shot through the night.

      We’d made it out without Destroyers on our tail.

      I hoped that Field would be okay, too.
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      As soon as I pierced the protective shield, the Destroyers made for me. I wasn’t hiding. On the contrary, I flew around the dome, close enough to the ground to rile them up to the point where they jumped on their winged horses and came after me.

      Once they were in motion, I changed my trajectory and started circling my way up, lifting myself several hundred feet as they took off, their horses braying and frenetically flapping their wings. My heart thudded in my chest. This was my chance to keep the monsters busy while my friends escaped. They were all relying on me, and there was no room for failure.

      I soared through the night sky, my wings laboriously helping me work my way up. I watched as two dozen Destroyers came after me. Time seemed to move in slow motion.

      I heard several whistling objects fly toward me, soon seeing poisoned spears shooting past me before gravity got the best of them and they fell back to the ground. The Destroyers were getting closer, their flying stallions proving themselves to be worthy adversaries in the sky.

      I couldn’t allow them to catch me, but I still needed to keep them busy and away from the east side of the protective dome. I shifted my trajectory slightly to the north where I knew the perimeter was clear since Tamara had gone out in serpent form.

      It was enough to distract them for another minute, but soon they started gaining again.

      It was time for a more drastic approach. I flapped my wings several times as I moved upwards again, then tucked them behind my shoulder blades and took my swords out. I kept my body stiff as I fell, shooting down like a projectile.

      I looked ahead and saw a turbulent cloud of bloodthirsty Destroyers and horses foaming at the mouth. I stretched my arms out and began a twisting motion. I slashed through them in a drilling motion, my blades tasting both horse and Destroyer flesh. Blood sprayed out as I passed through them.

      Bodies fell around me, several horses along with their riders, and soon I’d reduced my followers to a dozen. I watched the Destroyers as they fell hard, their bodies crushed into the ground, their tails flailing in agony.

      I looked over my shoulder and saw the others coming back for me. It was time for another move. I stretched my wings and glided in a broad arch before I flew upwards once more. This time, my wings were heated and ready to go the distance. I had passed them before they realized what I was doing.

      The horses brayed in distress as they were forced to follow me, their turning arch much tighter and more painful. Nevertheless, the creatures were powerful enough to take it, and they followed me through the night sky.

      The higher I went, the louder they got below me. The atmosphere was beginning to make its presence felt. The air was thinning. I didn’t feel it affecting me yet, so I kept going, wondering what my limit was. I had been moving so fast that the Destroyers hadn’t had the chance to hit me with any of their spears, all attempts failing miserably.

      I looked down and noticed the horses slowing down. Their riders were frustrated, slapping them with sharp whips that drew little droplets of blood. The animals were heaving, and the Destroyers’ tails tightened further around their stomachs.

      I reached a top layer of clouds and watched as my followers began to slow down. The Destroyers were so eager to catch me that they didn’t realize there were physical limits to their animals. I understood these creatures were not made to fly this high. My body seemed to withstand the pressure and increasing lack of air, whereas the horses were beginning to lose their stamina and ability to breathe.

      I kept going until they no longer could. One by one, the horses and riders started dropping. The horses were passing out or dying from extreme exhaustion and low oxygen. The Destroyers cursed after me on their way back down. I knew the ground would be the scene of absolute carnage. I felt sorry for the animals, but they were sacrifices for the greater good.

      My pursuers were lost, shooting into the ground like giant scaled projectiles. They weren’t going to die, but they would be in a lot of pain for quite some time.

      Soon, I had the sky to myself and glided back to the southern side. I caught movement in the corner of my eye and saw more Destroyers jumping on winged horses, eager to come after me.

      I’d just observed an enormous tactical advantage, and I was more than happy to use it again.

      I took a deep breath and put my swords away, arming my crossbow instead. I would keep my distance this round. I’d learned enough about the Destroyers to understand that they, too, would not repeat their predecessors’ mistakes.

      If I were to get close again, I would be at a much higher risk of capture.

      My wings and high-altitude resistance were a newly discovered and successful combination. It was time to exploit it to the fullest.
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      As soon as Field shot into the night sky and Draven and Serena rode east, Anjani darted across the grass past the protective shield, whistling and shrieking loud enough to capture the attention of a pack of Destroyers stationed on the west side.

      Amongst them was Goren, who licked his lips and put on a disgusting sneer as he slithered after her, followed by the rest of his group. Anjani was incredibly fast, moving like a shadow with her feet barely touching the ground. She vanished between the thick and gnarly trees, taking advantage of the night to obscure her movements.

      The Destroyers went after her, swallowed by the darkness. I heard them hissing, their swords screeching as they left their scabbards.

      It was the opening we needed. My heart shrank to the size of a pea, and I prayed to all possible deities for Anjani to be okay and return to the safety of the shield as quickly as possible.

      Jax clicked his teeth, and his indigo horse knew what to do. Hansa held on as it galloped over the meadow and pierced the protective shield. I followed closely behind them, never increasing the distance between us by more than a couple feet. I’d initially asked Hansa if she wanted to ride with me, but she told me she was fine with the Mara’s horse because he’d chosen the one that knew how to jump over hurdles without having an impact on her crossbow targeting.

      My horse was strong and fast, its hooves thundering as its muscles trembled beneath me. It wanted to go faster but the trees made it impossible, so it did the best it could with the available space. Nevertheless, I was impressed. I held on and kept my eyes and ears open.

      We’d entered the darkest depths of the northwestern woods while the Destroyers chased Anjani in the opposite direction. We covered as much ground as possible, perhaps more than a mile before I registered movement around us.

      Shadows ran alongside us, darting between the trees and jumping over the thick, twisted roots poking out from the hard ground. I caught a clear glimpse of one and recognized myself. We were dealing with shape-shifters.

      Hansa spotted them as well. She reached her crossbow arm out and shot one in the neck. I heard it shriek before it tumbled away like a ragdoll thrown from a train.

      “They’ve lost all sense,” she shouted as she reloaded and sent another poisoned arrow out, hitting another shifter. “Their habitat has been thrown off balance by the Destroyers around the shield. They’re confused and hungry. It has probably affected their hunting ground.”

      “So, basically, they’re stupidly hungry?” I asked, hitting a shifter in the hip. It fell over, wailing as the poison ate away at its nervous system.

      “Yes,” she replied, one arm wrapped around the Mara’s chest and the other launching another arrow. “Otherwise, they’d know to keep their distance by now. The Destroyers have messed with their diets.”

      “Forgive me if I don’t shed a tear over this,” Jax retorted and waved a handful of shifters away as they came out onto the trail to stop us. They fell to their knees, shaking their heads as their pale skin rippled, and they morphed into different Eritopian species one after another, like flickers of their past victims.

      I looked over my shoulder as we passed them, our horses kicking them in the process. I heard bones breaking as the creatures continued shifting uncontrollably, screaming and crying as they lost their original form.

      I realized that the Mara had used his mind-bending ability on them.

      “What did you do to them?” I asked as we put another mile between us and the mansion, the hissing now distant and dim.

      “A few bad thoughts will go a long way for a creature already as tortured as the shape-shifter. I made them think they couldn’t control their shifting abilities. Chaos is the most effective weapon, sometimes, and often the simplest,” he replied as he led us out of the woods.

      A beautiful plain stretched out before us in undulating shades of dark green and black beneath the starry sky, clear and smooth. We continued riding northwest, our horses now giddy and eager to go faster in the open space.

      I kicked mine gently in the ribs while contemplating the extent of the Mara’s mental damage on his victims. It made me think back to my first encounter with his kind in Sarang Marketplace. I’d only lost a minute there, and I dreaded ever getting into Jax’s crosshairs because his ability seemed far more potent and painful.

      My horse was grateful for the push, nearly flying over the tall grass.

      We’d made it, but my heart was still small and tight in my chest, hoping to hear soon that Anjani had successfully evaded the Destroyers, as well.
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      I craned my neck to keep a good view of Field. As soon as he passed through the shield, my heart nearly stopped. Draven and Serena rode out to the east, while Jovi, Hansa, and Jax darted toward the northwest.

      Tamara had slithered out with absolutely no problem while Anjani’s sisters did their part by running past the protective spell, their poisoned crossbows locked and loaded as they sprinted across the open space. They had tantalized the remaining Destroyers before they vanished into the woods. The monsters immediately went after them, giving Bijarki the opening he needed to ride out and head northeast. His horse was unbelievably fast, shooting through the night like a bullet.

      Phoenix and the Daughter stood by my side, watching the deployment in all four directions. I couldn’t focus on the ground movement for too long. My heart constricted in my chest, and my gaze followed Field in the sky.

      “So far so good,” Phoenix sighed, nodding toward the east. “I think they made it out safely.”

      “Aha,” I mumbled as I continued watching Field mid-flight with a crowd of Destroyers flying after him. He flew up until he turned into a dot and I could no longer see him.

      Time slowed. Minutes felt like hours, horribly slow hours that had me stuck beneath that protective shield while the Hawk I loved was out there, risking his life for us all. I hated the feeling, but I also understood there was no other way.

      I looked around, but there was no sign of him. I heard the distant hisses but saw no sign of Field. My stomach tightened itself in a painful knot. I glanced over my shoulder and saw Eva sitting on the porch steps, elbows resting on her knees as she looked up, her golden yellow eyes scanning the night sky.

      A grin slit her face from ear to ear. I followed her gaze and understood her reaction.

      One by one, flying horses and Destroyers fell from the sky, crashing into the protective shield before they dropped to the ground. The animals’ bones and internal organs were crushed in the process, and the Destroyers cursed and groaned from the excruciating pain of such an impact.

      They rolled around in the grass, wailing. I noticed dozens of open fractures and blood spurting from ripped arteries. The pain eventually knocked them out, leaving their contorted bodies limp in the tall grass. Still, there was no sign of Field. My breathing began to falter as fear flooded through me, chilling my bones and filling my mind with the most horrifying worst case scenarios.

      Where is he?

      I paced around the front garden while Phoenix and the Daughter continued to monitor our surroundings. I heard more hissing to the south, and when I turned around, I finally saw Field.

      He flew down from above in a wide arc, his wings stretched out and spanning a considerable length, as he made his way toward the protective shield. I couldn’t help but smile, excited to see him back safely. I would be able to hold him and kiss him and tell him that I knew he’d make his way back to me.

      He flew low as he prepared to breach the Daughters’ magic. My relief never came. More Destroyers emerged from the jungle behind him, led by Goren, hissing and launching their poisoned spears at Field.

      I held my breath, unable to react. One had grazed his shoulder before it ricocheted from the shield. Field pierced through, holding his wound with a pained expression as he lost his flight balance. The Destroyers were left restless beyond the shield, cursing, and hissing. Goren was particularly vocal.

      “I’ll get you all, you little worms! I’ll get you all!”

      I didn’t have time to worry about Goren at that point. I needed to help Field. I ran forward, thinking I could do something to soften his landing. I didn’t have anything to use, other than my body weight. In the spur of the moment, I decided that it would do.

      I increased my speed as he shot toward me. I nearly missed him, but I managed to wrap my arms around him as he crashed. We both fell backward, rolling over the grass. The hard ground beneath was riddled with mounds, knocking every soft part of my body until we eventually slowed down and came to a halt.

      As soon as we stopped, I immediately got up on my knees to assess him. He groaned from the pain. Our eyes met for a second before his rolled back in his head and he started seizing. I cried out, not knowing how to help him.

      “Field!” I croaked. “Somebody help us!”

      He started shaking as if trapped in a permanent fit of epilepsy. I tried to keep him still, but my arms still hurt from the fall. I had trouble matching the strength of his convulsions that seemed impossible to control.

      Phoenix and the Daughter reached us quickly.

      “I’m here,” she gasped and dropped to her knees next to us.

      Phoenix held Field’s legs while she covered his festering wound with her palms.

      “Please help him,” I whimpered, my eyes stinging as they filled up with tears. It was all happening too fast. There was no time to react or to object against the order of events. All I could think of was Field dying from the Destroyers’ poison. Nothing inside me was ready for that, nor would it ever be ready.

      We’d only just found each other. It couldn’t be over yet. I wasn’t done with him and neither was he with me.

      I sat beside him and waited helplessly. The Daughter’s hands glowed pink on Field’s shoulder. My heart stuck in my throat while I watched the gash gradually close and leave nothing but a faint scar behind.

      A minute passed in torturous silence while the Daughter repeated the same process she’d used on Bijarki several hours earlier. I found myself praying for her sisters to keep him alive.

      Field’s eyes opened wide before his body jerked and he rolled over to one side. He expelled a gooey black liquid, vomiting wave after wave and turning my stomach upside down in the process. His torso quivered as the heaving subsided and he managed to look at me.

      His face was pale. His lips were the first to regain some of their natural color. He looked at me and gave me a weak smile while the Daughter sat back, blinking fast and shaking. Phoenix sat next to her, wrapping one arm around her shoulder, and she leaned into him. I had a feeling she was quite exhausted, probably still figuring out how her powers worked and the amount of energy they drained from her, or at least the energy she’d been able to tap into so far.

      Nevertheless, relief washed over me. I gave her a grateful nod and a warm smile before I focused all my attention on Field. He sat up, panting and sweating. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, leaving a black smudge across his chin.

      “See? Told you I’d make it back in one piece,” he smirked.

      I was angry and exhilarated at the same time. I slapped him on the shoulder, and he groaned. I immediately regretted my reaction. I’d accidentally hit him on the shoulder that had just taken a poisoned spear and had been healed by the Daughter. Despite the wound being healed, the flesh probably still felt sore.

      “Don’t you scare me like that again, or I’ll pluck your feathers out,” I replied, gritting my teeth before I took him in the tightest and warmest embrace possible, given my muscular aches.

      He responded with the same intensity, if not more, as his arms took hold of my upper body and constricted around my ribs. He held me and hid his face in that warm nook between my neck and shoulder. I heard him breathe out and felt his body relax in my embrace.

      There was no way I was letting him go this time.

      We’d had enough excitement for one night.

      We held on to each other, not saying another word. We both knew what we wanted to say. We both felt it, and the way our hearts echoed each other as they drummed in our chests confirmed we understood.

      We’d managed to ward off death again.
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      I would’ve hugged Field, had he not been already occupied with Aida who was close to crying as she tightly held on to him. He looked at me and winked like a mischievous child, making me smile as I held the Daughter close to me. She seemed tired. It had been a long night, and she’d put in a tremendous amount of effort and energy into first healing Bijarki and then Field. Given the amount of black poison that they had both regurgitated, I had a feeling it had not been an easy thing to get rid of. There was a seemingly infinite source of power inside her, but she had yet to learn how to tap into it fully. The steep learning curve and constant surprises were not in her favor. I had a feeling that once she did master it, though, she’d be able to obliterate an entire mountain with the flick of a finger.

      “Don’t you do this again, Field,” I heard Aida mumbling, her head leaning on his shoulder.

      He ran his hand down her back as he breathed into her hair and kissed her gently on the forehead. The color was coming back to his cheeks, and his lips were no longer purple.

      “Thank you,” Field looked at the Daughter and nodded respectfully.

      She gave him a weak smile and sought further refuge in my arms. We looked around for more signs of life. Eva was quietly watching us from the porch steps, her expression a mixture of angst and relief. I figured she was worried about her mother but, at the same time, relieved to see us fight and withstand Azazel’s Destroyers. There was a glimmer of hope in her eyes as if she was starting to believe that we would make it to the end.

      Branches broke and leaves rustled as we all turned our heads and smiled broadly at the sight of Anjani rushing back through the protective shield. She was covered in scratches, mud, and dry leaves, but she seemed okay.

      She frowned as she reached us, giving Field a concerned look.

      “Are you all right?” she asked.

      “Yeah, still alive,” Field smirked. “How was your side?”

      “Easier than I expected. I think the fact that it was a succubus who ran circles around them drove them crazy and impaired their capacity to think strategically. My seductive nature has paid off,” she said with a wink.

      She took a few deep breaths, still panting from her run. Destroyers hissed in the background, slithering through the woods and cursing after the succubus.

      “Did everyone make it out okay?” she asked, looking around and squinting.

      I used my True Sight to scan our surroundings and saw Serena with Draven galloping safely away toward the east. Jax, Hansa, and Jovi had also made it out, as had Bijarki and Tamara. It was a relief and a pleasure to nod my answer to Anjani, feeling myself able to breathe again knowing my sister had escaped.

      “Good,” she mumbled as she scanned the northwest side, telling me she would’ve rather been out there with Jovi than here. She had served a good purpose in helping him escape, and that seemed to give her great satisfaction, judging by the smile gently curving her lips. She then looked at me, “What about my sisters?”

      I gave the area another once-over and found the jungles still shrouded in darkness. I caught a glimpse of silvery movement and turned my head to see Aura and Almandine sprinting over curled up roots as they made their way back toward the mansion.

      “They’re good, coming back now from the southwest,” I replied.

      I heard Anjani’s sigh of relief leave her lungs, and I kept watching the young succubi headed in our direction.

      They seemed okay and were no longer being chased by Destroyers. The monsters had all huddled back to the main campfire where they looked after their wailing wounded, and Goren barked more orders at them. He spat and cursed, pointing at the shield as he shuffled around the fire.

      “There is no excuse for this! Something happened, and you allowed it to happen. They’ve had you running around like fools, and flying around like fools. Like mindless imbeciles! How many horses gone? You idiots!” he snapped.

      One of the Destroyers chuckled, his tone laced with mocking contempt, “Well, it’s not like you were any wiser, Goren. Weren’t you the one leading the charge against the succubus? You were outsmarted and outrun by a succubus. Let that sink in,” he muttered, while the others laughed.

      Goren smirked, then pulled out his broad sword and drove it through the Destroyer’s neck, severing his spinal cord. He withdrew the blade with a spurt of dark red blood, and the body dropped to the ground, limp and lifeless. It was enough to teach the others a valuable lesson. Goren didn’t take kindly to mockery. He looked at the others and scoffed.

      “When did I ever allow such disrespect from my people?” Goren asked.

      I ignored the chill running down my spine at the sight of his ruthlessness and cruelty, focusing on the succubi instead. There was a healthy distance between them and Goren’s Destroyers, along with a thick patch of woods, and the Destroyers hadn’t spotted them yet. Something else caught my attention, though.

      Shadows moved swiftly between the trees, growing larger as they approached Aura and Almandine. They made it out of the woods and had several yards left before they could pass through the protective shield. Shape-shifters came after them, running on all fours toward the succubi as they ran toward us. Almandine glimpsed over her shoulder and instantly increased her speed. She passed Aura and was the first to make it to safety.

      “Aura is in trouble,” I gasped as I watched the shifters get dangerously close to her.

      One of them reached out and slashed her ankle, making her trip. She fell and tumbled through the grass.

      “No!” Anjani shouted and ran toward her.

      Over a dozen shifters had Aura surrounded in the tall grass, growling and licking their lips, their eyes glimmering with hunger. I ran after her, but before either of us could reach Aura, I saw a pink flash pass by me.

      The Daughter stood outside the shield next to Aura, who had trouble getting up. My heart stopped at the sight of her surrounded by bloodthirsty, mindless creatures that wanted to rip her apart.

      Unlike the last time she’d encountered shifters, however, the Daughter’s expression was fearless and determined, her eyes glowing violet as she watched the beasts circle around her. They snapped their loose jaws at her, but none seemed to have the courage to approach her.

      I managed to pull Anjani’s arm as we both stopped right in front of the shield without exiting it, several feet away from Aura. Almandine hurried to our side, eyes wide open with awe.

      “Wait,” I managed to say. “Something feels different about the Daughter.”

      The Daughter glanced at me with a reassuring half-smile as she stretched her arms out. She could see us through the shield, somehow.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “I know how to handle them.”

      Her violet glare intensified as she looked at each of the creatures, now a total of twenty, baring their fangs at her and Aura. They were desperate to get to the succubus, but they lacked the courage to confront the Daughter. As desperate as they were, their survival instinct told them to be wary.

      One of them was foolish enough to attempt an attack, but the Daughter pointed at him, her eyes flaring. The creature stopped, its muscles instantly relaxing as it looked at her. Its eyes changed from pitch black to a familiar glowing violet as it bent down in a reverent bow, breathing heavily. It didn’t want to do it, yet it was forced to obey.

      One by one, the other shifters’ eyes caught the violet glow. They stopped and closed their drooling mouths. I was stunned by the extent of her power, discovering yet another incredible perk to having a Daughter with us.

      “You will not harm us,” the Daughter said with the voice of a million people compressed into one, sending shivers down my spine. “You will protect us.”

      The shifters nodded slowly and stepped backward, allowing the Daughter to help Aura to her feet as they walked toward the shield.

      A hiss drew our attention away from the incredible scene to our right. Several Destroyers had finally seen them and decided to slither over to capture them.

      “Aura, watch out. They’re coming!” Anjani shouted.

      My heart was constricted, but I had a feeling that the Daughter would not allow Destroyers to harm her or the young succubus. She glanced at one of the shifters, her eyes flaring one last time before they reverted to their natural violet shade.

      The creatures set their sights on the Destroyers, revealing their long white fangs before they shifted into replicas of the monsters coming for them.

      “Woah,” I managed to croak as I watched the shifters take on the Destroyers.

      There were growls and hisses, biting and slashing and scratching as the two groups merged into a tornado of claws and spears, punches and fangs. The Daughter and Aura quickly reentered the safety of the shield, leaving the shifters behind to fight the Destroyers.

      I took the Daughter’s hand as Almandine and Anjani helped Aura walk, and we all moved back enough to get a good view of the astonishing spectacle. The Destroyers weren’t easy to defeat, but some were killed while several shifters ended up on the ground, bleeding to death. The remaining dozen Destroyers darted back into the woods, dodging the poisoned spears that the surviving shifters had retrieved from the fallen snake-beasts. They left a trail of curse words behind, as they once again found themselves wounded and without anything to show for it.

      I had to admit that I’d witnessed something remarkable. I looked at the Daughter to find an expression of concern settled on her beautiful face, her gaze following the shifters in the dark woods.

      “How did you do that?” I asked her.

      “I… I don’t know,” she replied slowly. “I felt like I could reach out to them. I was angry because they hurt me before, and I felt like I should teach them a lesson. It didn’t feel right, though.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know how to explain it. I went against their wills. I forced them to do something they weren’t naturally inclined to do,” she sighed.

      “Protect us?”

      She nodded briefly.

      “They’re meant to deceive, to hunt, and to kill. They don’t even care for each other. They only hang around in packs because it’s easier to feed. If one dies, they will not cry. They won’t even care. I made them care.”

      “Well, whatever you did,” Anjani said with Aura’s arm wrapped around her neck. “It worked beautifully. I never thought they were capable of such things. Thank you for saving my little sister.”

      The Daughter gave her a weak smile, leaning into me. We all looked at each other, absolutely bewildered but relieved. We’d all made it back alive, and our teams had deployed successfully.

      Despite Vita’s abduction and Sverik’s foul betrayal, we’d managed to rise and move forward. The Daughter continued to amaze me with her powers. There was still so much we didn’t know about her, and so much she didn’t know about herself.

      One thing had become apparent, though. The stronger her emotions, the higher the probability of her manifesting more of her raw Eritopian power. Despite her fragile and delicate form, the Daughter was coming into her own. We were fortunate enough to stand next to her while that happened.
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      My head hurt.

      I peeled my eyes open, painfully moving them around, not sure where I was.

      Obsidian walls flowed upward into a domed ceiling. A massive gold chandelier hung down, its candles flickering yellow light on the walls. The gold and brass details reminded me of sumptuous 17th-century banquet halls. The furniture was equally precious, plated with gold and adorned with floral patterns and motifs of the Daughters of Eritopia.

      The bed I lay on was immense and soft, and smooth silk sheets as black as the walls covered me. Long amber-colored organza curtains hung loosely by the tall windows, which had thick iron bars mounted on them. I was small, but even I couldn’t fit through them.

      I stilled then as the horror of my situation crashed into me, one devastating moment after another. My most recent memories hit me hard. My body began to quiver as I replayed each scene in my mind.

      Bijarki and me in bed, sleeping. The door crashed open. Destroyers flooded the room. A poisoned spear slashed Bijarki’s shoulder.

      Heat spread through me like a raging fever. A cold sweat replaced the heat as my muscles stiffened and I jumped out of bed. I nearly fell on the solid black marble floor, feeling dizzy. My headache refused to subside, instead pulsating through my brain and impairing my overall ability to react.

      Bijarki.

      Was he still alive? What about the others? The Destroyers had made it inside the mansion. My vision had come true.

      But how?

      A thousand thoughts flooded my mind as I tried to make sense of what had happened and how I’d gotten here.

      Where am I?

      My stomach churned. I already had a good idea of where I was. Putting two and two together didn’t take long before it brought me to the only possible answer. The black walls. The magnificent architecture. The bars on the windows.

      I was in Azazel’s castle.

      My breath hitched as I immediately looked around, trying to find a way out. My feet shuffled across the floor, reaching the massive double doors. I pulled and twisted the knobs, but they didn’t budge.

      I ran to a window and pushed against the bars. No chance.

      My heart palpitated as ice-cold fear trickled through my veins. I was in Azazel’s castle. My worst nightmare had come true. I needed to get out. All I could think of was escape. I paced around the room frantically, trying to think of a way out.

      I passed by a mirror and caught a glimpse of my reflection. I stopped and turned to see a disheveled Vita staring back at me. I was pale, my blonde hair tangled and messy. I was wearing my nightgown, with several droplets of dried blood scattered across my chest. I had dark rings around my eyes, and the color had left my cheeks. A reddish-purple bruise covered the top left side of my forehead. I touched it and cringed from the pain. It was still tender and swollen. The Destroyers must have hit me on the head.

      Of course they did. I shot fire at them, I remembered.

      Fire…

      I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself down. I needed fire.

      I could use my fae abilities to get myself out of here. Maybe I could melt the door knobs to open the doors and sneak out. I looked around, and my eyes fell on a candelabra on the night stand.

      I grabbed it, my trembling fingers wrapped around the intricately decorated brass stem. I tried to will the fire into submission, but the little flames just flickered away undisturbed. I reached my hand out, spreading my fingers as I tried to manipulate the fire again, but nothing happened. Not even the tiniest movement.

      What’s going on here?

      It was as if my abilities had been turned off. Not even a tingling sensation in my fingertips.

      I tried filling my consciousness with Bijarki, like I’d done before when I’d tried to master my fae powers. I did my best to clear my head, focusing on him alone and everything he made me feel. I focused on the sweetness of his kiss, the feel of his skin against mine, the strength and confidence that he gave me, and everything that made him the perfect complement to my soul.

      It didn’t work. Not a single spark.

      My gaze wandered down my arm, and I noticed a wide obsidian bracelet with strange symbols engraved on it. I checked my other wrist to find a matching copy, reflecting the candelabra’s light. The symbols seemed familiar, like the runes I’d seen fluttering on my body after a vision.

      I set the candelabra back on its nightstand and assessed the writing on my bracelets. My heart nearly stopped when I finally made the connection. These were not regular jewels. They served a purpose.

      I felt them blocking my fae powers, like a floodgate keeping it all in.

      Anger took over as I paced around the room, the feeling of helplessness further pushing me toward the edge of insanity. I wanted to scream and break everything. I needed to know if my friends were okay and if Bijarki was still alive.

      Frustration got the better of me as I slammed my wrists into the wall, hoping I’d break the bracelets. Sparks flew, but all I managed to do was bruise my forearms with the impact. I cursed under my breath and felt my pulse racing.

      My breath staggered as I took in a lungful of air, unable to control myself. My limbs started shaking. A panic attack was imminent, and I couldn’t afford one at that moment. I willed myself back under control, gripping the edge of a chest of drawers in the process. A minute later, I was lightheaded after having narrowly escaped hyperventilation.

      The doors clanked open, startling me. I jumped a couple of feet back, my survival instinct kicking in. I was ready to fight.

      A Destroyer slithered inside, and I froze. I didn’t have my fire fae abilities. I only had a candelabra to defend myself. I grabbed it and raised it over my head, ready to strike.

      He stopped in front of me, cocking his head to one side with an irritated expression.

      “Please put that down,” he said.

      He was tall and was probably once handsome in Druid form, with long brown hair and deep-set yellow eyes. He wore a leather tunic that accentuated his broad shoulders. His facial features were soft and smooth, despite the black scales spreading upward from his thick neck.

      He was unarmed but massive in size, enough to make me look like an ant in comparison.

      I didn’t move.

      “Little Oracle, no one wishes you harm here,” a familiar voice echoed through the room.

      My stomach dropped as pure dread glazed over me, stiffening me to the very bone.

      Azazel came into the room wearing a red silk shirt and a large black leather cape. His long black hair was slick and combed in a tight ponytail. His beard was carefully trimmed, framing his sharp face and accentuating his horror-inducing yellow eyes that occasionally flickered green.

      His lips stretched into a satisfied grin as soon as he saw me. The snake pendant hung from his neck, constantly moving in an infinite loop, its ruby eyes glimmering in the candlelight. He was a lot bigger, in reality, a massive monstrosity with long fingers, each loaded with at least one gold ring.

      I took a few more steps back until my back felt the cold wall. I tightened my grip on the candelabra. If I were going to die, I would die swinging it left and right with all the strength I could muster.

      Azazel shook his head slowly, his yellow eyes smiling.

      “Little Oracle, please put that down. My Destroyers are under strict orders to not lay a finger on you. On the contrary, you are safe and protected here,” Azazel’s syrupy voice made me want to hurl.

      “Stay away from me,” I spat, keeping my defensive stance.

      My blood boiled and, for a moment, I was amazed by the amount of sheer hate I’d nurtured toward this monster. I wanted to kill him, plain and simple. At the same time, I had no other option but to listen to what he had to say. I had a feeling he was going to try doing things the nice way, to coerce me into telling him my visions of the future instead of him having to torture me. Otherwise, I would’ve woken up directly in a glass bubble, my lungs already filled with liquid.

      “Darling, rest assured, no one will harm you. All you need to do is be a good girl and tell me what you see in the future. We will treat you well if you cooperate. I’m sure the others have already told you who I am and what I am capable of,” Azazel smirked.

      “Go to hell,” I shot back.

      “Now, there’s no need for such vitriol,” he replied. “You have a choice. We either do things the easy way where you’re treated like a princess, allowed to move around the castle and enjoy the finest foods and softest silk sheets. All of which I will give you in return for your visions. Or, I will shove you in a glass bubble and force it out of you until you beg me to kill you.”

      His tone dropped toward the end of that sentence, sending shivers down my spine and chilling the blood in my veins. I felt my arms get tired as I lowered them, my knuckles white from gripping the candelabra, which now began to feel completely useless.

      Who was I kidding? I wouldn’t even manage to throw it at them before I got tossed into a glass sphere. Violence was not the answer. I needed to get out of there. I needed to survive, and I needed to get to Bijarki. We’d made love, and we’d fallen so hard for each other that I had a hard time breathing without him. The thought of him dead tore me apart.

      I had to get out.

      “What makes you think I’d ever tell you what the future holds?” I asked him, thinking of stalling him until I could find a way out of there.

      “To put it simply, little Oracle, there is no way out for you. Try as you might, you are now under my control. You are mine,” he replied bluntly, his grin fading. “I will soon have complete control over Eritopia. No one can stop me. You need to accept that sooner rather than later if you want to avoid a miserable existence. Keep in mind, I have ways of making you talk, none of which involve asking nicely, like I am now.”

      He moved toward me, but I raised the candelabra in front of me again to keep him away. He shook his head slowly and let out a tired sigh.

      “I will treat you like a queen, my dear, as long as you help me. As long as you tell me what the future holds.”

      “What’s wrong, Azazel? Your other Oracles aren’t effective enough? Why do you need me?” I retorted.

      “I feel like I will make a lot more progress if my Oracles are willing. The ones I have, unfortunately, were stupid and stubborn and have now been rendered mostly useless. Except for Abrille, of course. She’s still alive and kicking in her bubble,” he smiled.

      He noticed my confused frown, a surprised look raising his eyebrows.

      “You didn’t know her name? The good Oracle that has been trying to keep you and your friends away from me?”

      Abrille. The Nevertide Oracle, I realized.

      At least I knew her name now, but the way he spoke about her made me think she had been trying to help us, even when it didn’t seem like it. There were still many unanswered questions about her, but I had very little time and patience for her at that point.

      My stomach tightened into a painful knot as the image of Bijarki getting injured by the Destroyer’s spear kept replaying itself in my head. Those blades were fatal, their poison able to kill an incubus in minutes. The more I thought about it, the more unlikely his survival sounded.

      Fear raced through me, followed swiftly by grief. My legs were weak, and all I could think of was the fact that Azazel had separated me from the man I loved. Chances are he’d gotten Bijarki killed, and I didn’t know how to react to that.

      “I would never… I would never help you,” I murmured, trying to keep myself together. Bijarki kept collapsing right before my eyes, in a sick, inescapable loop.

