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      The red eyes haunted me in my dreams. The few hours of sleep I managed to get late that night were plagued with the invisible fiends that moved too fast and had nearly killed us in the Valley of Screams. One of them clawed at me and startled me back to consciousness.

      I sat up in bed, covered in cold sweat and breathing heavily, as yesterday’s events replayed in my mind. The windows to my room were covered with black shutters, keeping me in the cool safety of darkness.

      We couldn’t reach out to Draven via Telluris. We’d tried, over and over, with no success. None of us could even feel him. After that, we even attempted to connect with each other here, on Neraka. That didn’t work either. And our phones were useless here. We’d been reduced to good old-fashioned verbal communication, face to face, or written. It sucked, and it put us on edge, but we’d come to this planet to investigate this string of mysterious disappearances and to help the Exiled Maras.

      While their bloody past had gotten them cast out of Eritopia and settled on this planet, in a galaxy far away, they didn’t deserve to suffer like this—not after they’d rebuilt their lives and found better, more ethical ways to feed.

      The Valley of Screams was dangerous. We’d experienced it firsthand. The gorges were tall, dark, and filled with deadly secrets that we couldn’t hear or see. We could only feel the pain they inflicted on us with sharp claws, and only caught glimpses of their fiery red eyes.

      I got out of bed and slipped into the shower. I removed my bandages, as my side was completely healed. Only the memory of last night’s vicious fight lingered. I was determined to get to the bottom of whatever this was. Those creatures were not invincible. They had weak spots, and my mysterious rescuer had shown me one.

      Who was he? He’d been quite aggressive, downright angry that we’d ventured into the Valley of Screams in the first place. As if it bothered him to come in and help us. He knew more than the other Exiled Maras and yet kept his identity secret, hidden beneath a black mask and a hood. There was definitely more to this mystery than just disappearances and families left grieving for their loved ones.

      I put on another combat suit, this one made of navy-blue leather. I mounted the protective diamond-fiber plates and stocked up on weapons—my twin blades on my belt, two long knives on my back, two medium blades strapped to both thighs, plus two small knives in my boots. I added triangular, throwable blades from one of the utility satchels to my belt, along with healing capsules and powders for several minor defensive spells, courtesy of the now-defunct swamp witches.

      I wasn’t going to underestimate those invisible creatures again.

      I pulled my hair up in a ponytail, prepped my backpack with additional powders, herbs, and the spell scrolls, grabbed my round shield, and headed downstairs.

      The Broken Bow Inn was quiet this morning. I figured it had to do with the Exiled Maras still sleeping at this early morning hour, while the Imen labored to get everything ready for lunch. The maids were preparing some of the spare rooms on the top floor, carrying armfuls of fresh linens upstairs, while the waiters wiped the tables and seating in the reception and bar area.

      The bartender was busy wiping crystal glasses and metallic chalices when he saw me. His square face brightened with a smile, and he nodded politely and pointed at a dark green manual grinder.

      “Good morning, milady!” he greeted, his voice warm and soft. “Would you like some coffee? Or perhaps blood? We have a fresh batch that was just delivered by our suppliers.”

      “Suppliers?” I asked, taking my seat on one of the tall bar stools and placing my shield on the one next to me.

      “Yes, milady.” He pulled a glass bottle from what looked like a refrigerator of sorts. I used my True Sight to study the cooler’s interior and noticed pale blue gems glowing on the bottom. I’d seen them before in a swamp witch scroll and assumed it was a cooling spell of sorts, to keep such sensitive drinks fresh. “Our city is home to a couple thousand moon-bison from which we draw blood. They’re well fed and looked after, so they can replenish and give blood each month. Every morning, we get bottles in, as the Imen farmers draw blood in batches. Would you like a glass?”

      “Sure, and I’ll have a coffee, too, thank you,” I replied, then glanced around. “What are moon-bison?”

      “Oh, they’re large herbivores, milady. Very gentle creatures. The Maras like their blood because it’s slightly sweeter than that of other creatures, and we enjoy their milk.”

      They seemed to have acquired a good balance in Azure Heights. The Imen were treated well, despite their inferior, servile roles. They worked hard and helped provide basic food for the Maras by raising moon-bison, which seemed like a fair trade. The only thing that bugged me was the mind-bending that some had been subjected to, according to Avril and Heron.

      I could see it, too, in the inn workers. This bartender seemed bright and sober, but the maids were blank and pale, creeping me out with their inability to look me in the eyes.

      “What can you tell me about the Spring Ball?” I asked, then took a sip from the glass he filled with fresh blood. I would need to replenish my energy reserves, as well. I’d depleted most of my sentry stamina with the barriers I’d thrown at the invisible fiends last night. I’d have to ask Caia or Blaze to help me out, as their fiery minds were quite potent.

      “Oh, it’s a wonderful event, milady!” the bartender said, grinding coffee and scooping it into a paper filter, while a kettle full of water boiled next to him on a hot metal plate. “Spring is, by far, one of the most beautiful seasons. Everything is in full bloom on the mountain, and the air is cool but the temperatures are perfect. Sure, there’s the occasional shower, but it’s barely anything. Most importantly, spring fruit is absolutely delicious. The Exiled Maras actually adopted the spring celebration from our people. The Imen have honored this season for eons.”

      He poured hot water through the paper filter into a large white porcelain cup, then served my fresh coffee with a jar of honey.

      “Thank you,” I said. “Have you ever been to the Spring Ball?”

      “Once, milady, but I was working.” The Iman bartender smiled. “For your kind, it is an exquisite experience. I thoroughly recommend it. It’s highly entertaining, and a lot of effort is put into the seasonal blood dishes. And the costumes are simply stunning each year. The Exiled Maras love their fashion!”

      “Yeah, I’ve noticed.” I smirked, watching two young Exiled Mara females take their seats outside on the covered terrace, while an Iman waiter took their order. They’d made quite the effort for breakfast, with beautifully tailored dresses in shades of pale green and yellow, with white ruffles and elegant headdresses.

      The waiter came in and left an order for the bartender. I took it as my cue to go and enjoy my drink on the far edge of the platform. The awnings were huge and thick, excellent at keeping the shade constant over the entire terrace throughout the day, while at night they were pulled back, giving the Exiled Maras the pleasure of admiring the starry sky with its three moons.

      I pulled one of the spare metal chairs outside to the edge and sat down, putting my feet up on the white marble balustrade bordering the platform. I took long sips from my drink, shield at my side, as I gazed at the wide plains and the Valley of Screams.

      The fields were covered in soft green grass, and I could see large herbivores grazing in herds—they looked big enough to be the moon-bison that the bartender had mentioned. The assumption was further enforced by the Imen who were perched atop horses, keeping the creatures together.

      The gorges looked beautiful in the distance, like gray limestone giants. Shadows filled the crevices, and massive sequoia-like trees were scattered along the edges. Streams of water poured out from several openings, spreading across the open plain. It would’ve resembled a little chunk of heaven, had it not been for the risk of death hiding inside.

      “Still here, I see.” Caspian’s low, husky voice startled me, nearly making me jump out of my chair.

      I spilled some coffee and cursed under my breath. I’d been so absorbed in the stunning view that I hadn’t even heard him stop next to me. I glanced up, but he didn’t look at me. He focused on the gorges with a cold, stern expression.

      “Where else would I go?” I asked, already knowing what his answer would be based on our previous tense exchanges.

      “Back to your world. Back to safety,” he replied.

      “Not happening until we get to the bottom of this, and you know it,” I shot back, already feeling my decent morning spoiled. “It was Neraka that reached out to us in the first place.”

      “I didn’t approve that.” His jade eyes found mine, and I stilled, clutching my coffee. “Besides, you’re in over your heads, and last night proved it.”

      “Oh, because we actually saw those responsible for all these disappearances, and because we rescued one of their victims?” I raised an eyebrow, tension building in my stomach.

      “Saw?”

      “Kind of. You know what I mean,” I muttered, and looked away, his gaze too intense for my already-stretched nerves.

      A minute passed in silence. The morning breeze brushed against my face, and his masculine fragrance instantly filled me up—a bold mixture of musk and hot spices. It did things to my senses, and I didn’t know what to make of it.

      I gave him a sideways glance, focusing on his eyes. I wondered if he could be my masked savior. But the voice didn’t fit, and he was an absolute jerk, relentlessly antagonizing me over the course of the single day I’d been here.

      He can’t be. I didn’t want him to be my savior, either. He’d been too thorny, always glaring and pushing back. I didn’t want to be indebted to him in any way.

      “I’m planning to propose the relocation of our city,” he said, breaking my train of thought. “It’s time to consider moving somewhere less… deadly.”

      “How come? I thought you were all determined to stay here and fight. Darius and Emilian were quite adamant about it.”

      “I don’t care,” Caspian said. “GASP is clearly inept and nearly got one of our Lords killed. I have little to no faith in your ability to stop whatever those fiends are from taking more of our people. I’d rather push to gather all our resources, build some ships, and go farther down the shoreline, away from the gorges.”

      I thought about this for a while, choosing to temporarily ignore his jab at GASP’s competence. He clearly hadn’t been there the other night—otherwise he wouldn’t have referred to me and my teammates as “useless”. The only useless one had been Darius, who had chosen to ride ahead and not come back to help us. I focused on the amount of logistical work required to move an entire city.

      “Why don’t you use the swamp witches’ travel spell?” I asked, gulping down the last of my coffee.

      “It doesn’t work with different locations on Neraka,” he replied. “It was designed purely for interplanetary travel.”

      I nodded slowly. I didn’t know much about the spell itself. Viola had just recently discovered it in the swamp witches’ original tome of magic, so there had been no time to study it properly, like we’d done with the defensive charms and the invisibility spell.

      “Do whatever you want.” I shrugged. “We’re still going to investigate and identify those creatures. And we’ll find a way to stop them or kill them.”

      “Are you really that anxious to get killed?” Caspian scoffed.

      “Not as anxious as you are to deem us incompetent,” I replied bluntly. “We actually know what we’re doing. Last night might seem like a botched operation to you, but we walked away with new and very important information. We will uncover the truth here, Caspian.”

      His pupils dilated at the sound of his name, his eyes fixed on mine. The corner of his mouth twitched as he straightened his back and slowly turned to face me.

      “Suit yourselves,” he said. “Just don’t expect anyone else in my city to risk their lives for you.”

      He walked away, and I went back to watching the gorges, my blood boiling. He certainly had a way of aggravating me, and I had to give him due credit for such a feat. We’d known each other for less than a day and I already found myself longing to hurl heavy objects at his head.

      I just couldn’t wrap my head around why he was so hard on me and my teammates. We were there to help, and his traditionalist viewpoints were counterproductive, to say the least. His vitriol was mostly aimed at me, though, and I couldn’t help but take it personally.

      The real question I kept asking myself was why it bothered me so much that he was being such a jerk. I let out a long, exhausted sigh, then got up and handed the empty cup to the bartender.

      The rest of our team came down shortly afterward. They’d all packed some extra weapons and healing capsules, as well. We then headed down the mountain to check in on Patrik and the Iman girl. They’d been wounded in the Valley of Screams last night, and we’d left them both under Scarlett’s watchful eye in the infirmary. During the descent, I glanced over my shoulder every now and then, noticing how many of the Exiled Maras stopped in their tracks and quietly watched us.

      Their lack of expression and persistent staring creeped me out.
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      I was somewhere between a dream and reality. I was running through the Valley of Screams, the gorge walls closing in on me, tall, dark, and menacing. Flashes of red eyes kept up with me. It didn’t matter how fast I was; the gorge seemed to go on for hundreds of feet, its end visible but somehow impossible to reach. The invisible beasts were getting closer. I could see Patrik at the end, standing with his arms outstretched, telling me that I was so close.

      I was still so far away from him. Nevertheless, I persisted. My feet listened, my body tense against the basic laws of physics as I shot through the gorge.

      Screams rippled behind me, but I couldn’t care less. Patrik was directly ahead of me, and I needed to get to him. I needed to touch him. I knew that once I could feel his skin on my fingertips, I’d be okay.

      Bird trills tickled my ears, and fingers ran through my hair—so soft, so gentle. The sensation filled me with warmth I hadn’t felt since I’d been turned.

      I peeled my eyes open, and felt a fine touch running down my cheek. My head rested against Patrik’s thigh, which was snug beneath the bedcover. I could see the entire length of his legs, the infirmary windows with the shutters down, and the medicine cabinets against the wall. The rest of my upper body rested on his bedside. I’d fallen asleep on one of the chairs and inadvertently sought the comfort of the one I’d been watching over.

      It was his hand touching me. My cheeks caught fire, my throat constricted, and my heart thumped in an instant reaction to Patrik’s proximity. I sat up with a gasp, blinking fast as I turned my head to look at him.

      He was gazing at me, his eyes half closed. Their arresting deep blue made me hold my breath for a second. What a dream I’d had! And what a way to wake up, feeling his touch…

      “Are you okay?” I cleared my throat, doing my best to sound alert and professional.

      The circumstances quickly came back to me. The attack last night. The Valley of Screams. His wounds, and my anguish at seeing him like that. The undeniable attraction I felt toward him, the inexplicable looks he gave me. His mourning of Kyana. The fact that he was my superior officer in GASP.

      He gave me a weak smile, then rubbed his face and let out a long and heavy breath.

      “Yes, the healing capsules and the Mara blood did a fine job of patching me up,” he said slowly. His gaze found mine again, those two pools of ocean blue forcing my heart to skip another beat. “Thank you for last night. You held it together, and you helped me get to safety, when I should’ve been the one looking out for you, since I’m supposed to be the more experienced officer on this team.”

      There was a hint of remorse in his voice, and I didn’t like it. He had no business blaming himself for anything that had gone down in those gorges.

      “That’s nonsense!” I put on my most confident smirk. “None of us knew exactly what was in the Valley of Screams. The hostiles were invisible and ridiculously fast, and you did your best to protect the team. Don’t beat yourself up. It’s cool! We’re teammates. We help each other out. You would’ve done the same for me and the others. Well, technically speaking, you did, until you got injured.”

      I should stop talking now. I was babbling.

      The Iman girl we’d rescued moaned behind me. We both looked at her. She was pale, covered in sweat, and frowning with her eyes closed. She was probably having a nightmare and trying to wake up.

      One of the Exiled Mara nurses came in with a bowl of water and fresh clothes. She smiled at us, then proceeded to check on the girl. She felt her pulse and put a palm on her forehead, then wet one of the cloths and used it to wipe the sweat off her face.

      “Thank you for helping us… and her,” I said, watching the nurse as she wiped the Iman girl’s neck and bare arms, then pulled the bedcovers aside.

      “It’s what we do, milady,” the nurse replied gently, then checked the bandages on the girl’s chest, abdomen, and legs. Blood had seeped through them, but it had already dried up.

      “What do you think? How is she faring?” I asked.

      “I think she’ll pull through. She’s a strong Iman,” the nurse said.