      I noticed his Destroyer servant watching me from behind Azazel, frowning. Azazel, on the other hand, chuckled, further adding to my rage and unquenchable thirst for his blood. I was stuck between killer thoughts and Bijarki’s death while struggling to stay strong in front of my mortal enemy.

      “You know,” Azazel quipped. “Abrille has seen the events of tonight as they unraveled. I asked her to tell me what happened at the mansion after you left. Of course, I’ve been having trouble with her truthfulness about what’s beneath that shield, but after I informed her that I knew everything thanks to Sverik, and after a few rounds of good old-fashioned torture, she finally squealed a little more than usual.”

      “After I left? You mean after you took me!” I barked.

      “Okay, after I took you,” he laughed lightly. I wanted to kick him in the face.

      I didn’t say anything, waiting for him to continue.

      “I bet I know why you’re so distressed,” he grinned.

      I held my breath, a muscle twitching in my jaw as my heart bled.

      “You must be worried about the incubus you were in bed with when my Destroyers came to find you.”

      There it was. That self-satisfied smirk I longed to wipe off his face with an ax.

      “If it makes you feel any better, I’m pleased to inform you that your beloved Bijarki has survived the attack. I do not know how, and I’m very curious to find out! He’s alive, though. Abrille saw him right after you left the mansion,” he added.

      I stilled.

      Was he telling the truth? I had no way of finding out. My best option was to check the future as soon as I got the chance. In the meantime, I accepted the information because it was much better than thinking he was dead. I couldn’t cope with losing him, especially not after what I’d just endured.

      “Little Oracle, I can bring your incubus to you,” Azazel said softly. “I can make sure you are both well taken care of if you help me willingly.”

      I needed a moment to process the information. He was trying to persuade me, to buy me off with Bijarki. All I could think of were ways to make Azazel’s death as painful as possible.

      “What about my friends?” I asked. I wanted to see how much information he was willing to give in return for any form of cooperation coming from me.

      He raised his hand in a dismissive gesture and shook his head.

      “You need not concern yourself with them anymore, little Oracle. Your life is here with me now,” he replied. “I can get you your incubus and keep you comfortable here. That is better than Abrille or her predecessors ever got.”

      His desire to control the outcome of everything, including my own life, brought out the worst in me. I was angry. I was sore. I was worried sick about the people I loved.

      How dare he?

      I hurled the candelabra at him, but he dodged it, a flicker of amusement lighting up his face for a second. It hit his Destroyer servant in the chest before it fell on the floor with a loud and unbearable clang. The Destroyer hissed from the minor burns he’d sustained in the process, trying to wipe off the melted wax that had splattered on his leather tunic.

      Azazel shook his head again, squinting at me.

      “Well, you need some time to think about this. I’m not surprised. After all, this is all abrupt and new to you. I’ll be back later, little Oracle. I’ll be gracious enough to give you some time to think,” he said. “I trust you will make a wise decision in the end. Until then, Damion here is at your disposal for whatever you may need.”

      “The only thing I want is to see you hanging by the throat for all your heinous crimes!” I shouted after him as he left the room and the doors closed behind him.

      As soon as he was gone, I felt my whole body ready to unravel in an emotional wave of hate, anger, fear, and despair. I shivered as I stood there, my gaze following Damion. He quietly opened one of the drawers and pulled out clean bandages and a small vial of what looked like one of the disinfectants that Anjani had used back at the mansion.

      He slithered toward me, but I raised my hands to keep him away.

      “Stay away from me!” I barked. “Stay the hell away from me!”

      Damion stopped and took a deep breath. He didn’t seem aggressive, but I wasn’t interested in being anywhere near any Destroyer. His mere presence made my skin crawl.

      I didn’t move. I kept going over everything that had just happened, everything that Azazel had just told me. My options were limited, but if Bijarki was alive, Serena and the others had most likely killed the Destroyers or driven them away and cured the poison from his wound. This meant that they were still beneath the protective shield. The only questions that remained were who had betrayed us, and what were they going to do next?

      “If you want to avoid spending the rest of your life in a glass bubble, unable to help anyone that you love,” Damion said slowly, his gaze fixed on me, “you should be smart and think about helping Azazel willingly. There is no easy way out.”

      I couldn’t even stand the sound of his voice. I was stuck in here, a prisoner with bars on the windows, locks on the doors, and magic shackles preventing me from using my fire fae abilities. I was being asked to help a monster kill more innocent people and destroy an entire world to quench his thirst for power.

      I couldn’t get out yet, and I couldn’t allow him to put me in a glass bubble in the meantime. I didn’t want to be stuck here, unable to move or to help anyone.

      I needed Bijarki with me. I needed my friends and my life back. The dismal situation I found myself in began to eat away at me like wildfire, crackling through my soul until I felt hot tears streaming down my cheeks that I could no longer hold back.

      “Just get out,” I rasped, my voice barely a whisper and my lower lip trembling as I looked away from the snake. “Leave me alone.”

      Damion didn’t say anything, but I heard him open the doors, then close and lock them behind him. I was alone again, surrounded by luxurious fabrics and gold decorations. I was alone and in pain, scared for my life and the lives of my friends.

      I finally collapsed.

      I broke down as soon as my knees hit the cold floor, sobbing.

      There was nothing more I could do other than cry and pray.
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      We raced across the meadow toward the northwest coast as the sun rose lazily in the east, painting the sky in cool pinks and oranges to mark the beginning of another day. There were only a few wisps of white clouds stretching loosely above. Several hundred miles were still left to cover, but the toughest part, getting out of the “hot radius” in one piece without Destroyers or shape-shifters on our tails, was out of the way.

      My stomach was still the size of a painful marble, but I set my thoughts of concern regarding Anjani aside and focused on the road ahead. She was strong and fast, and this had not been her first rodeo of getting Destroyers to follow her around.

      Jax and Hansa rode ahead, both our stallions nearly flying over the tall grass.

      “What should I watch out for, going forward?” I asked, my fingers clutching the loaded crossbow as my horse feverishly galloped behind them.

      Jax had already briefed me on the Maras, the Tritones, and Grezzi’s incubi, so I had a good idea of what I was going to see once we reached the lagoon, then White City and the rogue camp. It wasn’t our destination that I was wary of, rather what lurked in the shadows on the way there.

      “Aside from shifters and large nocturnal predators, there isn’t much to worry about,” the Mara addressed my concern. “Keep those poisoned arrows handy, and we should be fine.”

      “There isn’t much going on around here,” Hansa added from behind Jax. “The shifters know when to pull back if one too many of them get hit with poisoned arrows, and the predators tend to stay away from us. They are more focused on the gazelles grazing on the edge of the woods.”

      I tried to think of ways to spark a conversation, but it wasn’t long before my mind drifted back to Anjani. I kept trying to convince myself that she was strong and fast, but I couldn’t seem to stop worrying in the end.

      “I hope the others made it out as well,” I said.

      “We’ll find out in a few hours, once Serena gets in touch with her telepathy spell,” Hansa replied. “It may be too early and unsafe for them to reach out. I’m starting to think we were the luckier ones in this deployment. All we have are meadows and clear forests ahead.”

      When I didn’t respond, she looked over her shoulder and frowned once her gaze met mine.

      “I wouldn’t worry too much about Anjani if I were you,” she said. “She’s been trained exceptionally well, Jovi. She knows how to divert attention without getting herself killed. No one knows these jungles better than her.”

      I found her words strangely reassuring. I trusted her judgment since Hansa had shaped most of Anjani’s upbringing. No one knew her better than her sister. All I had to do was wait until Serena opened the communication channel so I could hear Anjani’s voice myself and confirm Hansa’s trust in her abilities.

      “You know, Jovi,” she added. “While I appreciate the closeness between you and Anjani, you should start thinking about what comes next.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked while Jax continued to scan our surroundings.

      “If we get through this alive, you must remember that Anjani is going to inherit the Red Tribe one day, and, as a chief, she will not be able to hold a mate. You two can’t be together in the long run. I hope she’s made you aware of that,” Hansa said, her tone lower than usual.

      The thought of social barriers between Anjani and me hadn’t crossed my mind to such an extent. I’d wondered about who would follow whom, mostly whether I’d settle here in Eritopia or whether Anjani would consider coming back to The Shade with me. The first scenario made more sense, though. I’d grown strangely fond of this world and found it difficult to reject as a potential home if I had her with me.

      The way Hansa put it made me think I wasn’t welcome in Anjani’s life. We’d just confessed our love for one another. Why would I walk away from the best thing that ever happened to me because of some antiquated Red Tribe rule? It made no sense. I was convinced that if she were here, Anjani would agree with me.

      “I don’t get it,” I replied. “Why can’t we be together?”

      “Our tradition forbids it. Every time a succubus got close to someone, people got hurt, and many died as a result. We are not ourselves when we are in love. Anjani is free to leave the Red Tribe if she wants to be with you, but she’s spent her whole life preparing to lead our people. If I were you, I would speak to her before giving this relationship a shot.”

      “That doesn’t sound right,” I shot back. “Why does she have to choose when I only want what’s best for her? I would never intervene in her affairs. If anything, Anjani would have all of my support if she ever needed it. I think your traditions need revisiting, Hansa. I will not back down. We will find a way for this to work.”

      “I don’t know how things go in your world,” Hansa replied, slightly irritated, “but here, in Eritopia, all we have left are traditions. They’ve kept us strong and safe for millennia, and a little boy from another dimension will not change that.”

      “Maybe the Red Tribe should start considering changing its rules because it’s unfair. Should we succeed in ridding this world of Azazel, you will all have the chance to start anew, leave everything that didn’t work behind, and further develop your societies to be more inclusive. You will have the opportunity to mend fences and progress. You do not have to keep yourselves stuck in a previous century because you fear weakness in the face of love.”

      I understood her point of view. She’d been raised the same way, and traditions were probably the most precious of her possessions. I couldn’t help but wonder, though, if she would’ve felt the same way if Almus hadn’t met Elissa. I was willing to bet that Hansa would’ve bent a rule or two if it allowed her to be with the one she loved. It didn’t feel right to put a noose on Anjani’s freedom because of traditions. It wasn’t fair, no matter how noble and protective the customs were. Love was love, after all, and it didn’t listen to reason or law.

      “You’re too young to understand, Jovi,” Hansa replied, “but when you live for as long as I have, and when you realize that all people are bound to let you down one way or another, you, too, will agree that emotional attachments bring nothing but trouble. The survival of our species can’t and won’t depend on our emotions. Our family, our blood ties are all we have, and Anjani is well aware of that. Whether you like it or not, she will choose the Red Tribe over a male if she has to. Even if that male is you.”

      “We’ll make it work. Rules are not forever, Hansa. Time changes everything, and circumstances change. I’m sure you all have your bad history with the incubi. I mean, it’s why you chose to live separately. We’re not all the same, though. I’m not even an incubus!”

      “You are a male, and all males are the same,” Hansa said, gritting her teeth as her eyes flickered with contempt. “You are selfish and unreliable, and your desire to be stronger and smarter than everyone else will always end in disaster because you are all incapable of accepting our nature. The succubi are not for the weak, and all males are weak. I know you don’t like hearing this, but it’s the truth.”

      Jax glanced at us for a second, then scoffed as he nudged his horse to go faster, forcing Hansa to grip his waist even tighter.

      “I can’t help but feel offended succubus,” he scoffed. “We are not all the same, and you cannot punish us all for your poor choice of mates.”

      “What did you say?” Hansa was seething.

      I kept my distance, suddenly wondering whether she’d let this go or defend it to the point where she’d have to draw her sword. I wanted to warn Jax against annoying her, but he wasn’t intimidated.

      “You’re putting us all in the same trough for no good reason. Just because you’ve had some bad relationships does not mean we are all weak and selfish. You’re projecting your misfortunes on these young souls under the guise of traditions. You might as well face it,” the Mara didn’t hold back.

      My inner-wolf howled its appreciation.

      “Oh, please. You are all the same, whether you see it or not. The moment a female comes around, you lose your senses. When a succubus comes around, the effect is doubled because of our seductive nature. When we love you back, we get ourselves killed because you can’t look after yourselves anymore, and you refuse to acknowledge our strengths. It’s been like that for centuries. You’re weak,” Hansa was not willing to give in anytime soon.

      “Perhaps I should remind you that you depend on me to not throw you off this horse and let you walk all the way to the lagoon. You shouldn’t be the one to decide your sister’s fate. That would be cruel and downright selfish,” Jax’s tone was low, his words sharp and eager to sting.

      The tension was beginning to build up between them. I probably could have cut the air with a knife. Thick with anger, indignation, and discomfort as Hansa was, she wasn’t ready to make any concessions. I couldn’t see her concede, anyway. She was the leader of fearless creatures, certainly not one to back down from a fiery debate.

      At least I hoped it was merely a fiery debate. The looks she gave him spoke of painful ways to die, nowhere near as polite as the actual verbal exchange.

      “Well, maybe I should remind you that you might be the one doing all the walking from here on out, and don’t even think of mind-bending me because you will immediately lose your eyes. The Red Tribe succubi put family and duty over everything else, and it has been this way for thousands of years. Neither you nor Jovi can change that,” Hansa kept her cool. “Nevertheless, what I’m trying to say is that Jovi can be with Anjani, but it will not last long. One day it will end because she will ascend to lead the Red Tribe. It will not work out in the long run. I’ve seen enough over the years to know I’m right.”

      That said, she looked at me once more. This time her expression was softer as if she felt sorry for me. I didn’t need her to feel sorry. I wasn’t going to let anything stand between Anjani and me, not even in the distant future.

      We’d been made for each other. We felt it every time our eyes met. Tradition could not triumph over our love, and I was determined to make sure of it.

      Hansa’s words left me with a heavy heart, but I had faith that Anjani would stand up to her sister when the time came, and that she would defend our love as fiercely as I was ready to. I understood that concessions would have to be made for this relationship to work, and I was eager to give it a shot.

      Anjani had just told me she loved me. How much of a fool could I be to consider walking away from that? Her sister didn’t understand, and I made it my mission to make her see what we saw.

      “You’re quite fierce for a homeless succubus,” Jax shot back with an arrogant smirk.

      “You’re quite reckless to toy with me,” Hansa’s reply came with teeth bared, while her arms tightened around his waist.

      It would be an awkward ride all the way to the lagoon. I did consider asking Hansa if she wanted to ride with me, but given what she’d just said to me, I wasn’t feeling my most chivalrous anymore. I decided to let her awkwardly struggle with the Mara.

      I kept my hope that she’d change her mind once we defeated Azazel. Perhaps the prospect of a new world with better laws and fewer restrictive traditions might sound better once we eliminated the slithering threat. In the meantime, however, I focused my thoughts on Anjani, hoping to have her back in my arms so we could take our bond to the next level.

      Hansa kept checking the meadow on both sides while forced to hold on to Jax. Her predicament messed with her pride and that gave me tremendous satisfaction. I had to stifle a grin.
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      Our horse did not disappoint. We shot through the dark jungles, traveling quickly toward the east as the sun rose ahead to greet us.

      Draven occasionally glanced over his shoulder at me, giving me a reassuring half-smile as we put more miles between us and the mansion. He’d become better attuned to my emotions, and he could probably sense my concern for the others. I tried my best to stay hopeful, but I didn’t want to underestimate the Destroyers either. They were massive and vicious, and they commanded winged horses. I couldn’t help but worry.

      Once we reached a safe spot, I could perform the telepathy spell and find out if they’d all made it safely out of the Destroyers’ reach. Until then, however, I was left on edge.

      “Have you ever met a Bajang before?” I asked Draven as our stallion galloped across the open plain.

      “Actually, no,” he replied. “They’re one of the few creatures of Eritopia that I never got to meet. I only know what my father told me about them and the knowledge gleaned from the books in our library. To be fair, it’s impressive I’ve met the others, given that I’ve spent my whole life beneath the protective shield.”

      We reached another forest patch. Tall, thick trees rose around us, their dark green foliage casting shadows and keeping the air fresh and cool. I saw shadows moving on both sides of our narrow path again.

      I loaded my crossbow, as did Draven. We looked at each other, knowing we would have to defend ourselves once more.

      I used my True Sight to get a better look, but I didn’t spot any shape-shifters. These were succubi, about forty of them, if not more, dressed in tight brown leathers and covered in dark green hoods that offered the perfect camouflage in these woods.

      “Succubi,” I managed to say to Draven before they rushed to us, forcing us to stop our horse.

      The animal was nervous, its front legs restless as it brayed its distress. I held on to Draven, trying to keep my cool as I analyzed the creatures that seemed determined to keep us there. They were tall and beautiful, with athletic bodies and waspy waists. Their arms and faces were covered in green paint, their bright amber eyes wide as they drew their bows, ready to shoot if we so much as moved.

      “State your business,” one of them spoke, her voice cold and deep.

      “We’re just passing through,” Draven said, raising his hands slowly in a defensive gesture. “We mean no harm.”

      “You’re not from around here,” the succubus replied. “You may very well be one of Azazel’s spies. Why should we let you through?”

      “Because we’re not,” he raised his chin. “On the contrary, we’re headed to Stonewall to gain allies and rise against him. You should join us.”

      The succubus pulled her arrow further back, ready to strike.

      Fear constricted my heart like a hungry anaconda, and I made an instant executive decision to keep Draven safe. I pushed out a mild barrier, enough to make the succubi stagger backward.

      “Don’t hurt us,” I said, while Draven gave me a brief and thankful sideways glance. “We’re not with Azazel. We’re very much against him. He has my friend.”

      The succubus was immediately infuriated by my defense mechanism and lunged forward to hit our horse. I pushed another barrier out, this time strong enough to knock her off her feet.

      “I don’t want to hurt you!” I raised my voice. “We’re not drawing our weapons. We do not wish to harm you, but don’t make us defend ourselves because you will regret it!”

      “Who are you?” she was seething as she stood up and brushed the dust from her bare thighs and strips of tanned leather.

      “I’m Draven. I’m a Druid.”

      “Get out of here. The Druids are gone! They’re slithering around, killing the innocents they once swore to defend!” the succubus spat.

      “I was never one of them. I am the son of Almus and Genevieve. I was raised in isolation, away from the wars. This is Serena, my mate and companion,” he said.

      My heart fluttered in my chest at the sound of the word “mate.” It meant a lot to me because he’d just acknowledged me as his significant other to complete strangers, but it seemed to mean even more to the succubi, who took their time to measure me from head to toe and nod what seemed like their appreciation. I suddenly felt flushed, wondering if I’d missed some social detail from Draven’s statement.

      “Son of Almus, you say. I’m Wren, of the Green Tribe,” the succubus identified herself. “Or what’s left of it anyway.”

      Draven bowed his head in response, never taking his eyes off her. The others kept their bows arched and ready to shoot until Wren raised a hand and signaled them to lower their weapons.

      “Fine, son of Almus,” she said. “This is our forest now. You must understand why we are protective of our territory.”

      “I do,” Draven replied. “Why don’t you join our alliance instead of isolating yourselves in these woods? The remaining free nations are rallying against Azazel, and we’re leading the charge. We could use your skills.”

      “What alliance is that?” Wren scoffed. “A handful of rogues and a Druid that no one’s ever heard of?”

      “There’s more to us than you think,” he kept his cool demeanor. “The Dearghs, the Lamias, the Tritones, and the Maras have all come together for this. Succubi, too, of the Red Tribe.”

      “Oh, you mean the ones obliterated the other day by Destroyers?” Wren chuckled mockingly. “How’s that working out for them?”

      “Better than you,” I interjected. “They’ve sided with an increasing army of rebels instead of hiding in a forest and pretending to be tough and fearless against two outsiders passing through.”

      The succubus glared at me before the corners of her mouth turned upward in a sardonic smile.

      “What might you be, if you don’t mind me asking?” she replied.

      “I’m a sentry,” I said, straightening my back. “Not from around here.”

      “Obviously not, since no Eritopian would be so brazen as to insult a succubus of the Green Tribe.”

      “Your pride is worth nothing in Eritopia at this point,” I shot back. “We’re offering you the chance to be part of an alliance that will bring down Azazel and restore freedom and peace. If you wish to stay hidden instead, by all means, do so. Just don’t expect me to fear or respect you for it.”

      Wren’s eyes were two vicious slits, sending nothing but contempt my way. I had to stand my ground and show myself as fearless. They had no reason to harm us and every reason to join us. I’d been around Hansa for long enough to understand that the succubi didn’t respond well to polite pleas, but to strength and determination.

      “We’re all about survival now. You’re free to go get yourselves killed with your alliance if you wish,” she replied. “We’re fine here. We’ve seen enough to know that nothing can take that slithering bastard down. The Daughters have yet to intervene, and the world is burning down as we speak.”

      “There is still hope,” Draven tried again. “You’re better off fighting by our side than spending what little is left of your free lives cowering in these woods.”

      “You fight, Druid. We’ll let you pass, but we will not join you. Like I said before, we’ve been through enough to know when to pick our battles. This one isn’t for us.”

      A long minute passed before Draven eventually conceded, after eyeing each succubus carefully. I noticed a mild change in his expression, from firm and determined to soft and compassionate.

      “I understand, Wren of the Green Tribe,” he said. “Some of you are with child. I suppose you value their lives and safety more than anything else right now.”

      I stopped, blinking several times and checking the succubi out once more. He saw something I didn’t, and I tried to figure out what gave the pregnant succubi away. I noticed then that seven of them wore a red dot on their left shoulder. I wondered whether that was the indicator because none of the succubi’s bodies seemed under the effect of pregnancy.

      Wren smirked and nodded.

      “I see you’re familiar with our customs,” she said.

      “My father kept extensive notes on the succubi, and Hansa is a good friend and ally,” he replied. “I know the red mark of child-bearing when I see it.”

      “The dots,” I mumbled, pleased with my ability to identify the pregnant succubi.

      “Indeed,” Wren confirmed. “A succubus with child is given the red mark of the mother-to-be, letting the others and the succubi know that life grows inside her womb. After the devastating loss of most of our tribe, we value our children now more than ever. We must look after them and their mothers, whether we only have days or years before Azazel’s forces finish us for good.”

      “Each day you get is a blessing, then,” Draven sighed. “How did this happen? I thought the incubi were mostly sworn over to Azazel.”

      Wren looked at her sisters, who nodded their consent for her to tell us.

      “We ran into Grezzi’s scouts several full moons ago. It happened right after Destroyers damaged our tribe. We were looking for shelter and food, barely able to stand. They took us in for a few weeks, and we shared their tents. There was no discord, no differences of any kind between the succubi and the incubi then. No social issues. Just grieving creatures looking to survive another day.”

      “We consoled each other,” another succubus chimed in, her finger gently tapping the red dot on her shoulder. “When we were strong enough to be on our own again, we left. Destroyers were getting dangerously close to that area. Once we realized that some of us had gotten pregnant, we took it as a sign to start over. We had to find a safe place to give birth, first.”

      “Which is why we’ve claimed this little patch of woods,” Wren continued. “Few venture here, since the port of Stonewall has been destroyed.”

      It made sense then, and I felt a little foolish for having judged them so quickly for their choice to not fight. They were early in their pregnancies given that there were no physical signs visible yet. Protecting the mothers and their unborn children and preserving the lineage of the Green Tribe seemed like the natural thing to do. If they were fortunate enough, they could live long enough to rise and find Eritopia free again.

      If we managed to kill Azazel, of course.

      No, when. When we manage to kill Azazel, I thought to myself.

      “Then we shall no longer insist,” Draven said and bowed respectfully.

      The succubi cleared a path for us, faint smiles lighting up their beautiful faces. I couldn’t help but wonder what motherhood felt like, and how I would perceive it if Draven and I ever got to that point in our relationship. My spine tingled at the thought of it, and I shook my head, willing the idea away for the time being. We’d barely discovered each other, and we still had to save an entire galaxy from Azazel before we could think about marriage or children.

      Draven clicked his teeth, making the horse trot forward, as we passed the succubi down the forest path.

      “I suggest you stay off the main road to Stonewall,” Wren shouted after us.

      “We don’t know any other way,” Draven replied over his shoulder. “The maps we have are old.”

      “There’s a hot spring flowing out of a marble hill five miles down this path after the forest ends. Take the stream’s bankside. It will lead you to Stonewall but away from the main road. Destroyers and hostile incubi still roam that area,” she said.

      “Thank you, Wren,” I said, looking at her as I twisted my torso to face her.

      “I don’t know what you think you’ll find in Stonewall, though. It’s been abandoned for centuries. Whatever it is, I hope it helps you bring that snake down.”

      I gave her a curt nod and waved my goodbye as our horse trotted away through the woods. The entire conversation had started rather aggressively, and, in the end, the succubi had chosen to help us as best they could, given their circumstances.

      I made a mental note to talk to Hansa about the Green Tribe when we saw each other next. I was curious about Wren because she reminded me of the Red Tribe’s chief. She had a similar demeanor and physique, as well as the softer side she didn’t like to show. It was all there.

      “We have to speed up before we reach the marble hill,” Draven said, glancing at me.

      He nudged our horse with his feet, beckoning the animal to start running. Its hooves thundered as it galloped down the forest path, the idea of danger still hot on our heels. He looked over his shoulder and I gave him a playful smile. He encouraged the horse to go faster.

      We didn’t have much, but we had each other and our freedom. That was a good starting point for what lay ahead, and for rescuing Vita. The thought of her ripped a sigh from my chest, and my mind wandered off to Luceria, Azazel’s castle, and what she was enduring.
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      Several hours passed in heavy silence when we dispersed throughout the house. Anjani took her sisters into the greenhouse while Aida and Field retired into the banquet hall for lunch. The eventful flight had taken its toll on the Hawk, and he needed plenty of sustenance to regain his strength. I left Eva in Draven’s study where she got busy reading up on common Druid spells. Her mother hadn’t gained enough circles during her apprenticeship with Genevieve, so she hadn’t had too much to teach her daughter regarding Druid magic, either natural or dark. Draven’s father had managed to show him more than Eva learned.

      I spent the morning with the Daughter. She nestled in my arms beneath her magnolia tree. We watched the sunrise and the Destroyers cursing and burying their dead colleagues and horses for a while before my mind drifted back to Vita’s visions of the future.

      I could feel the Daughter’s distress emanating from her, my sentry abilities picking up on her emotions better than ever. The closer we got, the more I could feel her.

      She rested her head on my chest, and I held her tight, my arms wrapped around her torso.

      “You know I won’t let anything happen to you, right?” I asked.

      I was sure of my statement. I loved her deeply, and there was no way in hell I’d let Azazel take her away from me. After all my sleepless nights and meaningless affairs in Hawaii, I’d finally found a woman I’d formed an unbreakable bond with. I was ready to fight for her. I’d even kill for her, if need be.

      “I know,” she mumbled, “but given how I’m learning to do things, I get the feeling that I might be the one doing all the saving in the end.”

      She tilted her head back enough to look at me and smiled, her violet eyes flickering gently as her gaze met mine. I licked my lips in response, stirred by her. I could almost feel her purring against my body.

      “I have to say,” I replied. “I’m amazed by how you were able to manipulate the shape-shifters. It’s a new surprise every day with you.”

      “I didn’t know I could do that either,” she sighed. “I was just so angry at them. I had to do something, anything, to keep you all safe, especially after what happened to Vita.”

      “I know,” I whispered, and dropped a kiss on her forehead, inhaling her enticing natural scent and letting it fill my lungs and my soul.

      A moment went by as we laid there in the grass, with my back against the magnolia tree. She looked at me with concern etched into her divine features, pulling her delicate brows into a frown.

      “It didn’t feel right, though,” she breathed.

      “What do you mean?”

      Birds trilled in the overhead tree crown, a quirky little symphony that announced the noon sun.

      “It didn’t feel natural to intervene like that, Phoenix. Something deep inside me feels bad, like I did something wrong. I feel like there are limits to what I should do, and I’ve crossed one. It feels like a nagging stomach ache, I suppose. Or guilt.”

      “What makes you feel that way, though?”

      “I think it’s something that is hardwired into my being,” the Daughter replied slowly, looking up as her gaze followed the little colorful birds above, jumping from one branch to another. “Everything else I’ve done so far has not had a direct impact on Eritopia’s ecosystem, I’ve not averted births or rearranged continents. This felt wrong, even though it was necessary. I did something to those shape-shifters, something impossible to reverse. I think I affected the natural balance, and it just doesn’t sit very well with me.”

      “Would you have done things differently if you could go back?”

      She thought about it for a moment, then shook her head, her cascade of reddish pink silken hair pouring over my legs. I ran my fingers through it, relishing the soft feel of it against my skin.

      “No. It had to be done. Otherwise, Aura would have died. Anjani and Hansa have lost so many of their sisters already. It didn’t seem fair. After all, I was responding to an imbalance already caused by Azazel and his shameless use of my little sister. That still doesn’t make it okay,” she said.

      “Then don’t think too much of it. What’s done is done,” I replied gently. “Maybe let’s focus on making sure you don’t do that again, instead.”

      She looked at me and smiled again, melting me like an iceberg too close to the sun. My blood simmered, and I felt tension rising in my chest. Her effect on me was incredibly intense, and I couldn’t get enough of it.

      “What do you have in mind?” she asked.

      She’d yet to learn to use nuances in her tone, so it took a while to realize that she’d tried to be playful with that question. I found it endearing and sweet, but it also gave me some colorful thoughts that I looked forward to sharing with her.

      I chuckled as I pulled her close and sealed her lips with a deep kiss, breathing her in as she parted her lips and welcomed me. Ribbons of bright pink intertwined with golden strands brushed against my core. Her emotions unfolded as I fed off her with delight. I took everything she had to give me.

      Our tongues met and tangled as I deepened the kiss. She draped her arms around my neck, lifting herself and pressing her chest against mine, causing my breath to hitch.

      “I have a few ideas to keep you distracted,” I whispered against her lips.

      “I’m listening,” she breathed back.

      My whole body tensed but I couldn’t part from her. On the contrary, I needed to get closer and deeper into her soul. I wanted to spend the rest of my life overdosing on her unlimited energy and turning into stardust under her touch.

      We were in trouble. Nothing but death and grief lingered around us but, for a moment, we were so close to each other that nothing else mattered other than the feeling of unconditional love that resonated inside us.

      Our primordial bond seemed to grow stronger with each minute we spent together. Every kiss and every touch we shared seemed to amplify everything. I felt overwhelmed but unable to stop.
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      I left Field resting in his room after we had breakfast. He’d been through enough in the span of just a few hours. I knew he needed to recharge his batteries after narrowly escaping death by Destroyer.

      I couldn’t get my mind off Vita, anyway, so I locked myself in the attic, determined to attempt the direct connection to her, as per the Nevertide Oracle’s words.

      I sat down with my legs crossed and tried to relax. I didn’t know where to start. I was afraid I’d slip into a vision, instead, and get myself trapped by Azazel again. Despite the possibility of his grip on me being limited, I still didn’t look forward to spending a single minute in his despicable company. I would’ve rather jumped into hot lava.

      I focused on the Oracle connection, hoping that it would open a communication channel with Vita.

      Several deep breaths later, a cold darkness enveloped me. I found myself standing on an eerily familiar black marble platform. My heart stopped.

      “Oh no,” I mumbled to myself.

      I was having a vision, exactly as I’d feared. I cursed under my breath, then immediately looked around, feeling a slight sense of relief when I didn’t see Azazel anywhere. At least he wasn’t nearby in this one.

      The Nevertide Oracle floated in a glass sphere just a few feet away. Two others had been submerged in their bubbles, flanking her. They seemed to be deep under, their eyes closed and runes flitting across their bare arms and legs.

      I took a few steps forward, glaring at the Nevertide Oracle. I couldn’t help but blame her for everything from the beginning, from our conception. I felt anger coursing through my veins. The constant weariness of bumping into Azazel made me look over my shoulder every other minute.

      She opened her white eyes, parting her lips.

      I heard her voice echo in my head.

      “Aida…”

      My blood was boiling, and at that moment I would’ve loved nothing more than to take her and her stupid bubble and toss her over the edge.

      “Haven’t you done enough damage already?” I said, gritting my teeth, my hands balled at my sides.

      “Aida, please…”

      “Aida, please what? I don’t know how you did it, but Azazel managed to trap me in a vision thanks to you! What do you want?”

      “I didn’t realize what he was up to until it was too late. I’ve been doing my best to keep you all from him. I’ve put up with a lot for this. You have to believe me,” she replied, her voice heavy with grief.

      “He kept me there, in his chamber! I couldn’t wake up. I couldn’t warn anyone of what was coming! He took Vita because of you!” I nearly shouted.

      I looked around again, breathing a sigh of relief. I was alone with the Oracles beneath a bright blue sky on top of Azazel’s castle. At least I had that.

      “She’s okay, Aida,” the Nevertide Oracle said. “She’s alive, and she’s unharmed.”

      “How do you know?” I squinted my eyes at her, forgetting that she was blind and thus unable to see my facial expressions.

      “I had a vision of her. I saw her in her chamber down below,” she said. “She seems fine, just a bruise on the head. They put fae-restraining shackles on her so she can’t use her fire abilities, but Azazel is treating her well for the time being. He knows he must try to get her to cooperate first. If we do not comply, he locks us in these spheres. It allows him to use his dark magic on us, torture us and extract whatever visions he can instead of us telling him willingly. The chance of her cooperating is the only thing keeping him from dragging her up here to suffer the same fate as the rest of us.”