      “Do you think she needs more blood to heal?” I wondered if my blood could help her heal faster. “I can offer mine, if you’d like. Earth vampire blood has healing properties, too—”

      “Don’t worry, milady.” The nurse smiled. “We’ll use ours if she needs more. There’s no point taking the risk that she’ll reject your blood—you being from a different universe and all. For now, I think she’ll be fine. We’ll monitor her state throughout the day and make further assessments in the evening.”

      I nodded, then glanced at Patrik. He watched the Iman girl quietly, and I could see his brows pull into a mild frown.

      “What are you thinking?” I asked him once the nurse had left the room, having finished her checkup.

      “Nothing in particular,” he replied. “Just wondering what she was doing in the Valley of Screams last night. Is she one of the missing victims? Or did she just wander through the gorge, despite all the warnings she must have been given?”

      “I think she’s the only one who can tell us,” I muttered.

      The door opened and the rest of our team entered, while two nurses opened the shutters from the outside, then re-entered the infirmary through one of the side entrances that they used to give us privacy in that part of the building. The awnings had been pulled all the way to the edge of the terrace, shielding us from direct sunlight.

      Hansa and Jax stopped at the other side of Patrik’s bed, wearing broad smiles. Heron, Blaze, Caia, Avril, Fiona, and Harper gathered at the foot of the bed.

      “There he is!” Hansa let out a sigh of relief. “You gave us a scare last night!”

      “I’m sorry,” Patrik replied.

      “Nothing to be sorry about.” Jax winked. “You did a damn good job out there. We would’ve been dead without your magic. We all underestimated the strength of our enemy in a direct confrontation.”

      “How are you feeling?” Hansa put her hand on his arm.

      “Much better,” Patrik said. “Still a bit groggy, though…”

      I wondered if it had been said grogginess that had made him touch me a few minutes earlier. Had he been fully conscious and aware of what he was doing? My stomach dropped as I thought he might have confused me with Kyana somehow, in some dreamy state or something.

      -The Iman girl moaned and finally opened her eyes.

      I turned to face her, and Avril, Caia, and Harper moved to the foot of her bed.

      “Hey, hey, it’s okay,” I said, gently squeezing her shoulder.

      The girl glanced at me, fear imprinted on her pale face.

      “You’re safe now,” I tried to reassure her.

      “We rescued you from the Valley of Screams,” Hansa added, coming up next to me. “How are you feeling?”

      She blinked several times, still trying to make sense of her surroundings. Her breathing was slow and shallow, her caramel-colored eyes wide.

      “I… I don’t know… Weak,” she croaked. “Thirsty…”

      I poured her a glass of water from the pitcher on her side table, and held her head up as I helped her drink some.

      “Thank you,” she said, relaxing.

      “What is your name?” Hansa asked.

      “Minah…”

      “Do you remember what happened?”

      “I think so,” she replied. “I was out in the field. I was going to look for my father… He’s been missing for days… Something hit me in the head, and…”

      Tears glazed her eyes as she tried to speak. She was in pain, and she’d lost a parent. I could only imagine what she was going through.

      “Go on, Minah,” Hansa said gently, taking the girl’s hand in hers.

      “I… I was taken by something, but I couldn’t see it… I woke up in a cage, a big iron cage inside a stone cave. There are many hidden caves all over the Valley of Screams, so… I figured I had to be somewhere in those gorges, but there was nobody there…”

      Another nurse came in, with fresh bandages and a cup of Mara blood. She pulled Minah’s covers aside, then checked her temperature again. We all kept our eyes on the Iman girl as she frowned and struggled to remember.

      “One… One of the screws on a hinge was loose,” Minah continued. “I pushed it out, and… I managed to get out. I was trying to get out of the gorge when something cut my leg. It slashed my back… It growled, and I saw its red eyes… It was a daemon… More were coming… I was in so much pain. I started running and screaming… Then… Then I saw you…”

      She looked at Hansa, tears streaming down her cheeks.

      “‘Daemon’?” The succubus repeated the foreign name. “What is a daemon?”

      “Were they the creatures we couldn’t see? Is that what you call them here?” I asked.

      She started crying, her chest shuddering with each sob. The nurse gently touched her face.

      “It’s okay, darling,” the Exiled Mara whispered. “You’re safe… It will be okay.”

      Minah nodded once, then closed her eyes and went limp against her pillows.

      “Minah.” Hansa raised her voice. “Minah!”

      The nurse checked her pulse again, then looked up at us.

      “She’s okay. She just passed out again,” she said.

      “What are daemons?” Hansa didn’t have time or patience to spare. Neither did we, for that matter.

      “I… I don’t know.” The nurse shrugged, genuinely confused. “I’ve never heard that name before.”

      “So, none of you have ever seen these creatures before?” I asked incredulously.

      “I swear, we have never laid eyes on a… daemon before,” the nurse insisted as she changed Minah’s bandages, dripping Mara blood over the still-open cuts on the girl’s legs before covering them with clean strips of white fabric. “This girl doesn’t look familiar either. Who knows what creatures exist in the Imen’s folklore? Maybe she referred to her attackers by some old wives’ tale name… We’ve never heard the term before, I’m sure of it.”

      Hansa grunted, then walked over to one of the windows, one hand resting on her hip. She ran the other through her long, curly black hair.

      “When do you think she’ll wake up again?” she asked, her gaze fixed on the view outside.

      “I honestly don’t know… It could be within the hour or later tonight,” the nurse replied. “She’s lost a lot of blood, and her biology is inherently inferior to ours. It takes much longer for the Imen to recover, even if we pump them full of healing blood and potions. We’ll keep monitoring her, of course.”

      The nurse then covered Minah with the bedclothes again, took the used bandages, and left the room. Hansa stared at the door as it closed behind her, her lips pursed.

      “Does anybody else have this nagging feeling that Minah mentioned daemons as if the nurse might actually know what they were?” she murmured, then glanced at the Iman girl.

      “What are you trying to say?” Harper asked.

      “I can’t be the only one here.” Hansa raised an eyebrow.

      “No, I got the same feeling,” Jax said.

      “Me too.” Heron raised a hand. “I didn’t think to check out the nurse’s eyes while she was next to Minah. She might’ve mind-bent her back to sleep, but I won’t be able to tell until Minah wakes up again.”

      “Whoa, that’s a bit extreme,” Hansa replied, then scoffed, as if fighting a battle between two sides in her mind. “Or maybe not. Maybe they are hiding something. Maybe they do know what the daemons are…”

      “I wouldn’t put it past them, especially not with how ‘protective’ Caspian has been. His ominous warnings could also easily be interpreted as veiled threats,” Harper mused.

      “But they called us here because they need our help.” I frowned, not sure what to believe at this point.

      “Not denying that,” Harper said. “Not at all. I’m just thinking that they might know more about what’s going on than they’re telling us. Maybe it’s something they’re ashamed of, for example.”

      “It’s easy to make assumptions,” Hansa interrupted. “But we need accurate assessments. We need to investigate this further.”

      “Okay, so where do we start?” I asked.

      “We could look into the Mara Lords,” Harper said, the corner of her mouth twitching. “I’d be happy to find out more about them. They bug me. House Kifo, in particular. Caspian. He’s hiding something. I’m willing to bet my motorcycle on it.”

      That statement made me gasp. Harper’s cruiser was her baby. She’d spent a couple of months on the California coastline, and had come back with a custom-made motorcycle, a beautiful model she loved taking out for a ride once a week. If she was confident enough to put the bike up in a wager, it meant she was onto something.

      “Fine,” Jax replied. “Then Harper can go to the city library and start digging through their family registries and archives.”

      “Wait… That’s not what I meant.” Harper looked befuddled. “I wasn’t talking about research.”

      “I know, you were talking about snooping on them, and that’s not a good idea,” Jax shot back. “You’re doing research. You’re not going to spy on Caspian and get yourself in trouble. I’m sure you’ll find all the information you need in those archives.”

      Harper opened her mouth to protest the decision, but gave in and simply nodded instead. I stifled a grin, as I knew she wanted to be in the middle of the action. She’d always been like this. Inquisitive, active, persistent. It was what made her good at her job as a GASP agent. But I had to admit, Jax had a point. It was too early in the game to stalk the Lords and Ladies of Azure Heights. We needed to better understand their origins, their society, and their laws, while staying equally focused on the investigation and the Valley of Screams. We had our work cut out for us.

      “Caia and Blaze can do more interviews today,” Jax added, looking at the fire fae and the dragon. “You can get Rewa to help you again, as many of these families aren’t too keen to talk to strangers like us.”

      They both nodded, but I saw the slight frown on Caia’s face. She still didn’t like Rewa much. I could tell even from our night in the Druid Archives. To be fair, I couldn’t blame her, given the sweet eyes the young Exiled Mara had for Blaze. Caia could deny it all she wanted, but that look in her eyes whenever she stole a glance at him said it all.

      “Avril, Fiona, and Heron can move ahead with Arrah tonight. Fiona will keep Vincent busy, while Avril and Heron will sneak back to the Roho mansion and try and speak to the Iman girl,” Hansa said. “We need more info on what’s going on in this city, especially where the Imen are concerned.”

      “We’ll be on it tonight.” Heron nodded. “But what do you want us to do in the meantime?”

      “You can help Harper with research in the library,” Jax replied. It hit me then that he wasn’t in the best of moods. It was often difficult to read him, but sometimes his irritability was obvious. I had a feeling it could be related to the tension between him and Hansa, but since neither of them ever talked about it, there was no point in asking questions and getting myself thrown into the library with Harper and the others.

      “Why? I mean, why?” Heron rolled his eyes, clearly displeased. “I asked how we could help, not how to get bored while waiting for the Spring Ball.”

      “You are helping. We need research.” Jax raised an eyebrow. “Still allergic to books, huh?”

      “You suck,” Heron shot back.

      “Maybe, but I’m in charge.” Jax smirked.

      Avril and Fiona glanced at one another, trying hard not to laugh, while Heron crossed his arms over his chest. Hansa cleared her throat, then nodded at Patrik.

      “Patrik, Jax and I need to talk to you,” she said. “We need that beautiful Druid brain of yours to give us some protection spell options for the entire city. Swamp witch magic, too, if anything comes to mind.”

      “For the entire city?” Patrik scratched the faint stubble on his chin, and I couldn’t help but stare at his lips, until he saw me. I quickly looked down at my hands. “I can think of a few, but they’ll require some materials and some team effort.”

      “That’s doable, I hope,” Hansa replied. “Whatever you need, we’ll help. I’m thinking we could first protect the city, then go into offense mode on these… daemons.”

      “Makes sense,” Jax agreed, then looked at Blaze and Caia. “Based on the info you gather from the families today, and on what we already know, we’ll put some pins on a map of the city and its surrounding areas. Hopefully, we’ll identify an attack pattern and radius.”

      “Uh, guys?” Fiona said, demanding our attention. “I think we need to get back to the inn. Vincent said he was sending his tailors to help us with our outfits for the Spring Ball tonight.”

      Hansa groaned, obviously displeased with the concept of dressing up for a ball.

      “Patrik,” Jax said, “we’ll go and get this fancy dress business out of the way first, and then we’ll come back and talk about those protective spells. Do you need us to bring you anything from your room?”

      “Yes, my travel bag,” he replied. “There are things in there which I’ll need for the spells.”

      Jax nodded, then headed for the door.

      “Coming, Scarlett?” Hansa asked. “Bet you’re tired of this infirmary by now.”

      “No, I’m good.” I smiled and shook my head. “I’ll keep an eye on Patrik and Minah.”

      “There’s no need,” Patrik replied bluntly, deliberately not looking at me. “I’m fine. I’m conscious and able to move—I can watch over Minah. The team needs you more than I do right now.”

      I couldn’t help but feel rejected, and I wasn’t sure I was good at hiding the stinging disappointment that he’d caused in me. I looked at Fiona and Avril, who were both smiling knowingly at me.

      “Come on,” Avril said. “Time to get you all dressed up for tonight. We’ll need to blend in and observe the hell out of these Exiled Maras.”

      “The more we understand, the less weird they might seem.” Fiona giggled.

      I forced myself to smile back and got up without bothering to look at Patrik again. I was afraid he’d be able to see right through me if I got trapped in those intense blue eyes of his.

      I followed the rest of my team outside and up the stairs leading back to the Broken Bow Inn. Whatever happened next, I had to be on my toes and ready to perform. My team needed me; my friends and my family depended on me. Most importantly, that fragile, wounded Iman girl in the infirmary needed me.

      She’d lost her father to these invisible daemons, and she’d nearly died herself. I felt like I owed it to her to shed light on this mystery and stop those creatures from taking more innocent people.
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      Vincent was waiting for us in front of the Broken Bow Inn, accompanied by a dozen tailors with portable wardrobes, chests of additional garments, and sewing kits. House Roho sure knew how to keep a promise. The tailors were all Maras, dressed sharply in bright colors and wearing broad smiles as they measured us from head to toe.

      “Ah, there you are!” Vincent beamed at me. “I asked the receptionist about your whereabouts, and I was instructed to await your return.”

      “Hi, Vincent.” I smiled back. “I hope we didn’t keep you waiting. We just got back from the infirmary.”

      “How is the Iman girl?” he asked with genuine concern. The rest of my team stared at the tailors and the impressive amount of clothing they’d brought over for us. “How is your friend, the Druid?”

      “They’ll both recover,” I replied. “Thank you for asking.”

      “Good, I’m glad to hear that! Now! Who’s ready to look fabulous for tonight?” He grinned, looking at all of us as he spoke.

      I had to admit, he was a sight for sore eyes, given the way in which our night had ended. Today he’d opted for a lighter outfit consisting of beige trousers and waistcoat, tall brown riding boots, and a navy-blue shirt, which was loosely unbuttoned to reveal a triangle of pale skin on his chest. His green eyes settled on me for a moment before he got distracted by Hansa’s groan.

      “Ugh, I can’t be bothered,” she said, rolling her eyes, then went inside the inn and up to her room.

      We all followed, along with the tailors, who seemed confused about her reaction.

      “Milord, what shall we do?” one of them asked, startled by the sound of the door to Hansa’s room slamming shut.

      “I suggest one of you take what you need and go up to her room,” Jax said with a smirk. “She’s not keen on fashion, but she will comply. Eventually.”

      Vincent nodded at the tailors, who carried their kits and wardrobes upstairs, then patiently waited in front of each of our rooms. One of them knocked on Hansa’s door.

      “Argh, fine! Let’s get this over with—fast! I’m busy!” Hansa’s voice boomed as she opened the door and dragged the tailor inside.

      I couldn’t help but giggle. I heard him yelp before he disappeared into her room along with the wardrobe and sewing kit.

      “I shall see you tonight, Fiona,” Vincent said as I reached the top of the stairs. I glanced over my shoulder and watched him bow politely before he left.