      I paced around, taking in all this information. It turned out that Draven was right. Azazel was more interested in having a willing Oracle helping him than an unconscious prisoner.

      “I’ve been trying to reach out to her,” I said. “If you are sorry and genuine in your intention to help us, tell me how to speak to Vita.”

      “Is that why you’re here, now?”

      “Yes, but I slipped into a vision instead.”

      “That’s not good. Azazel is nearby, and he might sense you. If he was able to trap you in a vision before, he will most likely try again. Whatever magic he’s using for that, it must be related to sensing your presence during live visions. You can’t stay here for too long, Aida.”

      “Fine. I’ll go, but tell me how to reach out to Vita directly, first!”

      “You need to do it consciously, Aida,” the Nevertide Oracle replied, her voice echoing in my head. “Ignore reality, but stay awake. Focus on the sound of everything. Listen to the universe until you hear Vita’s heartbeat. Your Oracle nature will pick up on this if you concentrate on it. You’ll know it when you hear it. It will be your direct connection, safe from Azazel.”

      I mulled over her words, and then I felt myself fading away.

      “Just stop telling him about us!” I called to her, still angry but a little more hopeful about connecting with Vita. All I had to do was make it through the other incoming two visions before I could try what the Nevertide Oracle had instructed.

      “Aida, be careful,” I heard her say as darkness took over again.
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* * *

      My second vision took me to the dungeons. I couldn’t seem to break away from these visions, so I had no choice but to let them roll out. My direct line to Vita would have to wait for another attempt. My stomach was tied up in knots. I still felt like I was too close to Azazel. I hated the feeling, but I had to proceed, nonetheless. Vita needed me, and so did the others. Any information I could gather was essential.

      I walked between the black iron cages until I found Kyana. Tamara’s sister was slumped to one side, wiping tears from her eyes. She’d been crying for quite some time now, given how puffy they were.

      I heard a shuffling sound and turned around, worried I’d see Azazel. My heart jumped at the sight of the snake tail, but I quickly regained my composure when I recognized Patrik. His torso was bare, a thin net holding fig leaves and what looked like healing paste attached to a wound on his right side. I realized he’d been injured when he took Vita.

      “You deserve this and more,” I muttered, seething.

      He stopped in front of Kyana’s cage with a pained expression on his face. Her eyes lit up for a split-second before she sniffed and put on her tough look.

      “I see you didn’t die,” she sighed.

      “It was a close call, but it had to be done. Azazel’s order. I can’t fight it yet,” he mumbled, reminding me that his actions had been dictated by Azazel’s control spell and making my anger toward him slowly simmer down.

      Silence fell heavily between them until Kyana sat up straight and brushed the matted platinum hair from her dirty face.

      “What are you doing here, Patrik?”

      “I wanted to see you.”

      “Why? There’s nothing left to say. You’re his slave. You chose this.”

      “I’m trying… I’m trying to fight it,” he replied, breathing heavily.

      “Oh, please,” she scoffed and rolled her eyes. “Keep telling yourself that! Like there’s any way for you to resist Azazel’s grip on you when he’s already turned you into this abomination!”

      “I did this for you, Kyana, and I will come back for you, too. You’ll see.”

      I was angry with him, but I also felt compelled to understand that his will was no longer his own. The only reason why he’d taken Vita had been because of Azazel’s influence. He’d never asked for this. He’d only done it to keep Kyana alive. He was already paying a hefty price for her relative safety.

      “You are doomed, Patrik,” she said. “There’s nothing you can do. Why don’t you just face it?”

      He looked deep into her eyes, his lips trembling. He gripped the cage bars as he heaved and groaned, repeating a process I’d seen him do by himself in his chamber. He was fighting his Destroyer form, pushing back further this time.

      His lower snake form cracked as if bones were breaking, and he gasped from what seemed like a tremendous amount of pain. His eyes flickered yellow and black until his original eye color returned, a soft green that reminded me of pine trees in the sun.

      Kyana’s jaw dropped. Her interest peaked. She moved closer to Patrik, eyes wide open. Her hands gripped the iron bars tightly, her knuckles white.

      Patrik was tortured, but he didn’t give in. The snake tail flailed as the scales rippled, attempting to split itself in two.

      “Patrik,” she gasped.

      He looked up at her before the pain got the best of him. His eyes flared green, then his body caved in and resumed its Destroyer form. He collapsed on the cold, damp floor with a thud. Kyana and I watched him quietly for a while until he found enough strength to pull himself back up.

      I was genuinely impressed.

      There may be hope for them, after all.

      “Patrik,” Kyana’s voice was weak.

      “I told you,” he said, breathing laboriously. “I told you. I won’t stop until I can break his spell and get you out of here. I told you.”

      “I… I believe you,” she replied, her lower lip quivering as tears welled up in her eyes. “Patrik, how long have you been at this?”

      His gaze softened at the sight of her, and he gave her a weak smile.

      “From the moment they threw you in this cage, Kyana,” he confessed, “I’ve been at it every day, bit by bit.”

      Kyana reached out to touch his face, and he welcomed it, leaning his face in the palm of her hand. Tears rolled down her cheeks, and she shuddered.

      “It’s been years since I’ve felt your touch, Kyana. I can’t explain how much it soothes me,” he closed his eyes for a second, enjoying the feel of her skin on his.

      “How can I help you?” she asked. “What can I do to get you out of his control?”

      “There’s nothing you can do, my darling. This is a battle I must fight on my own.”

      “There must be something,” she replied. “These shackles are preventing me from using magic and from turning into a snake. Otherwise, I would’ve been long gone, leaving Azazel with no leverage against you.”

      “I know, my sweet, sweet Kyana.” He heaved a sigh as he leaned his forehead against the iron bars.

      She pulled herself closer, gently cupping his face in her palms. There was enough space for her lips to reach through and touch his. They kissed, both trembling and crying as Patrik reached inside the cage, his hands gripping her waist.

      “I wish I could find a way to get you out of here,” he sobbed. “You’re the only thing that has kept me from losing my sanity here and has stopped me from getting myself killed. I have enough will power back to do that, you know. I can do it.”

      “Don’t, Patrik, please.”

      “I won’t. You’re still trapped here. I can’t leave you here. I’ll find a way. Hold on for a little while longer, and I’ll find a way to get those shackles off you.”

      She nodded and kissed him again. He took it all in. They struggled to feel as much of each other as possible with the thick iron bars between them.

      “I can at least get you out of here if my attempts to return to my Druid form fail. I will set you free, Kyana.”

      My vision faded out again, but not before I made a mental note of those shackles. Freeing Kyana could be the answer to getting Patrik closer to our side. All I had to do was reach out to Vita and tell her about it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I was in Vita’s room.

      My thoughts of her had finally brought me to her in a vision. She sat on the floor, her knees up to her chest while she slowly leaned back and forth in a rocking motion.

      She was surrounded by black walls with gilded details and an incredible amount of opulence, but there were bars on the windows and shackles on her wrists. I recognized the runes carved on them. They were the same as Kyana’s, most likely preventing her from using her fae abilities.

      I could tell she’d been crying. Her eyes were rimmed red. She stared absently in the distance, and my heart broke for her. At the same time, I breathed a sigh of relief. I could see with my own eyes that she was okay other than her shattered emotions and the bruise on her forehead.

      “I can’t tell you how happy I am to see you,” I said. “It’s a shame you can’t hear me, so you know how much you are loved and the lengths we are all going to so we can get you out of here.”

      I crouched to get a better look at her. Her turquoise eyes seemed brighter with all the redness around them. More tears came, but she quickly wiped them off with the back of her hand. I knew I had to reach out to her, somehow.

      The door lock clanked, startling me into an upright position. I felt my pulse racing. I expected Azazel to walk in and sense my presence, prompting him to trap me again. I took a few steps back, ready to force myself to wake up if necessary.

      I held my breath as an unfamiliar Destroyer walked in. Black scales scattered up his neck, contrasting with the snake-like yellow of his eyes. His handsome features were amplified by his long brown hair and leather tunic, but his corrupted nature spoiled everything.

      He slithered into the room as he carried a food tray containing a few pieces of bread, a platter of grilled food, and a pitcher of water. He stopped in front of Vita, looking down at her with a frown.

      “You should eat something,” he said slowly.

      “You should throw yourself out of the window and rid the world of your filth,” Vita spat back.

      Whoa, girl. I shouldn’t have let her silence and red eyes fool me. Vita was mad as hell, and all that fire inside of her was probably burning hot, unable to flame out because of the shackles.

      “I would, but there are bars on all the windows,” he replied bluntly.

      She looked up at him. Once their eyes met, his gaze softened a little. I had a feeling he had a weak spot for my fierce little Oracle fae, and that was something I was happy to exploit further if it meant getting Vita out of there.

      She might not like it if I suggest it, but it’s worth a shot.

      “You really should eat,” he persisted gently.

      “Why? Azazel can’t afford to lose me?”

      “Precisely. You are precious to him, and he will do everything in his power to keep you alive, even if he must force feed you. I presume you don’t want him shoving food down your throat, do you?”

      She thought about it, then shook her head in defeat.

      The Destroyer lowered himself to place the tray next to her. He stilled as he looked at her bruise from up close.

      “I can get you something for your head wound. Doesn’t it hurt?” he asked.

      “I’m fine,” she shot back dryly.

      She wasn’t in the mood for a conversation, and the Destroyer didn’t pick up on social cues.

      “I can make it better,” he said.

      “Just get away from me,” Vita’s reply was sharp and swift.

      I realized that Vita, despite her capture, was in a good position from a strategic point of view. I hated myself for even thinking it, but after having seen Kyana and Patrik and this Destroyer’s behavior toward her, the pieces might fall into place if we played things right.

      She could keep herself safe and comfortable if she pretended to help Azazel in return for some freedom to move around the castle. All she had to do was feed him some vague information, nothing that could impact our own operations against him.

      She could try to befriend this Destroyer and use him to gain access to sensitive parts of the castle, like the dungeon, where she could be the one to break Kyana’s shackles and set her free. She could do a lot of damage to Azazel’s internal system before Bijarki could rescue her.

      “Hold on, Vita,” I whispered. “I’ll see you soon enough.”
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      I relaxed against the magnolia tree with the Daughter still in my arms. She’d dozed off, and I could feel her chest move evenly with every breath she took. She was tired and for good reason.

      I willed myself into a calm state of mind, enough to allow my Oracle nature to come forward and push me into a set of visions. Darkness soon replaced the view before me of the green grass and Destroyers lurking beyond the shield.

      Once the nothingness dissipated, I was left standing in front of a passage stone. I recognized the smooth black surface and the runes carved into it. I looked around and saw the ocean, a deep blue with foaming waves that crashed against the rocky shore. A city made of gray stone unraveled at my feet, complete with a large harbor riddled with small ships, their sails fluttering in the wind.

      A female Druid stood next to me, waiting in front of the stone as it began to ripple. I recognized the dozens of tattooed rings on her bare arms. Her long hair was the color of wet sand, and her eyes were a familiar shade of hazel green. She wore a dark brown sleeveless robe, tied around her waist with thin golden strings. A sword hung at her side in its gold-plated scabbard.

      The ten young Druids I’d seen in my previous visions walked out of the stone, holding each other’s hands. Obscured by black hoods, they walked onto the grass, along with their flying horses.

      Some of them had been crying, judging by their red eyes. They looked like they hadn’t slept in a long time. The female Druid smiled gently as she hugged each of the scholars.

      “You are all welcome here, young souls,” she said. “Genevieve may be gone now, but her kingdom is strong, and there are many of us still fighting against Azazel. You are safer here than in the Grand Temple.”

      “The Grand Temple is no more,” one of the young Druids said. “Our elders are dead, Jasmine.”

      I realized where I’d seen her features before. She was Almus’ sister, the one tasked with protecting the young Druids once they reached this planet. She sighed, tears glazing her eyes, and forced herself to smile reassuringly.

      “No matter what happens, the Druids will live on. Our traditions will live on through you, even if the rest of us die,” she said.

      “Where are we going?” another young Druid asked, looking out at the ships in the harbor.

      “There’s a ship waiting for us below. It will take us to the Sand Dunes, away from this continent. No one dares venture there. It’s deserted and impossibly hot, even for snakes,” she replied. “We sail within the hour.”

      “Will we really be safe there?”

      “You’ll be hidden from the rest of the world. No one knows you’ll be there, not even my brother. You can stay there and hone your skills until you are powerful enough to rise against Azazel.”

      They looked at each other, occasionally glancing back at the ships.

      “Will you stay with us there?” one of them asked.

      “I can’t, although I wish I could. I am needed here to preserve the archives and ensure our entire trove of spells and wisdom are hidden from Azazel. I will come see you all once every full moon, though,” Jasmine replied.

      I didn’t get to hear much else, as I faded out into my next vision. I had a feeling I would see the young Druids again.
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* * *

      Smooth, red sand beneath a clear blue sky surrounded me. Powdery-looking dunes stretching deep into the horizon. The wind was high and strong, rising wisps of sand in weightless swirls.

      I didn’t understand what was there for me as far as the vision was concerned. I spent a few minutes in limbo, wondering what I was doing there until I heard a metallic clank. I looked down and saw a hatch open, pushing the sand aside.

      One by one, the young Druids popped their heads out from the complete darkness below. That must’ve been their hiding spot. I could tell several years had gone by. They all looked a little more mature than I’d last seen them, their skin tanned and hair longer. They were naked as they came to the surface, digging their hands into the hot sand.

      “Do you think she’s dead?” one of them asked the others.

      “Jasmine? Maybe,” responded another. “It doesn’t mean we should stop checking the shores. She might come, still.”

      “She hasn’t been at our meeting spot in months, Thadeus,” a third one said.

      “We don’t stop looking!” Thadeus replied sharply. “Every full moon, we go there and we check. We promised.”

      The boy scoffed then morphed into a massive black cobra, slithering across the dunes as he headed west. The others shifted as well and followed him as they reveled in the heat and sought to reach the western shores.

      I realized that they’d been holed up in that place for a long time, seeing Jasmine once a month for updates and news from the mainland. She hadn’t been there in a few months, though, leading me to believe that something must have happened.

      If I was to follow the historical timeline and the fact that Jasmine was never seen or heard from again, I concluded that the young Druids had been left on their own, hidden from the rest of the world in a land that was far too dry and deadly even for Destroyers.

      [image: ]
* * *

      My third vision brought me to the top of a black cliff poking out of the same red sands. The sun was setting in the west in shades of fuchsia and scarlet. The stars began to shimmer on the other side, accompanied by a round pearly moon.

      A funeral pyre burned before me, charcoal smoke billowing upwards in thick rolls as the fire consumed the body of one of the young Druids.

      Only six of them were left. Their eyes were small and swollen, probably from crying. They were quiet and grieving, and I could almost sense their loss of hope.

      Thadeus was no longer amongst the six remaining Druids. They wore their black hoods, revealing a dozen tattoo rings on each arm. They wiped more tears away, as some of them hummed, their gazes fixed on the burning body.

      “Jasmine is surely dead,” one of them said. “It’s been years now.”

      “Twenty-seven, to be precise,” responded another.

      “You still keep track, Ori?” another asked, and Ori nodded slowly.

      A moment passed before anyone  spoke.

      “What do we do now?” a soft voice asked.

      “We don’t go to the western shore again. The Destroyers are there,” the first Druid replied. “We should’ve stopped going there years ago when they first captured Thadeus. They’ve gotten vicious. They didn’t even bother to take Glennar. Or Cayron last year. The bastards just killed them.”

      I assumed that Glennar was the one being given the funeral that evening. I couldn’t help but grieve with them, my heart breaking for everything they’d gone through. They were isolated in this desert, but if they ventured toward the main continent, they would be hunted down and killed, or worse, turned into Destroyers.

      They reminded me of Draven with their remote upbringing, but he’d had it worse than they had. He’d had no one other than his father and Elissa to keep him company, and even they were gone in the end, leaving him on his own.

      “So, we stay here. We try the eastern shore. We keep practicing until we have full control of the sixtieth level. Then we move on to sixty-one,” Ori said. “We can’t stop. Azazel will swallow this world whole if we don’t stop him.”

      “We’re never going to be strong enough to face him,” said Cassin.

      “Yes, we will, Cassin,” Ori replied firmly. “We have no other choice. We keep going, or we wait here patiently to die. Our elders did not sacrifice themselves for us to wither away and perish in the red desert. Neither did Jasmine. We have to keep going.”

      “I wonder what became of Thadeus and Damion,” Dain added, looking out to the west, squinting his eyes against the setting sun.

      “They’re either dead or Destroyers by now,” Ori said. “Either way, they’re lost. Forget they exist. We must look out for each other.”

      I was impressed by their resilience and resolve. It gave me enough hope to think that they could still be alive in the present. They seemed strong enough to survive the harsh desert conditions, and they’d learned to stay away from the western shore.

      I looked down and noticed a sinuous river flowing from north to south, the stream passing beneath the black rock. Its banks were green and sprinkled with colorful flowers, and the water was crystal clear, flowing over billions of grey and black pebbles.

      I realized I had enough information to get an idea of where the young Druids were resettled. It was the continent beyond Stonewall, from what I could tell, a land of red deserts. There was a river flowing somewhere, and they’d often visited the western shore.

      I tried to get a better look at the area and noticed a recurring pattern of black rocks coming out of the sand. Some were rounded down by the passage of time and the wind, while others had just been revealed, judging by their sharp edges. I noticed traces of sculpted floral motifs on a piece that resembled a column.

      This used to be a settlement, I thought to myself. Perhaps a city.

      Whatever it had been, it wasn’t anymore. It had been swallowed by the desert many centuries ago, given the level of erosion. However, it still helped with further narrowing down the young Druids’ possible location.

      As the image dissolved back to black, I felt a wave of excitement wash over me. I looked forward to rechecking the planet’s maps to see if I’d gotten enough details from my visions to find the young Druids.

      I couldn’t wait to share my findings with the group. I also wondered if Aida could peek into the present and look for them. I hoped to find them alive and well somewhere in that desert, waiting for someone to reach out to them.

      I had hope, and that mattered the most. With Vita captured by Azazel, my sister out there risking her life to get to Stonewall, and Jovi venturing in the northwest, hope was a welcome thing to have.
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      I gathered everyone in Draven’s study later that afternoon, including Eva, who stood quietly in a corner. I could tell she was worried about her mother, but we had enough on our plates already. Aida had her own set of visions to talk about concerning Vita, so she was the first to recount what she’d seen.

      “I was trying to reach out to Vita, directly, but it didn’t work out. I wound up having visions instead,” she said, then sat in the Druid’s desk chair. “Fortunately, I didn’t bump into Azazel, so there’s that. I saw the Nevertide Oracle first and, strangely enough, she was able to speak to me directly, as Azazel had done before. I don’t know how this personal connection between Oracles works exactly since she was able to talk to me through a vision, but she told me how to contact Vita. It’s something I will have to try on my own. It’s not a precise science. She told me to tune reality out and listen to the universe until I hear Vita’s heartbeat, then focus on that until I see her clearly before me.”

      “That’s a little vague,” I mused, leaning against the wooden desk. “How do we know Azazel didn’t put her up to this?”

      Aida took a deep breath and shrugged.

      “We don’t, but she did feel genuine to me. She said she had no idea that Azazel had found a way to detect me during my visions. I don’t know, but it’s worth a shot,” she replied. “My next vision confirmed what we already knew, but it did offer some new insight. First, the shackles on Kyana’s wrists are the only thing keeping her from turning into a snake and slithering out of Azazel’s dungeon. Second, Patrik got wounded during Vita’s abduction, and he’s making progress in breaking Azazel’s spell of control over him. He’s not there yet, but he’s trying hard. If Kyana gets out, Azazel’s leverage on Patrik will vanish. I think it’s a key strategic point to consider if we’re to engage with Patrik soon.”

      “What are you thinking, specifically?” Field asked.

      “I’m getting there. Let me tell you about my third vision, which is the most important. I saw Vita and she’s okay. She’s locked in a room of her own with bars on the windows. She’s been fitted with shackles like Kyana’s so she can’t use her fire fae powers. She’s sad and angry, and she probably has a splitting headache judging by the bruise on her temple. My guess is that Patrik knocked her out after she or Bijarki injured him. There’s a Destroyer looking after her, and he seems to have a soft spot for Vita.”

      “How do you know that?” I cocked my head to one side, having a hard time believing that Destroyers were capable of such emotions. I considered Patrik to be an exception to the rule that they were all mindless abominations and nothing else.

      “I’m a girl. We know these things,” Aida smirked. “The point is, if I manage to reach out to Vita directly, I can let her know that Bijarki is on his way to get her as soon as he gathers all the ingredients he needs for the invisibility spell. She can use this waiting time to help us from the inside. She can befriend the Destroyer and play along with Azazel’s request for cooperation. She can tell him some general or vague facts from the future, enough to keep him interested and benevolent toward her, but not enough for him to tamper with any of our plans. She can thus gain some trust and eventually make it into the dungeons, where she can break Kyana’s shackles and set her free. It will help get Patrik on our side. It’ll be enough motivation for him to either end his own life and leave Azazel without his top lieutenant, the key strategic point I was talking about, or gather enough strength to break free and regain his will power.”

      We stood there in silence for a while, chewing this over. It made sense. We all agreed on this, in the end, looking at Aida.

      “So, what you need to do next is channel your energy into opening that direct line with Vita,” I concluded and gave her a reassuring smile. “I have all the faith in your ability to dial-up our little fire fae.”

      “Thanks, Phoenix,” she smiled back. “I think we’re finally onto something good, despite all the crap.”

      “Yeah, and speaking of something good, I got to see the young Druids that escaped from the Grand Temple,” I replied. “They made it to this planet, where Jasmine, Draven’s aunt, took them to another continent, the desert land, the Sand Dunes.”

      Anjani’s eyes lit up as she rummaged through the bookshelf and pulled out a large map of Calliope. She spread the old parchment over Draven’s desk, then looked at me.

      “What do you remember about it? Did they make it there?” she asked.

      “Yes,” I nodded. “They stayed hidden in the red desert for years. I think Jasmine was killed. She vanished and stopped coming to check in on them. And four of them were eventually lost. Two killed, and two taken by Azazel, though I’m not sure what happened to them. They were probably turned into Destroyers.”

      “Where did you see them?”

      Her eyes scanned the Sand Dunes marked on the map in red ink.

      “They were somewhere in the middle of the desert at first. There was a hatch that led to an underground shelter, but I didn’t get to go inside. They used to turn into snakes and go to the western shore every full moon to meet with Jasmine. That’s what I saw in my second vision,” I said.

      “Serpents can’t cover more than a few dozen miles in one trip, so they must have been somewhere on this fascia,” she replied, pointing out a wide strip of land on the central-west side.

      “Yeah, but then I saw them burn one of their own on a funeral pyre, years later, by a river with black rocks,” I added, looking at the map and seeing the only river much further east.

      “Which means they moved around,” Field concluded.

      “Probably, after they realized they wouldn’t see Jasmine again. They moved deeper into the continent to put more distance between them and the Destroyers,” I replied.

      The Daughter then scoffed, her gaze moving around as if she was processing some new information.

      “I think I understand now,” she muttered and pulled out her notebook where she jotted down all the runes she saw on our bodies, including the ones provided by Field and Anjani from previous sessions. “They didn’t make a lot of sense in the beginning, but now I’m starting to see a pattern.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked her.

      “Earlier when you had your visions, we woke up together and there were still runes dancing across your skin,” she replied. “I memorized them before they faded and wrote them down here. They’re usually single words repeated in different sequences. Looking back, I’ve noticed some connections. For example, all of Vita’s visions come with the word ‘sacrifice’ attached to them. Whenever Aida has a vision of Patrik, I see the word ‘bond’ a lot. Where Sverik was involved, ‘obscure’ was a common occurrence. In this case, three words are repeated. ‘Black,’ ‘rock,’ and ‘flow.’”

      “Hah!” Anjani exclaimed, beaming as she pointed at the river on the map. “That’s Onyx River. It’s the only source of sweet water in the Sand Dunes. Those black rock formations aren’t typical. From what I remember, they stretched over several miles in the south, at most!”

      She pointed at a specific region on the map. We then looked at each other as the realization dawned on us.

      “Provided they’re still alive, we now have an approximate location of our runaway Druids,” I grinned, my index finger circling the area she’d just highlighted.

      Field was the first to come to me for a high-five, our palms thundering in the impact before he took me into a bear hug. I wrestled myself out of his strong grip, laughing.

      We were all bright and happy. It was a small victory, but a victory, nonetheless. It offered us five minutes of sheer satisfaction which we gladly took. The Daughter smiled as she watched my interaction with Field, then looked down at the map.

      “Perhaps we should look for them in the present, too,” she said slowly, then looked at Aida.

      “Okay, fine,” Aida replied, jokingly rolling her eyes. “I’ll check them out as soon as I get the chance and can hone in on them in my visions. First, I’m going to reach out to Vita. We need to get her on board and play Azazel like the fiddle he deserves to be!”

      “If you need anything from us, we’re here,” Anjani gave her a warm smile, which Aida gladly returned.

      With how things had been evolving between her and Jovi, it was nice to see the succubus getting along so well with his sister. After all, they were both stuck in the mansion, worrying about Jovi and the rest of our group.

      It was interesting to see how our relationships had evolved over the course of several weeks, and how quickly we’d gotten close, how hard we’d fallen in love, and how determined we were to prevail and save an entire world.
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      My ears started to ring. I cringed from the moderately painful sensation as the sharp sound expanded into my brain.

      Field noticed there was something wrong with me, but he, too, started to react to what looked like a headache. He brought both hands up to his temples and groaned. Soon enough, we were all in the grips of an increasingly powerful migraine.

      “What is happening?” I managed to ask, but no one could answer.

      Then Serena’s voice started to echo in my head.

      “Aida? Phoenix? Field?” I heard her as if she were in the other room.

      Serena was getting in touch via the telepathy spell. With each second that passed, her voice became clearer and louder, as if the connection was getting better.

      “Are you there?” she asked.

      “Yes! Yes, we are,” I replied, looking at the others.

      Phoenix was all smiles, as was Field. Anjani waited quietly, and so did Eva.

      “We’re good,” I heard Jovi’s voice and instantly breathed a sigh of relief.

      Anjani grinned as our eyes met. She was happy to hear him.

      “So am I,” she said, and I heard Jovi’s ecstatic laughter.

      “Good! I knew you would be!” he said.

      “Of course she is, wolf-boy! She’s a succubus of the Red Tribe!” Hansa chimed in.

      “What about Bijarki? Tamara?” Serena called out.

      “Here,” Bijarki’s voice pierced through. “Still alive.”

      “I’m not that easy to kill, I told you,” we heard Tamara and Eva gasped, unable to contain her joy and relief anymore.

      “We’re all here,” I said. “Is everyone okay?”

      “Yes, we’re good,” Serena replied. “We’ve made it this far!”

      “We’ll reach the lagoon by nightfall,” Jax interjected. “It’s been relatively smooth so far, just stray shape-shifters here and there.”

      “Same on our end,” Draven’s voice echoed through. “We’ll get to Stonewall in a couple of hours. We had some shape-shifter trouble before we got out of the jungle, and we ran into Wren and what’s left of the Green Tribe, too. They’ve taken hold of a forest patch a few miles to the east.”

      “Oh, she’s still alive,” Hansa replied. “Will they join us? How many of them are there?”

      “There aren’t many left, and half of them are due to be mothers soon,” Draven said. “They’re not going to fight for now. They’ve chosen refuge and safety, at least until they give birth.”

      “How did they manage that?” Hansa did not mask her surprise. “Most of the incubi have gone dark!”

      “Grezzi’s scouts,” Serena explained briefly. “The scouts offered them shelter after Destroyers raided their tribe. One thing led to another and so on. How is everyone doing? What progress have you made?”

      Bijarki was the first to brief us on his search for invisibility spell ingredients.

      “I’ll be at Sarang in about an hour or so, judging by the sun’s position in the sky. Once I get some larimar stones, I’ll head southeast for the fire orchids.”

      “We’re on schedule for now,” Jovi said. “The horses are strong, and the road looks clear ahead. There have been no signs of hostile incubi or Destroyers along the way, so chances are they’ve yet to be deployed. We probably have a little bit of time on our side for now. What about you, Serena?”

      “We’re good for now. It’ll be tricky once we reach Stonewall. From what Draven has told me so far, the Bajangs may not be easy to engage.”

      “Not impossible,” Draven added. “How are things at the mansion?”

      “Destroyers are lurking around as usual,” Anjani said. “We riled them up with our diversions. Field was extraordinary.”

      She glanced at him and nodded respectfully, adding a smile on top of that. I was proud of him, too, even though he’d nearly gotten himself killed in the process. He smirked and shifted his focus on me, making my temperature rise a little.

      “We had visions, too,” I said.

      I told them about Vita, the Destroyer with a soft spot for her, and Kyana’s shackles keeping her from turning into a serpent and escaping. Phoenix then followed with all the information he’d uncovered about the young Druids and Jasmine.

      “That’s excellent news,” Draven replied. “It means we could try to get a boat or a small ship in working order and sail from Stonewall to the Sand Dunes once we reach an agreement with the Bajangs.”

      “Do you have any maps of the Sand Dunes with you?” Anjani asked, her eyes fixated on the parchment sprawled on the desk.

      “I do. It has some nautical routes highlighted as well. They would take us near the Black Mangrove Islands, which might be a double-edged sword. They’re dangerous but not as deadly as Destroyers flying overhead.”

      “What about land routes? You will need to get to Onyx River in the black stone region. That’s where the young Druids were last seen,” Anjani replied. “They’re central, several miles down south along the river.”

      “I’ll have to check what I have carefully, but it shouldn’t be a problem. It’s a large continent, but I can cover the river length easily in snake form,” Draven said.

      “We’ll need to see what archives are left in Stonewall, if any,” Serena added. “Those might help with reaching Onyx River sooner rather than later.”

      “Speaking of Stonewall,” Hansa interjected. “Once we reach the lagoon, we’ll need to have something concrete for the Tritones to stay on board. As in, another meeting place. Shall we push for Stonewall, as Jax suggested?”

      “You should, yes,” Draven replied. “I’ll make sure to get the Bajangs to at least agree to that. They owe my father that much. Sverik has most likely told Azazel everything, so you need to be wary of what’s to come over the next couple of days. He will be sending troops to the lagoon, and he’ll try White City and Grezzi’s camp, too.”

      “We’ll move fast, not to worry, Druid,” Jax said from across the continent.

      I exhaled sharply, mentally preparing for what was coming next. My brother was in a race against time to warn the allies before Destroyers rained down on them with poisonous spears. My best friend was about to enter a city that we knew little about in the hopes of securing a stronger alliance. My other best friend was trapped in a room, in Azazel’s castle.

      I had to reach out to her.

      “I’ll try the Oracle connection with Vita next,” I said. “I need to get her ready for what will happen. I’ll let her know that Bijarki is on his way to get her.”

      “Good,” Serena replied, and I could sense the concern in her voice. “Thank you, Aida. Please be careful.”

      “I will. You know, Vita could get into the Destroyer’s good graces, maybe manage to sneak out and help set Kyana free and give Patrik enough of an incentive to fight harder against Azazel’s spell and help us. What do you think, Serena? Draven?”

      “Should you be able to speak to Vita, please make sure that she doesn’t do anything reckless or put herself in danger there,” Bijarki was the first to respond.

      “I will, I promise, Bijarki, but she can help us,” I replied.

      “It sounds like a good plan, as long as she doesn’t get herself in trouble,” Serena agreed.

      “Aida,” Tamara interjected. “My sister might not jump out of that cage as quickly as you think. She doesn’t trust anyone under normal circumstances. I can only imagine what her mindset is now. Can you send her a message through Vita for me, should your Oracle connection work?”

      “Sure,” I said.

      “If she hears this from me, you will have her full cooperation. Tell her that ‘the jaspers are in full bloom this morning.’ It’s a secret code she and I have had for centuries. It means she can trust Vita with her life,” the Lamia replied.

      “Got it,” I said and made a quick note with a piece of charcoal.

      “Please make sure Vita doesn’t get my sister killed in the process. I will retaliate, alliance or not,” Tamara added, sending a chill down my spine.

      “Rest assured, Tamara, we don’t aim to get anyone killed here,” Draven said politely, “but this is war. Should there be blood spilled, it will be a casualty of war. You have to ready yourself for that.”

      He had a point. Whatever happened going forward, it was all-out war. We were fighting for our lives against an army of monsters led by a maniac with far too much power in his hands.

      It wasn’t going to be easy. Perhaps we weren’t all going to survive in the end.

      We had to give it our best shot, though. Like my grandfather Xavier had once told Jovi and me: ‘If you can’t win a battle and death is unavoidable, make sure you go down swinging and take as many of the bastards with you as possible.’

      I’d doubted those words would ever apply to me, given our time of relative peace back on Earth, but his words rang powerfully true now.