      I smiled, mostly to myself, as I went to my room, where I met a female tailor with her dressing kits. The awnings were fully extended over the entire level of the city, so I pushed open the dark shutters to my windows to let some natural light into my room. As long as there was no direct contact with the sunlight, we were good.

      “Thank you for taking the time to receive us, milady,” the female Exiled Mara said with a delicate smile.

      “No, no, thank you for coming here to assist us.” I nodded respectfully. “As you can see, we really weren’t prepared for a Spring Ball…”

      “That’s fine,” she replied. “It’s my job to make you look stunning tonight! I’m Aspen, by the way.”

      “I’m Fiona,” I replied, smiling.

      Aspen was a beautiful creature, significantly taller than me, with long black hair, iridescent blue eyes, and a slim neck. She’d chosen colors that did wonders for her pale complexion, her slender body snug in a simple, sky-blue outdoorsy ensemble—a long skirt, short waistcoat, and even shorter jacket with golden buttons and decorative embroidery. I had a hard time taking my eyes off it, as all the pieces were hand-sewn from generous strips of blue silk and decorated with genuine gold thread.

      She removed the black cover of the clothing rack she’d brought up, revealing several gorgeous dresses in different styles, of varying lengths, and in a variety of colors, ranging from pale yellow to an intense shade of violet.

      “Oh, wow, they’re beautiful,” I gasped, and moved closer to touch the long sleeve of a dark blue velvet ballgown.

      “Thank you, milady,” Aspen replied. “Made them myself.”

      She gazed at me for a minute, taking in all of my key features—my auburn hair, my amber eyes, and my petite frame—then selected a turquoise silk dress, its upper part fitted with a bejeweled bodice and its skirt covered in fine floral motifs, embroidered with gold thread and a multitude of small soft red and pale pink gemstones. The bodice followed the same floral design, and it was fitted with a generous amount of pale yellow tulle meant to cover my shoulders and my upper back.

      “I think this will look fantastic on you, milady,” Aspen said.

      I slipped out of my combat suit and started putting on the undergarments that she handed to me, which were beautiful dark green lace and silk lingerie that seemed to have been made for my body and my pale complexion.

      “Have you been working for the Roho family for a long time?” I asked, while Aspen fitted the bodice around my torso and started pulling the strings back, tightening the piece around my hips.

      “About two hundred years, milady,” she replied.

      “What do you think about them?”

      I figured I might as well ask some innocent questions while I was here.

      “I’m honored to have chosen this career path, milady,” Aspen said. “House Roho oversees the arts, and they’re wonderful patrons to begin with. I love making dresses and suits, and they sure love wearing them. I’ve made a good name for myself in this city, thanks to them.”

      “They oversee the arts?”

      “Yes. You see, the Five Houses of Azure Heights have patronage over specific fields. It’s been like that since our people first built the city. House Roho looks after the arts, of all kinds. Painting, sculpting, fashion, designing our finest jewelry and home décor… It’s all theirs to oversee. Their fortune funds our art school, and their endorsements of our skills often boost our individual businesses. House Obara, on the other hand, deals with law and administration. They write the laws to rule our city, and they oversee the very system that keeps Azure Heights running so smoothly.”

      “What about the others?”

      She finished tying my bodice, then helped me into the broad skirt, which was filled with countless layers of the same pale yellow tulle that was caressing my shoulders. The gold-and-gemstone embroidery at the top seemed like a continuance of what was on the bodice. She fastened the back buttons, and the fabric settled on my hips.

      “House Xunn oversees architecture, infrastructure, and development,” Aspen said, checking every gem, every crease, and the hem on my skirt. “Our buildings, our roads, the tunnels and elevators, lighting, and everything else that makes this city work, it’s all thanks to them. House Mabaya deals with agriculture and hospitality. The inns, the taverns, the banquet halls, the farms, and food stores for both the Exiled Maras and the Imen, they’re all managed by Lady Mabaya.”

      She opened her sewing kit, then pulled out a needle and gold thread, getting on her knees to fix a couple of small errors just above the hem.

      “House Kifo is all about defense, law enforcement, and correction,” she said, the tip of her tongue sticking out as she labored with the gold thread between the red and pink gems.

      “Can you tell me more about Kifo?”

      “To be honest, I don’t know all that much, milady. You see, we do have our share of bad apples, and so do the Imen living here. We have a strict set of rules, and those who disobey are taken away. Their families are, of course, notified, but no one ever sees them again.”

      “That’s a bit harsh!” I muttered.

      “Maybe, yes,” she sighed, “but this is our new world. Our ancestors committed terrible crimes, and we do not wish to repeat them. We will do everything we can to avoid it. If the rules need to be harsh for us to keep our society under control, so be it. We accepted this a long time ago.”

      “So, if your brother does something wrong, that’s it? You never see him again?”

      “If my brother breaks the law,” Aspen made the difference clear, “I never see him again, no. Of course, appeals can be made. In some cases, clemency is possible. But that’s all I know. We don’t trouble ourselves with these issues any further. Call it a group mentality, if you wish. It’s how we live.”

      A minute went by as Aspen pulled a tall mirror over for me to admire her craftsmanship. She was good, and she deserved all the credit for how good I looked. I nearly didn’t recognize myself, but the dress was a perfect fit.

      At the same time, I couldn’t get this whole legal aspect out of my head. It sounded somewhat authoritarian, but they all seemed okay with it. I figured reading those laws would help me better understand what was considered taboo and didn’t merit forgiveness. I was suddenly looking forward to digging through their library with Heron, Avril, and Harper. More answers were bound to be in there, tucked away between pages of history and Exiled Mara legislation.

      “Do you think the disappearances have anything to do with Corrections?” I asked, while Aspen helped me slip into a pair of simple but elegant pale yellow sandals with six-inch heels. “Like, I don’t know, those missing broke the law and were taken away and no one bothered to notify their next of kin? Or some overzealous Corrections dude enforcing his own interpretation of your laws?”

      “No way.” Aspen shook her head, then stood up and moved around me, smiling as she gazed at my complete outfit. “That can’t be the case. I mean, look at Sienna alone. She’s a Roho; she didn’t do anything wrong. The same could easily be said about the other victims. These are innocent people going missing. Besides, our Correction Officers are reviewed every year. And our people are very good at speaking out if one of them gets out of line. It’s impossible. There’s no way they’re connected.”

      She then took out a pair of earrings and a necklace that matched the dress—delicate droplets of red rubies and pale pink topaz mounted on fine gold. She grinned as she handed them over.

      “These will be perfect,” she said. “You’ll be perfect!”

      I chuckled, suddenly excited to wear all this tonight. I wondered what Vincent would say once he saw me.

      Aspen was very open and communicative while she helped me out of the dress. She was keen to emphasize the importance of strict laws in the rule of Azure Heights. Some Exiled Maras truly had an issue with drinking blood from the Imen. They were primal and greedy, with a contemptuous nature and a disdain for the law. Some Imen were violent and easily committed crimes, stealing or killing other Imen and, in some cases, innocent Maras. These were all disruptive elements that caused nothing but trouble and grief.

      The laws were meant to protect the people of Azure Heights from them. And the Correction Officers were there to enforce them and deliver punishment to those who sought to disrupt the balance of this so-called new world.

      It made sense, in the end. If they wanted to enjoy the small pleasures of life, dress nicely, and sip some flavored blood under the triple moonlight, they were well within their rights. They no longer adhered to Eritopian laws, and we had no business changing that or interfering in their way of life.

      Looking at it from that perspective, I could easily sympathize with the Exiled Maras. The other, unclarified angles, however, not so much. There was definitely something missing from this picture—our whole team could feel it.
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      I was the first to finish with my dress fitting, courtesy of a very gentle and skilled Exiled Mara tailor named Laurel. I met with Blaze and Rewa downstairs by the inn’s bar. I knew we’d agreed to get her involved, as her support had been productive the day before, but I still felt uneasy around Rewa.

      She was laughing at something Blaze had just said when I reached the bottom of the stairs, back in my leather two-piece combat suit. Her gaze left his and lingered on me for a moment, before she nodded my way.

      “Hello, Caia,” Rewa said with a flat smile. “Thank you for asking me to assist you today, as well. It is an honor and a pleasure.”

      “Thank you for coming.” I mirrored her expression, then took out a small notebook from my backpack. I’d written down the names and details of the families we were going to interview throughout the day. “We’ve reviewed the list of names that the Five Lords were kind enough to supply us with, and we’ve settled on ten households to visit today. They’ve all lost family members over the last two months and will be more likely to provide us with fresh leads.”

      She reached out and took the notebook, briefly scanning the names before she handed it back.

      “I understand. Well, they’re all on the second level, at the base of the mountain,” she said, then smiled at Blaze. “Shall we go?”

      I was the first to walk out, making sure neither saw me as I rolled my eyes.

      The second level of Azure Heights could best be described as the poorer side of the city, mostly consisting of two-level townhouses, a large marketplace, and a small orphanage. Imen mothers who left the city often left their children behind, according to Rewa.

      “But the children are always supported by our community,” she assured me. “In some cases, they’re even adopted by the wealthier Imen who service the Five Lords.”

      Ten families on this level had lost sons, daughters, and fathers over the past two months. Most of them were farmers who helped look after the moon-bison herds at the base of the mountain, and had last been seen below, out on the plains with the animals—except for two Imen girls, who’d most likely been taken from this part of the city.

      The girls were both cleaners, paid by the city to sweep and wash the streets early in the morning, and they’d been assigned to this level. There were no witnesses, but the girls were meant to be working the night they disappeared. None of the victims were Minah, though. We’d asked all the families about her, but no one knew anything about her or her father. I figured she might’ve been from another part of the mountain.

      The Imen we questioned seemed wary and tired, with glassy eyes and voices still trembling from grief. I wasn’t able to tell whether they’d been mind-bent in any way or not, but they still felt a little off. I tried to blame it on the trauma of losing loved ones.

      After the ninth family, we stopped for a break and I made additional notes in my journal. There wasn’t a specific pattern in behavior, but there definitely was one in when and where the Imen disappeared. I knew it would be a lot clearer once we started putting some pins into a map of the city.

      Rewa was kind and helpful as usual, with her coquettish mannerisms and fluttering eyelashes aimed at Blaze, making me simmer beneath the surface. I did my best to be a professional, but my stomach churned in her presence. The only thing that gave me some mild sense of comfort was the fact that Blaze was also in work-mode, offering only polite smiles and curt nods to Rewa’s barely veiled advances.

      “The Spring Ball tonight is going to be wonderful,” Rewa said as I wrote down a couple more lines about the last family we interviewed. “I can’t wait to wear my dress. I have an artist work with the tailors for mine every year!”

      She continued droning on about the Spring Ball, but I stopped listening. I looked up from my notes and found Blaze’s eyes settled on my face. I had a hard time reading his expression, as he was very still, but his midnight-blue gaze came across as smoldering, sending minor heatwaves through my chest and limbs. Rewa was still talking, seemingly unaware of Blaze’s attention focused on me. I held my breath for a couple of seconds, and noticed the corner of his mouth twitch, before Rewa put her hand on his arm and broke our quiet exchange.

      “Did you hear me, Blaze?” she asked.

      He clearly hadn’t. Neither had I, for that matter. We’d been too busy staring at each other.

      But did we stare for the same reason?

      I knew my reason, even though I tried to avoid thinking about it. Why had he been staring?

      “I said, would you like to be my chaperone to the Spring Ball?” Rewa put on the sweetest smile, gently leaning into him.

      I cleared my throat almost instinctively, tension making my jaw muscles twitch as I tried to keep a straight face. The question took Blaze by surprise. His eyes were wide as he gaped at her.

      “Wait, what?” he croaked.

      “I would like for you to be my escort tonight…”

      He blinked several times, then looked at me, a hint of panic in his expression. I froze, not sure how to react or what to say. He raised his eyebrows, as if waiting for me to say something. I glitched instead.

      “Uh, why not?” I said with a shrug.

      And then I mentally slapped myself. I could’ve said no. But why would I say no? What excuse would I have given for saying that? That I wanted to go with Blaze to the ball tonight? Ugh. What is wrong with me?

      “You think I should?” Blaze asked, blinking several times, as if he were having trouble processing that information. I couldn’t blame him. Even I was having trouble processing everything I was feeling in that moment.

      All I could do was shrug again. It was too late to take it back.

      He then gave Rewa a faint half-smile and nodded politely, prompting her to light up like a Christmas tree.

      “Thank you, Blaze,” she said. “You won’t regret it!”

      I am already…

      “Okay, let’s go see the next family.” I quickly changed the subject to get my mind off what had just happened.

      They both agreed, and Rewa took us to another townhouse. The family we needed to speak to was a couple who’d lost their son a week ago. They lived in the apartment on the ground floor, their windows facing the open square overlooking the plains and the gorges a couple of miles away.

      They welcomed us with pale faces and dark rings around their brown eyes. They clearly hadn’t slept well in a while. The husband, Miron, appeared to be in his mid-forties, with graying hair and a sharp face. The wife, Adelia, was short and plump, with pale blond hair tucked beneath a bonnet. Her trembling fingers were trying to sew the hem on one of her lost son’s shirts as she sat in one of the chairs by the fireplace.

      Rewa did the introductions, and I jumped right to the key questions, mainly because the couple didn’t seem so keen on small talk.

      “When did you last see your son, Miron?” I asked, opening my notebook, ready to write down the essentials.

      “Seven nights ago.” He sighed, leaning against a window frame.

      “Did he seem angry, or upset?”

      “No, he was fine. He was going to the tavern above, on the third level.”

      “Did he have any enemies? Someone who might want to do him harm?” I noticed the dull expressions on both Miron and Adelia’s faces. The empty stares. The mechanical motions. I wondered how much of it was the actual shock of losing their son.

      “No, everybody liked him,” Adelia interjected, her voice soft and blank.

      “Where was he last seen?”

      “We saw him leave the house. He was supposed to be back by midnight,” Miron replied.

      “Was he meeting anyone? Did anyone else see him?”

      They both slowly shook their heads. Something was off. My instincts were flaring up like crazy, but I couldn’t put my finger on what the issue was, exactly. Their answers sounded plain, almost rehearsed.

      “Did you hear anything outside?”

      All I got was another brief round of heads shaking. I exhaled, then glanced at Blaze and Rewa. The latter was busy gazing at the porcelain figurines inside a modest glass cabinet. My guess was that she wasn’t even paying attention to the conversation.

      I didn’t get much else out of the couple throughout the rest of the interview. We left them to their silence and blank stares, and went outside, on the edge of the terrace, to go over their answers. I flipped the latest two pages of my notebook, pursing my lips. There was nothing there I could use, other than the fact that Gale, their son, had gone missing while basically going upstairs to the tavern.

      I glanced around and noticed the two wide sets of stairs leading up to that level. Both were unobscured by tree crowns and were in full view. There were dozens of open windows facing the square, so there would have been plenty of opportunities for the neighbors to see something. But if Gale’s abductors were the invisible daemons that had attacked Scarlett, Harper, and the others last night, no one would’ve actually seen them coming.

      “There was something off about them,” I muttered.

      “They seemed quite… mechanical, right?” Blaze said, his gaze fixed on my notes.

      I looked up, glad that he’d noticed.

      “Yeah!” I nodded. “Like they’d rehearsed those answers a little too much.”

      “They seemed fine to me.” Rewa shrugged.

      “I don’t know.” I tried not to frown, analyzing the young Mara carefully. She clearly wasn’t made for the investigative aspect of this issue. She seemed more interested in Blaze and the Spring Ball, which came as a stark contrast to her tearful plea for help back on Calliope. It wasn’t enough to draw any kind of conclusion about her at that point, but I did make a mental note of it. Something told me I’d use it later. “Maybe it was shock. Maybe they’re still reeling from the loss.”

      “Could be,” Blaze mused. “We could definitely do some more interviews tomorrow and see if the others have the same muted reactions as the ones we questioned today.”

      I looked at him and Rewa, and started thinking that it might, in fact, be a good idea if Blaze acted as her date for the ball. He could get her to open up a bit, and help us assess her demeanor. Was it a lack of sympathy or interest toward the Imen’s losses? Or was it something more?

      Whatever it was, Blaze could totally get to the bottom of it. Hell, if he was smart and cunning enough, he could even get her to spill the beans on whatever she was hiding.

      If she’s hiding anything.

      And if she didn’t, no harm, no foul. It seemed like a win-win, and a good way to make sure we weren’t chasing any bogus leads. All I had to do was get Blaze alone and talk to him about this first… And then suffer through them dancing at the ball.
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      I was having a hard time picking the right outfit for the Spring Ball. I was being ridiculously picky for an event I’d only found out about yesterday—I didn’t know why, but I wanted to look flawless. I wanted to wow.

      I’d been through five dresses, but my tailor, Wynona, had been exceptionally patient and kind. She helped me slip into a sixth dress, and, as I stared at myself in the floor mirror, I took a deep breath and knew I’d found the right piece. It was a classic, nineteenth-century style ballgown, with a full skirt and a bodice. It was made entirely out of soft, fiery red silk, with countless layers of tulle beneath the skirt. Thousands of white pearls were sewn onto the bottom half, gently fading toward the upper half. It came with a red tulle bolero with silk hems, tied just below my chest. Wynona completed the outfit with a rich pearl necklace and earrings, and a pair of red silk pumps with more pearls mounted on the heel.

      She’d pulled my hair up in a loose bun, and I knew that, once I’d styled it properly, I’d look like a porcelain doll in this ensemble. I was happy but feeling rather weird about it. After all, Exiled Maras and Imen were disappearing, and we’d come all the way here to investigate. I shouldn’t have been so determined to look good at an event from which I was supposed to sneak away to ask Arrah questions without any Roho family members around.

      However, as I lifted the skirt and looked at the gorgeous shoes, I couldn’t help but grin. Wynona giggled with delight, pulled a small container with red lipstick from her accessory trunk, and placed it on my vanity table.

      “You will look stunning with some red on your lips.” She winked.

      The door to my room burst open, and Heron’s voice made me freeze.

      “Come on, Avril, it’s taking you forever to…”

      He trailed off, and I looked at him. He had stilled in the doorway, hand on the brass knob and jade eyes taking all of me in, every pearl and every inch of red silk. My heart skipped a beat, and I suddenly felt vulnerable, half-naked, with part of my skirt above my knees and generous cleavage provided by the bodice and red tulle bolero. I held my breath as our eyes met.

      He was virtually dumbfounded, staring at me. His gaze darkened, and I could practically hear the blood rushing through his veins. I could smell his physical reaction to me. There were hints of musk and desire coming off him in delicate threads, and I took all of them in. He was stunned.

      “What’s up?” I managed to ask, letting my skirt drop and straightening my back.

      The move prompted his gaze to drop and lazily follow the silk hem of my bolero as it stretched over my torso before tightening beneath my shoulder blades with a bow.

      “Heron?” I tried again, as he wasn’t at all responsive. “Heron!”

      I startled him, and he seemed to break out of his reverie, making eye contact again.

      “What?” he croaked.

      “I was asking you the same thing. What’s up?”

      “Oh. We, ugh… We need to get to the library. Harper already left,” he muttered, his gaze lost on my dress.

      “I’ll be right out. I just need a minute to get out of this thing.” I shrugged, trying to keep my cool before him and kind of irritated that he’d just barged in. “Also, can you knock before you come into my room, next time? Just so I don’t fling blunt objects at your head if I’m half-naked or something.”

      His scent was hot and intense, filling my lungs and sending my pulse on a frenzied race through my limbs. My temperature spiked. I’d never experienced something like this before. I’d gotten used to the cold of my vampire nature, but Heron seemed to turn it all up, almost effortlessly.

      He nodded slowly, then stepped back into the hallway, without turning around and without taking his eyes off me. He blinked several times before closing the door in front of him.

      “Well, then!” Wynona exclaimed. “You should definitely stick with this dress, milady!”

      Her giggles made me turn my head to face her. She was positively titillated, grinning with genuine satisfaction, and I felt my cheeks catch fire. Had she noticed my physical reaction to Heron? Had she interpreted his shock in a particular way? What was she reading into all this?

      What am I reading into all this? Heron’s a devout philanderer. If I look good, of course he’ll notice… Doesn’t mean it will lead anywhere good.

      My voice of reason was back, knocking sense into me.

      “Thank you, Wynona, this looks beautiful,” I said with a smile.

      “Milady, this dress is meant to dazzle, and believe me when I say that it absolutely dazzled!” Wynona laughed lightly as she packed the rest of the clothes and accessories away.

      I couldn’t help but take another look in the mirror. The dress itself was a sartorial work of art. Wynona had already told me that Exiled Maras all over the city used the Spring Ball as an excuse to compete with their most artistic and flamboyant fashions, and that all the outfits the tailors had brought over for us were meant as a more introductory line, to help us blend in, not necessarily stand out.

      That was a good premise for us as GASP agents, but, as I glanced at my reflection, I wondered what the socialites amongst the Exiled Maras were going to wear, if this masterpiece serving as a dress was intended to help me blend in. I’d never been to such a sumptuous event before. Most of our parties involved cocktail dresses in the supernatural settings, and jeans and crop tops in the human nightclubs.
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      Avril was taking a little too much time trying on dresses for the Spring Ball, so I went ahead and found the city library, up on the fifth level of Azure Heights. It was a majestic construction, stretching over three floors and half of the carved terrace, and was filled with ancient scrolls, leather-bound books of both fiction and nonfiction, history manuals, civic registries, and a plethora of newspaper-style publications. It turned out that the city ran a reputable news source, though it was small and mostly focused on local administration issues.

      The library had a white marble façade and ebony wood interiors—as well as hundreds of bookshelves arranged over three floors, plenty of comfortable seating and reading tables, and even a small yard with a café at the back. It was a place of study and silence, and was home to a number of Maras who curated and looked after all the books written and stored by the people of Azure Heights over the course of thousands of years.

      I pulled out the Five Lords’ family registries first, armed with a notebook and a pen for the copious notes I knew I’d be taking from those pages. I focused on House Kifo first. I needed to learn as much as I could about Caspian, his family, and their law enforcement efforts. My Mara tailor had been gracious enough to give me a brief history of the Five Houses and the fields they covered, from arts and infrastructure to laws and their enforcement.

      Somehow, seeing Caspian in charge of correction and policing made sense. He had the brooding down to a dramatic level, and he was ridiculously protective of his people and traditions.

      Fiona, Avril, and Heron soon joined me. We occupied one of the reading tables on the ground floor and spent a few good hours in there. Fiona and Avril researched the other Houses, while Heron browsed through the news articles, jotting down a timeline of how the disappearances had been reported. We were still looking for patterns, and our best bet was to look at historical records, including news coverage.

      I managed to find out more about Caspian’s ancestors, including Lord Teller Kifo, the original Exiled Mara of the House and a good friend of Emilian Obara, the only living first generation Exiled Mara. Caspian had been orphaned at a very young age, according to his family registry. His parents were brutally murdered, but the culprit was never apprehended. Caspian was raised by his father’s best friend, Dillon, who had been reported missing a couple of years back.

      He could potentially be counted as one of the daemons’ victims, but I figured it would be best to ask Caspian to confirm, rather than to assume. From what I could tell, the Kifo family had always been of military discipline, and Caspian had been raised in the same spirit.

      “Here, there are a couple of editorials on Caspian, if you want to read through them,” Heron said, and handed me a book with article clippings.

      “Thanks,” I muttered, and scanned the text columns, realizing they’d developed a printing press for higher volume publishing. It didn’t exactly come as a surprise, given how advanced and crafty their civilization was.

      According to the editorials provided by Heron, Caspian didn’t like being involved in the public life, despite his lordship. His Correction Officers were best known for their covert operations, barely recognizable while out on patrol. They never divulged the officers’ names to the people of Azure Heights, either, and they didn’t talk about law enforcement much.

      I couldn’t find any specific details on how they conducted the corrections part of House Kifo’s department, either. It was as if they were deliberately keeping this stuff away from the public eye. Not even my tailor had been able to tell me more about the detainees after they were taken and their families were served with a legal notice of their imprisonment.

      “Avril, do you think you can try to find out more about the Correction Officers tonight, when you speak to Arrah?” I asked, nervously chewing on my pen. I didn’t have enough data, and it made me feel like I was swimming in murky waters.

      “Yeah, it’s actually one of the main topics I want to approach with her.” She nodded with a smile. “Wynona, my tailor, told me a little about the Corrections Department, but she didn’t know much. Apparently, they’re all happy with obeying the laws and never seeing the criminals again. Which is basically what’s happening around here.”

      “My tailor said the same thing,” I mused. “But they must have a prison or a detention center somewhere. It’s not like they feed them to the daemons…”

      My voice trailed off as I considered the possibility of the Exiled Maras doing precisely that. Chills ran down my spine, and Fiona, Avril, and Heron stared at me. I had a feeling they were thinking the same thing.

      “Do they?” I frowned.

      “That would be a bit… much,” Heron replied. “You can’t end up daemon chow for stealing a gold coin. That’s just… No.”

      “I think it’s best we talk to Arrah about this tonight,” Avril said. “I just need the rest of the team to keep the Lords and Ladies busy. Especially House Roho. Can’t risk any of them coming back while Heron and I mind-bend our way through their mansion and interrogate Arrah…”

      “We’ve got you covered, don’t worry.” I gave her a reassuring wink.

      I set my sights on keeping Caspian busy, despite his blatant aversion to me. I found him intriguing, and I wanted to understand what exactly motivated him, and what kind of person he really was. He was challenging, and I was never one to back away in such circumstances.

      Whatever he was hiding, I was going to find out. One way or another, I was determined to get to the bottom of what made Caspian Kifo tick.
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      The Mara nurses came in to check on Minah once every couple of hours. Other than that, it was just me and the Iman girl in our part of the infirmary. I kept watch over her, thinking about the Druid spells I could combine to protect the city from daemons. I wasn’t sure they would work, but it was worth a shot.

      This was a different world altogether, and, given how little we knew about these invisible enemies, it was impossible to predict how they’d react to Druid spells. I’d only seen the effects of my blue fires against them—which were barely any, from what I remembered. I kept throwing flames at them, but they’d hardly done anything to keep the unseen creatures at bay.

      I needed the rest of my herbs and powders from my room at the inn, anyway. I had additional magical items in there that I could use to prepare certain spells in advance. I’d gone into the Valley of Screams with enough spell resources, but the daemons moved too fast even for me. I’d only had split seconds to prepare. I wasn’t going to make that mistake twice.

      My mind wandered back to this morning. I rolled onto my side, facing Minah. Finding Scarlett sleeping by my bedside had been unexpected, but it had filled me with a peculiar warmth, something I hadn’t felt in a long time.

      Three months had passed since I’d kissed Kyana goodbye as she lay dead on the cold ground outside Luceria. I could still hear Tamara’s wails. Kyana’s older sister had taken the loss hard, but there had been no one left to punish at the time. All the living Destroyers had been returned to their original forms, Azazel had been vanquished, and the fiends that had killed Kyana had been slaughtered. All that was left for us to do was grieve.

      I’d spent centuries under Azazel’s control spell, slithering around in Destroyer form and doing his horrific, dirty deeds, just to make sure Kyana was kept alive. I put up with her anger and frustration. For a long time, I couldn’t even tell her how much I loved her, since Azazel’s spell was powerful and caused me so much pain whenever I did or said something against him. I couldn’t even tell Kyana to hold on, that one day I’d get her out of that cage and out of those dungeons.

      All those centuries spent in misery, inflicting torture and death on innocent creatures while waiting for the day I’d get to hold her in my arms again… The moment I felt her cold skin, it all fell apart. I’d put myself through hell to save her, and I’d wound up losing her in the end. The irony did not escape me.

      I was angry for a long time. I cried myself to sleep and chose a solitary existence, focusing exclusively on GASP. Training and preparing with the Shadians gave me new purpose. All that anger, the frustration—I could channel it into the supernatural protection agency. I could take my rage and repurpose it into relentlessness and determination. It worked, too. I advanced through the ranks, and I even passed my superior circle trials. I’d acquired my ninety-eighth band tattoo before the Neraka mission. Two more levels and I’d become a Master Druid. There were plenty of planets in Eritopia that needed one—the Druids who had been assigned to manage them were young or dismally unprepared. My world needed me. I needed my world, too. It anchored me; it kept me sane.

      I’d found a twisted form of internal balance with GASP. Training fights helped me keep my rage under control. Researching supernatural species and supporting Draven in Druid affairs stopped me from curling up in my bed every morning. I missed Kyana so much, it tore me apart. I never talked about her with others.

      I even tried keeping my distance from the Lamias, though I’d always had a soft spot for them, historically speaking. Kyana had not been my first girlfriend from the species, but she had been the one for me. My soulmate. Her friends tried to get close to me. They wanted me in their lives, on a more intimate level. But I couldn’t bring myself to even look at them that way anymore. I was still raw on the inside. My heart still ached.

      Then Scarlett Novak-Hendry walked into our GASP base on Mount Zur, fresh from The Shade, and my so-called balance went straight out the window. Things took a strange turn for me then. I found myself gazing at her when she wasn’t looking. I couldn’t get enough of watching her run, watching her dart across miles like the wind. Those sky-blue eyes rattled me, and I didn’t like the way I was reacting to her.

      She made me feel nervous and vulnerable whenever she was around, and yet, I liked being around her. I enjoyed the sound of her voice and, as of this morning, I discovered I loved running my fingers through her soft, warm brown hair. The feel of her skin on mine…

      My biggest concern was that Scarlett had managed to disrupt my mourning, my routines of coping with the pain of losing Kyana. It didn’t feel right, especially not toward Kyana. I felt guilty at times, for feeling my core catch fire when my eyes met Scarlett’s. It confused the hell out of me, so I did my best to keep my distance from her.