      They gave me enough determination to see this through, then return to The Shade and give my mother, father, grandparents, and all my family a hug tight enough to last them a lifetime or two. Until then, I had work to do, and a fire fae Oracle to speak to.
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      We reached the lagoon by sundown. It sprawled beautifully toward the ocean in cool shades of aqua blue, surrounded by a ring of white sand and lush purple and yellow foliage keeping the area isolated. A slim, tall, and rocky cliff covered in moss and wild flowers, protruded from the shore facing the ocean serving as a podium for a passage stone. I recognized it as the spot where Serena, Draven, Hansa, and Sverik had first come through.

      Our horses were getting tired. They’d been moving as fast as lightning for hundreds of miles now, helping us cover distances otherwise taking two or three days in several hours.

      As we reached the sandy shore, I noticed movement beneath the water and heard shuffling in the bushes and palm trees that surrounded us. Jax was the first to get off his horse and step forward, while Hansa scanned the mellow orange skies for Destroyers.

      “I think we made it here first,” she said. “Can’t see any snake-related activity anywhere up there.”

      “These are fantastic horses. No wonder we beat the Destroyers to it,” Jax smirked and patted his on its strong neck. The horse neighed and bowed its head as if perfectly capable of understanding that it was given a compliment.

      “Where are the Tritones, though? Are they in the water?” I asked, my eyes scanning the turquoise surface of the lagoon.

      I saw creatures moving beneath, but they were so fast it took me a while to register the large fish tails and human-looking arms.

      “Yes, they most certainly are,” Jax replied, exhaling sharply, “and unaware of what’s coming for them.”

      He looked around as if looking for someone.

      “Zeriel!” he shouted. “Get out here now. We need to talk!”

      Hansa and I got off the horses and joined Jax on the edge of the water. My boots were slowly sinking into the sand. It was too soft for my liking, especially if one had to run faster than a slithering Destroyer.

      One by one, Tritones poked their heads out of the water. Males, females, and younglings all watching us with a mix of curiosity and concern.

      “They don’t often get strangers here,” Jax explained briefly. “Hence their fascination with us. With you, actually, Jovi. They’ve seen Hansa and me before.”

      One of the males smiled then disappeared beneath the water. I saw him move with impressive speed until he reached the shore. He rose above as his beautiful fish tail shimmered and morphed into a pair of legs. His bejeweled belt held a slim white fabric in place, enough to cover his private parts as he walked toward us.

      He was tall and handsome, with long pale blonde hair and azure eyes. He wore a multitude of shells braided through his hair, a massive gold necklace, and gold armbands. His wiry frame was well balanced with toned and sculpted muscles. His tan seemed permanent, as did the childish smirk on his face. Judging by all visible markers described by Serena, I was looking at Zeriel, King of the Tritones.

      “Jaxxon,” the Tritone exclaimed with impressive enthusiasm. “What brings you back here so soon? I thought we were meeting at Mount Agrith in a few days.”

      “Change of plans, Zeriel,” Jax replied bluntly. “We had a traitor in our midst. Azazel knows everything, including our meeting spot at Mount Agrith.”

      Zeriel’s smile dropped, his entire expression instantly charged with tension and concern. He gave Hansa and me a once-over and nodded politely.

      “Good to see you again, Hansa of the Red Tribe,” he said, ignoring Jax’s words as he looked at me. “I believe I’ve not had the pleasure of meeting you, though. You seem as peculiar as that delightful Serena.”

      “I’m her cousin,” I lowered my head in a respectful gesture. “I am Jovi, half-wolf.”

      “Ah, that was the smell I couldn’t put my finger on. Wolf, you say. Interesting. But half. Can you turn?”

      “No, but—"

      “Did you not hear me, Zeriel?” Jax interrupted the nonsensical exchange before I could.

      Zeriel took a deep breath and gave the Mara a tired glance.

      “I heard you, but that is no excuse to throw one’s manners out the window,” the Tritone said. “So, Mount Agrith is compromised. What next?”

      “We agreed to meet at Stonewall instead. We’re spreading the word to the rest of our allies as well,” Jax replied.

      “That shouldn’t be a problem,” Zeriel said, scratching the back of his head and looking off to the side. “We can take the underground channels directly to Stonewall. It will be quite the swim, but we can make it in time.”

      “Underground channels?” I asked.

      “We connected the eastern and western oceans a long time ago,” he replied with a proud smile. “It took a few centuries to carve and consolidate, but they are our quickest route to Stonewall.”

      I had to admit I was impressed. Based on what I’d seen on maps of Calliope, the Tritones’ tunnels entailed an incredible amount of effort. There were thousands of miles on a solid granite base to break through.

      “There is more, Zeriel,” Jax continued. “You all need to get out of here now. Azazel knows you are all here and conspiring in this alliance against him. He will not stand by. He will send his Destroyers after you.”

      Zeriel thought this over, then cocked his head to one side. “Who betrayed us?”

      “Sverik,” Hansa replied. “He’d been working for Azazel this whole time. He played us all, pretending to get incarcerated so we would see it as an opportunity and reach out to him.”

      “Ah, I see. I should’ve drowned him when I had the chance.” The Tritone then looked over his shoulder and waved at his subjects, all of them waiting patiently in the lagoon. A male and a female with silver jewels and fine white fabric covering their torsos and waists came forward, their tails shifting to legs as they walked to the shore.

      “Get everyone ready. We must leave the lagoon as soon as possible,” Zeriel instructed. “Send the children and the elderly to Almora. I want every able-bodied Tritone armed and ready to leave by nightfall.”

      “That only gives us a few hours.”

      “Get it done!” Zeriel wasn’t willing to hear any excuses.

      Jax and Hansa watched quietly as the Tritones bowed and rushed back into the water, passing the message on to the other Tritones. One of the elders climbed the passage stone’s rock and blew through a large shell horn once he reached the top. The sound pierced through the silence of the lagoon, sending all Tritones rushing to get the younglings and seniors out into the ocean first.

      We waited nervously while the others brought out shell and metal plated armor and weapons from down below. I occasionally glanced at the sky, watching its colors turn dark as stars began to glimmer above.

      “What else does Azazel know?” Zeriel asked Jax.

      “He knows we have the Oracles and a Daughter of Eritopia. Also, he took one of our Oracles.”

      The Tritone was stunned, his jaw dropping as his eyes nearly popped out of their orbits. “What in the world did you people do?!” he gasped. “How is this possible? How do you expect me to trust your alliance if you can’t keep your own people safe?”

      “Sverik played us all,” Hansa muttered. “He used our passage stone to get Destroyers beneath our protective shield. They ambushed us. We killed most of them, but the one that got away along with Sverik managed to snatch one of our Oracles.”

      “What about the Oracles themselves? Aren’t they supposed to predict this sort of stuff?” Zeriel shot back, visibly infuriated.

      “They couldn’t immediately identify the traitor,” I replied. “They’re still learning to use their abilities. The point is, it’s even more important now for all of us to come together. The Oracles are the most important people in my life. They’re my friends and my family. Azazel already has one of them, and I can’t let him take the others.”

      I felt the rage bubbling up to the surface once more. Zeriel seemed to cool himself down rather quickly at the sight of my fisted and trembling hands. I wanted to smash everything in sight, but I had to keep myself under control. The thought of Vita’s abduction made my blood boil. Not only was I worried about her, but I also knew that Aida was most likely next on Azazel’s to-kidnap list.

      “I understand,” Zeriel said slowly. “I am sorry for you and your family. Rest assured, however, that our alliance stands. I gave my word, but, please, for the love of Eritopia, can you people stop trusting anything that comes out of Azazel’s castle before you get us all killed?”

      “I must say, I find it ironic that you’re the one with trust issues,” Jax raised an eyebrow, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Zeriel frowned at him.

      “Really, Zeriel? Do you need me to remind you of Bagan Temple?”

      The Tritone thought about it for a second, then scoffed, visibly flushed with embarrassment.

      “I was young and foolish back then. You can’t blame me for that,” he replied.

      “That was last year.”

      “Like I said! Young and foolish! I wasn’t a king then!”

      “What happened at Bagan Temple?” Hansa asked, breaking the sharp exchange.

      Zeriel rolled his eyes while Jax stifled a smirk.

      “Zeriel fell in love with one of the Temple’s maids, a young Mara female,” Jax said while the Tritone looked away, closing his eyes. “He and I had business there. We were about to purchase an important artifact. I told him not to interact with the maids, but he told me his heart couldn’t listen.”

      He paused to look at Zeriel.

      “The idiot,” he continued “took her to his chamber. By the time the sun rose, she was gone along with all his gold and amulets. I should mention at this point that Zeriel oversaw the precious load we were going to give to the Templars in exchange for the artifact. So, imagine my surprise when morning came and we had nothing to pay with. It turned out that the Mara in question wasn’t even a maid there. She was a rogue thief that had infiltrated Bagan.”

      Hansa couldn’t help but chuckle. I pressed my lips together to stop a grin from splitting my face. Zeriel gave us an innocent look while Jax watched him, quietly shaking his head. There was a mixture of disappointment and affection in his jade eyes. It made me think these two had been through a lot together and that the Bagan Temple was probably just one of their escapades.

      Jax was the cool and pragmatic type, while Zeriel seemed somewhat aloof and childish. I secretly appreciated that side of him, especially when he followed it up with his firm regal commands. It was an interesting contrast that reminded me of myself.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A couple of hours later the sky took on its velvety indigo hues, and the Tritones had already sent the vulnerable ones away. Most of the soldiers had already put on their armor, ready to jump into the water and take the tunnels to Stonewall.

      Zeriel was being fitted with his gold chest plate by one of his sergeants while Jax sharpened one of his knives against a hard, unpolished chunk of diamond. Hansa was up on top of a palm tree, checking the surrounding areas.

      “Is Stonewall a safe option?” the Tritone king asked no one in particular as he fiddled with the scabbard of his sword and his sergeant fastened the slim belts holding his chest plate together.

      “There’s a portion of it that is cloaked in swamp witch magic, courtesy of Draven’s father,” I replied. “It’s supposedly inhabited by Bajangs, and, from what I understand, they owe their survival to him. Draven’s there now, probably discussing alliance terms with them.”

      “The Bajangs have seen their numbers dwindle over the years since Azazel invaded Calliope. I guess they have every reason to pitch in,” Jax added, and Zeriel nodded.

      “I will instruct my Tritones to meet us at Stonewall,” Zeriel said. “I will be coming with you wherever you’re going. I need to be present for whatever mischief you get yourselves into. Seems like you need a responsible adult in your group.”

      “Bagan Temple, Zeriel. Bagan Temple,” Jax shot back.

      Before the Tritone could respond, Hansa’s voice shot from above.

      “Destroyers!”

      She slid down the palm tree and waved toward the north side, which offered an open escape route along the ocean shore.

      “We need to run! They’re carrying dragon tears!” she shouted.

      The sky echoed with hissing and the braying of flying horses as dozens of Destroyers flew in a circle above the lagoon.

      We jumped on our horses. I looked over my shoulder and waved at Zeriel to come with us.

      “Head for the tunnels!” Zeriel shouted at the approximately two hundred Tritones left to support their king.

      He then sprinted and jumped on my horse, grasping my shirt as I clicked my teeth and my stallion took off like a rocket, followed by Jax and Hansa on their horse. The Tritones swam frantically toward the narrow ocean exit as dragon tears fell from the sky.

      Explosions tore the lagoon apart, throwing a wide radius of water and shards of glass. We dodged many of the projectiles. The dragon tears continued to drop and turn chunks of sand into hot, skin piercing glass. Countless explosions echoed behind us as our horses dashed across the shore, galloping toward the northern White City.

      “We were early, but not early enough!” Jax shouted as he took the lead.

      Hissing above made me look up to see Destroyers gaining, baring their fangs and throwing more dragon tears at us. One by one, the exploding projectiles fell around us with ear-splitting bangs.

      My horse went into a frenzy and expertly avoided the impact areas while we kept our heads down.

      I felt Zeriel’s hand reaching for the crossbow on my back.

      “May I?” he asked.

      “By all means,” I shouted.

      He grabbed it and aimed at one of the Destroyers whose flying horse was strong and fast enough to stay hot on our trail. My heart raced as fast as my indigo stallion. I managed to glimpse over my shoulder for long enough to watch the Tritone shoot a poisoned arrow straight into the flying horse’s chest.

      The creature wailed and fell with a heavy thud, dragging its Destroyer with it. The impact shattered several bones in the former Druid, as it struggled to get up.

      “Shoot the horses!” I shouted at Hansa, realizing what Zeriel was doing as he reloaded the crossbow.

      Another round of dragon tears dropped as we dodged the explosions, heading toward a thick forest that stretched for several miles before White City.

      “We need to make it into the woods there,” Jax yelled. “My scouts are in there, ready to divert Destroyers!”

      Hansa aimed and took down a Destroyer above with her crossbow while Zeriel shot another.

      Our horses neighed as they avoided another blast, then increased their speed to a spectacular new high. It became difficult to breathe as the air slammed into me. It felt like riding a superbike motorcycle at two hundred miles per hour without a helmet, not that I had ever tried it.

      The Destroyers were relentless, throwing another batch of dragon tears just as we shot into the forest.

      We were instantly covered by thick dark green leaves, galloping between the massive trees further into darkness.

      Destroyers hissed from behind and above. Some had taken their horses down. I could hear their thundering hooves rattling the woods.

      I then scanned the surrounding areas both left and right and noticed shimmering yellow lights moving toward where we’d come from.

      “They’re here,” Jax shouted and kicked his horse while Hansa held on tight.

      The creature shuddered as it nearly split the air with its velocity.

      A minute later, the hissing behind us stopped.

      We kept going until we shot out of the woods onto the white sandy beach, the White City unraveling before us. It was a beautiful structure carved into the white marble.

      Jax was the first to reach the main entrance steps. He jumped off his horse and ran into the building, followed by Hansa, Zeriel, and me. I looked over my shoulders once more and saw two hooded figures rushing to give buckets of fresh water to our horses.

      We’d managed to lose the Destroyers and enter temporary safety.

      “We can’t stay here for too long,” Jax said as he guided us through a narrow corridor with flaming torches mounted along the walls. “My scouts can’t keep them all at bay. They’ll have to retreat soon. There are too many Destroyers, and they still have dragon tears.”

      I took a few deep breaths as Jax opened the doors to a grand salon, a pristine white hall with a high ceiling and gold-plated columns supporting its wide arches.

      Shadows emerged from behind the multitude of closed doors. Soon enough, we were surrounded by ten Maras dressed in black leather uniforms with steel plates mounted on their chests, arms, and legs.

      “We’ll need my wards,” Jax looked at me, then nodded toward the Maras. “Get ready. We’re going to Stonewall.”

      My pulse was throbbing in my throat with both fear and excitement as I watched the closest thing Eritopia would get to vampires shuffle around and sound the alarm throughout the carved city by blowing on long swirling horns.

      That’s it, I thought to myself. We’re going to war.
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      Stonewall rose on the eastern shore of Antara, Calliope’s biggest continent, like a majestic fortress, made entirely out of massive slabs of gray stone. Its towers were tall enough to have their tops lost in the white wisps of clouds. Swirling stairways that once led to the pier stretched on forever.

      Most parts of Stonewall leading to the water were previously destroyed. Only broken chunks of stone hinting at passageways remained. The pier itself was in ruin. Thick pillars of wood covered in brown algae pierced the water, and abandoned ships were half-sunken and home to a plethora of underwater creatures.

      We approached the citadel with carefully measured movements. Our indigo horse trotted over the pebbled road leading up to a giant archway that had once held two solid wood gates serving as the main entrance. The dusk sky was painted red and orange as the sun set beyond the horizon.

      The closer we got, the better the view of the derelict pier. Its bridges were mangled, and the rest of the shore was riddled with sharp rocks constantly punched by foamy waves.

      “Do you think the Bajangs are still here?” I asked, looking at the apparently abandoned city.

      There wasn’t any movement other than the breeze whistling through windows left open for decades.

      “Don’t let its appearance fool you,” Draven replied. “There is powerful magic at work inside. Let’s see.”

      He prompted the horse to move forward toward the main gate. I clutched the crossbow close to my chest with one arm and coiled the other around his waist.

      Once we passed the gates, I felt shivers running down my spine. The wind howled through the large courtyard ahead, its arches perfect for amplifying sound. Shadows moved through the darker spots and past the open doors.

      My stomach constricted itself. I turned on my True Sight in time to catch glimpses of large felines the size of tigers moving around. I stared into a pair of wide yellow eyes, and I felt Draven’s hand on my thigh, squeezing gently.

      “Keep calm and, whatever happens, do not move until I tell you,” he whispered.

      I braced myself and took a deep breath as our horse stopped into the middle of the courtyard, its muscles shuddering. The creature was restless and as nervous as I was, so I gently stroked its rump in a soothing motion. I felt a sense of relief as the horse gradually calmed down.

      One by one, the felines came out of hiding. They were massive in size and resembled a cross between tigers and jaguars with spotted furs in shades of orange, white and, black. They had large paws with claws the size of my forearm and big, amber yellow eyes. Some wore different patterns in honey and black stripes with pointed ears, while others were an intense black with greenish-gold eyes and rounded ears. Their heads and jaws were large enough to snap me in two with little effort. They were truly superb and fearsome.

      “So, they’re here, I presume?” I muttered as I felt my blood freeze in my veins.

      No wonder they were desirable as allies in a war against Azazel. They were huge, and they looked like they could certainly put up a good fight against a Destroyer. I felt that they were probably not strong enough to withstand Destroyer poisons or Azazel’s warfare magic, the likely reason for why they chose the security of Stonewall and Almus’ swamp witch cloaking spell.

      “Indeed,” Draven replied, then patted my thigh. “I need you to get off now, slowly. No sudden movements.”

      I trusted his judgment and followed his lead, sliding off the horse in one fluid motion as I slipped the crossbow into its leather holster strapped to my satchel. I looked around as the felines moved closer, watching us intensely. One of them licked its snout, its pink tongue flashing its length in the process.

      I could hear them purring as Draven got off the horse and bowed. They sounded like engines, rumbling by the hundreds as they filled the courtyard.

      “We come in peace,” Draven said, raising his hands in the air in a slow, deliberate gesture. “I am Draven, son of Almus. I believe you knew my father.”

      One of the black panther-type felines came forward, its eyes the color of rainforests. It was enormous when compared to its companions, easily tall enough to look our horse in the eyes. It stared at Draven as it rose on its hind legs and shifted into a young Bajang male.

      He was about Draven’s height, with broad shoulders, ripped muscles, long thighs, and narrow hips. The black fur that I’d seen on his panther form was concentrated in the region below his waist, fading to smooth skin before it reached his knees. His forearms were also covered in the thick black fur. His hair was long, reaching down to the back of his calves, with small metallic beads braided into several locks.

      A small tattoo on his right pectoral shaped like a disc with a few familiar symbols enclosed caught my attention.

      Runes. Rune tattoos like our Oracles.

      I couldn’t help but wonder whether they were connected in any way. I saved that question for later, provided they’d be willing to help us.

      “Draven, son of Almus,” the young Bajang male said. “It is an honor to meet you. Your father left us with the promise that one day, you would come here to collect the debt on his behalf.”

      Draven blinked several times, visibly confused.

      “Pardon me, what debt?” he asked.

      “We’ve been hidden and safe here thanks to your father. We owe him our lives. We offered our allegiance many years ago, but he was convinced that it was too soon to rise against Azazel. Should I assume he sent you now because it is time?”

      “Not exactly, but yes,” Draven said. “My father passed away many years ago, but left plenty of notes about the Bajangs here at Stonewall. Yes, it is time to rise against Azazel, if you wish to join us. We’ve formed an alliance with the rest of the free nations and would like to hold a meeting here with all rogue leaders to agree on and prepare the military campaign.”

      The Bajang frowned, then nodded.

      Another feline joined his side, a massive spotted leopard with orange, white, and black fur. It shifted into a gorgeous female, with a tangerine-colored mane reaching her ankles. She pulled her hair over her bare chest while fur covered her lower private parts in a pattern like the male Bajang, along with her forearms. Her face was rounded and beautiful, with a small, full mouth and almond-shaped amber eyes.

      “What my wise brother should first ask, before anything else, is why should we trust you?” she asked, her voice low and husky.

      “War is coming, and I don’t think you will be able to evade it,” Draven replied politely. “I’m sure my father told you that as well.”

      “He did, many years ago, when Druids had yet to succumb to Azazel’s darkness. You’re the first one we’ve seen since your father left us here. How is that possible?” the male Bajang asked.

      “I was raised in a mansion protected by the Daughters of Eritopia. I had limited contact with the outside world. After my father died, I chose to stay there and prepare to take Azazel down by forging alliances with the remaining free tribes of Calliope.”

      “How do we know you’re not one of Azazel’s spies?” the female raised an eyebrow.

      “You’d be burning alive right now if I were.”

      Silence fell between us as we eyed each other. I recognized the female’s eyes as the ones I’d stared into earlier, brimming with fierce intensity and harboring an unforgiving nature. The male seemed reserved, unlike the female. His mouth stretched into a half-smile as he looked at Draven.

      “Fair enough,” he said. “However, please be advised that at the first sign of suspicious behavior, we will tear you and your partner apart.”

      All the Bajang felines aggressively bared their sharp fangs to further cement his statement. My skin rippled in response, my palms sweating as I rubbed them against my trousers.

      “As I said, we mean you no harm. We only seek your support in what is to come next,” Draven replied, seemingly nonplussed and unimpressed.

      “Well, then, Draven, son of Almus,” the male said, raising his chin with pride. “I am Thorn, leader of this pack. This is my twin sister, Rebel.”

      The female with amber eyes nodded in response, her gaze fixed on me.

      “We rule Stonewall together. Thanks to your father, we’ve kept our pack safe and thriving within its walls through a multitude of tricks,” Thorn added with a smirk.

      “One of them being swamp witch cloaking magic if I’m not mistaken,” Draven replied.

      “Precisely,” Rebel smiled. “It has kept us safe. Our pack has replenished its numbers here. Only last summer we birthed our fourth generation of cubs. Our cycles are long and slow, which is why we needed a home like Stonewall to help us raise more Bajangs.”

      “What do you mean by slow cycles?” I asked, unfamiliar with their species.

      “Our fertility windows are short and far apart, coming once every few decades and lasting for just a few months. From then on, it’s a matter of carrying the pregnancy to term, which may prove to be a daunting task if Destroyers permanently hound us,” Rebel explained briefly.

      The Bajang felines began to morph into their human forms, watching us carefully. I caught a glimpse of a few children between them, hiding behind the females’ thick manes. I couldn’t blame them for being cautious.

      I found it encouraging that a species like this could thrive in such adverse conditions. At the same time, I worried that their luck would run out soon, given that Azazel was expanding and viciously going after those who opposed him. I had a feeling that the Bajangs’ time would run out as the Destroyers scoured the continent and cracked down on the rogues.

      “Will you join our alliance, then?” Draven asked.

      “We could discuss this over dinner,” Thorn replied. “We owe a life debt to Almus, but we must be measured in our approach. We’ve come a long way since we last saw the Druid. Circumstances have changed, and we would like to review how we’ll repay our debt.”

      “I’m sorry, but there is little time for that,” I announced. The urgency of our situation and Vita’s unfortunate predicament was weighing heavily on me. We’d been through these motions before, persuading others to join the fight by discussing advantages and disadvantages. I’d lost the patience the moment Patrik had taken Vita away.

      Both Thorn and Rebel looked at me, visibly taken aback.

      “Who are you to tell us what we have and do not have time for?” Rebel asked sarcastically.

      “You must understand that time is running out,” Draven said. “Azazel is moving fast, and he’s captured one of our Oracles.”

      “You have Oracles?” Thorn’s interest peaked.

      “We had three. Now we only have two, and we’re looking to retrieve the one taken from us. What Draven isn’t mentioning is that these Oracles are my friends and family. The stakes are high for me, for us,” I added, my voice trembling. “Most importantly, the Oracle that Azazel captured can see the future. We can’t let him force her to tell him what is going to happen. I can’t let him hurt her.”

      I nearly broke down, swallowing back tears that burned my eyes. I inhaled deeply, willing myself back in control of my body.

      “My name is Serena,” I sighed. “I am not from Eritopia, and neither are the Oracles. We were brought here by unfortunate circumstance. We do not want to let Azazel destroy this world, and we know he will not rest until he captures all of us and destroys those he considers his enemies. We are ready to fight him to the death. I honestly don’t think you have any other choice.”

      Thorn and Rebel listened quietly, their gaze shifting from me to Draven and back, their expressions firm and difficult to read. I wasn’t sure whether it was a good time to attempt reading their emotions. I feared they might sense me and consider it suspicious behavior. I’d seen enough sharp fangs. I did not want to get on their bad side.

      “Azazel knows about our alliance,” Draven said. “He’s mobilizing his troops across Antara to stifle any rebellion and to kill all those who have pledged their allegiance. The time to strike him is now before he gets any stronger.”

      “What about your abducted Oracle?” Thorn asked. “Why aren’t you trying to rescue her?”

      “Believe me, it was the first thing I wanted to do,” I replied, “but we have someone already on his way to Azazel’s castle, better prepared and equipped for the task. I chose to come here and support Draven because with or without the Oracles, the alliance must move forward. We were due to meet at Mount Agrith, but there was a traitor in our midst. We would like to hold the meeting here, instead. I’m told Stonewall is well cloaked and safe from Destroyers.”

      “Is that all you want from us? To use our citadel for your alliance meeting?” Rebel raised an eyebrow again. I was beginning to think it was a pleasure for her to throw skepticism at anything we threw her way.

      “We want you to join the alliance, as well,” Draven said. “You are all strong and fierce, and you would be a tremendous advantage in a siege on Luceria. Your time here is running out. Azazel’s spies are bound to find you soon enough. If not today or tomorrow, in a few months or years. There is no hiding from him.”

      “What is it that your alliance holds?” Thorn cocked his head to one side. “What advantages do you have against him? Who has joined you so far?”

      Draven and I looked at each other before he gave Thorn a confident smirk.

      “Oh, you mean besides the two Oracles?”

      “Granted, they’re an excellent strategic advantage, but I doubt they’ll be able to bring an entire castle down,” Thorn replied.

      “We have a Daughter of Eritopia on our side,” I said, the last ounce of my patience slipping away from me. I went all-in, perfectly aware of the risk. Draven shot me a glance, but I didn’t budge. I played my cards with great confidence even though it was all I had left, given the circumstances.

      Both Thorn and Rebel stared at me in disbelief, then grins slit both their faces as their eyes glimmered with excitement.

      “You’re joking,” Rebel gasped.

      “Nope,” I shook my head. “We have a Daughter. However, we recently discovered that Azazel has one, too. She is much younger and weaker than her sisters, but he’s keeping her as leverage against them, to stop them from intervening. We also suspect that he’s drawing some power from her, although we’re not sure to what extent.”

      “No wonder he’s been able to do this much damage,” Thorn scoffed. “The snake’s been cheating!”

      “Our alliance is much stronger now,” I added. “We have Dearghs, the Red Tribe succubi, the Lamias, the Maras, and the Tritones on our side, along with a group of incubi led by Grezzi. With the Bajangs as well, our siege on Luceria will be one worthy of the history books. We need as much strength in numbers and sheer force as we can get to leave Azazel without his army of incubi and Destroyers. Once he’s left on his own, it’ll be up to a few of us to take the little Daughter away from him and then take him down. I’m also banking on a few Druids I know of that are still alive somewhere on Marton. They’ve been cut off from the world but will surely come into the fold if we reach out to them.”

      The Bajangs whispered to each other all around us. Thorn and Rebel looked at each other and nodded slowly as if processing the information. Rebel winked at me.

      “You’ve made a compelling case, to say the least,” she said, then turned around.

      The Bajangs cleared a path for her and Thorn, who motioned for us to follow them.

      “You’ve placed your trust in us by revealing your most precious secrets,” Thorn said. “I can imagine it wasn’t easy to tell us about the Daughter and Oracles’ existence during our first meeting. The least we can do is return the favor and welcome you into our home beyond the cloaking spell.”

      We walked across the courtyard and through another large archway. It led us through a wide corridor draped in cobwebs and glazed with layers of dust.

      Draven walked closely by my side, his knuckles gently brushing against mine.

      “I know it’s hard,” he whispered, “but, please, have a little bit of patience. We are halfway through. Given our security breach with Sverik, I’m sure you understand why anyone would be reluctant to work with us.”

      “I can’t get Vita out of my head, Draven. If there was pressure before, it’s gotten much worse now. I’ve never dealt with anything like this before,” I replied.

      He took my hand and held it tight as we followed the Bajangs to the end of the dark hallway where a flat stone wall awaited.

      “Bijarki will get her out of there. You’ll see her again soon. In the meantime, let’s get the most out of this moment here with the Bajangs. They’ll bring us closer to our objective,” he said, a faint smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.

      “We’re here,” Thorn announced as we stopped in front of the wall.

      I looked over my shoulder to find a sea of Bajangs waiting behind us. I glanced at the wall and pursed my lips.

      “Swamp witch magic?” I asked rhetorically.

      Thorn nodded with a grin, then bit into his thumb, drawing blood. He smeared it across the wall, which began to ripple, reminding me of the cloaking magic used by the Red Tribe to protect their camp. He was the first to walk through, followed by Rebel.

      Draven and I went in next, passing through it and feeling its cool and fluid texture against our skin.

      We found ourselves standing in what looked like an entirely different world. A huge hall stretched out in a dome with hundreds of living quarters carved into the stone walls. Further ahead was another archway framed with dark brown wood.

      We followed Thorn and Rebel across the hall, looking around and noticing the architectural details. There were a plethora of rectangular entrances to various bedrooms with hundreds of sculptures emerging from the walls, Greek-like representations of Eritopia’s many species. The Bajangs returned to their quarters quietly, the children glancing at us before disappearing into their rooms.

      Thorn and Rebel led us further into the next hall, a massive library of dark wood with bookshelves covering all the walls from top to bottom. It had a high ceiling adorned with old paintings and gold leaf molding details. It was home to thousands upon thousands of books, from what I could see.

      I inhaled sharply as I took it all in. There were hundreds of wooden chests stored at the bottom of each set of the shelves, and a large round reading table in the middle with oil lamps, parchment rolls, charcoal sticks, quills and ink bottles.

      “What is this?” I managed to ask, my mouth still gaping.

      “This was all left here by your father,” Thorn raised his arms as he addressed Draven, whose expression shifted from innocent wonder to absolute shock. His eyes flickered black, and I could feel his excitement beaming out of him.

      “Draven?” I felt the need to ask him, positive he knew what Thorn was talking about.

      “This is unbelievable,” he managed to reply as he looked around, squinting as he caught a glimpse of several book titles.

      I waited patiently for him to explain. Thorn and Rebel seemed to enjoy his reaction genuinely.

      “These are the Druid archives,” Draven finally said. “Thousands of years of knowledge and information. It was believed to be lost in one of the many fires that Azazel set throughout Eritopia. He was determined to destroy all trace of the Druid-led societies, to purge the world itself. I’d only heard rumors about archives still existing, but never gave them any credence. I wonder why my father never told me about them...This is a treasure trove, Serena. This might help us win the war.”

      He looked at me, his gray eyes wide and filled with hope, something I’d not seen shining so brightly in him before. Never with such intensity. It made my heart skip a beat, removing the pressure I’d felt gather on top of my lungs over the past day.

      “You think?” I asked, still finding this a little bit hard to believe. Since when was the universe so generous with us?

      “These are all Druid registries, manuals with spells I never got the chance to learn, dark magic formulas reserved for top level Druids with over eighty rings. My father died before he could teach me the upper echelon. There are journals here, and castle blueprints of Eritopia’s citadels, from Calliope and the other kingdoms. This is the motherlode of information we need to plan the perfect campaign against Azazel.”

      It took me a while to fully process it all.

      “We weren’t sure you’d survived to this day,” Thorn said. “If we’d had the certainty that you were still alive, we would have found a way to reach out sooner. We didn’t want to risk it, otherwise. We’ve been hidden so well here, and our cubs needed us more.”

      “It’s… It’s fine,” Draven managed to say, partially absent. “How did you know about me? I thought my father kept me a secret from everyone.”

      “He only mentioned having a son,” Thorn replied. “He was quite adamant about keeping you a secret, hidden from all this darkness that has shrouded Eritopia.”

      “Can’t say I blame him, but I wound up in the middle of it anyway.”

      “This is all useless to us. We can’t harness the Druid magic, but we promised your father we’d look after it in hopes that one day someone might come along who would find it useful. We waited for someone strong and wise enough to take it and use it against Azazel,” Rebel said.

      “We believe it’s your chance to do exactly that,” Thorn added. “You’ve built up an impressive alliance, Druid, which is why we’ve decided to give you access to these archives. May they help you in your quest to rid this world of darkness.”

      Draven nodded slowly and smiled, his fingers intertwined with mine, squeezing gently and sending wave after wave of sheer warmth through my body. He was genuinely happy, and I couldn’t help but feel the same in return.