      But then last night, seeing Scarlett surrounded by those invisible daemons, eager to tear her apart, I was struck by the horror of never seeing her again—of watching her die. I couldn’t take that again. I was still healing. Why would I allow myself to develop feelings for Scarlett, given our field of work, where our lives were at risk?

      I slowly shook my head, reaffirming my determination to keep my distance from her. I’d done the right thing this morning, sending her away with the rest of the team. I hated doing it, but it had to be done.

      The infirmary door opened and Jax and Hansa walked in. Those two were as dysfunctional as I was, where relationships were concerned. They clearly had feelings for each other, but they refused to act on them. As long as it didn’t affect our team, I didn’t have a problem with the tension brewing between them, but I was just one step away from locking them both in a room for a few months so they could sort themselves out, for their own good.

      “Hey, Patrik.” Hansa winked, and came to my bedside with my travel bag on her shoulder. She dropped it on the floor and grinned. “Time for some serious magic, huh?”

      “Yes,” I groaned as I sat up. My whole body hurt, but it was mostly soreness. All my wounds had closed, thanks to the healing capsules and the Mara blood the nurses had used. “In hindsight, I was thoroughly unprepared last night.”

      “What are you planning, magic-wise?” Jax asked, crossing his arms over his chest, his glance occasionally darting toward Minah.

      “There are a few ninetieth-level spells I can combine,” I replied. “From what I’m told, the swamp witch magic that the Exiled Maras have, besides the travel spell, is minor—mere artifice where defense is concerned. They need something big and potent to protect the city.”

      “Do you have everything you need in this bag of yours?” Hansa glanced down at her feet.

      “Yes, but I will also need energy from all of you.” I nodded. “This is magic of the black arts—that is, I need living power to arm it. It’ll guard the entire base of the mountain and hopefully stop the daemons from coming into the city. I can’t guarantee it’ll work, though.”

      “I understand,” Hansa replied with a sigh. “But it’s worth a shot, right?”

      “Exactly.”

      She then looked at Minah, who was still deep under.

      “She hasn’t said anything, has she?”

      “No, she’s been like this since you all left. I’ll obviously try to get more information out of her once she wakes up, but it’s a bit of a waiting game at this point.” I scratched my stubble, suddenly missing my razor. I had it at the bottom of the travel bag. I was definitely going to make use of the local amenities for a clean shave later on.

      “Okay, well, we’re off to do a bit of scouting around the city,” Jax said, opening the door. “We’ll be back soon with the rest of the team so we can move this along.”

      “That’s fine, I’ll put together a plan for the protection spell and have it ready for when you’re all here. We can put it in place tomorrow. I’ll need some time to prepare the incantation, since it’s a hybrid spell.” He nodded, and I watched him and Hansa leave.

      I’d recently learned that I could amplify the effect of a protection spell by increasing its action radius. It involved using the cardinal points and burying charm satchels in walls facing all four main directions—north, south, east, and west. I could combine that with a couple of protective spells, and feed live energy into it. It could then fuel a defensive shield that would keep hostiles out of the city.

      My biggest challenge was focusing on my mental image of the daemons while performing the spell. Given that they were invisible, I wasn’t sure it would work. I figured that I could instead focus on their eyes and apply the protection from that angle.

      I looked at Minah, who was frowning in her sleep. She’d been through enough already. I didn’t want her to suffer more from these beasts. I needed to keep her safe. I needed to keep everyone safe. Especially Scarlett. Last night had been a close call.
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      It was late afternoon when we left the library. We’d spent a substantial amount of time digging through the Exiled Maras’ records, and we’d managed to get a much clearer picture of how their society worked, what was accepted and what was frowned upon.

      Fortunately, they weren’t all that different from the Eritopian Maras, but they really valued their rule of law and the artful side of life. In the end, once we drew the line, they were simply a large group of exiles that had found a new life here, a life that was now threatened by the invisible daemons. Sure, they had this creepy way about them and loved withholding information, from what I’d seen so far, but I was starting to believe that, if given some time, the Exiled Maras would learn to open up more.

      Avril, Fiona, and Heron headed down the stairs leading to the Broken Bow Inn. I quietly followed but couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching me. I glanced over my shoulder and stilled, seeing Caspian in the middle of a conversation with the other Lords and Ladies of Azure Heights. They were on the terrace just above the library, beneath the awnings.

      I moved back a few steps, focusing my hearing on their exchange.

      “They won’t see the connection,” Darius said to Emilian. “It’s best to let them follow the leads they have, for now.”

      “They’re getting involved in our internal affairs,” Caspian muttered. “I don’t want my people under the scrutiny of complete strangers.”

      “Their mission is to investigate the disappearances, Caspian,” Emilian replied. “How we enforce our laws is out of their reach or jurisdiction. But—”

      Caspian shushed him as he spotted me. Shadows passed over his face, his nostrils flaring. He was angry.

      “Let’s go somewhere more private,” he commanded the others, who then noticed me and put on a collective frown. They moved away from the edge, and vanished from my field of vision.

      That reaction rang an alarm bell in my head and served to make me even more curious.

      I hurried up the stairs to the upper level, but on reaching it, I found they were nowhere to be seen. I used my True Sight to scan the entire platform and its buildings, but I couldn’t see the Five Lords anywhere. It was as if they’d vanished.

      “What are you people so secretive about?” I muttered, mostly to myself, before turning to head back to the inn.

      On one hand, I had to give them the benefit of the doubt. They were Lords of the city, and they probably had a lot of confidential matters to discuss. No one liked an eavesdropper, after all. But given how shady Caspian had been acting from the moment we’d first met, I couldn’t help but struggle with the assumption that they were, in fact, hiding something.

      I wasn’t sure if it had anything to do with the disappearances, but I knew my curiosity always got the better of me. I had to believe I’d find out eventually.

      One thing was clear, though. Caspian thought he could scare me away with his repeated “advice” to go back to Calliope, and I needed to prove him wrong. You didn’t scare Shadians away. Deflection tactics only made us want to dig deeper.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Harper

          

          (Daughter of Hazel & Tejus)

        

      

    

    
      We put on our ridiculously expensive but absolutely stunning Spring Ball outfits and met outside the Kifo mansion on the top level of the mountain. The Kifo residence was huge, a small palace with a luscious white marble façade, red tile roofing, and cast iron decorative elements. It spoke of luxury and nobility, its straight lines and sharp edges reminding the beholder of the family’s stern military history.

      The fountain mounted in the spacious front yard gushed with fresh water, skirted by a multitude of colorful blossoms in marble planters. Maras flocked toward the main entrance, clad in some truly extravagant costumes. They were welcomed by Imen servants in black uniforms.

      I was one of the first GASP agents to arrive, followed by Jax, Heron, Avril, Blaze, Fiona, and Scarlett. They all looked gorgeous, prompting me to repeatedly praise Vincent’s tailors. They’d even made me look great, dressing me up in a beautiful white silk dress with long sleeves, a tight bodice, and a rich skirt, its bottom half covered in hand-sewn pale blue blossoms and sapphire gemstones. I’d styled my long black hair in a loose bun, sprinkled with faux blossoms, and I’d settled for a pair of elegant white flats. I was tall enough as it was; I didn’t aim to tower over the other guests. Blaze had been kind enough to let me feed off his energy back at the Inn, so I had an extra kick in my heel.

      I glanced around, noticing the painstaking amounts of work that had gone into some of the Maras’ costumes. The dresses were huge, compared to ours, visual odes to springtime blossoms covered in faux flowers, colorful gemstones, and gold thread embroidery. The males were quite dapper as well, their three-piece suits ranging from pale blue and black velvet to a dazzling spectrum of green, yellow, and orange silk, matched with elegant top hats and crisp white shirts. It felt like I was watching an haute couture fashion show between nineteenth-century ballroom styles and seventeenth-century French trends.

      “What’s taking them so long?” Jax muttered, his gaze fixed on the stairways leading up to the terrace. He looked particularly dashing in his grayish-green tux, but the frown on his face didn’t fit the overall outfit.

      We were waiting for Hansa and Caia. I couldn’t wait to see what those two had chosen to wear, though I had a feeling that whatever Hansa had gone for, it would leave Jax speechless. I had a soft spot for the succubus, not just because we had a few traits in common, but also because of how she made her beauty look effortless.

      Heron had opted for a similar combination as Jax, except his waistcoat was greener, further accentuating his jade eyes. Avril was a vision of fiery red, and I had to stifle a few giggles watching Heron trying to keep his cool in her presence. Not only was he not used to elegant clothes, but he certainly hadn’t been expecting Avril to look so beautifully devastating. In fact, the young Mara looked paler than usual, and was unable to take his eyes off her.

      “I’m sure they’re on their way,” Avril said to Jax with a half-smile, then noticed Heron once again staring and raised an eyebrow. “Is there something you wish to say?”

      “Nope.” He shook his head, regaining his cool. “Just wondering why you ladies think it’s okay to keep us all waiting like this for a ball we don’t even plan to actually enjoy.”

      “Hah, speak for yourself.” Fiona grinned, radiant in her turquoise dress, hands resting on her hips. “I plan to make the most of tonight!”

      “Don’t worry, Fiona.” Blaze winked. “Heron’s just trying to stay focused and isn’t really paying attention to what comes out of his mouth. The dude can’t multitask…”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle, before Avril realized that they were poking fun at Heron’s inability to take his eyes off her. The Mara, on the other hand, pursed his lips and gave Blaze a challenging stare.

      “Look who’s talking.” Heron smirked. “Can’t wait to see you eat your words later tonight, Mr. I’m Too Cool And Composed.”

      “Yeah, right, Mr. I Took Longer Than Avril To Put My Suit On,” the fire dragon shot back.

      Blaze looked cool by all possible standards. He’d opted for a deep blue three-piece suit, which he’d paired with a white shirt and a pale gray bowtie, combing his dark hair back to add more light to his rugged complexion.

      “Blaze is right, Heron,” Scarlett interjected with a smirk. “Avril was out before you.”

      Scarlett was like a real-life fairytale princess, dressed in a sleeveless, champagne-pink ballgown with a bejeweled bodice.

      “Take it down a notch, boys,” Jax replied, “you both took ages to get ready. Not as long as Hansa and Caia, but still, up there in the top five.”

      He topped his comments off with a smirk, which quickly faded when Hansa emerged from above, followed closely by Caia. I could almost hear Blaze’s pulse stop for a couple of seconds, and I pressed my lips tight to stop myself from laughing. As full of jokes and ridicule as they were, one look at Hansa and Caia and both Jax and Blaze were upright blobs.

      They had every reason, though. Hansa was a vision in a sleeveless, golden-yellow silk ballgown, her rich black hair pulled tight in an elegant bun with gold pins, an abundance of diamonds around her slender neck.

      Caia, on the other hand, had opted for a slightly simple but exquisite dress, with a skin-color sleeveless chiffon top covered in blue gems, a slim golden belt, and a rich, royal-blue chiffon skirt. It brought out the bluish tint in her eyes, as she’d styled her blond hair in a tight, luscious bun.

      My gaze kept darting between Jax and Hansa, then Blaze and Caia, wondering how long it would take for both the Mara and the fire dragon to find their words.

      “Sorry we’re late,” Hansa said, seemingly unaware of the effect she had on Jax. “It took longer than I thought to get this dress on by myself. I ended up asking Caia for help.”

      “That’s fine, we haven’t been waiting for long,” Jax replied, his voice raw and his eyes glued to her face.

      Heron’s head turned, and he glared at his brother. Up until a minute ago, Jax had been the most impatient of us all. Heron wasn’t going to forgive him for this. I sensed there would be some hilarious banter later in the evening.

      The music poured from the inside, a pleasant mélange of strings and keys, accompanied by laughter and fragments of casual conversation. The Spring Ball was well underway in the Kifo mansion, and it was our turn to join the party.

      “Blaze!” Rewa’s voice made us all turn our heads toward the main entrance.

      The Exiled Mara looked beautiful as well, expertly fitted into an ivory silk ballgown, which was covered in faux flowers and multicolored gemstones. She rushed down the main stairs and hooked her arm through Blaze’s with a radiant smile.

      “Glad to see you’ve all made it,” she said, beaming at us. “And you all look wonderful. I’m glad to see Vincent’s tailors took such good care of you!”

      “Thank you, Rewa.” Hansa nodded politely.

      I noticed Caia’s discomfort before she tucked it away beneath a polite smile aimed at Rewa, who then motioned toward the main entrance.

      “Shall we go in, then?” she asked.

      “Lead the way,” Jax replied.

      We followed her inside. Caia moved closer to me.

      “You look sizzling hot,” she whispered, and gave me an appreciative sideways glance.

      “Thanks. You’ll be turning some heads in there for sure.” I winked. “I just hope they don’t break their necks in the process.”

      We both chuckled. Avril, Fiona, and Scarlett walked behind us.

      “Remember, ladies,” Avril murmured. “Keep the Five Lords busy while Heron and I find our way out and get to Arrah.”

      “Sure thing,” I replied. “Just give it about half an hour before you rush out, so you don’t draw attention to yourselves. It’ll take a while to get the Lords busy without making ourselves look awkward.”

      “Right. Yeah. No worries.”

      We walked into the mansion, and I found myself dazzled and slightly overwhelmed by the sumptuous interiors. The main reception hall stretched into two huge ballrooms, one on either side, with two sets of arching stairs leading to the upper floor, where a banquet hall awaited.

      The walls were a pristine white with gold-brushed molding, elaborate paintings covering the ceilings, and superb crystal chandeliers hanging overhead. The French windows were clad in elegant, metallic-gray chiffon curtains, and the flooring was made entirely from glossy parquet. Dozens of waiters moved around the ballrooms with trays of blood in champagne flutes, while a band played in the space between the staircases. The acoustics were exquisite, I realized, as I could hear the music traveling throughout the reception hall with pristine clarity and high volume.

      Hundreds of Exiled Maras were attending, some gazing at the sophisticated artwork on the walls and luxurious furniture pieces, while some were dancing, and others were engaged in various clusters of conversation.

      I felt many eyes on us, but none burned as hot as Caspian’s, who gazed down at us from the top of the stairs. Emilian, Rowan, Darius, and Farrah were with him, all wearing polite smiles and Spring Ball outfits in silky shades of lavender, pink, green, and soft blue. Caspian resembled a marble Renaissance statue, exquisitely fitted into a dark green suit paired with a sharp white shirt and a gold-thread waistcoat.

      I held my breath as his gaze found mine, then gradually darkened as he measured me from head to toe. There was a twinkle I hadn’t seen before, a fleeting softness that went away and was quickly replaced by his usual cold glare.

      He descended the stairs, followed by the other Lords and Ladies. Emilian passed in front of him and came to greet us with a bow and a polite smile.

      “Thank you for joining us tonight,” he said. “It is a pleasure to have you all here, looking so beautiful. It’s almost as if you’re part of our world.”

      “You’re too kind,” Jax replied with a half-smile, his eyes darting through the reception hall. “But I wouldn’t make such a bold statement if I were you. I have a feeling that your guests aren’t all that happy to see us.”

      Once Jax pointed it out, I noticed the discrepancy between the fancy dresses and the wariness in the Maras’ eyes. Sure, we’d dazzled them with our outfits and whatnot, but that momentary glow had quickly been replaced by a faint sense of anxiety. They couldn’t see the weapons we’d strapped beneath our ballgowns and suits, but, given our combat training, we couldn’t shake off our military demeanor or our inquisitive stares.

      I wasn’t entirely sure if we were intimidating or simply caused an overall feeling of displeasure among the Exiled Maras. We were here to help, but were they keen to have us present in the middle of their springtime celebration?

      “Oh, no,” Emilian chuckled, “they’re simply not used to strangers, that is all. These are all good people who have come to enjoy themselves, try out new blood recipes, listen to music, dance, and enjoy the company of others. You shouldn’t worry.”

      “Seeing you here just puts them on edge,” Darius cut in, “since you remind them of the people we’ve lost so far, and your mission to find out what happened. Please, do not take it personally.”

      I took a deep breath and did my best to avoid looking at Caspian. But it didn’t take more than a few seconds to find my gaze locked with his again. I wished I could read his mind, but the Maras were immune to my sentry abilities.

      I needed to keep myself focused on my mission.

      He is my mission.

      This was going to be an interesting night, to say the least.
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      I’d thought Vincent would be by his mother’s side when the Lords came down to greet us, but he wasn’t. I took one of the blood flutes from a waiter’s tray and engaged Rowan in conversation, while the rest of our team did the same with other Maras. Slowly but surely, we were going to use our charms and smiles to keep the Lords busy and not paying attention to Heron and Avril.

      “This is a beautiful event, Rowan,” I said with genuine admiration.

      She smiled, glowing in her yellowish-green ballgown, as she scanned the entire ballroom.

      “Thank you. We put a lot of effort into it every year,” she replied, then took a sip from her blood flute.

      “Do you have balls often?”

      “Oh, we have one to celebrate each of the four seasons we get here.” She nodded. “Each year, without exception. It’s important to our way of life to mark these little moments and give them value. And our people love dressing up, so it’s always quite the visual spectacle!”

      “I can definitely see that.” I smirked, glancing over the sea of stylish up-dos, glimmering gems, and smooth, colorful fabrics.

      “Fiona!” Vincent’s voice made me turn my head.

      Heat instantly spread through my cheeks when I saw the way he looked at me. His green gaze was dark and intense, lust lighting it on fire as he closed the distance between us. He looked handsome as hell, sporting a champagne-pink suit with a pearl-gray shirt and a white ascot. I didn’t often appreciate any shade of pink on a guy, but I had to admit that Vincent wore it a little too well, as I found myself staring and wondering what it would be like to touch his chest and feel that fabric on my fingertips.

      “Vincent.” Rowan snapped me out of my reverie. “Darling, why don’t you join us for a drink?”

      She snatched another flute from a passing waiter’s tray and handed it to Vincent. He smiled and gave her a thankful nod, then bowed before me with a seductive smirk. I was used to guys giving me these looks and asking me out and all that dating malarkey, but the way Vincent did it made me blush and flutter my eyelashes like a genuine damsel. I barely recognized myself.

      “Thank you, Mother,” he said slowly, then came closer, enough to make me crane my neck a little to look him in the eyes. “You look absolutely stunning, Fiona.”

      “You’re too kind.” I smiled and lowered my head, sipping from my flute.

      “I’m simply describing what I see,” he replied, then took my glass and discarded it onto a tall nearby table, along with his own. He firmly took my hand, his eyes locked on mine. “Mother, excuse us, but I must dance with this wonderful creature.”

      He made me giggle as he gently pulled me onto the dancefloor, resting one hand on my waist. He led me through a soft waltz, giving me enough time and space to acquaint myself with the rhythm and melody, before he got close enough for me to inhale his fragrance.

      “How is your investigation coming along?” he asked, his voice low, his gaze burning.

      “It’s still early days.” I shrugged. “Still many unknowns, but we’re hoping to identify a pattern over the next day or so.”

      “If there is anything I can do to help, please do let me know,” Vincent offered. “I will do whatever I can to get my sister back.”

      “I will definitely let you know if you can help.” I gave him a reassuring smile.

      Something weighed heavy in my stomach at the sight of his torment over the loss of his sister, Sienna. I felt a powerful urge to help him, and his gentle display of both willingness to help and raw emotion had an interesting effect on my senses. Vincent was attractive by all possible standards, and I was in no way indifferent to his charms. Keeping him distracted for the evening certainly didn’t feel like a chore.

      “Why don’t you tell me a little about yourself?” I suggested, placing my hands on his shoulders as he pulled me closer. A slower song began to play, which required some mellow swaying. Vincent was an excellent dancer. “I know next to nothing.”

      “You want to know more about me?” He raised his eyebrows with genuine delight. “Where do I start?”

      I laughed lightly and caught a glimpse of Avril and Heron dancing their way toward what looked like one of the servants’ exits at the far end of the ballroom. They kept looking around, waiting for the perfect moment to sneak out and go see Arrah at Vincent’s mansion. Their plight gave me the courage I needed to push myself closer to Vincent, enough for our faces to be only a few inches apart. I felt his grip on my hips tighten, and I knew he was reacting to my gesture.

      “I don’t know. Tell me whatever you think will help me understand you—the real you,” I replied, lowering my voice.

      I mentally congratulated myself for being so smooth, as it definitely had an effect on him. He took a deep breath and lowered his head, his cheek brushing against mine as we danced.

      “I’m merely the product of the happy marriage between my mother and my father,” he said. “Since my father passed away some years back, however, I’ve learned to appreciate the special people in my life. If I meet someone who makes my heart beat faster, I always make sure to keep them close and enjoy their company, like my parents did with each other. Such emotions are rare and precious, and I place great value on them.”

      He gave me a sideways glance as he said that, expecting me to understand the underlying statement.

      “What do you want to do with your life?” I asked, trying to keep my cool, despite his closeness and his body heat seeping into my skin whenever our cheeks touched. The physical attraction was definitely there.

      “I’m going to inherit House Roho,” he replied, holding me close as we swayed across the dancefloor, the fluid music flowing around us. “I love the arts, and I plan to live a long life enriching the lives of my people and supporting artistic development. I would actually like to see Azure Heights become able to export its artwork to other worlds. Perhaps even develop some trade agreements. I know we keep to ourselves here, and there’s nothing wrong with that, but I think the rest of the worlds would love what we have to offer…”

      I nodded, processing his views of the future. He had some entrepreneurial visions that were different from the otherwise isolationist policy of Azure Heights. I couldn’t help but wonder if the other Lords would ever agree to such a proposal.

      “What about you, Fiona?” he asked, pulling his head back so he could peer into my eyes. “What do you want to do?”

      I blinked several times, trying to think of an honest answer that I could give. I’d asked myself that question on different occasions, and my conclusions always brought me to the core of GASP. All my roads took me to a life with the agency, helping supernaturals and defending those who couldn’t protect themselves. It had been instilled in me since I was a kid.

      “My life is with GASP,” I replied. “Upholding justice, protecting the innocent… I was raised into it, and I firmly believe in all supernaturals’ rights to a free and decent life. I refuse to let anyone take that away from them. I guess I see myself in a senior officer position someday. Maybe even in charge of my own base, or out there, exploring the In-Between… I don’t know. I have plenty of time to think about it.”

      He nodded slowly, his eyes scanning my face with what looked like a mix of curiosity and fascination. As if he were trying to understand what made me tick.

      We were two creatures, from two different worlds, who seemed to each have a voracious appetite for what the future held. I didn’t feel like anything could stop me from getting what I wanted, and he didn’t seem to mind.

      I could have slapped myself for how I was reacting to his gaze, his touch. My second day on Neraka, and I was already letting Vincent get a little too close. It was alarming because I didn’t make a habit of crushing on complete strangers.

      There was something about him that I liked, undeniably, but as we continued to dance and talk throughout the night, there was also something deeper underneath his façade… something I couldn’t quite put my finger on. I had a feeling he wasn’t telling us everything about Sienna, and the fact that we knew his servants had been mind-bent didn’t help, either. It made me keep my defenses high, despite his charm.

      Nevertheless, he was a pleasant way to pass the evening, and I sure didn’t mind his attention.

      Especially while Avril and Heron were infiltrating his mansion.
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      Heron and I had been dancing for twenty minutes straight. We were trying to move close enough to one of the service doors so we could sneak out and find Arrah in the Roho mansion, but there were so many people glancing at us between turns on the dancefloor. Not to mention the lustful smiles we both got from Maras chilling by one of the bars.

      I was getting frustrated and peculiarly hot, with Heron’s arms wrapped around my waist, his body hard and searing against mine, and his fragrance invading my nostrils and filling my senses. He was a massive distraction—and we had a mission to accomplish.

      “I think I should’ve gone for something more… drab,” I muttered, noticing another male Exiled Mara winking my way, forcing me to roll my eyes.

      “Frankly, after how long it took you to pick a dress and come help us in the library, I’m glad you look like… this,” Heron grumbled, managing to get us to the edge of the dancefloor.

      “Yeah, well, it’s not helping. It’s red and bright and everybody’s looking. How the hell are we going to sneak out?”

      “That’s not why they’re looking,” Heron replied.

      “Don’t tell me it’s because you’re looking so dashing, because I will slap you, Heron Dorchadas,” I shot back.

      “You could be wearing a burlap sack and they’d still be looking, Avril. You’re simply beautiful and don’t need a flashy red dress to stand out.”

      He floored me with that statement. I held my breath as my gaze found his. His expression was hard, his jade eyes burning, and a muscle was twitching in his jaw. He had this way of being honest and capable of completely debilitating me at the same time, all so cleanly and effortlessly. I was impressed, and my throat burned.

      “That being said, the red and the cleavage aren’t helping either. I’m having trouble focusing. I think I’ll file a complaint against you when we get back, for inappropriate conduct in a work environment,” he added, a grin blooming on his gorgeous face, which I suddenly had an urge to slap.

      That was Heron, after all. He turned me into a hot mess with a glance and few words, then poured ice water all over me and expected me to thank him.

      “That’s funny, because I could’ve sworn people were staring at your two left feet.” I raised an eyebrow.

      He frowned, then feigned his outrage.

      “What? I’ll have you know I’m one of the best dancers to come out of White City,” he replied.

      “Did you come out of White City, or did you get kicked out for waltzing like a horse with broken legs?”

      He didn’t bother with a comeback, but I’d definitely hit a nerve. I gasped as he spun me around, then pulled me tight against him. He led me in a smooth, tango-like dance, following the strings and drums of the music.

      I had to bite my lower lip and swallow my words, because Heron certainly could dance. His hand moved farther up my spine, the other gently touching the base of my neck, and pushed me to the point where I dipped, my back arched as Heron bent forward, his lips inches away from mine.

      I held my breath as he pulled me back up and resumed a slower dance rhythm, his gaze locked on my face. My pulse was racing, my heartbeats echoing in my ears from his sudden display of dancing prowess and the proximity of his body.

      “Did that feel as good for you as it did for me?” His voice was raspy and raw.

      Alarm bells rang in my head. Heron was so much trouble. I had to stay focused. Fortunately for me, I found my distraction a few moments later. Hansa dancing with Emilian closer to our side seemed to draw people’s attention, enough for me to finally see a clear path to the service door.

      “On my mark,” I whispered, prompting him to follow my gaze. “Three, two, one, go…”

      I darted through the short, narrow hallway, followed closely by Heron. We followed two waiters through the service door, then stopped in the middle of a perpendicular corridor. The Imen were headed left, into the kitchen. We moved in the opposite direction, until we reached a French door leading out into the backyard.

      Leaving the music and the party behind, we looked around and carefully snuck through the garden. We followed one of the stone paths, hiding behind manicured hedges whenever we heard voices. Eventually, we made it to the back of the Kifo property, where the stables stretched from left to right, in front of a forest that grew farther up the mountain.

      There were Imen and Exiled Maras moving around the Kifo mansion, but none had spotted us yet. Horses neighed from the stables, and the wind rushed through the overhead tree crowns, making the leaves rustle. Two moons were up, which meant it wasn’t midnight just yet. It was the perfect time to visit the Roho mansion.

      “This way,” Heron whispered, then took my hand. We rushed down the pebbled road. He felt warm and confident, and I didn’t have a problem keeping up with him, despite my high heels.

      We passed the Obara mansion, where the lights were off. The Roho residence seemed quiet as well. A small path led up to the backyard, where a white gazebo stood quietly in the middle. Lights flickered on the ground floor.

      “What now?” I asked.

      “We knock.”

      “Oh, okay. We… knock,” I muttered, then followed Heron around the house to the front door. He knocked, and we could see a light go on in the lobby and move toward us. The door opened, and an Iman servant holding a single candelabra greeted us with a surprised look on his face.

      “Milord, milady,” he said, “the masters of this residence are not here right now.”

      “I know,” Heron said, and his eyes burned gold as he mind-bent the servant. “We need to speak to Arrah. You should take us to her.”

      With the suggestion planted, the Iman servant nodded slowly, then walked toward the kitchen at the back of the mansion. We followed quietly, passing several maids. Heron gave them all a brief, golden glance.

      “We were never here,” he said, and they nodded, then walked away and returned to their chores.

      I couldn’t help but marvel at Heron’s smooth ability. I couldn’t get tired of watching him influence other creatures like this. I wondered what it would be like if he did that to me. I’d never know, of course, since I was immune to his mind-bending skills.

      We reached the kitchen, where a teenage Iman girl fitting Fiona’s description of Arrah was wiping plates with a dry cloth and storing them in an overhead cabinet. She stilled when she saw us, her eyes a quiet shade of jade green.

      “Arrah, our unexpected visitors would like a word with you,” the Iman servant said, his voice low and soft, as he was still under Heron’s influence.

      “Of course,” Arrah replied, and put the plate and cloth away, then moved forward with her hands behind her back, looking like a girl who’d gotten into some mischief and now had to answer to her parents.

      “You never saw us here tonight,” Heron told the Iman servant, slowly pressing his shoulder. “You should go to sleep now. You must be tired after such a long day.”

      “I should. You’re right, I’m exhausted.” The servant nodded and walked away, leaving us alone in the kitchen with Arrah.

      A couple of seconds passed in an awkward silence.

      “Arrah, we were here yesterday with Fiona, if you remember?” I asked, putting a warm smile on.

      “Yes, milady,” she replied, her gaze darting between Heron and me.

      “Fiona told us you might know more about Sienna’s disappearance than your colleagues, but she feared you couldn’t speak up because of the others present, including Vincent. Is that true?”