      “Will you join us?” he asked.

      Thorn and Rebel looked at each other, then shifted their focus back to us.

      “We will,” Thorn replied. “Your father died for this world. It would be cowardly of us to be beneath him in any way.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “You don’t know how much this means to us.”

      I was speaking the truth. My heart was tickled with new threads of hope. My entire experience in Eritopia had been a rollercoaster of grief, excitement, rage, fear, love, and affection. Each time it took me down, it pulled me back up with twice as much energy. In this case, this entire Druid archive was a surge of much needed good fortune.

      Thorn smiled as he waved.

      “You should get to work now. I believe you have a lot of reading to do.”

      Draven and I looked at each other. His mouth was curved into a playful smile, and he winked at me.

      “So, how do we do this? I take the left side, you take the right?” he jokingly asked.

      It made me laugh lightly, something I hadn’t done in a while. I lost myself in his steely gaze, looking forward to digging through everything the archives had to offer.

      There was so much we had to go through, but we had a few days left until the alliance meeting. We could knock out as much as possible during that time, prioritizing by the importance of each piece of information we needed.

      Off the top of my head alone, I knew we would need information on the identities of the young Druids who’d escaped from the Grand Temple, Luceria’s blueprints, and the many dark magic spells that Draven hadn’t had the chance to learn.

      We were in for quite the scholarly treat.
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      I was determined to reach out to Vita through our Oracle connection. I had to let her know we were here for her, and Bijarki was on his way to rescue her from Azazel’s deceitful clutches.

      I locked myself in the attic again, this time with a bit more knowledge about how our bond worked. Though vague, it was a better starting point than my previous endeavor. The last thing I needed was to slip into another vision and bump into Azazel.

      I sat on the floor, my legs crossed in front of me as I faced the middle window, the afternoon sun pouring in shades of electric orange and pink. I took a few deep breaths and followed the Nevertide Oracle’s advice.

      Tuning everything out was a bit of a challenge. My mind constantly wandered. I thought of Vita trapped in Azazel’s castle. I worried about Serena, Draven, Jovi, Jax, Hansa, and Bijarki out there risking their lives to win a war and rescue our fire fae. My thoughts drifted to Phoenix and the Daughter’s dangerously tight bond, which could land them both in trouble if someone decided to use it as leverage against either of them. I wasn’t willing to put anything past that sleazebag Sverik and his loose mouth.  Field in the Destroyers’ crosshairs was a particularly frightening distraction, not to mention our predicament here, stuck beneath the protective shield with monsters constantly lurking outside. I had a lot on my plate.

      As the hour went by and I channeled all the patience I could muster, I eventually let it all go, one layer at a time, until I was left with relative silence only disturbed by the trills of birds outside.

      I gradually removed that from my consciousness as well, until I closed my eyes and enjoyed the silent darkness for a while.

      Nothing happened for another hour, but I wasn’t ready to quit yet.

      I took a few deeper breaths and eventually heard a muffled hum in the back of my head.

      Soon enough, I felt my skin ripple gently as I realized that the hum belonged to the fabric of everything around me. Countless atoms interacting with one another, the building blocks of matter finely tuned to my being.

      I listened for a while and followed the rhythm until a heartbeat emerged.

      It was faded and distant, but I focused on it.

      I followed the trail it left until I got closer to the source. I could hear it better.

      My mind immediately went into overdrive, bringing Vita into focus as the heartbeat got louder.

      A bright red thread flickered in front of me in the pitch blackness.

      I reached out and allowed it to curl itself around my fingers. I tugged it gently, and it tugged back.

      I followed it until an image came into focus and the darkness dissipated. I held my breath for a moment, realizing I was in Vita’s chamber in Luceria. It felt different, though. I felt different. I was weightless, as if non-existent.

      I was there, looking at Vita as she sat by the barred window, crying.

      This was not a vision.
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      I’d been on my own for several excruciatingly long hours, pacing around the chamber with a throbbing headache. The pain made thinking difficult, but I couldn’t help myself. I worried about Bijarki, about Serena, Aida, and the others. I didn’t know what damage the Destroyers had managed to do during their invasion, and I was constantly going over all possible scenarios regarding my presence here.

      I didn’t touch the food that Damion had left, either. I didn’t trust him or anyone in Luceria. Who knew what they’d put in it? Perhaps Azazel was trying to keep me docile and compliant with some special herb slipped into what looked like oats in a wooden bowl. I wasn’t going to risk it.

      The cuffs weighed heavy around my wrists, further adding to my distress. I couldn’t even use my fire power to break myself out of here. Whichever way I looked, I was utterly trapped, and it gave me a feeling of helplessness that I’d never dealt with before.

      I heard the lock twist, then the double doors opened. I turned around to see Damion slithering toward me with a water pitcher, which he placed on a table next to the untouched food. He noticed the tray, then looked at me.

      “You should eat, Vita,” he said slowly. “You need your strength.”

      “My strength is locked in these,” I shot back, raising my hands to draw his attention to my obsidian cuffs.

      “Vita,” he sighed. “I must urge you to be smart in this situation. Azazel will never let you leave, and you are better off on his good side than up there with the other Oracles.”

      Despite my increasing anger toward him and his evil overlord, I had to admit that there was some sense in what Damion was saying. I could make it easier for myself until I could figure out what was going on, or until I could find a way out. Once he’d put me in a glass bubble, any chance I had would vanish.

      However, Damion didn’t need to know that.

      “It’s easy for you to talk,” I muttered.

      “It isn’t. I had no choice but to obey. It was either this,” he pointed both thumbs at himself, “or death. I chose to live.”

      “How’s that working out for you?” I asked sarcastically.

      Damion shrugged, then looked away.

      “It’s better than death,” he said. “You have a lot to live for, Vita. I shouldn’t be telling you this, but I’m hoping it will motivate you to make the right choice here. I was there when Sverik told Azazel everything he’d learned from your group.”

      I froze at the sound of Sverik’s name. I understood then who had betrayed us. It didn’t take long for me to make the connections and realize that Sverik had taken the Destroyers through the passage stone. He was the traitor that Abrille had warned me about.

      “Sverik?” I asked, my blood boiling.

      “Yes. Azazel caged him because he knew the Oracles might see him imprisoned. He’s known about a rebellion rising against him for quite some time now. Abrille may be weak and her powers mostly gone, but she was able to tell Azazel about someone plotting to overthrow him. I told you, Vita, he will stop at nothing to maintain control.”

      “So, Sverik was playing Azazel’s game when we saw him imprisoned.”

      “Indeed,” Damion nodded. “It was a ploy to bring the rebels out, whoever they were, and it worked. He knew the Oracles could be with them and he knew they had some connection to Bijarki and Kristos from previously gathered intelligence, so he put Sverik in a cage as bait. There was a break-in the other day. Azazel got to see the rebels for himself. It was then that he learned of a Druid still standing. The discovery was more than he’d initially assumed about the rebels. It didn’t take long for him to put two and two together, so he allowed your friends to take Sverik by ordering his Destroyers to stand down and let them reach Mount Zur. He was the perfect spy.”

      “I swear to you,” I said, seething, my fists balled at my side. “These cuffs will come off. When they do, I will set you all on fire. Sverik will burn the hottest.”

      “Vita, let’s be real here,” he replied. “You’re under Azazel’s spell, whether you like it or not. There will be no fire. Anyway, we’re digressing. As I was saying, I was there when Sverik told Azazel about what happened last night when they took you. He said all your friends survived. He and Patrik managed to escape with you, but the other Destroyers perished. Azazel then confirmed, saying he got word from Goren that the charred remains of those Destroyers were thrown out of the shield as if the Druid was sending a message to us all. Useless, in my opinion, but it did irritate Azazel.”

      “Good. I hope they suffered,” I muttered.

      “You don’t understand. I’m telling you this because you’re not grasping the gravity of the situation. There is no hope for the Druid and his Eritopian rebels. Azazel will capture and kill them. That is a fact. However, you have the power to keep your friends safe, if you cooperate. Get on his good side. Work with him. Help him, and he will not be reluctant to keep your loved ones alive. Serena, Aida, Field, Jovi, Phoenix, and Bijarki will be spared if you play your cards right.”

      I wanted to throw something at him but, I also wanted to see where he was going with this. Azazel must have sent Damion to sway me in his direction, but I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of winning me over. My entire body was trembling with anger.

      “I see you know their names now,” I replied.

      “I know their names, and I am aware of what each of them is capable of, as is Azazel. It’s why I keep telling you to stop fighting him. One way or another, he will win. It’s best for you to think about yourselves for once and pick the winning side. There is no glory in death,” Damion said, unable to look me in the eyes.

      His words sounded rehearsed as if he’d been taught to recite it all like a poem. It drove me up the wall, and I’d had enough of his attempts to persuade me to join Azazel. My inability to fight back upset me the most, making it hard for me to concentrate and find my practical side.

      “I’m sure you care enough about your loved ones not to want to see them suffer a most horrible death,” Damion continued. “Azazel can be particularly cruel.”

      “You have no conscience,” I replied, prompting him to look me in the eyes. “You do not have the mental capability to understand what you’re asking me to do.”

      “I do,” Damion said. “You are the one who doesn’t have a clue, Vita. You do not know what I’ve put myself through to survive.”

      “That’s the difference between you and me, Damion. You only care about yourself. I can’t bring myself to help Azazel cause more suffering and death in this world. I would rather die.”

      I pointed at the door, gritting my teeth. “Get out, and tell Azazel I will never help him.”

      “I won’t tell him that, Vita. You tell him if you wish, but you might change your mind by the time you see him again. Remember, Azazel always gets what he wants.”

      “Get out!” I shouted.

      My eyes stung as fresh tears gathered. My heart burned, and my stomach tightened. I struggled to keep my composure in front of the Destroyer. I couldn’t let him see weakness. I couldn’t let him think he’d gotten to me.

      Damion’s shoulders dropped, and he nodded slowly then left, locking the doors behind him.

      I sat by the window, wrapping my arms around myself and letting my emotions out.

      I cried for myself, mostly, but I also cried for my friends, for Bijarki, and for all the innocent creatures that died because of Azazel’s cruelty and greed.

      Movement in the corner of my room made me turn my head. I froze, gaping at the image before me. My heart stopped, stuck in my throat at the sight of Aida standing next to me.

      My mind must be playing tricks on me, I thought to myself. I must be losing my mind.

      Aida looked at me. She seemed real, cocking her head to one side, her eyes wide. Yet, she didn’t seem real. She looked as if she were added to the film strip as part of a collage. She was there, but she wasn’t. She waved and startled me.

      I yelped as I leaned back into the iron bars of the window.

      “Vita!” she spoke to me.

      “What… What is happening?” I managed to croak, my pulse suddenly racing.

      “Oh wow, I did it! I can’t believe it! I did it!” She looked happy, but all I could think of was how she’d gotten herself in Azazel’s castle.

      “Aida?” I asked, still unsure of what I was seeing.

      She nodded enthusiastically. I jumped to my feet, joy coursing through me. It didn’t seem real, and yet she was standing in front of me. Relief washed over me, but then faded as quickly as it had come. I reached out to hug her and I went right through her.

      She wasn’t there.

      It was an illusion. For a moment, I was back to thinking I’d lost my mind. Dread replaced joy, chilling my very soul.

      “You’re not real,” I muttered, looking over my shoulder.

      “I’m not here, per se,” Aida replied.

      Her voice seemed muffled like she was speaking through a tube. The image of her was partially faded and iridescent as if she’d been projected in front of me like a hologram.

      “I’m losing my mind,” I said, mostly to myself.

      “No, no, no!” She shook her head, prompting me to look up at her. “I’m here with you, not physically, but I’m still here!”

      “How is that possible?” I asked.

      “The Nevertide Oracle! You know she’s done it with us before!”

      I nodded, my mouth still open.

      “She taught me how to do it. I’m projecting myself to you and you alone. Nobody knows about this, Vita. It’s a connection unique to Oracles. Not even Azazel knows we can do it. It’s how the Nevertide Oracle managed to warn us whenever she caught a minute of consciousness.” Aida explained.

      I remembered the times I’d seen the Nevertide Oracle projecting herself to me. This was the connection she’d told me about. Aida had done it. She’d managed to reach out to me from one Oracle to another and away from the prying eyes of Azazel. It was truly a stunning development.

      “No way,” I said. “You… You did it.”

      “I totally did!” she grinned.

      “I wish I could hug you right now.” I burst into tears, just so happy to see her.

      I reached out again, my hand passing through her. I didn’t feel anything, not even a chill. Her voice echoed in my head, and her smile warmed me up on the inside.

      “I know, me too!” she said. “It is so damn good to see you, Vita! I’m so glad you’re okay.”

      She then noticed my temple bruise and raised an eyebrow.

      “Mostly okay,” she added. “They hit you on the head when they took you, didn’t they?”

      I nodded, finding it difficult to contain the excitement that was coming over me. I had Aida with me, in a way. She could help me escape. She could help me get out of here. My mind started rushing in different directions, breaking my focus altogether.

      “Aida, you need to get me out of here. I need to get out of here,” I gasped, wiping another round of tears with the back of my hand. “Azazel wants me to help him. I can’t. I’d rather die. Help me get out of here, please!”

      “Oh honey!” she replied, her knuckles brushing against my cheek. I didn’t feel her touch, but I imagined, for a brief moment, that I could. Her gesture spoke volumes and it gave me much needed comfort. “Bijarki is gathering ingredients for the invisibility spell now. Once he gets everything he needs, he’ll be coming for you.”

      My heart skipped a beat at the sound of his name, hope blossoming in my chest with greater intensity than ever before.

      “He’s okay? How is he okay? He was hit by Destroyer poison!” I said, my voice trembling.

      “Yeah, but the Daughter figured out a way to heal him. She can heal Destroyer poison! She didn’t even know she could do it until she saw him dying,” Aida explained. “He’s back at full strength. He’s on his way to rescue you, so I need you to hang in there.”

      I paused for a moment, wondering how I’d survive in here until Bijarki got to me, then I thought of Serena and the rest of our group.

      “What about the others? Are they okay?” I asked.

      “Yes, they’re all fine. We destroyed the passage stone once we saw Sverik and Patrik carrying you away,” she said, her lower lip trembling. “Azazel had me trapped in a vision when the Destroyers attacked, so I couldn’t wake up and warn everyone. We tried to stop them. We killed four of them, but Patrik and Sverik got away with you. I’m sorry, Vita, I couldn’t warn them sooner.”

      “Hey, hey,” I replied gently. “It’s okay, Aida. It’s not your fault. How did he catch you in a vision, though? Was it like the first time he saw you?”

      “It was worse. He figured out a way to sense when I’m having visions that are near him. I’m not sure how but it must be a spell, a cheat of some sort.”

      “So, the Nevertide Oracle didn’t really betray us?” I asked.

      “Not really.” She shook her head. “Not willingly. She’s tried to keep us from him, but I guess years of torture and imprisonment will make anyone break, eventually, and give Azazel something, anything just so he’d stop…”

      “Her name is Abrille, by the way,” I said. “I found out recently.”

      “Abrille? Well, at least we have a name for her now. Took us forever to find out!” she smirked.

      “Azazel told me,” I mumbled.

      She froze, eyes nearly popping out of their orbits.

      “Is he around now?”

      “No,” I replied. “He said he’s giving me some time to think about his offer.”

      “His offer?”

      “He wants me to join him. To tell him what my visions show. In return, he won’t put me in a glass bubble. He’s even offered to spare Bijarki’s life if I accept.”

      “So, that’s what he called it. An ‘offer’. Typical…” She frowned, then took a deep breath.

      “I saw you in an earlier vision. You were in here with a Destroyer,” she said slowly. “How are you holding up?”

      “I’m angry and helpless,” I replied, raising my wrists to show her the shackles.

      “Yeah, I’ve seen these on Kyana in the dungeon. They stop her from turning into a snake or using any Druid magic.”

      “Like I said, helpless. Bars are on the windows. Doors are locked. Damion brings me food and water and constantly tries to get me to cooperate with Azazel.”

      Aida’s eyes glimmered at the sound of the Destroyer’s name.

      “Damion, you said?”

      “Yeah. Azazel’s servant, I guess.”

      “That’s interesting because Damion is one of the young Druids that Phoenix saw in the past,” Aida explained. “After you were taken, we delved into our visions. I got a better glimpse of Kyana and Patrik. Phoenix followed the young Druids to Marton, the desert continent east of Antara. Last time he saw them, six were still alive and hiding out there together. Two were killed, and two were taken by Destroyers when they ventured on the western shore toward Stonewall. One of them was named Damion. I think it’s him. I think this Destroyer watching over you is him! Vita, this is great!”

      “How? He’s trying to get me to betray everyone.”

      “No, I mean you could get to him. You could even influence him if you know which buttons to push. Patrik is close to breaking Azazel’s spell. Despite kidnapping you and all that,” she rolled her eyes. “He’s making progress. Maybe you could get Damion to try doing the same!”

      I exhaled sharply and leaned against the window sill. It didn’t sound like a feasible plan. I couldn’t trust Damion, and I didn’t want to get on his bad side either.

      “I’m not sure, Aida. What if he flips out and tells Azazel?” I asked.

      She scratched her head, looking away and pondering what I’d said.

      “You have a point. Best not to risk it. Stay on his good side. You’re right. We can’t have you in a glass sphere upstairs before Bijarki gets there!”

      “You mentioned Stonewall and the young Druids. What else can you tell me? What about the others?” I asked, eager to find out more.

      “Here’s a rundown of what’s happening now. We couldn’t use the passage stone anymore, so Field, Anjani, and her two little sisters created a series of diversions so the others could get out. By others, I mean several groups. They had to split up to cover more ground and get more done within a small timeframe. Since Sverik warned Azazel about the alliance, chances are his Destroyers are getting deployed to squash the rebellion before it comes to fruition. They also had to find another meeting spot for the alliance. Tamara went out to warn the Dearghs and her Lamias. Jax, Jovi, and Hansa went northwest to speak to the Tritones, the Maras, and Grezzi’s incubi. Serena and Draven rode out to the east, to Stonewall. There’s a hidden settlement of Bajangs there, and the Druid thinks he can reach out to them and get them onboard. Long story short, they owe his father a lot.”

      Aida brought me up to speed with everything else, including the details of each deployment, the Daughter’s ability to manipulate shape-shifters, and the precise steps that Bijarki had to take to get all the ingredients for the invisibility spell.

      A few minutes later, my confidence had been boosted by several degrees. I knew my friends and the man I loved were working hard and risking their lives to save Eritopia and to save me. I could breathe again, and my shackles didn’t feel that heavy anymore.

      All I had to do was stay put and keep myself alive and in this chamber, but I wanted to do more. I wanted to assist them in any possible way. I needed the helplessness to stop pulling me down.

      “What can I do?” I asked.

      “About that,” Aida replied with a guilty look on her face that made me think she was about to say something I wouldn’t like. “You’re not going to like this.”

      When I didn’t say anything, she took it as a sign to continue.

      “Turns out, Damion may have a point,” she said. “About Azazel, I mean. You need to get on his good side. Pretend you agree to help him, but give him some serious conditions in return, so he won’t suspect you’re trying to play him.”

      “You’re joking,” I scoffed.

      “Nope,” she shook her head. “Think about it. You give him some vague accounts from your visions, nothing to jeopardize our mission but enough to make him understand that you’re still learning to control where your visions take you.  Give him just enough truth to keep him hooked and not interested in shoving you in a glass bubble. Tell him you want more than just Bijarki’s safety guaranteed. You want all your friends spared, and you want access to the castle. You’ll go crazy locked in this room. It might take a couple of days for Bijarki to get to you, so until then we need you out of this room and down in the dungeons.”

      “Wait, why?”

      “Kyana. You could get into Damion’s good graces and find out how to break those cuffs. Then, you could sneak downstairs and set her free. If she’s out of Luceria, Azazel will no longer have any leverage over Patrik. It might be what Patrik will need to either end his own life or finally break free from the control spell. You know, that final nudge we need to leave Azazel without one of his most powerful lieutenants. There’s no better way to get to him than from the inside, and this is a good start. You know, since you’re here.”

      “Since I’m here? I didn’t exactly stroll into Luceria all by myself,” I said, irritated. “That said, however, I’ll do it.”

      Aida beamed at me and placed her hands on her hips.

      “Seriously, I could hug you right now! Just tell Kyana the following when you see her, so she knows you’re allied with Tamara: the jaspers are in full bloom this morning. It’s a code the two of them use,” she replied.

      “If Bijarki hurries up and gets me out of here before I end up in a snow globe like Abrille, we’ll hug each other soon enough.” I gave her a weak smile.

      “We’ll get you out of here, I promise, Vita!”

      “I know you will. You’re all amazing, and I’m lucky to have you in my life. How are you holding up, Aida?”

      “Mostly okay.” She shrugged. “I was worried sick about you, but I’m a lot better now. This connection of ours is an incredible thing. I think I would’ve lost my mind without it.”

      “Yeah, I wouldn’t blame you. I was already going crazy in that mansion, and now I’ve been reduced to this chamber. I can barely breathe. I think I’ll get claustrophobic soon.”

      Her eyes lit up as she looked at me. “That’s brilliant. You could do that!”

      “What, have panic attacks and suffocate?” I replied sarcastically.

      “More or less. It would be a good enough reason for Azazel to let you out occasionally if you ‘agree’ to help him,” she grinned.

      “He’s actually already offered to do that, if I join him.”

      “There you go! The seed is already planted!” She nodded enthusiastically.

      It took me a moment to process what she was suggesting. I was never a good actress, but the circumstances had never been as dire as they were now. I was a terrible liar, but I wondered if the prospect of my survival could influence and improve my ability to deceive, especially when the one I was going to lie to had the power to obliterate me with the snap of his fingers.

      I had to think about this long and hard. I hoped Damion would leave me alone for the rest of the night so I could carefully go over everything Aida had told me and figure out what the best course of action was.

      If I were to do as Aida suggested, I had to be smart about it. I only had one shot to get it right, so I had to calculate every step and measure every potential outcome.

      I also needed to be able to reach out to Aida safely, as she’d done with this projection. I needed her now more than ever.

      “Aida?” I said, my voice barely a whisper.

      “Hm?”

      “I’ll do it,” I decided that if they were risking certain death for me, I could do my part and set my fears and doubts aside, “but I need you to do something for me, too.”

      “Whatever I can do, sure!”

      “Teach me how to reach out to you like this.”

      She smiled gently, then nodded.

      I grasped the little thread of hope swirling around in my heart and wrapped it around myself, holding on tight so I could withstand what was about to come. Time wasn’t on my side, but my friends were, and so was Bijarki.

      I had to stay strong. I had to be smart. I had to keep myself alive and out of that glass sphere for my incubus. He was out there, and he was coming to get me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Phoenix

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as night fell, exhaustion got the better of us all. One by one we retreated to our rooms and crashed into our beds, knocked out by the events of the previous day. The Daughter slept next to me, as she’d done since she’d first come out of her egg.

      I held her tight and drifted off, following the sound of her heartbeat deep into dream land.

      My dream took me back to The Shade. I walked through the Sanctuary’s courtyard, wondering where everyone was. I found my parents, Tejus and Hazel, sitting on the edge of a fountain, gazing at the crystalline water. Lucifer, our moody lynx, was prowling around, hunting small birds.

      I got closer, calling out to them.

      My mother was the first to look away from the fountain. Her gaze found mine and she raised her eyebrows with surprise.

      “Mom, it’s me,” I heard myself say.

      “Tejus,” she replied, addressing my father. “Look at this.”

      His dark eyes gazed at her and then locked with mine before he raised an eyebrow.

      “It’s happening again, isn’t it?” he murmured, letting a heavy sigh roll out of his chest.

      “What do you mean? Mom, Dad, it’s me. I’m back,” I said, confused.

      “Maybe we are losing our minds,” my mother replied, her voice low and trembling.

      “What’s going on here?” I asked, feeling the exasperation take hold.

      I’d seen this before. I’d dreamed about this before. It all seemed familiar and yet incredibly strange. I felt like I was watching a movie where I was the protagonist but no one had written me into the script. I didn’t feel like I belonged there.

      “Mom, Dad, come on. What’s wrong?” I insisted.

      They looked the same as I remembered them and yet, there was something different, something so subtle it could have easily been missed by someone who didn’t know them as well as I did.

      They were looking at me, but they didn’t recognize me.

      “Can you hear him? He’s moving his lips,” my father said, while my mother shook her head.

      “No, I never do. Who is he? Why do we keep seeing him?”

      “What in the world is going on here? Mom! Dad! It’s me! Phoenix!” I shouted, filled with anger.

      My mother broke down, crying as she hid her face in her palms. My father took her in his arms, holding her tight and dropping gentle kisses on her forehead.

      A shrill sound pierced through my dream, tearing it apart like a piece of fabric between two cruel hands. The image distorted itself, then collapsed. My parents and the Sanctuary disappeared. My mother’s sobs were a distant memory.

      I woke to hear the Daughter crying out, almost screaming in my arms.

      It took me a second to realize what was going on. I was still in my bed in the mansion, on Antara, a continent on Calliope, a planet in Eritopia, a galaxy in the In-Between. I was far away from my home and my family. No one in The Shade even knew I existed.

      The Daughter, who had been sleeping in my arms, had awakened. She was crying so hard I feared she would either explode or pass out. Her eyes were bloodshot, glowing violet, and her reddish pink hair fell over her bare shoulders.

      I cupped her face in my hands, trying to soothe her.

      “Hey, hey,” I said slowly. “It’s okay. I’m here.”

      “No! No, it’s not okay!” she cried out, tears streaming down her cheeks.

      I felt them on my skin, hot, wet, and filled with fear and grief. She was projecting her emotions outward, and I was picking up on each shade that she was experiencing.

      “I’m here, I’m here,” I repeated, beckoning her to look at me.

      She gazed at me and eventually regained enough composure to take a few deep breaths. I didn’t let go of her, constantly watching her, waiting for her to tell me what was wrong.

      “What happened?” I asked when she seemed focused enough to respond.

      “They came to me,” she sobbed, “in a dream. They came to me in a dream.”

      “Who came?”

      “My sisters,” she replied, swallowing back more tears and nearly breaking my heart in the process. I couldn’t stand the sight of her crying. It drove hammers into my soul. “They came to me in a dream. They said I committed a terrible crime.”

      It took me a couple of seconds to register what she was telling me. The Daughters had spoken to her before through her dreams. Each time they had spelled some doom. My stomach dropped. I feared I was about to hear something else that would further darken everything in my life at a time when it was already riddled with life-threatening challenges.

      I groaned, unwilling to deal with her capricious and often ominous sisters. Godlike or not, they sure knew how to pick the right time. Not!

      “What, um, what did they say?” I asked, taking a deep breath.

      “They said I interfered with the natural order of Eritopia. The Daughters have rules that they live by. Rules as old as they are and as old as Eritopia itself. They said I forever changed those shape-shifters, and that I altered their nature. They called it irreparable damage that will have long-term repercussions on the planet’s ecosystem. But I… But I didn’t know that. I just wanted them to stop hurting people!”

      She wiped her tears as the glow in her eyes subsided.

      “They said I did the unthinkable. A Daughter must never change the course of a species like that,” she added. “I didn’t know what I was doing, though.”

      “Didn’t you tell them that?”

      “I did,” she nodded vehemently. “I did. I told them, and they silenced me. They said I was out of control and that punishment was in order. They said they would discuss this together and communicate their decision once it’s made. I… I couldn’t stop them. They didn’t want to listen to me.”

      I felt her emotions pouring through me. I closed my eyes and pushed out everything I felt toward her so she could feel the warmth and the love I had inside. She seemed to relax in my arms, and her shoulders dropped.

      “You’ll be okay,” I said. “Whatever happens, our bond is unbreakable. I will never let anything happen to you.”

      “What can you do? My sisters are powerful.”

      “So are you,” I smiled gently, then pulled her closer in an embrace. I wrapped my arms around her and held her tightly, hiding my face in her hair and breathing her in. My heart leaped with joy whenever she was close. How could I let anyone take that away from me?

      “I didn’t know what I was doing. I barely know anything I’m doing these days,” she replied. “Maybe they’re right. Maybe I’m a liability to everyone close to me. What if I get you all killed? I mean, Vita has already predicted it. I’m supposed to blow up, aren’t I?”

      “Not on my watch you’re not,” I persisted, constantly projecting my feelings into her as I felt her soften further in my embrace. “Whatever they want to dish out, we’ll face it together. You’re much better than your sisters, anyway.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked as I laid us back in the bed, our heads sharing the pillow. She looked up at me, and I dropped several kisses on her forehead. I was willing to do anything to make her smile again.

      “You have a natural sense of right and wrong,” I replied. “Forget the rules. You didn’t want one of us getting hurt. You thought you were doing the right thing. That’s something that your sisters don’t understand. We’ll have to make them understand, that’s all.”

      A minute passed as she sniffed and thought it over, her finger drawing invisible circles on my chest while I held her close.

      “How do we make them understand that, Phoenix?” she whispered.

      I looked her in the eyes and gave her a reassuring smile before I dropped a short, chaste kiss on her tender lips. Her taste lingered for long enough to make me kiss her again, this time deeper. My tongue found hers, and we lost each other in a perfect moment hidden beneath cotton sheets in the middle of a summer night.

      She quivered against me as my hands moved up her back. I pulled my head back to gaze at her and run my fingers through her hair. Her lips glistened in the moonlight, sending heat waves through my veins as my heart rate picked up.

      “We face them together. We talk to them. I won’t let them hurt you,” I said. “That’s the only certainty I have right now. I will not let anyone hurt you.”

      I wholeheartedly meant it. I was ready to do anything to keep her safe. I cradled her in my arms, and she closed her eyes, her breathing becoming slow and even. She was exhausted, and so was I. Soon enough, sleep found us and took us away.

      I’d worry about the Daughters tomorrow, after a good night’s sleep.
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      The Maras were exceptionally fast and efficient in getting themselves organized for war. The ten wards that Jax had as a Lord joined us outside while the others mobilized in and around the white marble fortress to keep the Destroyers at bay.

      “They haven’t dealt with this many Destroyers in quite some time,” Jax said as we watched them move like shadows through the woods. “They can do it, though. We’ve been reduced to this little patch of land for a long time. Unless Azazel brings in an entire army, the Maras of White City will stand.”

      “He’s been too busy taking on the citadels,” Hansa replied. “You were small game to him for many years. Now that he’s learned of the alliance of the rogue nations, however, he will pay more attention. It’s only a matter of time.”

      “True, but for now this is still an advantage to us. It gives us enough room to get our people out of here so we can take the war to Luceria,” the Lord of Maras said.

      “What will they do once we leave?” I asked.

      “They’ll fan out through the eastern woods, splitting up into smaller groups and getting as close to Luceria as they can. They will then wait for my signal. When we charge Azazel’s castle, my Maras will be there to fight.”

      I nodded slowly, looking up at the night sky. It was clear and dark blue, myriads of stars casting their soft light down along with the moon. I got on my indigo horse, and Hansa got on the other one. Zeriel, Jax, and his ten wards had their beautiful white mares with contrasting long black manes.

      “I counted at least fifty Destroyers chasing us earlier,” Zeriel said. “Are you sure your Maras can keep them at bay, Jax?”

      “Do not underestimate the power of mind-bending,” he replied with a raised eyebrow. “We may not be able to incapacitate the Destroyers fully, but we can plant enough confusion in their minds to make them chase shadows in the opposite direction. The more of my people that come together to push such thoughts, the stronger the illusion.”

      “As long as it gives us the path we need to reach Grezzi’s camp, I’m good,” Hansa replied.

      “We should go now,” I said. “If the Destroyers have already found the lagoon, chances are Grezzi’s people are in imminent danger as well.”

      “The sooner we get this over with, the sooner I can meet my Tritones at Stonewall,” Zeriel added.

      Jax looked around one more time, watching the rest of his Maras disappear into the woods as distant hissing echoed from the south. He clicked his teeth, and his mare shot across the sand headed north.

      We followed closely while his wards fanned out and kept several yards’ distance as we entered the dark forest. We took one of the less-traveled paths, a sinuous and narrow little road flanked by tall ferns and thick purple trees with giant crowns obscuring the sky above.

      I kept my crossbow loaded and ready as we galloped through the woods until we reached the clear stretch of sand leading up to Grezzi’s camp. Fires blazed in the distance, thick columns of black smoke rising into the night sky.

      A heavy weight dropped inside me as we got closer and noticed the fires were too big.

      “Something’s not right,” Jax muttered.

      He slowed down. We brought our horses beside him while the wards went ahead.

      “None of the scouts are out,” he added.

      I squinted and got a better look at the camp. My jaw nearly dropped when I realized that I was looking at the site of absolute carnage. Incubus bodies were scattered all over the beach in pools of silver blood. I could see Destroyer spears pinning most of them down, while fires consumed the others along with their tents.

      “They’re dead. We’re too late,” I said and got my horse to move.