      “No, milady. I told her everything I knew.” She shook her head.

      “You shouldn’t lie to us, Arrah,” Heron replied, his eyes glimmering gold again.

      Arrah gave him a stern look, as if unaffected by his mind-bending ability. She even raised an eyebrow in response.

      “Milord, that trick won’t work on me,” she scoffed.

      Neither Heron nor I saw that coming. She was an Iman, and the entire species was subject to a Mara’s hypnotic skills, with no known exception. How was she doing this?

      “What if I try a little harder and ask you to tell us the truth?” Heron persisted, and I could almost feel the air thicken between them as he intensified his suggestion.

      “I’m sorry, milord.” Arrah smirked. “But I seem to be immune. No one has ever been able to influence my mind.”

      “But you’re an Iman,” I said. “You’re all subject to a Mara’s abilities…”

      “I am an Iman, milady, but for reasons unbeknownst to me, I am not affected.”

      A few more seconds went by. Both Heron and I analyzed the unexpected situation. We had been banking on mind-bending Arrah into telling us the truth, whatever that was.

      “Great.” Heron sighed, then looked at me. “What now?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged, then shifted my focus back to Arrah. “Listen, we’re here to help. We don’t wish to hurt you, nor do we want to get anyone in trouble. We’re just trying to find out what happened to Sienna. Can you please help us?”

      Arrah studied us carefully, then exhaled sharply and leaned against the counter, her shoulders dropping.

      “I know you’re genuinely here to help. It’s why I told you that you cannot manipulate me,” Arrah said. “No one else knows, and I’m quite good at feigning being hypnotized. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell anyone.”

      “We won’t, I promise.” I gave her a reassuring smile. “Arrah, please help us. There are so many people missing, and our friends had a terrible encounter with what we think took them. We rescued an Iman girl from the Valley of Screams last night. Her name is Minah.”

      Arrah’s face lit up at the sound of her name.

      “Is she okay?” she asked, suddenly looking worried.

      “Mostly, yes,” I replied. “She lost a lot of blood, but we managed to stabilize her. One of our team is looking after her. Do you know her?”

      “Yes, we… we grew up together. I thought she was gone for good.”

      “She called the creatures taking people away ‘daemons’. Do you know anything about that?”

      She took a moment to think, then shook her head.

      I didn’t want to push her, as I only had her willingness to cooperate with us to work with. Whatever I could get out of her would have to do, but I quickly understood that I’d have to get her to trust us more if I wanted her to tell us everything.

      “What’s going on here, Arrah?” I asked.

      “My mother is missing, too,” she replied, tears coming to her eyes. “She vanished almost a year ago, to the date. I wish I could tell you more, but I fear for my safety, and that of my brother.”

      “You have a brother? Where is he?” Heron took a step closer.

      “He’s in prison,” she said with a pained expression.

      “Arrah, we’re trying to get to the bottom of this. We want to help, and we need you to tell us everything you know,” I insisted.

      “I can’t!” she shot back, visibly frustrated. “Not as long as my brother is where he is, and not while the gorges are riddled with those killers. I’ve lost too much already. I’m not taking any more risks!”

      “Why is your brother in prison?” Heron asked, brushing his hand against mine, as if sensing my own nerves stretching. We were standing in front of someone who could tell us more about this entire mess, but was too afraid to come forward. And we had absolutely nothing to offer in return at this point, besides the promise that we’d try to help her brother. Of course she wouldn’t just give it all away.

      “He was accused of conspiring against the city, but they never gave any details,” Arrah replied, holding back tears. “I only got the notice letter. I’ve tried appealing, but I’ve been blatantly ignored.”

      “How does one conspire against a city?” I asked Heron, not sure I understood the accusation. His shrug made it clear that he knew as much as I did on that point. “Arrah, do you know where the prison is?”

      “No. No one knows, except the Correction Officers,” she said. “Kifo’s henchmen. They enforce the laws, and they take the criminal Maras and Imen away. No one ever sees them again.”

      I took a deep breath, trying to piece together everything she’d told us so far. We’d heard about Correction Officers during our library session, mere mentions in the Maras’ editorials.

      “I tried following the Correction Officers a few times,” she mumbled. “I just wanted to see my brother. He’s been in jail for three months now. But I couldn’t get far. They could always tell when I was tailing them.”

      “Is there any connection between the prison, the Correction Officers, these disappearances, and the Valley of Screams?” Heron asked.

      “No.” Arrah shook her head. “I doubt it. The Correction Officers have been around since the founding of Azure Heights. The prison, too. The disappearances… They’re more recent.”

      “What about the creatures in the Valley of Screams?” I tried the daemon avenue again.

      “I told you, I can’t help with that!”

      “Heron, I think they have leverage over Arrah with her brother,” I said, drawing a reasonable conclusion. Arrah stared at me, but said nothing. I took her silence as a form of confirmation.

      “Okay.” Heron nodded, scratching the back of his head. “What if we get your brother out of prison?”

      “You can’t. You don’t even know where the prison is,” Arrah replied bluntly. “But you can follow the Correction Officers. They wear a blue insignia on their coats. Not easy to spot in the crowds, but you can certainly try. They might lead you to the prison, if you manage to tail them all the way there.”

      I took Heron aside, my fingers digging into his arm.

      “What are you doing?” I whispered. “We’re supposed to get information on Sienna and the others’ disappearances, not meddle in the Exiled Maras’ internal affairs!”

      “Arrah knows something about these disappearances, but she’s being kept quiet by these internal affairs, Avril. I’m exploring options, and I will put everything forward to Jax and Hansa before we do anything.”

      I mulled it over. Heron turned to face Arrah again.

      “Can you hang on here until we figure out the best way to help you?” he offered.

      “Yes. Listen, everyone knows there’s a prison in Azure Heights, but we just don’t know where exactly. And there were plenty of innocents taken away by Correction Officers, too. The system is too strict, abusive, even. Please be careful, and please don’t tell anyone about this conversation. They might trace it back to me, and I need to stay safe and alive for my brother!”

      “Thank you, Arrah,” I said.

      “Don’t thank me yet,” she replied, then opened the glass kitchen door leading into the backyard. “Now go, before anyone else comes back.”

      “We’ll see you soon,” Heron reassured her, then walked out.

      I followed, glancing over my shoulder as she locked the door behind us and went back to wiping plates. We snuck off the Roho property and followed the pebbled road to the Kifo mansion, where the Spring Ball was in full swing, the entire building still buzzing with music and laughter.

      “Are you sure it’s a good idea?” I asked Heron, walking behind him.

      He stopped a little too fast, and I bumped into him. He turned around, then lowered his head to look at me. The closeness cut off my air supply.

      “Avril, she knows something that could help us get to the bottom of this. I know we’ve been told not to piss off our hosts, but honestly, I don’t really care. People are missing, and judging by the state in which Minah was brought back from the Valley of Screams, they didn’t run off to some vacation resort. Let’s pass all the info we got to Jax and Hansa, and see what they say.”

      “Okay.” I nodded, waiting for him to turn and keep walking, but he didn’t. Instead, he kept his gaze fixed on me, as if trying to read my expression. “I trust your judgment, Heron.”

      “Thank you,” he replied, his voice deep. “Now let’s… get back in there, dance and smile, and pretend everything’s okay.”

      He took my hand again and guided me back to the service door through which we’d snuck out. We made it back inside without anyone noticing, and we stopped at the bar, where an Iman bartender served us flutes of fresh blood.

      Heron was right, I thought, as I analyzed the crowd in the ballroom. These people were at risk, and someone high up was keeping Arrah from coming forward with what could be crucial information. The whole investigation had just gotten more complicated, with internal interests and the intervention of Correction Officers.

      If I wanted to help Vincent get Sienna back, I had to reevaluate our approach to the case. Surely House Roho couldn’t be involved in whatever had happened to Arrah’s brother. This most likely had something to do with House Kifo. I saw Caspian moving through the crowd and instinctively looked for Harper.

      I hoped she’d be able to get some information out of him, as he seemed to be at the core of this new development.

      In the meantime, Heron and I had to continue pretending we were enjoying the Spring Ball, then report everything to our senior officers once we got back to the infirmary. Though, after that dance he’d swept me into earlier, to say I had to pretend to enjoy Heron’s company would be a barefaced lie.
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      Rewa was quick to take Blaze onto the dancefloor, so I moved over to the edge, watching quietly as they danced through a couple of songs. I politely rejected the Maras who wanted to dance with me—of whom there were plenty. Occasionally, I saw Blaze giving me a brief glance, before Rewa said something to make him chuckle.

      I couldn’t get rid of the knot in my stomach as I watched them together.

      The mellow waltz ended, and Rewa excused herself. Blaze came over. His dark blue eyes scanned me carefully, and he didn’t say anything for a while.

      “You know she likes you, right?” I said, my tone a little too flat for my liking.

      “Who, Rewa?” Blaze cast a quick glance back at her over his shoulder, then frowned at me. “I, uh… I was thinking she’s just friendly.”

      “You’re kidding,” I replied. “You can’t be that oblivious.”

      He opened his mouth to reply, but stopped himself and took a couple more seconds to process my words. “Maybe you’re right,” he muttered, then sighed. “Great. Now how do I let her down easy?”

      “You don’t,” I replied, barely able to stifle my discontentment with the situation. “You need to start asking her some questions that might help us with our investigation. The daemons, House Kifo’s law enforcement angle, the prison… Take your pick, there are plenty of topics. She’ll be chattier with you than with any of us.”

      “I guess that’s true.”

      “You bet it is,” I said, going over the signs I’d seen since she’d first landed on Calliope. That girl had been fawning over him from day one. “Rewa has such a massive soft spot for you that we can see it from space. I’m surprised you didn’t notice it earlier.”

      “I don’t know.” He gave me a half-smile, then shrugged, before his gaze softened on me. “I guess I’ve been paying attention to other, more important things…”

      My heart skipped a beat.

      “Such as?”

      What was I expecting him to say? Me?

      “The investigation.” He raised an eyebrow, and the little glimmer of hope I’d felt blooming in my chest went away.

      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, to help myself stay focused, though the way he looked in his suit made it difficult to think clearly. The deep blue silk brought out the midnight in his eyes, and I had a hard time looking away.

      “She is more open to you than anyone else in GASP,” I continued, digging myself even deeper into the hole. “You’re the only one who can get her to spill the beans, if she has any to spill. Even unintentionally, because she’s more likely to be relaxed around you than any other Mara... You might as well take advantage of that, and question her.”

      He nodded slowly, and then we both fell quiet, just looking at each other. We stood like that for what felt like forever. I followed the lines on his face, tracing the contours of his jaw, then found myself locked under his gaze again.

      And I found myself wondering if I could summon enough courage to ask him to dance.

      “Well, I’m, uh… glad we got that out of the way… How about a dance now?” I finally asked.

      I was going for the cool approach, the “since we’re here” tactic, to mask my genuine interest. Blaze was naturally a quiet kind of guy, but his face often said more than his words. His gorgeous eyes widened slightly, and I could tell I’d taken him by surprise with that question, so I doubled down with a shrug, in a feeble attempt to not make a bigger deal out of it.

      He blinked several times, and then his lips parted, as if he were about to reply. My heart began doing somersaults in my chest… and then crashed and broke something as Rewa reappeared out of nowhere, grasping Blaze’s arm, all glowing and giggling.

      “Come on, Blaze!” she purred. “You’re too good a dancer to be left alone on the sidelines!”

      She pulled him back onto the dancefloor, and he gave me an apologetic half-smile, while I was left simmering and wearing my best straight face.

      “He wasn’t alone,” I muttered beneath my breath, then gulped down the rest of my drink.

      I went over to the bar for a refill, and spent some time there, leaning against a pillar and watching the rest of my team dancing and talking to various Exiled Maras. They were all doing a fine job of keeping the Lords and Ladies busy, and Blaze seemed to be asking Rewa some more serious questions—I could tell from the gentle frown on her face that she wasn’t too pleased with the direction in which that conversation was headed. She seemed to brush some questions off with short bursts of laughter, then rested her head on Blaze’s chest. He seemed a little uncomfortable, and I could say the same for myself.

      I focused on the string of disappearances instead, desperately needing a distraction. I turned my back on the dancefloor, and began to mull over all the details we’d gathered so far, replaying the interviews in my head and taking all the unknown variables into account. After five minutes of intense concentration, I began seeing a pattern in the abductions. The timeline began to make sense—as did the order in which the people were being taken.

      While the incidents had, at first, occurred in the gorges and on the plains, they had soon stretched over to the base of the mountain and were slowly making their way up.

      Though… what about Sienna?

      Her case didn’t fit in with the rest, and that bugged me. Her disappearance was an anomaly, given her location, so I decided to consider it an exception and exclude it from the pattern I’d discovered so far.

      Once she was out of the equation, the dates and places did make sense, and I was positive that it would look even clearer once we put some pins into a map of Azure Heights and its surrounding areas.

      “Hey!” Avril’s voice startled me out of my musings.

      Both she and Heron were standing next to me. I hadn’t even seen them coming.

      “Hey!” I smiled. “You’re back!”

      “Oh, yeah.” She smirked, a tinge of satisfaction in her tone, then pulled me to one of the tables at the edge. We sat down, watching the crowd dance in front of us, with only a couple of Exiled Maras occupying one of the tables on the other side. Nobody wanted to sit down for long. “And we definitely got some useful intel.”

      “You found Arrah,” I said, and they both nodded. “What did she say?”

      “First of all, mind-bending doesn’t work on her,” Avril replied. “Heron tried a couple of times. Arrah said she’s immune but doesn’t know why. So we could only appeal to her emotional side—we tried to get her to help us.”

      “She wasn’t too forthcoming, but still, she helped. A lot,” Heron added.

      “Her mom went missing like the others,” Avril explained, “and her brother was imprisoned for, and I quote, ‘conspiring against the city’. There was no clear motive given; she only got a letter. There’s a prison here in the city, but nobody besides the Correction Officers, and probably the Five Lords, knows where it is.”

      “Yeah, we read something about that today.” I remembered it from our session in the library archives. “House Kifo business, right?”

      “Yup, but here’s the thing,” Avril replied. “Arrah might know more about Sienna’s disappearance, but she’s afraid to come forward because they’re keeping her brother in that prison, and they’re not letting her see him, either. She thinks there’s some form of… I don’t know, Imen’s rights abuse, I guess. I don’t think she’ll talk unless her brother is safe.”

      “How is Sienna connected to all this?” I frowned.

      “We’re not sure.” Heron shrugged. “She might not be. We can’t be certain of anything until Arrah tells us more. Which she won’t because they’ve imprisoned her brother. Vicious circle… She didn’t know or couldn’t talk about daemons, either. That wasn’t very clear. She didn’t confirm or deny, given the circumstances.”

      “How can we help her, then?”