      The closer we got, the clearer the image. There were dozens of dead incubi. Only the charred remains of Grezzi’s camp left. The wards circled the area, looking for survivors. I had never seen so much death in one place. It turned my stomach inside out, but my instincts kicked in and a surge of adrenalin pumped through my body keeping my senses sharp and my mind focused.

      “Help,” I heard someone croak from below.

      I jumped off my horse and managed to pull out a surviving incubus who was injured and stuck beneath two dead ones. Hansa joined me, pulling the healing supplies out of her satchel and applying a piece of dry cloth with a smelly paste to the incubus’ wounded shoulder.

      “You’ll be fine,” she said to him as he rested his head in her lap, his silvery eyes filled with awe and gratitude.

      “Are there others?” I looked up at Jax, who scanned the camp.

      “Yes,” he said, then jumped over several corpses to pull out another survivor.

      The wards started looking through the remains, helping others out from piles of rubble and dead comrades. I didn’t see Grezzi anywhere until Zeriel emerged from behind one such pile with a heavy incubus wearing a solid silver armor.

      “Grezzi!” Jax exclaimed, then rushed over to help Zeriel bring him toward Hansa and me.

      I removed more healing packs from my satchel and handed them to Zeriel, who applied them all over Grezzi’s deep cuts. His breathing was ragged and heavy, and he blinked rapidly, trying to keep himself conscious. He’d lost a lot of blood, and his left arm was burned, but he seemed to have a good chance of survival, given the circumstances.

      “Grezzi, what happened?” Hansa asked while Jax stood up, looking down at him.

      “Destroyers. We were betrayed,” the chief incubus replied, squirming as Zeriel pressed a wet cloth against a deep cut on his thigh. “Most of my soldiers escaped through the woods, though. I need to call them back out. The others weren’t so lucky.”

      “How long ago?” Jax frowned, his eyes searching the dark woods bordering this part of the beach. The ocean lapped at the shore, noisy and foamy as the high tide came in.

      “Less than an hour, I think. They headed south above the water. I guess they were going to hit the lagoon next. We pretended to be dead, stuck beneath the bodies of the others who were dead or dying,” Grezzi said, stricken with grief.

      “Sverik betrayed us all,” Hansa replied.

      “I knew it!” Grezzi spat, suddenly overcome with fury as he tried to get up, but Zeriel held him down to finish treating his wounds.

      “Stay put,” the Tritone king said. “You’re in no condition to stomp around like an angry Deargh!”

      “That bastard got many of my incubi killed!” Grezzi was seething. “I knew he shouldn’t be trusted! No one gets on Azazel’s bad side and then leaves in one piece! He lied! He betrayed his people! I will burn him alive!”

      “You’ll have to wait your turn,” I shot back as I wrapped another incubus’ arm in a clean bandage. “He’s on all our to-do lists. He got my cousin kidnapped, one of our Oracles.”

      Grezzi froze, his eyes wide as he realized the implications of my statement.

      “You mean to tell me Azazel has another Oracle?” his voice faded.

      “We have the other two and a Daughter of Eritopia. The rest of us are out here and in the other corners of Antara warning our allies. We cannot meet at Mount Agrith anymore. We’ve chosen another safe place. Stonewall,” I replied.

      He thought about these new developments before he took a deep breath and nodded.

      “What about the Druid and his partner, the beautiful one?”

      “Serena, you mean,” I said.

      “Yes, where are they?”

      “They’re in Stonewall by now, preparing for the alliance meeting. We’re headed there ourselves, but we needed to warn our allies on this side of Antara first,” I replied. “I’m sorry we couldn’t be here earlier. Sverik caused us a lot of trouble at the mansion, and we had to find other ways to get here.”

      “The only one to blame is that wretched traitor,” Grezzi shook his head. “These are good incubi lying in pools of their own blood. They wanted freedom and peace, and he got them killed so he could save his ass.”

      Zeriel and I helped him up. He supported his weight on one leg while I stretched a bandage roll around the other knee, which was swollen and gray. His eyes were glazed with tears, but he held them back. He looked around at the fallen incubi and the few that had survived.

      I noticed the wards wearing black leather gloves as they treated incubi wounds, as did Jax. I remembered Serena telling me about the Maras’ severe allergy to silver, and why they couldn’t drink incubus or succubus blood. I realized they were wearing the gloves because they couldn’t touch the blood.

      “Where are the others?” Jax asked.

      “Somewhere in the woods. I need to call out to them. It will take some time to gather them all back here. My scouts are still out spreading the word of the alliance. I’m supposed to wait for them here tomorrow night. If they bring in new allies, I will take them to Stonewall. If they only bring themselves, we will come to Stonewall on our own,” Grezzi said.

      “Will you be safe here?” I asked.

      “The Destroyers have already come and gone. They think we’re dead. We’ll keep it that way. We’ll sleep in the trees and stay hidden, but we need to burn all the bodies,” he replied, a shadow settling on his face. “Sluaghs are never far behind these days. The filthy scavengers want our meat suits, and I can’t let them have them.”

      We helped Grezzi and the others bring the bodies of their fallen comrades to the middle of the camp where we set them on top of a funeral pyre made of wood and dried weeds. We set the fire and stood by Grezzi’s side for a while as he bid his soldiers farewell.

      Tears streamed down his cheeks, and he didn’t attempt to hide them anymore. My heart broke for him. I could only imagine what he was going through and what else laid ahead for him and his incubi. They’d been a family for years, surviving in the wild and fending off attackers, only to be betrayed by another incubus.

      I balled my fists, my knuckles white as I pictured Sverik in front of me and the many ways I could inflict the most agonizing pain before I severed his head. Hansa came forward and handed a small red leather pouch to Grezzi.

      “This is death’s kiss powder. Mix it with ocean water and dip your swords and arrows in it,” she said.

      Grezzi’s eyes widened with surprise, a smile pulling the corner of his mouth.

      “Your Sluagh poison, the famed proprietary blend from that rare flower you had by the northern mountain slopes,” he replied, visibly impressed. “I’m humbled that you would gift me with such a weapon.”

      “A friend once told me that times are changing,” Hansa glanced at me, “and that whatever we had before may not be as good in the future. We are witnessing the dawn of a new time in Eritopia. As we seek to destroy Azazel and his reign of terror, we must think carefully about what we wish to replace it all with. It shouldn’t be the same old animosity between incubi and succubi. I believe it’s time for us to come together and help each other in our goal to obliterate the Destroyers.”

      I wondered if there was an undertone there relating to Anjani and me, and the way Hansa saw us going forward. I also felt it was too early to draw such a conclusion. In the meantime, I couldn’t help but appreciate the way she’d adopted the overall concept of building a better future. It did sound like the right thing to do since Azazel had grown strong because he’d pitted some against others in his gradual dismantling of Eritopia’s ruling systems.

      “We will use this wisely,” Grezzi nodded, “and we will see you at Stonewall in a few nights like we agreed.”

      An incubus brought over a large, twisted horn made of coral shells. A pale, yellow substance resembling dried glue held them all together, sealing all holes for a full-blown sound. Grezzi took it and looked at us with a sad smile on his pale face.

      “Time to get my boys back,” he said, then blew the horn.

      The sound it made was unique and incredibly loud, like a low-pitched elephant. It echoed through the night sky and rattled the nearby forest, sending birds flying and various animals shrieking back. He blew twice more, listening carefully as the sound traveled outward.

      “Now we wait,” Grezzi concluded, then looked at Jax. “You should go. We’ll handle the Sluaghs if they dare scavenge the area. We’ll see you at Stonewall. Pray that we bring more allies with us.”

      We bid our farewells and jumped on our horses, leaving Grezzi and his surviving incubi in front of the blazing funeral pyre. We headed east through the dense forest, taking advantage of the night and the thick smoke covering the sky. We covered as much ground as possible, leaving the northwestern shore behind.

      Jax maintained the lead of our group, followed by Hansa, Zeriel, and me. The wards galloped several yards away, as per their protocol. Two of them went ahead, ready to clear the path if any creatures decided to attack us.

      As nervous as I’d been before we’d reached White City, I was breathing more lightly now knowing we had Jax’s bodyguards riding along with us. There were some undeniable perks to traveling with expert mind-benders. It made our trip to Stonewall easier.

      However, a substantial weight remained in the pit of my stomach. Nothing was ever easy in Eritopia. Nothing was ever uneventful. The twists and turns would emerge soon. It was only a matter of time. In the meantime, we rode our horses and headed for the central meadows. Stonewall was a few days away.

      The thought I’d see Anjani again soon was the primary driver behind my every action. Sure, the twists and turns were coming, but I was ready to expertly navigate them so I could make my way back to her. So I could hear her laugh and feel her in my arms again. Suddenly, the weight in my stomach didn’t feel as heavy. Anjani had that effect on me.
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      Rebel showed us to our rooms where we left our satchels, then moved back into the reading hall. I lost track of the hours we spent sifting through the Druid archives. The Bajangs went about their business in the next door living quarters, occasionally bringing us some water and fruits from the orchard nearby. Thorn and Rebel spent some time with us as well. We brought each other up to speed with our lives in Eritopia.

      I learned a lot about the Bajangs and their way of life. They weren’t fond of clothing given that their shifting nature allowed them to keep fur over their intimate body parts. However, when venturing out into the world, they did resort to various garments and covers since they understood that the rest of Calliope was not as comfortable with nudity.

      Draven told them about his father’s efforts to rescue Oracles and the legacy he left behind as well as his mission to continue Almus’ work and rid Eritopia of Azazel.

      The documents we pulled out from the archive proved tremendously valuable. We were now in possession of structural blueprints of Luceria, Druid journals, and spell tomes of the higher circles. Draven spent most of his time browsing through the latter, setting several editions aside and taking copious notes in a leather-bound notebook.

      We didn’t want to stop reading and analyzing the archives. We both dozed off on the large table in the middle, surrounded by towers of books and scrolls.

      I woke up early, gentle morning light peeking through the stained-glass windows above. Draven wasn’t there, and I couldn’t hear or see anyone else. I rubbed my eyes and got up, stretching as my muscles loosened and my bones crackled. My back felt stiff, as did my shoulders. Sleeping in a chair with my head on the table had repercussions.

      I moved around the hall, then went to my room for a quick shower. The silence was a bit odd, but I thought the Bajangs were probably used to making as little noise as possible all the time to keep their low profile.

      I opened the door to my room and undressed, setting a clean pair of pants and a shirt aside. The water ran cool but, I welcomed that. I let it pour through my hair and used the soap for about ten minutes before exiting and wrapping myself in a towel.

      I heard a thud in Draven’s room next door. I ran over and let myself in without bothering to knock. The bathroom door was open, and I could hear the water running. I took a few steps forward.

      “Draven?”

      There was movement on the bathroom floor. I moved closer to get a better look.

      I froze, my heart leaping into my throat. I could’ve screamed, had I still had a voice.

      A massive black snake slithered out into the bedroom, its obsidian scales glistening with water. It measured at least ten feet in length and was thick in diameter. Its gray eyes were fixed on me, flickering black.

      I wasn’t sure what to do. I felt cold and hot waves crashing into me as my pulse started racing. I tried to control my breathing. The creature inched closer, raising its large head to get a better look at me while its pink forked tongue flitted in the air.

      A mild lightheadedness threatened to meddle with my consciousness. The horror was real, I realized, and took a couple of steps back. The snake’s eyes were eerily familiar, though.

      I stopped moving when I saw its scales ripple. The enormous creature began to twitch, its bones cracking beneath its skin as its body stiffened and transformed. I was unable to move, watching as the snake grew arms and legs. Heat rushed through me when its head took on a very familiar shape.

      “Draven?” I gasped, barely breathing.

      The creature completed its morphing process, leaving me with a hot and naked Draven instead. Water trickled from his sand-colored hair and down his tanned skin, gliding down ropes of muscle on his abdomen. I felt dryness in the back of my throat, and I tried to swallow it away. Draven stood still, his eyes wide and staring at me.

      “Sorry,” he murmured. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

      I had never seen Draven in serpent form before. Once the initial shock wore off, I was overwhelmingly impressed. He was huge and menacing, and probably able to splinter an entire purple tree trunk with a squeeze. I was speechless, my temperature spiking.

      “I have to turn sometimes. It’s part of my nature. I need to be ready to shift quickly at a moment’s notice and, I thought you were sleeping. I… I didn’t want you to see,” he awkwardly tried to explain, adorably vulnerable for the first time since we’d met. His eyes kept flickering back and forth as he experienced some intense emotions. I felt shame and fear along with arousal, each tickling my stomach differently.

      “There’s no need to hide, Draven,” I managed to say, my voice husky. “It’s part of who you are.”

      My gaze moved up and down his superbly naked body, taking in every inch of smooth skin, every muscle, every line and curve that made him the Druid that he was. The fact that he was completely bare sank in, and I felt my cheeks flush. I turned around, hiding my face in my palms, stunned by how I’d shamelessly gawked at him.

      “I like the feeling of water pouring over me when I’m in snake form,” he said slowly.

      It was an interesting and peculiar thing to know about him, further adding to my fascination with his Druid nature. It was also incredibly arousing. The image of his body was permanently seared into my memory, making my breath hitch and my heart skip a few beats.

      “It’s okay, really,” I mumbled. “It makes you who you are.  I like that.”

      A moment passed in absolute silence. I took a deep breath, struggling to keep my emotions under control, while his continued to flow into me. He was opening himself intentionally, tapping into my sentry senses to make me feel what he was feeling in that moment. It was blissfully overwhelming.

      “I… I should let you dress,” I managed to say, taking a step toward the door.

      “Is that really what you want to do, Serena?”

      His voice was low, sending shivers down my spine. My heart rate bordered on frantic. My lips were dry. I licked them and closed my eyes for a second, wondering what would happen if I said no, if I said that something else was on my mind.

      With everything that was going on in our lives, why was I prolonging the inevitable when each day we had together was a gift?

      I sighed. With one flick of my wrist, I let the towel fall to the floor, my hair dripping wet on one shoulder. He said nothing, and I heard nothing for what felt like an eternity. I was shocked by my own decisive gesture, but I didn’t know what to do next. I didn’t see his face with my back still to him. I was afraid I’d made a mistake.

      “I’ve grown quite tired of seeing towels wrapped around your perfect body,” he whispered in my ear.

      I didn’t move, holding my breath as I realized he’d obliterated the distance between us. I could feel his body heat seeping into me, his skin barely an inch away. His breath felt hot on my neck, sending another round of flames coursing through my veins.

      I felt his hands on my shoulders, his fingers pressing gently as he turned me around slowly. Our eyes met, his flickering black with desire and something much more intense. His gaze dropped to my lips, and mine parted in response.

      “You were made for me, Serena,” he said, “and I was made for you. The universe wants us as one. You must feel it, too.”

      I nodded, wondering whether I was even able to speak at that point. My heart, my brain, my entire body, and the soul tucked inside all screamed for him.

      “I don’t think I could ever pull myself away from you, Draven,” I managed to whisper. “I don’t know how to cope with this. You’ve become crucial to my existence, and I don’t know what to do.”

      “Then why don’t you just let yourself go? I’ve already resigned myself to you. I’ve stopped fighting it.”

      I wasn’t sure where we were headed with this, but I wasn’t willing to avoid whatever was coming either. He lowered his head, his lips looking for mine. The thought of us taking our relationship to the next level hit me. I was a sentry. There could be repercussions for his nature, for his existence as a Druid.

      “Draven, wait,” I said, and he stopped, frowning. “I… I need… There’s something you should know, first.”

      He waited patiently, his gaze softened on me.

      “I’m a sentry,” I tried to explain. “If you… If we… You could become a sentry as well if we… if I… Oh, I… I don’t know how to say it… You’re making me nervous.”

      I laughed, trying to get a grip. His charming smile never wavered. His hands cupped my face, and he bit his lower lip, which didn’t help. Water droplets from his wet hair landed on my cheeks. I felt so hot. I was convinced they were vaporized instantly upon impact.

      “Why don’t we find out, then?” he asked, raising an eyebrow and demolishing all my defenses.

      His mouth crashed on mine, and we lost ourselves in each other. We kissed deeply and passionately. He groaned and took me in his arms. Our bodies were a perfect match, molded against each other. His skin felt incredibly soft on mine, but his muscles were hard against me. My core tightened in his grip.

      His hands moved up and down my back, his fingers relishing every inch of skin that they touched. I deepened the kiss, forgetting to breathe. I wanted to consume him like wildfire. His golden energy washed over me like liquid sun, filling my veins and soul with warmth. I held on to his broad shoulders, my legs giving out.

      His mouth moved down as he gently bit my chin, then proceeded to drop kisses down my neck. My breathing accelerated as I felt him firm against me. I ran my fingers through his hair, pulling until he raised his head and captured my mouth in another ravishing kiss.

      I lost my footing, but Draven held me up and moved us closer to the bed. The moment I fell onto it, he lowered himself on top of me. I felt my stomach tighten itself into a knot and my heart wrestled against my ribcage.

      Was this it? Was this our moment? Was this the right time for us to take everything to the next level?

      He kissed me, hungry for more, mirroring all my emotions close to perfection. I moaned as his hands gripped my hips and his knee moved slowly between my thighs, setting off a chain reaction I feared I’d be unable to stop.

      Doubt began to slither in the back of my head.

      What am I doing?

      We were in Stonewall. Azazel’s Destroyers were out to get us, and he already had Vita. My Vita. Was this the right time? My concerns began to pile up inside me, chipping away at the rush that his kisses caused through me.

      Draven felt me waiver. He stopped, raising his head while the rest of his weight pinned me down on top of soft blankets and furs. He looked at me, searching for something in my expression.

      “It’s too soon?” he managed to ask, his voice rough and laced with desire.

      I wanted to tell him no. I wanted to be with him so badly. I wanted to take it all the way and experience all the ecstasy that his lips had already promised me, but I knew neither of us would be able to enjoy it completely. He was my everything, and I was stuck in his heart. I wanted our first time to be something beautiful and not clouded by the fact that our friends and family were still out there, risking their lives while we’d hidden in a room inside Stonewall.

      “It’s not that. It’s… I can’t stop thinking about Vita and the others,” I said with a trembling voice, but he didn’t respond or react. He just looked at me. “I mean, I am with you now, and it’s amazing, and I don’t want it to stop, ever. Then a minute later my mind is back in Azazel’s castle. We have so much to do, and so little time.  I want this thing between us, to be perfect. Unique. Unscathed by the abduction or death of the ones we’re trying so hard to protect.”

      A few long seconds went by, and a mild sense of panic took hold of the pit of my stomach, squeezing tight and sending a cold sweat through me. Draven kept silent.

      “Please say something. Please don’t be mad, Draven.”

      He blinked several times, his eyes once again flickering black. He lowered his head and dropped a delicate kiss on my lips, pushing his hips forward. It was enough to make me understand the effect I had on him. I was as devastating to him as he was to me.

      “I could never be mad at you, Serena,” he whispered, then rolled onto his back and pulled me on top of him.

      I felt so soft against his hard frame. His hands rested on my lower back, drawing circles that moved lower and lower with each turn.

      “I understand,” he said. “There’s too much on your mind and on mine as well, but seeing you so gorgeous and naked, with water dripping all over your perfect body, I can’t think straight anymore.”

      I squeezed my legs together as he unwittingly started another fire inside me. I kissed him, short and sweet, gazing into his steely eyes as I brushed my knuckles against his rugged stubble.

      “If it makes you feel any better, you have the same effect on me, Draven,” I replied, “but I want to be completely immersed when we do… this. I don’t want anything clouding what is meant to be perfect. We both deserve it.”

      He nodded, slowly passing a hand through my wet hair. I breathed him in and closed my eyes, imagining the sea in midsummer, driftwood casting its shadows on the white sandy beach. That was Draven’s natural scent, salty and musky and incredibly addictive.

      We held each other for a while, enjoying the feel of skin on skin and our souls touching.

      “It will be okay, Serena,” he said. “We’ll get her out of there. We’ll end this. If there were a reason for me to finally take this fight to Azazel, it’s you. I will do whatever it takes to keep you safe, to see you happy, and to feel you until the day I die and beyond.”

      I looked at him. I felt him. He was genuine. He was mine.

      He was right. It was time to take this fight to Luceria and kick some Destroyer ass so we could explore and enjoy each other to the fullest. I was tired of having Azazel hanging over our heads like a bad storm.

      It was time to stomp the serpent’s head, once and for all.
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      I was left alone for the rest of the evening. Eventually, I gave in and ate the bread and steamed vegetables that Damion had left for me and filled up with water. I decided to keep myself strong and able to move because I knew that Bijarki was on his way to get me out of here.

      Seeing Aida and knowing that everyone else was okay gave me hope and strengthened my will to survive. I spent the night thinking about them and my first experience with Bijarki, my heart overflowing with love as I closed my eyes and saw his face, crystal clear and beautiful.

      I didn’t get much sleep. I spent the night struggling with nightmares of everything going horribly wrong. When the sun hit my face in the morning, though, I opened my eyes and felt like I was ready to face everything with newfound resolve. Most importantly, Aida’s suggestions on helping the group from the inside seemed to make more sense.

      I could do that. I could beat Azazel at his own manipulative game. I could pretend to agree to his conditions and gain enough free movement around the castle to get myself into the dungeons to help Kyana escape.

      When the key turned in the lock, and the double doors opened for Azazel and Damion, I took a deep breath and kept my head high and defiant. I had practiced my lines in the hours before his arrival. I’d even found the right vocal inflections to convey confidence. The Destroyers needed to hear me confident and unafraid.

      Azazel was the first to slither into the room, wearing a black silk shirt and a dozen leather pouches mounted on his wide waist belt. The snake medallion moved slowly, its ruby eyes taunting me. I knew from Phoenix that it had once belonged to another Druid, but neither of us knew more about it than that. There had to be something special about it, and I was determined to find out one way or another. I saved this for later, hoping I’d get some info out of Damion.

      I looked at Azazel who put on a brilliant grin as if he was genuinely pleased. I knew I was his most valuable property, so his joy at the sight of me made sense.

      “How are you doing this morning, little Oracle?” he asked, his voice far too sweet for his overall grotesque appearance.

      “Fabulous,” I replied sarcastically. “I was thinking of throwing myself out the window, but you decided to put bars on it, so I’ll have to find another way to end this charade. Got any poison I could borrow?”

      He chuckled, then glanced at Damion.

      “What do you think, Damion? Can we oblige the little lady?”

      “I don’t think so,” Damion shook his head, staring right at me. “She’s far too precious to die.”

      “That’s what I thought as well,” Azazel replied, playing along and shifting his focus back on me. “So! Have you thought about my proposal?”

      “I have.”

      “And? Come on, don’t keep me in suspense, I’m on the edge of my seat here!” he grinned maliciously.

      I wanted to punch him, but I knew I wouldn’t achieve anything with that. My hands itched to hurt him, nonetheless. I clasped them together behind my back and exhaled sharply.

      It’s show time.

      “I think your little lackey here deserves a congratulatory pat on the back,” I replied, nodding toward Damion, who raised an eyebrow in response.

      “How so?” Azazel’s gaze bounced from Damion to me a couple of times.

      “He talked some sense into me. I’ve had a bit of time to mull things over. Sleep on it, so to speak,” I said slowly. “I never asked to be brought here and exposed to this. I had a life, and I had great plans for my future. However, you ruined it all because… well, you’re scum.”

      Azazel’s face dropped. I’d managed to insult him, which brought me comfort for what I was about to say.

      “Nevertheless, I am here now. I have no chance of getting out, since you fine-tuned me with these bad boys,” I continued, raising my hands to draw focus to my shackled wrists. “So, I might as well make my existence as tolerable as possible. I will tell you whatever I can from my visions.”

      He beamed at me like a kid in a candy store. All I could think of was his face when he realized I’d escaped. It gave me enough comfort to play my part to the very end.

      “You have chosen well, little Oracle!” he grinned.

      “Vita, please. My name is Vita. Don’t objectify me,” I shot back. “I must warn you, though, I’m still learning to use my Oracle powers, and I can’t always control where my visions take me. You can’t expect me to tell you exactly what you want. You’ll have to settle for what I get.”

      “That’s quite all right,” he replied. “You’ll have plenty of time to hone that skill here.”

      “Also, I can only see the future. I have never been able to tap into the past or the present.”

      “The future is the most important, anyway,” he brushed it off. “My fireflies are everywhere, and I have spies in nearly every rogue settlement out there. I know everything.”

      “I have conditions, too.”

      “Of course, you do,” he scoffed and rolled his eyes. “I suppose you want me to spare your incubus lover? Give you two a nice chamber here in the castle? A servant of your own?”

      I looked at him for a while, quiet and still.

      Here we go.

      “I want all my friends and family spared and safe here with me,” I said.

      “Excuse me?” he cocked his head to one side.

      “You heard me. I’m sure Sverik has told you everything about our group. I want Serena, Aida, Phoenix, Jovi, Field, and Bijarki spared. They’re the ones I care about the most.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want the whole group spared? The succubi, perhaps? The Lamias? The Dearghs, the Tritones, the Maras, and all the other weaklings who think they can stand up to me?” he asked rhetorically.

      His voice was low, nearly freezing my bones. It was an attempt to intimidate me, but I was the one with the goods in this situation. I could take control. After all, his only other option was to put me in a glass bubble, and I wasn’t going to make it to that point because Bijarki was coming to get me. All I had to do was buy myself some time.

      “No, just them. I know you wouldn’t consider the others because you’re a heartless mouth breather. Unfortunately, you’re the mouth breather who can make or break me, so here I am, making concessions. I want my friends spared, safe, and here with me,” I held my ground.

      He thought about it for a little while, enough for a sliver of doubt to sneak into my soul. Any doubt was swiftly blown away by his response.

      “Fine. I’ll spare them. Anything else? A snack? A fancy jewel? Perhaps a noble title? I could make you Princess Vita,” he grinned, openly mocking me.

      “Do I have your word on my friends’ safety?”

      “Yes. My word is my bond,” Azazel nodded, resuming his serious composure.

      “Good,” I replied, in no mood for his tasteless jokes. I was already feeling incredibly filthy for even pretending to agree to help him. It had to be done, though. “Oh, and one more thing.”

      “Seriously?” Azazel’s shoulders dropped, not bothering to mask his exasperation. “What now?”

      “I can’t stay locked up in here. You could at least let me move around the castle, as per your original offer, in return for my cooperation. I’ll go crazy in here. I don’t think you want a crazy Oracle on your hands,” I replied.

      “I’m starting to prefer a crazy Oracle over a demanding one, such as yourself!”

      I didn’t reply but raised my chin high. I kept my eyes fixed on his. There was evil swirling in his flaring green irises. It made my stomach churn and my skin prickle.

      A minute passed with us looking at each other, neither letting go or showing any signs of wavering. I’d made it this far. I’d planted the seeds. I had to get him to say yes, or at least get under Damion’s skin later. I’d gone over all options before this discussion, and the only other way for me to reach out to Kyana was if I managed to convince Damion to take me downstairs. However, it was easier to convince the self-proclaimed Prince of Destroyers to let me out of this room instead.

      Azazel scoffed, then chuckled, visibly amused.

      “I have to say, I’m impressed, Vita,” he said. “For a creature as small and as easy to break as yourself, you are phenomenally strong. There’s more to you than meets the eye, isn’t there?”

      “You have no idea,” I replied.

      “Fine.” He brought his palms together with a loud and startling clap. “The door to your room will no longer be locked, but do not take that as an invitation to go and do something stupid, or you’ll end up in a bubble next to Abrille’s. It will be worse than torture and death. She can confirm.”

      I took another deep breath and nodded my agreement.

      “Shake on it?” he asked, reaching a hand out, wrist covered in silver bracelets with various sharp gems and studs.

      “You won’t go back on your word?” I asked.

      “Will you?”

      I shook my head.

      “Then we have a deal if we shake on it,” he kept his stance.

      I realized Azazel needed fear and recognition, not just power. There were insecurities stemming from his bipolar behavior. One minute he seemed calm and composed, and the next he was ready to rip your head off. Even with me, he sounded like he was trying to do things the nice way when all he wanted was to shove me in a glass bubble and doom me to a lifetime of misery and despair.

      I shook his hand. His fingers had a firm grip, digging into my skin.

      I felt a sting on my hand, and I gasped in response, pulling my hand back. I noticed a small drop of blood blossoming on my pinky finger’s knuckle, which I wiped away. I frowned at Azazel, not sure what I should say or what that was about.

      “Pardon me. My accessories can scratch sometimes,” he grinned and gave me a curt nod as an apology.

      Whatever that was, it didn’t feel right, but I’d just made a pact with Azazel, and there was no way I was going to kick the hornet’s nest or throw it all out the window. I decided I’d find some time later to figure out what he was up to.

      “Now what?” I asked, making sure to sound incredibly bored.

      “Let’s get you some fresh air,” Azazel smirked.
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* * *

      I followed Azazel and Damion as we left my chamber and headed toward a mechanical elevator equipped with a handle which Damion repeatedly turned until we were lifted to a higher level of the castle.

      From there, we went up a set of circular steps made of the same black marble as the rest of Luceria. It felt like forever until we reached the top, and I needed a few seconds to catch my breath. Azazel then slithered forward. I realized we were standing on the dreaded terrace I’d seen in my visions.

      Physically being there nearly made me sick to my stomach, and I couldn’t move for a while.

      The wide arches were there, stretched out all over the platform with empty glass spheres hanging in the cool morning breeze. Three spheres mounted in the center each held an Oracle.

      “You should come meet your fellow Oracles, Vita,” Azazel called out. “You can see what happens when you cross me. I didn’t feel that handshake as much as I would’ve wanted, so I thought I’d show you the dark side of the coin before I toss it in the air and give you a chance.”

      I felt Damion nudge me. I looked over my shoulder and saw him nodding slowly, his gaze beckoning me to obey. My body, however, didn’t want to listen. I was on top of Azazel’s castle where I’d hoped I’d never set foot. I was experiencing the reality stemming from one of my visions. It made every vision I’d had feel more concrete than I initially thought.

      If they’d managed to abduct me, they could manage to kill Jovi, Draven, and everyone else I held dear. They could stuff me, Aida, and Phoenix in glass bubbles, and the world would end.

      Then again, what I was going through now was different and unprecedented. I was going against the future with my plan to deceive Azazel, Damion, and the other Destroyers. This was my chance to stop the worst from happening. I had to play my part.

      I took a deep breath and walked forward until I reached the occupied glass bubbles and stood next to Azazel. Two of them were in a catatonic state, their eyes white and wide open, their bodies floating in the liquid as runes fluttered across their arms, legs, and necks.

      The one in the middle was Abrille, who seemed to be asleep with her eyes closed. It was strange seeing her in the flesh for the first time. She’d made me, Aida, and Phoenix into Oracles. She’d wanted to do good and give Eritopia a chance to survive, and yet, here I was, Azazel’s prisoner. Another totem for him to collect. Her good intentions had nearly cost me my life, and I was nowhere near out of the woods.

      I channeled that anger into my next performance. The so-called Prince of Destroyers tapped the glass bubble and woke her. She blinked several times, her eyes like two white marbles, then moved her head to one side.

      Azazel raised his hand and wiggled his fingers in front of her. The liquid in the bubble dissipated. The Nevertide Oracle was no longer suspended and fell to the bottom of the glass sphere with a thump. She choked and coughed until her lungs got reacquainted with breathing normally. Two large holes formed at the top letting some fresh air in.

      Abrille placed her hands on the glass as she listened for whatever sound she could pick up.

      “Vita,” she said, her voice raspy and weak. “You’re here. I can feel you.”

      Azazel looked at me with a raised eyebrow and a self-satisfied smirk that I looked forward to wiping off his smug face.

      “She feels you, Vita. You should say hello,” he said.

      “Why should I? She’s the reason I’m here,” I replied bluntly.

      “Vita, I am sorry. I tried to stop this from happening,” Abrille sobbed, tears streaming down her cheeks.

      “Well, you didn’t try hard enough,” I snapped. “You know what you could have done? You could have not touched our mothers and passed this curse on. I would’ve been home now, oblivious to this whole mess!”

      I didn’t mean it. Despite the madness, if given a chance, I would have done it all again so I could meet Bijarki and feel him deep in my soul. This entire experience had made me stronger, and it brought out my fire fae abilities. There was plenty to be thankful for, but Abrille didn’t need to know that, not for the part that I was playing in front of Azazel.

      “Why are you up here, now?” Abrille asked between hiccups. “Azazel, please, don’t put her through this. Please, spare her! I will tell you what I can from my visions, just let her go!”

      Azazel’s dry laughter stopped her. She swallowed back another wave of tears, her lower lip purple and trembling.

      “Oh, Abrille, you naïve little thing. Vita’s not here to move into a bubble. Vita is just here to say ‘hello’, darling.”

      “What… What do you mean?” she croaked.

      “Well, I was given a chance to consider my options. I came up here to, yes, say ‘hello,’ but also to say ‘thank you’ because you are the only one to blame for what I am about to do next,” I replied.

      “Vita, what did you do?”

      “I agreed to share my visions with Azazel. In return, I will be kept safe, and so will my friends and family. It’s more than you’ve ever done for me.”

      “No. Vita, no. You can’t. He will kill you in the end! The moment you stop being useful, he will kill you!” she cried out.

      I banged my fist on the glass, startling her as she fell back.

      “You’ve already killed me!” I shouted. “I’m making the best of what I have left.”

      “Besides, I won’t kill you,” Azazel interjected. “She’s being dramatic.”

      Abrille pushed herself forward, leaning on her hands and knees.

      “Ask him. Ask him what happened to the others,” she replied, breathing heavily. “Ask him. There were tens of us here!”

      “Okay, that’s enough.” Azazel clucked his tongue. “Now you’re making things up to soil my reputation. Let’s put you back to sleep.”

      The glass bubble sealed and filled itself up with the same clear liquid as before, which appeared out of nowhere. Abrille tried to keep her head above the surface for as long as she could, but it eventually swallowed her. She choked, but then she breathed again, once more readjusting to the strange liquid.

      She knocked on the glass, moving her lips, but I couldn’t understand what she was saying anymore.

      

      “Your reputation was soiled the moment you turned against your people,” I said to Azazel. “Don’t think I agree with anything that you do. Don’t think I don’t see you’re capable of horrific crimes. You’ve been committing them daily against the people of Eritopia for centuries. I’m only doing this to survive.”

      He scoffed then waved me away with a hand gesture.

      “Go on, move along, then,” he replied. “Damion will take you on a tour of the castle, after which you’ll be left to concentrate on your visions. I’m expecting results within the next moon.”

      He gave me a smirk, then shifted his focus on Abrille, gazing at her as she continued to knock desperately on the glass after me, before the liquid finally put her to sleep. Her consciousness seemed to depend on Azazel’s whims. Be good, he let you stay awake. Be bad, and you went under.

      I shrugged and walked away, ready to hurl everything I’d managed to eat at the sight of him. Damion waited patiently on the edge, his hands behind his back as he watched me approach him.

      “He’s easily offended,” he muttered as he motioned for me to go down the stairs first.

      “If only he could be easily killed, too,” I muttered back.

      Damion didn’t reply, but the look he gave me seemed to be one of sympathy and understanding. I had a feeling that Aida was on to something when she’d said he had a soft spot for me. I needed to reach out to her as soon as possible and see if she or Phoenix could tell me more about Damion’s other friends, the young Druids that had escaped to Marton’s desert.

      In the meantime, however, I braced myself for a tour of the castle, hoping I’d convince Damion to show me the dungeons. I had a Lamia to rescue.
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      I wanted to check in on Vita as soon as the morning came and I woke up alone in our bed. I was worried about her, the reason I’d only caught a couple of hours’ sleep. I washed my face and went outside, deciding I’d settle under one of the magnolia trees and try to reach out to her like I’d done yesterday.

      Destroyers were lurking beyond the shield, as usual, so I chose one of the more secluded spots behind the mansion where I couldn’t see them, hidden behind a throng of large green ferns. I took a few deep breaths and tried to tune everything out again, but it didn’t work.

      I was exhausted, and, despite multiple attempts, I couldn’t clear my mind completely. I’d exerted myself the day before with visions and my first contact with Vita. I sighed and leaned my back against the magnolia tree, looking around for nothing in particular.

      An hour later, I decided I’d give it another shot in the evening. I needed to know she was still okay. Worry ate away at me. I couldn’t sit still anymore. I couldn’t leave the protective shield either, so I went for a stroll around the mansion.

      I found Anjani, Aura, and Almandine out on the front lawn, training for combat. Both young succubi were throwing kicks and punches, trying to hit Anjani in vital points, but she expertly dodged and blocked all of them, smirking just to get them riled up.

      “You’re not focusing enough,” she said. “You have to hit me with your heart, not your body.”

      The girls grunted and went for another round. This time, Almandine managed to get Anjani’s side with a high leg kick.

      I felt my muscles twitching. I hadn’t trained in a while, and my body seemed to need it. It was a good way to keep my mind off Vita, Serena, and Jovi for a while since my Oracle abilities were a little tapped out.

      “Can I join you?” I asked, walking toward them.

      The succubi stopped, then looked at me and smiled. Anjani extended her arms as a welcoming gesture.

      “Of course,” she said, then turned to Aura and Almandine. “You two practice what you’ve learned today and take turns in attack and defense, okay?”

      The teenagers nodded and moved over to another patch to give us room for our training session. We circled each other for a few minutes, analyzing our strengths and weaknesses. Given her relationship with my brother, I felt this was a good time for a little bonding and figuring out what her intentions were. Jovi had told me everything, but I needed to do my own “sister” thing.

      “When is the last time you trained?” she asked.

      “Too long, given the circumstances, but I’m good,” I replied. “I can hold my own.”

      “I have no doubts about that. I just want to know so I can hold myself back. The last thing I want to do is hurt you.”

      She made me grin. I liked her. She had spunk.

      “Don’t worry about me. I grew up with fighters like Jovi, Phoenix, and Field. You won’t bring me down easily,” I said.

      She nodded her approval then came straight at me. I swiftly dodged the first round of attacks, a series of punches and low kicks that I blocked intuitively. My breathing was getting heavy, though.

      By the time the second round came, my moves had gotten slower. She seized the opportunity, bringing her knee into my stomach and throwing me off my feet. I landed backward, then jumped back up.

      The adrenalin kicked in, and I channeled my inner-wolf for some heightened senses. I liked starting my fights as humanly as possible to get a feel for my opponent’s capabilities. Now that I had a better idea of Anjani’s fighting style, I could show her mine.

      I moved around, looking for an opening. I sent a right hook out to distract her. It worked as she raised her forearms to block it, giving me the split second I needed to launch a side kick and knock the air out of her lungs.

      I stepped back as she coughed and laughed at the same time.

      “Okay, I see I underestimated your strength, but your stamina needs working on,” she gasped.

      “I don’t like to be in a fight for too long,” I replied. “I usually go for the kill straight away, get it over with.”

      “That will not work with someone as strong as you, or stronger,” Anjani said, then came at me with a flurry of strategically placed punches and kicks.

      She got my ribs and neck twice on one side before I charged her, ramming my shoulder into her stomach and throwing her on the ground. We wrestled until she squirmed her way on top, catching me in a head lock.

      “When you’re dealing with someone who can take what you’re dishing and give you more in return,” she said, her breath ragged, “you need to hold on and take them for a longer ride. You need the stamina to bring your adversary to the point where—“

      I interrupted her when I managed to knock her with my elbow hard enough to push her off the knee she’d been supporting her weight on. I quickly turned over and wrestled her again. This time, I was the one to catch her in a choke hold.

      She slapped the ground a couple of times, yielding.

      I let go and stood up, offering her my hand. She smiled and took it, pulling herself up.

      “To the point where they get tired or distracted enough to give you the window you need to knock them out with one smart move, is what I was trying to say,” she laughed lightly.

      “You’re insanely good at this,” I nodded my appreciation.

      I was telling the truth. I’d gotten lucky with that elbow. Otherwise, I would’ve had to yield. Anjani was strong, fast, and well taught. I could only imagine how deadly Hansa could be if her sister was already so dangerous.

      “You’re fearsome as well,” Anjani replied. “Great technique. I can tell you’ve dealt with larger opponents before.”

      “Oh, you have no idea,” it was my turn to laugh, remembering all the times that Jovi and Phoenix had knocked the lights out of me before I figured out how to hold my own.

      “Should we go again?” she asked. “I’d like to build up your elbow jabs. You’re onto something there, but you can do better. I am sure of it.”

      “Turn my elbows into killing machines? Sure, why not!” I giggled.

      Movement at the corner of my eye caught my attention. I looked up to my right and saw Field settling on the roof, his black wings retreating behind his shoulder blades. With everything that had been going on, particularly with Vita, I’d barely said two words to Field since I’d last seen him and accidentally told him I loved him.

      I still wanted to smack myself for my loose mouth, but I couldn’t take it back either. I’d meant it even though I’d let it slip at an inappropriate time. His turquoise gaze found mine, and I felt like melting.

      I needed my physical strength more than ever now, though. I worried about Vita, and I was terrified of Azazel trapping me in another vision. I didn’t want to worry about Field not saying anything back regarding my impromptu confession.

      We both knew there was something deep and intense developing between us, but neither of us had given it a name until yesterday. I wasn’t going to chase him for a reply, either.

      I took a deep breath and decided to ignore him. He’d come to me, eventually. The ball was in his court, and I had too much on my plate to drive myself crazy over his lack of response.

      I turned my focus back on Anjani who’d cocked her head to one side, watching me curiously.

      “What?” I asked, shrugging and pretending to myself that Field was just a good-looking garden decoration.

      “Nothing, I was just waiting for you to stop swooning after the Hawk and come at me,” she smirked, then took her fighting stance.

      I liked her a lot. My brother was in for quite the ride, that I was certain of.

      “Do you love Jovi?” I asked.

      She stopped, blinking several times.

      “Why do you ask me that now?” she replied.

      “There’s never a good time to ask that,” I said, “but I love my brother, and I want to make sure no one hurts him. Not even you.”

      “I would rather die than see Jovi suffer,” she replied, her voice filled with emotion. “I have never felt this way for anyone before, and I’m still learning to live with the fact that I may never live again if Jovi disappears from my life. I feel vulnerable when I am around him, but I feel stronger than ever, too. I feel invincible. I will stop at nothing to keep him, to keep all of you, safe.”

      I didn’t know what to say. Her response had been so swift and raw. It hit a soft spot in me, more painful than any of her kicks and punches. My brother was in good hands.

      “Okay then,” I shot back with a grin. “Thank you for your honesty. Now excuse me while I kick your ass!”

      I went straight for her torso with a series of hooks and uppercuts. She laughed and blocked each of them, pushing back each time with hits of her own.

      I had dodged a few punches before I found an opening to jump and twist myself in the air, landing a heavy leg kick between her neck and shoulder. She fell to her knees from the brutal impact, hissing from the muscle pain before she chuckled.

      “Now we’re talking!” she exclaimed, then rose to her feet, ready to retaliate.

      For a little while, I was distracted by Anjani’s relentless and methodical hits. All I could think of were ways to knock her out. I welcomed every ounce of pain that she served me, while Field watched from above.

      I was in for a sore afternoon. Strength never came from pleasure. Strength only came from pain.
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      We returned to the archive room, still hot after our morning prelude in Draven’s room. I longed to feel him close to me for more than a few minutes between efforts of survival, and he displayed the same kind of frustration.

      This overall angst seemed to help with the search process. We were both more focused and determined to find the information we needed to plan our next steps. Thorn and Rebel joined us shortly, and a couple of Bajangs brought us hot coffee.

      I took a sip and was immediately impressed by the texture and rich taste, prompting me to raise my eyebrows in sheer surprise.

      “This is delicious! How did you make it taste so good?” I asked, while Draven flipped through another Druid registry.

      “The orchard on the western slopes is filled with coffee plants. The soil here is different than other parts of Antara, more red. It gives the beans a specific taste,” Rebel explained.

      “This is interesting,” Draven muttered.

      “I know, right? I didn’t know the soil could influence the taste of coffee this much.”

      “No, I mean this,” he gave me a half-smile and pointed at a list of names in the registry.

      “Jasmine,” I read one name that stood out. “Almus. They’re mentioned here. Why are they mentioned here?”

      “This is a 78th level registry. It marks the Druids who qualified for 79th stage. The 79th ring,” he said. “It’s from the Grand Temple.”

      He placed his hands on a tower of similar ledgers next to it.

      “These are all from the Grand Temple,” he added. “If we identify the most recent ones, we might learn the names of all the young Druids that escaped to Marton.”

      “Marton?” Thorn looked puzzled. “That’s a desert land. There’s nothing there.”

      “Not exactly,” Draven shook his head. “Ten Druids escaped from the Grand Temple before Azazel destroyed it. Six of them might still be there today. We’re not sure yet, but one of our Oracles will look into it.”

      “Will look into it?” Rebel raised an eyebrow.

      “He’s still learning to use his abilities,” I shrugged, suddenly yearning to hear my brother’s voice. We were due for another telepathy session soon.

      “I find it hard to believe any Druids survived,” Thorn muttered. “If they did, why haven’t they risen against Azazel?”

      “They were young and inexperienced when they fled the Grand Temple. There was no one left to teach them the art of Druid magic, especially the dark side,” Draven said. “It’s better that they stayed hidden. Azazel thinks I’m the only one left, and he only learned about me recently.”

      “What are you hoping to achieve with these young Druids if they’re still alive?” Thorn asked.

      “With all the spells preserved in these archives, I could teach myself and teach them. We can increase our strength and hit Azazel with the kind of magic that could damage him. The thing is, everything he’s done so far, every spell he’s used and inflicted upon Eritopia, it’s all Druid magic amplified by the Daughter in his possession. If we take the Daughter away from him and give him a taste of his own medicine, he will fall eventually. The more of us, the better.”

      Thorn and Rebel both nodded slowly, each picking up a register and browsing through it.

      “What are we looking for, then?” Rebel asked.

      “Damion. Any mention of a Damion will mean we’ve found the last Druids trained at the Grand Temple,” I replied, then turned to Draven. “What about Jasmine? What does it say there about her? Do we know if she’s still alive?”

      Draven shook his head.

      “It only mentions her expertise. She was an expert in cloaking spells, but she’s not mentioned in any of the other ledgers I’ve checked so far,” he replied. “She stopped checking in on the young Druids anyway. I don’t think she made it.”

      I mulled it over, then pulled another ledger for inspection.

      “Well, she was an expert in cloaking spells,” I said. “What if she found the perfect hiding spot and never left? What if she’s still alive?”

      “That’s a long shot. I wouldn’t bet on it.”

      “Nevertheless, let’s not forget about her.”

      My stomach growled so loud that it echoed through the entire hall, breaking my train of thought. They all stared at me, including the Bajangs tasked with dusting the shelves on the north wall. My eyes opened wide, and my cheeks burned with embarrassment. I realized I hadn’t eaten yet, except for the fruit the Bajangs had brought in, and that special coffee was eating away at my insides.

      “I am so sorry,” I muttered. “I think it’s the coffee.”

      “It’s definitely the coffee. We never have it on an empty stomach. It’s a strong digestive,” Rebel smirked.

      My alarmed gaze shifted from her to Draven, who burst into laughter. His genuine reaction and the sound of his voice as he guffawed made my heart flutter. I had rarely seen him so light-hearted, a victim of sheer amusement. It was so endearing and sweet, even if it was at my expense. I couldn’t help but laugh myself.

      “I’m sorry,” he chuckled. “We should get you some food.”

      Rebel giggled as she clapped her hands at one of the Bajangs by the north wall. The young male nodded and shuffled away. I presumed he was sent to get us food.

      I hid my face in my palms, feigning embarrassment as I laughed to myself. Draven wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled me closer in an embrace. He dropped several short kisses on my forehead, using his other hand to caress my face.

      I relaxed against his body, almost purring from the comforting feeling that his presence brought me. I gave Thorn and Rebel a sideways glance, wondering whether our display of affection bothered them, but it didn’t. They grinned at each other and pretended to look through the ledgers they’d chosen to inspect. I decided not to care what anyone thought, anyway, and simply enjoy the affection Draven offered me.

      There was no point in avoiding the truth anymore. I was deeply in love with him. I had to make sure we both made it out of this alive because I had trouble imagining life without him in it.
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      An hour later, I chose a spot on the floor and sat down, preparing my end of the telepathy spell. Draven sat in front of me, helping me draw the symbols. The world opened up in an instant. I closed my eyes and saw a flurry of ribbons flowing in my direction. I recognized each as belonging to a member of our group.

      I tugged on Bijarki’s first, silvery with sharp edges.

      “Bijarki,” I called out.

      Draven watched me quietly, his hands resting on my knees.

      “Serena,” I heard the incubus inside my head, making me smile.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “Yes, for the most part. I had some issues in Sarang, but I got away with a couple of scratches and the larimar stone powder I needed. I’m going after the fire orchids next. I should have them by the end of the day, provided no one else decides to try and cash in on Azazel’s promised reward for my head,” he replied.

      “I wish we could be there with you,” I said.

      “No, don’t worry. It’s better this way. I move fast, and I never stay in one place for more than an hour. There are green fireflies everywhere, so I keep off the main roads. I’ve squished so many of those little devils that my fists are green.”

      “Okay, be careful, please. There is a treasure trove of information here in Stonewall. The Bajangs have been preserving the Druid archives and we are close to finding the last entries regarding the young Druids that escaped Azazel.  We’ll check in again in a few hours. We have more research to do.”

      “That’s unexpectedly excellent news! Be careful as well, Serena. Swamp witch spells may hide Stonewall, but that didn’t stop the Sluaghs from bringing Destroyers to the Red Tribe. Make sure no one sees you. Azazel has spies everywhere.”

      “I will, I promise,” I said, then moved on to Tamara, her soul ribbon a bright shimmering yellow. “Tamara, are you there?”

      “Indeed, I am, Serena,” her response echoed in my head.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “I made it to Mount Inon, and the Dearghs were kind enough not to stomp on me when I showed up in snake form. They’ve put the word out already and will meet us all at Stonewall. However, the closest volcano for them is Mount Quell, several miles north of the harbor. They will have to walk from there, and they’re far too large to be inconspicuous. They will have to pretend they’re massive stones whenever someone passes them by.”

      “It’s risky, but we don’t have any other choice,” I replied. “If they can do their best to avoid followers on the way here, we’ll take it. Either way, they’re big enough to squish anyone who tries to attack them, including Destroyers.”

      “Yes, but the point is for them to reach you without setting off Azazel’s alarms,” Tamara said. “Either way, like you said, we’ll just have to hold out hope that the Dearghs can make it to Stonewall without too much of a fuss. I’m on my way to the River Pyros now to get my girls on the move. I should be there by nightfall. I’ll be taking the swamp routes.”

      “Okay, be safe, please. You are invaluable to this mission,” I replied, cringing. I wasn’t her biggest fan because of her ridiculous conditions, but I had to admit she was strong and sharp enough to play a crucial role.

      “I will, darling. Don’t worry about me. Just keep the Druid alive. Otherwise, our deal is off,” Tamara said, and I could almost hear her grinning ear-to-ear.

      I took a deep breath and looked at Draven. He gave me a reassuring smile and a wink, enough to stop me from shuddering at the thought of the Lamias’ request for Draven to produce them an heir. Tamara liked reminding me of it, probably thinking it would put me off him completely. She didn’t know who she was dealing with.

      I checked in with Phoenix and Aida next. After expressing their delight about the Druid archives, they brought us up to speed about Vita and the visions. I was relieved and thrilled to know they were all okay, including Vita, who had taken her inside role seriously.

      I worried about her safety, but, as Draven had previously said, she was safe there so long as she played by Azazel’s rules. Bijarki was doing his part to get her out of there, but I knew I wouldn’t rest easily until we got her back. I couldn’t stand the thought of her being so close to that monster. I’d already seen the inside of Luceria, and it was ugly, dark, damp, and riddled with abominations and traitors. It was no place for my sweet Vita.

      “Jovi,” I reached out to him next, hoping they’d made it to Grezzi’s camp by now.

      No answer came.

      “Jovi,” I called out again, feeling my stomach tie itself up in a painful knot.

      Draven frowned, his gaze searching for mine. When our eyes met, he froze.

      “Jovi!” I shouted the third time, mentally poking him. I felt him, but I got no answer from him. “Are you okay? Hansa! Jax! Anyone?”

      “We’re here!” Jovi’s voice boomed in my skull, ridiculously loud.

      “Finally! What’s happening? Are you okay? Where are you?” I asked, rubbing my temples.

      “We’re just about to reach Stonewall, actually,” he replied, breathing heavily.

      “What, already?”

      “The horses are faster than we thought. We’ve got some undesirable company and would appreciate some assistance. We’re less than a mile away, and they’re closing in on us.”

      I froze, my eyes bulging with fear.

      “Draven,” I managed to say before he jumped to his feet and pulled me up in the process.

      “Say no more,” he replied.

      He took my hand and together we ran out of the archive hall and through the massive living quarters where Bajangs were prowling curiously. I recognized Thorn and Rebel in feline form as they raised their heads to look at us.

      “Thorn! Rebel! We need your help!” I shouted as we ran to the swamp witches’ fake wall.

      We stopped in front of it, placing our hands on it. It was hard and cold, unwilling to let us out. It needed the blood of a Bajang to open. I heard shuffling behind me before I saw Thorn and Rebel join us. Thorn bit into his finger with a sharp canine and pressed it against the wall, which began to ripple, letting us through.

      “What happened?” Rebel asked while we ran down the large corridor leading to the main courtyard.

      “Some of our friends are on their way here, but they’re under attack. We need to help them,” I replied, increasing my speed.

      We reached the main gate quickly, hundreds of stone steps unraveling at our feet. The valley was green and empty, orchards spreading across the hills on both sides. The forest ahead was dark, and I had to use my True Sight to get a better look.

      I saw Jovi with Jax, Hansa, and Zeriel riding through the woods, their horses galloping with foaming mouths as shadows rushed around them. I recognized the shape-shifters, a large pack of about thirty, constantly trying to snap the horses’ legs and getting kicked in the process.

      The shape-shifters were relentless, and I feared they would eventually get to them, even with Jovi and Hansa shooting their crossbows at them. The creatures were apparently moving too fast for the Mara’s mind-bending abilities to latch onto.

      My heart constricted inside my chest. I balled my fists and darted down the stairs to get to them.

      “Shape-shifters!” I shouted over my shoulders.

      Draven, Rebel, and Thorn followed along with a few more Bajangs.

      By the time Jovi’s group made it out of the woods, we’d already crossed half of the plain in a feverish sprint. Shifters spilled out from between the trees. Hansa got one in the neck with a poisoned arrow.

      Jovi was reloading when a shifter jumped right at him.
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      I wanted to scream, but I didn’t get the chance. Thorn in black panther form rushed through the tall grass and jumped in the air, ramming his fangs into the shifter’s throat mid-air and knocking it down before it could hurt Jovi.

      Rebel and the other Bajangs swiftly joined in, pouncing on the shape-shifters. Some of them were killed instantly as their throats were ripped out by the massive felines. Others morphed into the Bajangs, growling as they continued going for the horses carrying my friends.

      I stopped a few yards away from the skirmish. I channeled the strongest barrier I could muster and pushed it out at full force, knocking some of the shifters back. They rolled through the grass before the Bajangs attacked them, tearing at their flesh and slicing them with their large claws.

      Hansa and Zeriel got off their horses and took out their swords, taking on several shifters at once. Jax’s swords came down and beheaded two of them at once, leaving about ten remaining.

      Draven muttered something under his breath as he charged one of the remaining shifters, casting blue flames from the palms of his hands. The blaze engulfed the creature, eating away at it as it collapsed. He then raised his crossbow and shot another point-blank right between the eyes before drawing his sword and going for one more.

      One by one, the other shifters were killed.

      The last one dodged hits and attacks from all sides before squeezing itself out of the tight spot and rushed toward me, its fangs bare, sharp, and eager to take me down.

      “No!” Draven shouted and darted for me. I gritted my teeth and pushed out another barrier, this time strong enough to hit the creature hard and send it flying back through the air.

      Rebel jumped after it, snapping her jaws around the creature’s head and removing it from its body, then spitting it out.

      “What the hell,” I shouted, catching my breath. “We didn’t run into them when we came here yesterday!”

      “It’s a fifty-fifty chance with these woods,” Thorn said as he shifted back to his humanoid form, prompting Jovi’s jaw to drop. “The packs move around a lot to avoid running into incubi or Destroyers. This was bad luck.”

      “We’re not done with them yet,” Jax said, then walked back to the edge of the forest.

      “Wait, what are you doing?” I asked, as we all went after him.

      We heard growling and branches breaking in the trees ahead. I turned on my True Sight and saw another pack of shifters moving toward us. I prepared myself for another attack.

      Jax stopped with his arms stretched out and his jade eyes glowing yellow.

      We all watched as shifters came out from behind the trees, drooling and eager to eat us, moving slowly through the tall grass. Rebel got on all fours, ready to shift. Thorn stopped her, watching Jax with childish fascination.

      “Wait, sister,” he muttered. “We’re not needed this time.”

      Jax played his mind-bending trick on the shifters, all thirty at once. Their black eyes opened wide as they screamed, wailed, and covered their heads in sheer terror before they ran back into the woods, tripping over each other, desperate to get as far away as possible.

      I was both impressed and confused.

      “How did you do that?” I asked.

      Jax looked over his shoulder and raised an eyebrow in response.

      “I had a little help. I typically can’t bend that many shifters at once. One or two, maybe, if they’re not moving fast and I catch them before they split. This time, I had some much-needed support,” he replied.

      Ten Maras emerged from the forest, riding white mares with rich, black manes. I recognized the leather uniforms and the rune tattoos. These were Jax’s wards. He’d brought them back with him from White City.

      “Where were they earlier, when these shifters attacked you?” I asked, pointing at the dead creatures scattered around us.

      “They were attacked by another pack. We were separated for several hundred yards,” Hansa replied, putting her sword back in its golden bejeweled scabbard.

      “How many shifters were there?” Draven asked, frowning.

      “About sixty, maybe seventy. They came at us from three different directions,” Jax explained. “Most likely three packs working together.”

      “That’s highly unprecedented,” Rebel muttered, then noticed Jovi staring at her and the other Bajangs. She sniffed the air and caught his wolf smell. She crinkled her nose and raised an eyebrow at him, “What’s the matter, wolf-boy? Cat got your tongue?”

      Jovi blinked several times, then nodded respectfully.

      “Sorry. I, uh, I’ve only seen your kind briefly before, takes a little bit of getting used to,” he replied.

      Jovi and the others got off their horses.

      “Thorn and Rebel lead the Bajangs of Stonewall,” Draven made the introductions. “They’ve been kind enough to assist us by both allowing us to use the citadel as a meeting place and providing soldiers for our campaign against Azazel."

      “They’ve also given us access to the Druid archives, which are a gift from heaven,” I added with a grin.

      “It’s an honor to meet you,” Jovi gave them a curt nod.

      “We’ve not seen your pack in a long time,” Hansa said.

      “We’ve been holed up in Stonewall, raising our cubs and keeping our people safe for as long as we could,” Thorn replied.

      “Thank you for having us here,” Zeriel bowed slowly, putting on his charming signature smile, which seemed to draw a half-smile on Rebel’s face.

      “Still as pompous as ever,” Jax replied, cocking his head to one side as he measured the Bajang twins from head to toe. “Nevertheless, I’m relieved to hear you’ve joined the alliance. Your presence is welcome and much appreciated.”

      “Oh, and I’m the pompous one,” Zeriel shot back, pursing his lips at the Mara.

      Jovi shook his head, smirking as he took me in his arms and lifted me off the ground, making me squeal.

      “I cannot explain how good it is to see you!” he said as he put me back down.

      I was equally thrilled to see him, along with Hansa, Jax, and Zeriel. The more of us, the better. It was time to bring us all under one roof and rid the universe of Azazel once and for all.

      “I’m happy to see you all here in one piece,” I replied, looking at the whole group.

      The Mara wards approached us, standing in a line behind Jax. One of them stepped forward, raising his head.

      “We eliminated the other pack,” he said.

      “Thank you, Kiel,” Jax replied over his shoulder, then shifted his focus on us. “Destroyers came in as we were evacuating the lagoon.”

      “I got out, as did most of my soldiers. The elders and children left first to the shelter. They will be safe there, provided we eliminate the threat,” Zeriel added. “I’ve decided to come with Jax and make sure the alliance stands strong going forward. Azazel is getting closer, and we can’t let him continue. My Tritones will be here soon. They’ve taken the underground canals.”

      “There are underground canals beneath the continent?” I asked, unable to hide my surprise.

      “They run from the western to the eastern coast of Antara, yes,” Zeriel replied.

      “White City has been evacuated as well. Azazel knows about our fortress now. As good as our mind-bending skills can be, we can’t face an entire army of Destroyers. My Maras have spread out in the nearby woods and will get as close to Luceria as possible. They will wait for my signal when we are ready for a siege,” Jax continued. “Grezzi’s camp wasn’t as fortunate. Destroyers raided their settlement, leaving many casualties behind. However, his scouts are still gathering the rogue nations. He will meet us here in Stonewall in three moons as we agreed.”

      “Why didn’t he come with you?” Draven asked. “Surely, he was safer here than there.”

      “He’s waiting for his scouts to return,” Hansa explained. “I left him my supply of death’s kiss powder to use against any Sluaghs that may come scavenging. The Destroyers left him for dead, so he and his surviving incubi will wait hidden in the nearby woods until the scouts come back with news from the others. Then they’ll meet us here.”

      “We should continue the rest of the conversation inside,” Rebel reminded us. “We are not safe out here.”

      Azazel’s spies could be lurking anywhere. We returned to Stonewall and the safety of the cloaking spell. Our group was one step closer to mounting a war against Azazel and his Destroyers.

      We had a lot of planning to do over the course of the few days left until our alliance meeting, and a lot of information to share from the Druid archives, as well. There was enough time in between for Draven to start learning and practicing the higher level dark magic he’d gathered from the Grand Temple spell books and enough time for me to further coordinate with Aida and Bijarki regarding Vita’s rescue.

      Time wasn’t on our side, though. Every day that passed meant that Vita had to go into a series of visions and lie to Azazel about what the future held, putting herself at risk. The odds seemed malleable, though. Bijarki was one step closer to completing the invisibility spell.
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      As expected, I felt deliciously sore after my training session with Anjani. We bonded as she told me more about her upbringing and what was expected of her, expectations that were in contrast with her relationship with Jovi.

      She was aware that they’d be frowned upon as a couple, given their anti-male tradition as a tribe, but that she couldn’t stay away from my brother. They were in love with each other, and they would figure out a way to be with each other, provided we all lived to see that day.

      I understood that Eritopia had different values and societal systems, but love was universal, transcending any world through time and space. It was intense and all-consuming, and it didn’t look at who we were. I felt it every day with Field and knew that there was no stopping love once it found its way into one’s heart.

      I needed a cold shower after training. I spent about half an hour under the cool stream, letting the water run over me and wash everything away. It felt particularly fabulous on my heated scalp. I was halfway through putting on a white cotton summer dress when my ears began to ring.

      I cringed from the sharp, familiar pain. Serena was reaching out to us.

      “Aida,” I heard her voice echo in my skull. “Aida, are you there?”

      “Yes, I am. Are you okay?” I asked, readjusting to the weird feeling of our minds connected like that.

      “We are. Jovi, Jax, Hansa, and Zeriel of the Tritones have reached Stonewall,” Serena replied. “They’re okay and safe here with us.”

      My heart leaped with joy at the sound of that. Waves of relief washed over me. I had one less person to worry about, one person who was as much a part of me as I was of him.

      “Jovi! Can you hear me?” I called out.

      “Yep, I’m here, sis!”

      “Glad to hear your voice,” I sighed. “We’re okay here as well.”

      “Jovi, Hansa,” Anjani’s voice jumped in on the open channel. “Good to hear you’ve made it to Stonewall. I hope we’ll see you all soon.”

      “You will, I promise,” Jovi replied.

      “In case anyone was wondering, I’m fine as well,” Tamara chimed in. “I’m due to reach the River Pyros soon, after which we’ll deploy to Stonewall. We should be there in a couple of days at most, provided everything runs smoothly.”

      I didn’t like her, but the alliance needed her. I resigned myself to an eye roll and called out to the incubus instead, hoping he was still alive and getting things done for the invisibility spell.

      “Bijarki, are you there?” I asked.

      “I am. I’m a mile away from a spot where fire orchids are known to grow,” he replied.

      “Good to hear that. I’ll be checking in with Vita later tonight. My body and mind are a bit drained right now. I tried reaching out earlier but no luck. I’m sure she’s okay, though. She’s doing her part from the inside.”

      “I’ll get to her soon,” Bijarki said, his voice low and sad. My heart broke for him but I knew he had all the strength he needed to pull through and get our beloved fire fae out of Azazel’s castle.

      “I know you will,” I tried to reassure him.

      “Guys, we’re left with a bit of waiting time now,” Serena said. “We’ll be staying here until the alliance meeting. The Dearghs and the Tritones are already on their way.”

      She said something else, but I could no longer hear her properly. Strange noises from outside broke my focus. I shook my head, trying to keep the connection open, but I failed. I was cut out, back in full consciousness. A low rumbling sound was coming through the open bedroom windows.

      I looked out and saw Destroyers beyond the shield rolling dozens of large wooden barrels through the grass. I ran outside, calling out to the others on my way to the front lawn. Field, Anjani, and Phoenix soon joined my side, followed by the Daughter, Aura, Almandine, and Eva.

      None of us said anything. We were stunned and stayed quiet as we watched Destroyers stacking wooden barrels against the protective shield. Goren barked his orders, telling them where to add more.

      “Could those be the explosive charges they were talking about?” I asked.

      “I am so tired of these monsters,” the Daughter burst out and walked toward the edge.

      Phoenix took her hand and pulled her back, holding her close as he wrapped his arms around her.

      “Everybody, keep calm,” he said. “The protective shield is Daughter magic. These are just explosives. I highly doubt they’ll do anything.”

      “What if they do?” the Daughter shot back, tears streaming down her cheeks. “I don’t want anyone else getting hurt. I am tired of it all.”

      She sounded strained and exhausted. I couldn’t blame her. She’d only been in this world for a matter of days, and she’d seen nothing but violence and fear. She probably felt helpless despite her immense power, contributing to her frustration. Phoenix seemed to have a soothing effect on her. He continued to hold her and whisper reassuring words to her until she relaxed in his grip.

      We watched the Destroyers arm the charges with long fuses and set them alight, then run back to shelter behind nearby trees and boulders.

      Field took my hand, and I glanced at him when he squeezed my fingers. His turquoise eyes seemed to tell me that no matter what happened, he’d never let go. It was enough to help me keep my cool.

      Goren, the ever-unpleasant schmuck, was cackling about forty feet away from the shield.

      “I’m looking forward to seeing all the little mice hiding in there like cowards!” he shouted at no one in particular, unable to hear or see us.

      As the fuses burned, my heart inched higher in my throat.

      They went off, one after another, with incredibly loud bangs and fiery explosions. They ripped the ground apart, causing a minor earthquake and forcing us to take a few steps back. The shield buzzed as the detonation shockwave made it shimmer.

      Rolls of thick black smoke and dust began to rise, as chunks of dirt bounced off the Daughter’s spell. I held my breath until I realized that the explosive charges had done nothing to the protective shield.

      They’d left massive craters beyond, but nothing had gone through.

      Phoenix and the Daughter chuckled, reassured of the shield’s safety by the Destroyers’ utter failure.

      “Well, now we know they can’t blow us up,” I said, prompting Field to grin as we watched Goren come out of hiding and curse at the shield and those hiding beneath.

      He slithered toward us, his sword drawn and pointed toward us, fury further twisting his deformed features.

      “I’ll get to you all, sooner or later, mice! I’ll crush you all! You hear me?” he roared, veins twitching on his thick neck.

      “Yeah, we hear you,” I scoffed. “You keep telling yourself that.”

      I knew he couldn’t hear me, but it felt nice to say that out loud. For once since Vita’s abduction, I felt safe under the shield. With the passage stone gone, there was no other way for the Destroyers to come through.
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      Damion took me on a tour of the castle after my meeting with Abrille. He’d been instructed to show me around, and I followed as he took me from hall to hall through each level of Luceria. I stayed close to his side, not that he made me feel safe, but the others were far more disgusting and dark.

      I wasn’t that weary of Destroyers anymore, though. I’d already understood they weren’t allowed to harm me.

      “Azazel would tear them apart limb from limb if they were to lay a hand on you,” Damion said as we reached a lower level of the castle, passing a group of Destroyers who couldn’t take their yellow eyes off me.

      They hissed as we descended further down the stairs, my eyes constantly scanning my surroundings. I observed the black walls, the heavy iron pendant lamps with wax candles melting away, and the green fire torches which were my main point of interest. I knew Azazel was watching everything through them. They seemed to be strategically placed throughout the castle.

      “He’s that protective of me?” I asked absently, counting the torches per castle level.

      “I don’t see why that comes as a surprise,” he replied. “You are his most valuable asset. A fully functional Oracle. Abrille is virtually useless, and the other two are nearly comatose. You are his best shot at knowing the future.”

      We made it down to the ground level where he showed me the kitchen and food supplies. There were dozens of incubi there. It was lunch time, and the meals were being distributed amongst the grunts. They all gazed at me, and I could feel them trying to influence me with their seductive nature.

      They were all gorgeous males, and I found myself distracted, even lightheaded, as they measured me from head to toe and licked their lips. I heard Damion say something, but I didn’t listen.

      “Vita? Did you hear me?” his voice broke through.

      “What? No. Sorry,” I replied, shaking my head.

      He frowned at me, then glanced at the incubi who shifted their gazes back to their plates, filling their mouths and avoiding eye contact with the Destroyer.

      “Anyone who so much as looks at her the wrong way will be tossed in a cage with the rest of your species downstairs!” Damion barked at them, sending a shiver down my spine.

      They all nodded slowly and kept to their plates.

      I decided it was a good time to talk about the dungeons.

      “I’d like to see the downstairs areas as well, please,” I said.

      “Why? There’s nothing there for you. Just the prison,” he replied bluntly.

      “I heard there are fae trapped in there. I’d like to see them. I need to understand who’s in the dungeons.”

      “Why?” he raised an eyebrow at me.

      “Until my friends and family get here, I’ll be on my own. The fae downstairs are the closest thing I have to my species. I want to see them, that’s all. Maybe I can get them to be more cooperative with Azazel. Maybe I can persuade them to make their own lives easier,” I insisted, almost believing what I was saying.

      He thought about it, then nodded toward a corridor to my right.

      “Fine, but only for a few minutes. I’ll show you around, and that’s it. We could get in trouble, otherwise,” he said, then slithered toward the narrow hallway leading downstairs.

      I quietly followed as we went down the black stone stairs lined with green torches until we reached the basement. It was an enormous structure, the size of an underground city, and it  spanned beyond the borders of the castle itself.

      Damion took me on a brief tour of the dungeons. I felt my heart shrink and twist and turn in painful beats as I saw the hundreds of creatures held captive in semi-darkness and absolute filth. There were incubi and succubi galore, as well as a few other species I didn’t immediately recognize.

      There were a couple of Lamias and fae, the latter which I recognized by their tattered, once smooth and iridescent garments. They looked hopeless and weak. Obsidian shackles weighed heavy from their wrists, preventing them from using their elemental abilities.

      Most didn’t bother to look at me as we passed by their cages.

      I saw Patrik ahead, recognizing him from the night he’d abducted me and the wound covered in palm leaves still healing on his side. He stood in front of a cage, but as soon as he saw us coming, he straightened his back and slithered toward us.

      My blood froze as I remembered their vicious attack, but I kept myself under control, also aware that he was currently struggling to break free of Azazel’s control spell. He stopped in front of us, his gaze fixed on me.

      “I apologize for hurting you,” he muttered. “I had no other choice. I had to get you to come with us.”

      “Well aware, thanks for the headache, go to hell,” I shot back, keeping my chin high.

      Patrik gave Damion a short nod and then left us to continue walking past the cages. I had my attention focused on the one Patrik had just left behind. There was a Lamia inside with platinum blonde hair and amber colored eyes.

      That must be Kyana, I thought to myself as we got closer.

      We were due to pass by her cage soon. I decided to keep Damion distracted.

      “So, tell me about the Destroyers,” I said. “How did you guys come to be?”

      “We were once Druids, practitioners of light and dark arts,” he said, his back to me as he slithered forward. “Azazel started corrupting us, one by one. The moment one of us said yes, it allowed him to put us under a spell that binds our will to his welfare, making it impossible for any of us to betray him or take action against him.”

      He went on describing the process, but I wasn’t listening anymore. I knew the story.

      I stopped by Kyana’s cage as Damion kept moving and telling me about the Destroyers. I only had a few seconds to get her to listen to me.

      “Kyana,” I breathed.

      She looked up, surprised but weary as her gaze darted between Damion and me.

      “Kyana, I’m Vita. I’m a friend of Tamara and Eva. Sort of. An ally. They’ve sided with Draven, son of Almus and Genevieve,” I whispered quickly.

      “What are you talking about?” she managed to ask, her voice raspy and faded. Her eyes were bloodshot and puffy. She’d been crying.

      “Tamara and Eva. They’re safe. Your sister asked me to give you a message so you’d know to trust me,” I replied. “She said to tell you that the jaspers are in full bloom this morning.”

      Aida had told me about it during our first Oracle connection in hopes of making it easier for Kyana to trust and work with me on getting her out of there. It did.

      The Lamia sprang to her knees, grasping the black iron cage bars to get closer to me, hope lighting up her face.

      “What are you doing here? What’s going on?” she asked.

      “Not important right now,” I said. “We need to get you out of here. If you’re gone, Azazel will have no leverage over Patrik.”

      “You know,” she gasped.

      “I’m an Oracle, let’s just stick with that for now. I need to get you out of here. How do we do it?”

      “We need the key. I can’t turn into a snake because of these cuffs,” she replied, showing me her shackled wrists.

      “Yeah, I know what you mean,” I showed her mine, prompting her to put on a bitter smile.

      “The key. There’s a Destroyer in charge of this part of the dungeons, and he has all the keys. He likes to dangle them in front of me to annoy me when he comes by. His name is Heggel. One of those keys opens these cuffs. It’s a special key with powerful Druid magic. I tried breaking the cuffs, but it doesn’t work. Neither does picking the lock. Only that key can set me free, so I can turn into a snake and get out of here,” Kyana explained briefly.

      “How do I get them?”

      “He sleeps a lot at night. He gets bored. You could come down here later after midnight and…” she stopped as she saw Damion approaching us fast.

      She moved back to the other side of the cage, fear marring her otherwise beautiful features. Damion was furious, his brows brought together in a dark frown.

      “What are you doing?” he hissed.

      “I… I just…” I didn’t have much to say. I wasn’t as good as making stuff up on the spot as Aida or Serena. They could get themselves out of trouble within seconds. I needed a bit more time to come up with a plausible story.

      “You’re not allowed to speak to the prisoners,” Damion’s voice thundered throughout the dungeon.

      “I didn’t… She just… She just wanted some water, that’s all,” I said innocently.

      He glared at me, then at Kyana who sat motionless in the corner, watching us both with dread. He sighed, then grabbed my arm and pulled me away from the cages.

      “The tour is over. I suggest you stay away from the dungeons going forward, or you will end up in a glass bubble,” Damion spat and dragged me out.

      I pulled myself back, stopping him in his tracks.

      “I can walk by myself, thank you,” I retorted, craning my neck to look him in his yellow eyes.

      “Fine, then walk!” he barked, then slithered toward the corridor from which we’d come.

      I looked over my shoulder at Kyana, who nodded at me.

      I walked behind Damion as we went back up the stairs. I had a mission to undertake later that night. It seemed beyond perilous, but it was necessary since I couldn’t break those cuffs. I’d have to sneak back into the dungeons after midnight to see Kyana again. I’d have to snatch the keys off Heggel, provided he’d be asleep down there. I’d have to set her free, then find my way back to my chamber without anyone seeing me.

      I took a deep breath, bracing myself for what was to come.

      I was in for a rough night.
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      I spent the rest of my afternoon in the garden trying to relax so I could reach out to Vita again. I leaned against the magnolia tree and tuned everything out, finally getting a sense of her heartbeat. I followed the rhythm until I found myself standing in her chamber again.

      She sat by the window, passing a finger over the symbols carved into her obsidian cuffs.

      “Vita,” I called out.

      She sprang to her feet when she saw me, putting on a bright and enthusiastic smile. She came forward and stopped a few inches away from me, letting out a heavy sigh.

      “I wanted to hug you,” she muttered.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, I am,” she nodded. “As creeped out as I am, and as much as I want to bash all their heads in, especially Azazel’s, they’re looking after me here. They’re keeping a close eye on me, but since Azazel accepted my terms and conditions, I’m allowed to move around a little.”

      “A little?”

      “Well, his green fires are burning everywhere, so it’s not like I can do whatever I want and get away with it. I saw Abrille, gave her a piece of my mind, and then probably broke her heart when I told her I was siding with Azazel,” she pursed her lips, visibly displeased with her actions.

      “You had to, I guess. Azazel had to buy your story, right?” I asked.

      “Yeah. From the looks of it, he did. Oh, and Damion showed me around the castle. I even made it to the dungeons!”

      “Did you see Kyana?”

      “Yes. We can’t break these,” she raised her arms to bring the cuffs into focus, “but there’s a Destroyer downstairs named Heggel. She said he has the key. It’s a special key, she said, like serious Druid magic.”

      “What will you do?”

      I looked around, taking in as many details of her chamber as I could. I hoped to find something there that could help either of us. I saw a dresser and a chest of drawers, both probably filled with clothes.

      “I’ll go down there tonight,” Vita said. “I’ll sneak out. Damion locks my room overnight for now. I guess they don’t fully trust me yet, not until I give them some visions. I can try and pick the lock.”

      “I think I know how,” I said, and nodded at a vanity table.

      She walked over to it and checked the objects stuffed in various boxes and baskets. There were several tweezers and brushes there. This room had once belonged to a female Druid, and those must have been part of her daily grooming habits.

      “I think this might do,” she replied, holding a pair of tweezers between her index finger and her thumb.

      “Be careful, Vita, please,” I pleaded with her, worried she was taking too many risks for the Lamia.

      “I will. They’re not going to kill me or anything,” she gave me a reassuring smile. “I have to do this. You were right. I can’t just sit here and wait for Bijarki to rescue me. Azazel will expect some visions from me, so I might as well stir up some crap and let Kyana out. It’ll leave him without leverage over Patrik, and we need that now more than ever. Besides, I’ve seen where all the green fires burn. I think I can manage my way into the dungeons without getting caught.”

      “What about that Destroyer, Heggel? How will you get the keys from him?”

      “Kyana says he spends most of the night sleeping. I just need to go down there after midnight and catch him when he’s snoozing.”

      I took a deep breath, wishing I could hug her. She was the smallest in size and yet, she’d become the bravest. I gave her a weak smile, then nodded at the tweezers.

      “Think you can work a lock with those?” I asked.

      “It’s worth a shot, don’t you think?”

      Her confident grin made me feel like she could take on an entire army of Destroyers if she had to. A lock in Azazel’s castle didn’t stand a chance.
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      I’d been having a lot of weird dreams lately. While most of them revolved around The Shade and my inability to get my parents to hear my voice, this one was a whole new level of scary and weird.

      I stood outside the mansion, the Daughter just a couple of yards away from me. I walked toward her, but the distance between us never shrank.

      I ran, hoping I’d be able to reach her, but I never did.

      I shouted at her, and she turned around to face me. Her long reddish pink hair raised by the midnight winds, her violet eyes glowing beautifully under the moonlight, and her shoulders bare as the soft white linen of her dress fluttered to one side, revealing her beautiful curves.

      I couldn’t touch her.

      I ran faster, cursing under my breath.

      She lifted her hand as if reaching out to me. I tried to grab it, but she was still far away.

      I cried out, but I couldn’t get to her.

      My eyes opened wide as I woke up heaving. I broke into a cold sweat. I was in my bed, alone. It took me a while to realize that it had all been a dream. I couldn’t help but wonder if it was a metaphor, or worse, a warning.

      I looked around. There was no sign of the Daughter. I remembered she’d been the first one to fall asleep in my arms when we got in bed after dinner, but she wasn’t here now.

      My stomach churned. The muscles in my heart contracted, urging me to get out of bed.

      I went out into the open corridor, scanning the area, but she wasn’t there. I checked the upstairs study room, the banquet hall, Draven’s study, and the bedroom I’d initially given her when she hatched. She wasn’t there.

      Panic came over me, rattling my bones. A bad feeling snuck into the back of my head. I knocked on doors and called out to everyone in the house, chills shooting through my veins.

      Something was off.
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      I left Vita in her chamber to fiddle with the lock, keeping all my positive thoughts channeled in her direction. I promised I’d check in on her first thing in the morning, doubting I’d get any sleep until then. She was about to do something dangerous but necessary. Kyana’s freedom could push Patrik over the edge and help him break Azazel’s spell, meaning that the other Destroyers could do the same.

      To rebuild Eritopia, we needed Druids to assume control of the kingdoms again. Restoring some Destroyers to their old selves seemed like a good place to start, especially since we weren’t yet sure whether the young Druids on Marton had survived.

      I needed to at least lie down for a while and replenish my energy, both for checking on Vita and for my next task. I needed to look through the present with my visions and see if any of the young Druids had survived.

      I left the garden and went straight into my room, skipping dinner altogether. I wasn’t hungry, although I’d barely nibbled anything throughout the day. Our dire circumstances made it difficult for me to consider putting food in my mouth. My stomach constantly threatened to throw everything back out.

      I opened the door to the bedroom I’d shared with Vita and Serena. I stopped at the sight of Field sitting on the bed, waiting for me. He looked up, his concerned gaze finding mine. His long dark hair was tousled, and his shoulders slumped.

      “Field,” I croaked, clearing my throat. “What, um, what’s up?”

      “I wanted to talk to you,” he replied slowly. “I’ve been thinking about this since yesterday. I’ve been trying to find the courage to come here.”

      “Oh,” I said, then closed the door behind me, leaning my back against it and hoping my thumping heart wouldn’t beat loud enough for him to hear.

      “I didn’t expect you to say those things yesterday,” he sighed. “That you’re… in love with me. I didn’t see it coming.”

      I braced myself for whatever he had to say, good or bad. I’d been so worried about Vita and the others that I didn’t have time to overthink the way I’d told him I was in love with him, and that he didn’t say if he felt the same or not. It was as good a time as any to talk this through.

      “I’ve been thinking about it, as I said. There are so many risks here. Our lives are constantly in danger. There’s always something happening or someone threatening to kill us. We’re going through a lot while we’re being drawn to each other,” Field said. “I’m worried that, given everything that is going on, you’re confusing love with what could be an emotional attachment. Every day in this mansion is a traumatic experience.”

      His turquoise eyes flickered from the candlelight as he waited quietly for me to say something in return. What could I say? He was right. Every day here was a reminder of how quickly we could all die, and how everything could end in the blink of an eye.

      The way my heart drummed when I was around him, though, was real.

      “Field,” I replied, biting my lower lip as my hands balled into fists at my sides. “With everything constantly against us, I’ve found the strength I needed to stop caring about all these risks getting in the way of how I feel about you. I didn’t think I’d say what I said to you yesterday, but I won’t take it back, either. It’s the truth. I’m in love with you, and I’m okay with that. I’m not holding anything back anymore. Life is way too short for that, as evidenced by the past couple of weeks alone.”

      He didn’t say anything, but his gaze softened and he straightened his back.

      “You know what? I meant every word. If you don’t like it, you can just go to hell,” I ended on a petulant note because I didn’t like having my emotions challenged. He was the first thing on my mind when I woke up every morning and the last thing on my mind when I went to bed at night. I had been done running away from that since the moment he took me in his arms and kissed me the first time.

      Field stood up, nodding slowly.

      “I’m sorry about my reaction, then,” he finally replied. “I didn’t know how to react to those words, although I wanted to hear them. I was afraid you didn’t understand their impact.”

      “Oh, I do,” I said.

      “Good. I’ll go crazy if I don’t tell you that I feel the same way about you, Aida. You grabbed onto something inside me, and you’ve refused to let go. Now I’m in love with you, and I can’t fathom a future without you.”

      It took me a second to register his candid confession. When the words did hit me, my heart dropped into my stomach and then spread out like liquid heat through my entire body. My chest filled itself up with everything I’d been feeling for him, amplified by knowing that he felt the same. I felt like I could explode.

      I was stunned and exhilarated, but unable to react.

      Field stepped forward and covered my mouth with his. He captured me in a dazzling kiss, and I welcomed it. I parted my lips in response. Our tongues met, and fireworks flickered in the back of my head.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling myself closer to him as he deepened the kiss and turned it into something far more profound and intimate. I held my breath for as long as I could before I exhaled and breathed him all in.

      His natural scent invaded my nose as his hands slid down my waist and pulled me into him, then pushed us both against the door. We gave in to each other, abandoning ourselves to the moment, kissing as our souls opened. His heartbeat echoed mine, frantic, excited, and craving more.

      A silent hunger rose to the surface as we devoured each other, my fingers slipping under his shirt, tingling from the feel of his muscles stretching beneath his soft skin. He took our kiss even deeper, making me gasp for breath.

      I loved him, and he loved me. The only way to go was up. I was ready to give him everything I had and take everything I could in return.

      “This is intense,” Field managed to say, his lips brushing against mine. “It’s too intense. Addictive. Beautiful. I can’t stop. I don’t want it to stop, Aida. You’re it for me. You’re my beginning and my end.”

      I shivered under his touch. His mouth moved lower, dropping fluttering kisses down my neck.  His arms tightened around me. I had a feeling I’d lose myself completely in his grip. Then, a rapid knocking on the door tore us apart and hurled us back into reality.
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      “The Daughter is missing!”

      Phoenix’s voice pierced through the bedroom door. My heart shrank into a small nugget. My eyes opened wide as my gaze met Field’s. In a single second, our moment of absolute perfection had been crumpled up and tossed out the window.

      “What did I tell you? Every damn day something goes horribly wrong in this place,” I muttered, feeling anger aimed at the universe and its constant trials. I was getting exhausted, and we hadn’t even made it to the actual war-against-Azazel part.

      Field took my hand, and we both ran outside, following Phoenix down the stairs into the front yard. Anjani, Eva, and the succubi checked the greenhouse and back garden.

      As soon as our feet touched the grass, we stopped.

      The sight before us knocked the air out of my lungs completely. We couldn’t move. Anjani and the others came around and froze, too.

      The Daughter stood a few feet in front of us, her hair loose as her white linen dress fluttered in the night wind. She wasn’t alone.

      The seven Daughters of Eritopia were lined up in front of her, wearing their rich silk dresses, their jeweled rings, and their gold masks with violet eyes glowing furiously beneath. Heavy diamond and ruby necklaces adorned their slim necks, their reddish pink curls cascading down their backs.

      “No,” Phoenix gasped and ran toward the Daughter.

      “Phoenix, wait,” I called out then darted after him, followed by Field and the others.

      One of the elder Daughters raised her hand in our direction and flicked her wrist, sending an energy pulse out that knocked us back and off our feet. I landed with a thud in the tall grass with the others.

      “Stay out of this, Phoenix,” one of them said, her voice low and echoing across the field.

      “No, you can’t!” Phoenix shouted and got back up.

      “You’ve been warned. Take another step, and you will regret it,” she replied.

      “Why? What are you doing here? What do you want with her?” he didn’t back down, breathing heavily as the elder Daughter held her hand up.

      He tried to move, but she had him pinned. I tried to get up as well, but my body refused to listen. I looked at Field and saw he was also struggling, as were the others.

      “What’s happening?” Anjani grunted, trying to push herself off the ground and failing.

      “The Daughters,” I managed to say. “They’ve pinned us down.”

      “Why are you doing this?” Phoenix demanded.

      The Daughters glared at him. His Daughter didn’t move, her back at us as her shoulders trembled. Dread came over me. Their presence was never a good sign.

      “What our sister did to the shape-shifters was an act against Eritopia’s nature,” one of the Daughters said. “After long hours of deliberation, we have decided that we must enforce punishment. She is far too unstable to be left here, unsupervised.”

      “She’s not unsupervised. She’s here with us!” Phoenix shouted.

      “What good did that do?” said another Daughter. “The damage she did to those creatures is irreversible. Their bodies have changed. Their lethal poison is even more powerful. They have so much energy flowing through them that their eyes still glow purple. It took one moment of anger for our sister to alter the natural balance of Eritopia forever.”

      “It was just a few shifters, it’s not like she changed the whole species. And she didn’t know what she was doing, or how she was doing it. It wasn’t her fault. She only wanted them to stop hurting us.” I groaned, still fighting against my body.

      “It’s precisely because she didn’t know that we have decided she cannot stay here,” said the first Daughter. “Pure Eritopian power flows through those creatures now, and we cannot intervene. It is in our code, our laws since the beginning of our existence, to not interfere in the natural course of our world. Disrupting the balance of Eritopia in any way is strictly forbidden.”

      “Our sister will come with us,” said a third Daughter. “We can teach her how to control her immense power and uphold our laws. You all can no longer be trusted with her care.”

      “You have the audacity to talk about disrupting the natural course of Eritopia while you let Azazel burn everything down?” Phoenix shot back, filled with rage. His whole body was shaking, unable to break free. “You’re pissed off because she didn’t follow your antiquated ways. Tell me, how have your stupid rules worked out so far? From where I’m standing, all I see is a handful of cowards with way too much power and not enough sense to use it to rid this world of its most disruptive and unnatural element. Azazel! He’s got one of you in his grip, and he’s sucking her power out and destroying everything good in this world! But you have rules! Well, screw your rules!”

      “Mind your tongue, boy,” said the first Daughter, pointing a finger at him.

      “Why? What will you do to me that’s worse than taking her away from me?” he held his ground, despite his inability to move. He looked at his Daughter. “Look at me.”

      She moved her head slowly, realizing he was talking to her.

      “Look at me!” Phoenix cried out, his eyes glazed with tears.

      The Daughter looked over her shoulder, her violet gaze finding his as she bit her lower lip.

      “You don’t have to do this,” he pleaded. “You can choose to stay here with me. You can tell them no. You can stand up to them. They couldn’t be bothered to give you a name, but I did. I found the perfect name for you. Stay with me, Viola. You belong here with me.”

      Tears rolled down her cheeks at the sound of her name. She looked at her sisters, then back at Phoenix.

      “You can do this. You are stronger than you think. They can’t… They can’t break us apart. There’s a bond between us, Viola. My heart’s inside of you, and I have yours. I can feel it beating right now. I know you don’t want this. Just tell them no.”

      Viola’s body trembled as she cried. She opened her mouth to say something, but the second Daughter stepped forward, her flaring violet eyes set on Phoenix.

      “Stop it, Phoenix,” she said. “You can’t do anything to prevent us from claiming our sister back. Azazel already has one. We won’t risk losing her, as well. Consider everything that will happen to you from here on out a trial that will prove whether you are capable of saving Eritopia from Azazel. We do not get involved anymore.”

      “This is insane!” Phoenix roared. “You’re making a huge mistake, and you’re doing more harm than good. Your moody spirits are why this world will burn. You hear me? You’re to blame!”

      The first Daughter cocked her head to one side, as the second took Viola’s hand and walked her into their group. They moved closer to one another.

      “I told you to mind your tongue, Phoenix,” the first Daughter said, then snapped her fingers.

      Viola looked at him, her eyes wide, teary, and hopeful, her lips moving as she mumbled his name over and over.

      “Viola, no!” he shouted and ran toward them, finally able to move.

      I felt the pressure lift as well. I got up and chased after him, followed by the others.

      The Daughters disappeared into wisps of pink dust as Phoenix lunged at them. He landed with a thud in the tall grass, groaning from pain.

      “No, no, no!” he muttered as he pulled himself back up, desperately looking around.

      He cried her name out, but nothing happened. Viola was gone. I moved to touch him, but he jumped back, his hands up in a defensive gesture. He was seething, rage making his eyes flicker. I had never seen him so angry before.

      There wasn’t enough time to properly digest what had happened. A crackling sound above made us look up.

      The protective shield glimmered gold, then began to crack like broken glass. My jaw dropped as I watched the cracks scatter across the entire dome before it caved in, disintegrating in flickers of gold all around us.

      It happened.

      My heart constricted beneath my ribs.

      It happened. The thing we’d feared the most finally happened, and we were all watching it unravel in a rain of golden sparks.

      The protective shield was gone.

      “What just happened?” Phoenix managed to ask.

      I shushed him, utterly horrified.

      We all stopped, looking around at each other. We all knew what this meant.

      We were sitting ducks in the middle of the night, surrounded by Destroyers. One by one, they emerged from their tents. They’d all probably heard Phoenix’s voice for the first time.

      They looked as stunned as we were, staring at us with wide open yellow eyes. Green fireflies flickered as they emerged from the surrounding woods. I forgot to breathe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Aida

          

        

      

    

    
      “Run!”

      It was the only thing I could say. We bolted. We went straight through the house, grabbing whatever we could as we shot through the other side and then exited through the green house. The Destroyers were shocked enough for us to have time to get our hands on a few weapons before we ran away.

      “We should head east!” Field said as he pulled a hatchet off the wall.

      All we had were a couple of crossbows, a few swords, a satchel left in the lobby, and the clothes on our backs. I saw movement from beyond where the shield had been. The Destroyers were out of their dazed state and were mobilized to come after us, slithering through the craters that their explosives had left behind.

      Those holes gave us a head start. The Destroyers had to put forth more effort to get out of them. Others navigated the mounds between them, trying not to fall in.

      We darted across the back lawn and entered the dark jungles to the east. Destroyers converged behind us, hissing as they threw poisoned spears at us.

      I ducked and dodged whatever they shot at us, as did the others. They were getting closer. We didn’t know the terrain as well as they did after the time they’d spent patrolling the area.

      Aura and Almandine went ahead, lighter and faster than the rest of us.

      Anjani shot arrows at the Destroyers, hitting two in the neck. They squealed and fell back, but dozens more came in their place.

      “There are too many of them!” I yelled as I jumped over the gnarly roots of an old tree.

      “Keep running!” Field said, taking my hand as he increased his speed, forcing me to keep up.

      “Why don’t you fly away?” I asked.

      “Leave you all here? Are you insane? Besides, they have winged horses! No, we’re in this together!”

      Several Destroyers shortened the distance between us, getting dangerously close to Phoenix. He pushed out a barrier to keep them back. They were relentless and took it as an invitation to try again.

      I kept trying to think of ways to get out of this mess, but nothing solid came to mind.

      All we could do was run as fast as we could for as long as our legs could hold us.

      Familiar growls erupted from the darkness around us. I looked over my shoulder and saw a few purple flashes shooting between the trees as the Destroyers closed in on us.

      The shifters that the Daughter had ‘modified’ jumped onto the path. They morphed into our attackers. I braced myself for more foes to run from.

      The shifters weren’t interested in us, though. They went straight for the Destroyers, slashing and biting and tearing ferociously at them, their venomous saliva sizzling and burning through the flesh.

      The Destroyers hissed and wailed as they struggled to keep the shifters at bay, but the creatures were too fast for them. Whatever the Daughter had done to them had turned them into killing machines worthy of taking on dozens of Destroyers.

      “What the hell is going on?” Phoenix gaped at me after seeing the shifters with glowing purple eyes rip a couple of Destroyers to shreds.

      “I don’t know, but whatever it is, it’s helping! Keep running!” I gasped and kept up with Field as we continued to run through the jungle.

      The Destroyers managed to kill a couple of the mutated shifters, but they still couldn’t shake them off. We left them behind. Our sole purpose was to increase the distance between them and us.

      We covered a few miles at a high pace, but my lungs eventually gave up, and I was forced to slow down. We reached a small clearing lit by the moonlight.

      The others were just as worn out, breathing heavily and constantly looking around. There was no one coming after us at this point, but we knew it was only a matter of time before the Destroyers would catch our scent again.

      “What was that?” Phoenix asked again, still baffled by the shifters’ behavior.

      “I have no idea,” I panted. “Maybe that’s what the Daughters meant by ‘permanently altered?’ Those were the shifters that Viola dealt with.”

      “Viola,” Phoenix lowered his head, once again overcome with grief.

      “Snap out of it, man!” Field grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him several times. “We need you!”

      Shuffling and branches breaking in the woods behind me made me turn my head to see six mutated shifters come out, one at a time. Their flaring purple eyes were fixed on us as they moved around slowly.

      Anjani brought her crossbow up, ready to strike.

      “Wait,” I said, observing them carefully.

      Something was different about them. They weren’t baring their fangs at us. They weren’t prowling. They were just watching us quietly, moving around on all fours.

      A Destroyer made it into the clearing after us, but the shifters immediately jumped on him and tore his head off before they resumed their position around us. The Destroyer’s body fell in the grass with a thud, his head rolling further into the clearing.

      “Oh, wow,” Phoenix managed to say, staring at the vanquished Destroyer.

      “I think this is definitely what they meant by ‘permanently altered,’” I mumbled. “They’re not out to hurt us.”

      “They’re protecting us,” Anjani concluded, eyes wide as she put the crossbow away.

      “It’s not like we don’t need it,” I replied.

      “I agree,” she nodded, watching them with disbelief.

      “What do we do? We’re screwed,” Eva muttered.

      I looked around, finally able to get a couple of thoughts in order. I took a deep breath and straightened my back, bracing myself for another run.

      “We head east to Stonewall,” I said. “We have to keep moving now. Azazel can feel both Phoenix and me with the protective shield gone. Maybe there’s a concealment spell in those Druid archives to help us stay hidden like before. Otherwise, it’s only a matter of time before he gets us, too.”

      “The Daughter is gone,” Phoenix added, breathing heavily, “and now the mansion is lost. All we have left is ourselves and six mutated shape-shifters wired to protect us. Stonewall is our only chance of survival.”

      He was right. More Destroyers were bound to come after us. As long as Azazel could sense us, we were vulnerable, and we put the others at risk as well. Our only advantages were our speed and the shifters.

      “We have to take advantage of the night,” Field said. “I suggest we keep moving and find a place to rest for a couple of hours at dawn before we travel to Stonewall.”

      I nodded and ran out first. Field, Phoenix, Anjani, Aura, Almandine, and Eva followed. So did the shifters, who kept their distance, but never let us out of their sight.

      We ran for hours. We ran for ourselves and for those we loved, for freedom and salvation.

      Just when I’d thought it couldn’t get any worse, Eritopia found a way to surprise me.  I was ready to rise to the challenge, though. With Field running by my side, I was ready to fight.

      For now, however, we ran.
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