      “Not sure at this point,” Heron replied. “We need to run all this by Jax and Hansa—maybe they can suggest and approve the next course of action. But we could definitely dig a little deeper into House Roho. There must be some secrets there, some even tied to Sienna, that Arrah knows and can’t divulge, due to her brother’s situation.”

      “According to what I read today,” I mentally flipped through the Roho family registry, “Rowan’s husband, and Vincent and Sienna’s father, Nathaniel Rohan, died about ten years ago. But there was no mention of cause of death. He was reported missing, then declared dead in his absence. We know the daughter disappeared, too, but it may be completely unrelated. And Arrah, a servant in their house, has a brother who was arrested on a vague charge. She also knows more about Sienna and House Roho, in general, right?”

      “Exactly.” Avril nodded. “Thing is, she was pretty clear when she said she was afraid to tell us more. She said she feared for her life and her brother’s. Do you think Vincent or Rowan had something to do with it?”

      “I think Fiona’s the best person to tell us, at this point.” I sighed. “She’s the one dancing with Vincent tonight. But I wouldn’t exclude House Kifo from the suspect list, either. You’ve seen how anti-GASP Caspian has been since we got here…”

      “This is getting stickier with each passing hour, I swear.” Avril shook her head, glancing at the packed dancefloor.

      “That’s not everything,” I replied. “I’ve been going over the interviews we’ve done so far, the dates and places of every abduction, and, if we take Sienna out of the equation, there’s an actual pattern to them. We’ll go over it later tonight, but, in short, there’s a method behind the madness here.”

      “If there’s a connection between the disappearances and House Roho, or House Kifo, for that matter, Arrah will know for sure,” Heron muttered. “But we have to be quiet about it, and not put her in any danger.”

      “We need to follow those Correction Officers,” Avril said. “Arrah said they wear blue badges. Not easy to spot, but once we do see one, we should totally track them.”

      “Patrik’s getting that protection spell ready,” I replied. “We’ll be out to help him put it together anyway. Might as well use the opportunity and search the crowds. If we spot a CO, we follow.”

      “We have to be discreet about it.” Heron snatched two blood flutes from a passing waiter, and handed one to Avril, who thanked him with a brief smile. “Then again, we do have some invisibility spells with us.”

      “Let’s run this by Jax and Hansa first,” I said. “They might not want us to use any of the swamp witches’ magic just yet.”

      Either way, we had our hands full.

      The disappearances were linked to the Valley of Screams. Sienna’s abduction had also been connected to the same phenomenon, but it didn’t fit the pattern, and this new development with Arrah made it possible for Houses Kifo and Roho to be involved, as well. Lots of unknowns there, for the time being.

      The thing that really nagged me, though only partly related to our investigation, was the prison. People in Azure Heights knew very little about it, and it didn’t seem natural for any society to be so uninformed. And no one knew where the prison was, except for the Correction Officers, who were also the ones arresting suspected or accused criminals. You broke the law, you were jailed, period. But then, Arrah’s brother was a peculiar case, given what Avril had told us about him. The charges were too vague...

      We had to get to the bottom of all this quickly, especially after the daemons’ vicious attack on our team last night. And, according to my mind map of the disappearances, they followed a pattern, so we had to make sure we could prevent the next attacks from happening.

      “Having our hands full” didn’t even begin to cover it.
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      Emilian couldn’t seem to get enough of dancing with me, and I wasn’t going to take that away from him. We needed the Five Lords busy while Avril and Heron were out interviewing Arrah. I also wanted to take advantage of this opportunity to ask him more about the prison, Kifo’s Correction Officers, and the daemons. Our younglings had gathered a healthy amount of useful information from the city’s library, but Emilian was the best to help us make sense of much of it.

      His hand rested on my hip as I allowed him to lead me across the dancefloor, swaying to a tender waltz. I’d learned a few basic dance steps at the weddings that had followed our war against Azazel. I’d attended eight in the span of three months, including those of Serena and Draven, Vita and Bijarki, Field and Aida, and Anjani and Jovi, and I’d had plenty of opportunities to practice. Not that I was crazy about the dancing part—I just hated standing on the sidelines while everyone else had fun swaying to music.

      Emilian was a handsome Mara, despite his almost ten thousand years of life, and he didn’t hide his enjoyment of being in my presence. From what we’d learned so far, Emilian’s wife, Evelyn Obara, had passed away a century earlier, and he’d yet to remarry. They’d left Calliope together, and she’d been a staunch supporter of reforming the Exiled Maras. They’d even erected a statue of her in one of the squares.

      “I must say, Hansa,” Emilian said, “you are truly a vision in that color.”

      “Thank you,” I said, feeling my skin light up with a genuine blush. I knew my assets, but I’d lived for so long in war mode that it was sometimes nice to be reminded that I was designed to seduce and impress. “You’re looking quite dapper yourself.”

      “Thank you.” He smiled. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen a succubus—you must forgive me if I stare. I’ve forgotten how beautiful you creatures are.” He sighed, a hint of sadness settling in his eyes. “Long ago, I used to look at your kind with awe and wariness…”

      “Why wariness?”

      “Because I had my heart set on a succubus once, and I would’ve wanted more than a Pyrope with her. It was the most intimate contact I could have with a soulmate outside my species. Not that my kind fell for non-Maras often.”

      “Pyrope… That’s the blood oath, isn’t it?” I asked, remembering how Eritopian Maras got their non-animal fix once in a while. The most recent example I could think of was the Pyrope that Jax had going with Zeriel, King of the Tritones. He’d saved Zeriel’s life, and, in return, the Tritone had agreed to give Jax a few ounces of blood, once a month.

      “Yes, Pyrope has always been a… flexible method that our people employed after we were first threatened with war.” Emilian nodded. “Back when I was still bloodthirsty and foolish. Some of us fell in love with creatures outside our species, and, in some instances, the craving for their blood came naturally. Pyrope was a fair method of tasting them, without hurting them. And, like I said, it was a most intimate gesture, like drinking the very essence of your loved one. I was head over heels with a succubus back then, before I met Evelyn. And I was quite sad because I couldn’t do Pyrope with her, thanks to her toxic blood…”

      “Do you still practice Pyrope here, today?” I asked.

      “Between you and me, I don’t know of anyone, personally, who does it.” He winked. “But I wouldn’t be surprised. It was deemed illegal once we established the rule of law in Azure Heights. We didn’t want any of us to be tempted, in any way. Once you’re cut off and reduced to animal blood, there’s a withdrawal period. It’s like an addiction, I suppose, so we didn’t want to enable relapses, which is why we forbade Pyrope. But unless those engaging in it come forward or they are caught in the act, we cannot press any charges.”

      “That’s interesting,” I murmured, then gasped and laughed as he spun me around a couple of times, then pulled me closer and went on leading me to the rhythm of the music.

      “How is life on Calliope, these days?” he asked, his gaze settled on my face.

      Where could I start, when so much had happened? I glanced around while my mind tried to summarize the past ten thousand years, and saw Jax glaring my way as he walked onto the dancefloor with Farrah, wrapping one arm around her. They started dancing.

      My stomach churned and my heart thudded, watching him move so smoothly. He shifted his focus to Farrah, and a charming smile bloomed on his face. He’d never looked at me that way. I huffed, then smirked at Emilian.

      “Let’s just say a lot has happened since you left,” I finally replied. “We had a Druid go dark and haywire, wreaking havoc and trying to take over the galaxy… It was messy and bloody. Millions died. But we had some unexpected help from outsiders, and we were able to vanquish him. Then we established GASP in Eritopia, and things are finally falling back into place…”

      “You mean to say you had another Asherak situation?” Emilian raised an eyebrow, surprised.

      “Worse, actually.” I sighed. “Azazel was his name, and he used Asherak’s soul to gain power. Got his filthy hands on a Daughter of Eritopia, forced her to hatch prematurely, and drew energy from her. He even sourced power from the Dearghs’ volcanoes. He was nearly unstoppable at one point, and brought down all the Druids. Well, except for a handful… It’s a long story, Emilian… One I don’t wish to retell just yet. It still hurts.”

      I tried to ignore the dull pain in my chest, remembering the day I’d found my whole tribe slaughtered by an alliance of Sluaghs and Destroyers of Azazel. All the blood, the charred remains of my sisters, my daughters, the black smoke billowing from still-burning tents… The smell of death. It was all still too fresh in my soul.

      Emilian noticed my underlying grief and frowned gently. “I am sorry for your loss, Hansa.” His voice dropped. “War is never easy, nor free of pain. I take it you lost some loved ones?”

      I nodded my response, fighting back tears. He tightened his grip on me, and lowered his head enough for his forehead to touch mine.

      “I apologize,” he muttered. “I see the subject is still sensitive.”

      “It’s fine.” I gave him a weak smile, then changed the subject, as my eyes were getting too wet for my liking. “Tell me about your lives here! How did you end up building this stunning city?”

      I caught another glimpse of Jax dancing with Farrah. She had her back to us, while Jax wore a concerned look on his face, his eyes finding mine. I focused on Emilian with a broad smile, hoping it would be enough to show Jax that I was having a good time, and that I was doing a fine job of charming the Lord of House Obara.

      “Oh, it wasn’t easy.” Emilian laughed lightly. “We toiled for months to carve every level. Years to build our homes here. But we all pitched in. There wasn’t a single first-generation Exiled Mara who sat back and let others work for them. It was a group effort.”

      “What about the rule of law?” I asked. “How did your legal system come to life? How does your enforcement work?”

      “We looked at what we already had on Calliope,” he replied, a shadow passing over his face, “and restricted it further. We knew that if we wanted peace, we had to work hard against our own instincts to make it happen. It was difficult in the beginning, especially with the Imen already living here. I’ll admit, even I fed on them a couple of times during our first weeks on Neraka. I’ve spent my whole life paying their people back for my lapse in judgment. We needed firm laws and even firmer punishments, so House Kifo came forward with their Correction Officers. The first couple hundred years were tough, but we all got in line. It worked. There’s been minimal use of the prison since. But, to this day, we do not forget, and we do not forgive those who break the law. We’ve achieved a precious balance here, and we won’t let anyone destroy it. Not even one of our own.”

      I nodded slowly. We continued dancing, and I scanned the dancefloor again. Jax was still with Farrah, and she seemed to thoroughly enjoy his company.

      Guess he’s doing his part, too…

      “The Valley of Screams,” I said, drifting to another burning subject on my list. “It was always like this, you said…”

      “Sort of, yes.” Emilian’s brow furrowed. “Since before the gorges emerged, we could hear the occasional screams. There were many Imen tribes on the other side, and we always figured they were getting killed by wild animals in there. But they weren’t as frequent as they are today. When we started hunting in there, we found some large predators… Giant felines and wolves, mostly. We figured they were the ones making some poor lost soul scream once in a while. We tried to focus our hunts on those beasts, hoping we’d act as some sort of deterrent and maybe spare some Imen lives in the future. But it’s gotten worse over the last couple of years, as we’ve previously explained. It’s gotten to the point where we’re afraid of going in there to hunt, and we’ve stuck to our locally sourced blood. The herds have been enough.”

      “So the Exiled Maras are forbidden to go into the gorges now?”

      “No… not by any law. We strongly advise against it; we issue warnings on a weekly basis, but if some of our people are stubborn, we can’t force them. But they go in at their own risk. More often than not, their names are added to the list of abductees. They go in as hunters, and they become the hunted.”

      “But people have started disappearing from the city, as well,” I said. “Do you plan to do anything about that?”

      “Well, we have you here, don’t we?” Emilian wore a confident smile. “If GASP cannot get to the bottom of this and stop these abductions, we will have no choice but to look for another home. We’ll build ships and move farther down the coastline, as far away from these gorges as possible. It just wasn’t, and still isn’t, our first choice. We’ve spent millennia building a new world here, and we don’t wish to flee because of an unseen enemy… Not yet, at least.”

      “I understand,” I replied, processing the information. “You know, we managed to speak to the injured Iman girl for a minute or so, before she passed out again.”

      “Oh! What did she say?” His eyes lit up.

      “Not much. She’s not the first in her family to go missing. Her father was abducted, too. Thing is, she referred to those invisible creatures as ‘daemons’.” I then paused for a second, carefully analyzing the subtle changes in Emilian’s expression. “Have you heard that name before?”

      He let out a deep sigh, then nodded. “I have, yes… It’s an old name, the stuff of legends and local Iman folklore, though. We’ve never seen one. In fact, your team was the first to get a glimpse of these creatures. We don’t know what they are, what they look like, or where they come from. Up until last night, we weren’t sure of much, in general. All we knew was that people were going missing and those who went searching for them in the Valley of Screams vanished as well.”

      “Are there any depictions, anywhere?” I asked. “My team couldn’t find any references in your library.”

      “Our library doesn’t store any Iman-related materials,” Emilian replied. “I think it’s best to ask the Iman elders. There are a few families down on the fourth level. Long lines of Imen that settled here with us in the early days. Generations upon generations that have served this city well. Some of their children service our Houses today. If you’d like, I’ll have one of my assistants deliver a list of names first thing in the morning.”

      “That would be grand, thank you very much, Emilian.” I smiled, allowing him to push me back into a dip. We both laughed as my gaze found the painted ceiling above, but I stilled with my head back when Jax popped into my field of vision.

      Emilian pulled me back. Jax bowed curtly, his expression firm and unreadable.

      “Mind if I take Hansa away from you for a song or two?” Jax’s voice was low, and I could feel the tension beneath it. He wasn’t in a good mood.

      “Of course, but I hope she will be so kind as to allow me to dance with her again tonight.” Emilian nodded, then gave me a warm, downright affectionate smile, which I graciously returned. He truly was, despite the mystery still surrounding him, my favorite of the Five Lords.

      “Absolutely,” I replied.

      Jax moved in front of me as Emilian stepped away. I opened my mouth to say something, but Jax pulled me close so fast, it knocked the air out of my lungs, my chest pressed against his. I felt him hard and unyielding, his right arm snaking around my waist and bringing me even closer, while his left hand took mine, his fingers gripping firmly as he led me to the middle of the dancefloor.

      His jade eyes were dark and fixed on mine, his soft lips pressed into a thin line, and a muscle was twitching in his jaw.

      “Everything okay?” I managed. “Is Farrah enjoying herself tonight?”

      “I couldn’t care less.” His reply came fast. “I left her with another Mara to keep her entertained.”

      “Good. As long as we all fit in and make a good impression, we’ll be fine. We need these people on our side,” I said, unable to break from his stirring gaze.

      “Avril and Heron are back, I just overheard them across the dancefloor,” he said. “They’ve gathered some intel that puts both the daemons and the Five Houses at the middle of these abductions. They’ll fill you in later, but I thought you should know before you get too close to Emilian.”

      I noticed the slightly accusatory tone in his voice. I didn’t like it, and I didn’t quite understand its aim, either.

      “Do you mean you think I’m getting too close to Emilian?” I frowned.

      “It doesn’t matter.” He didn’t wish to pursue it, but it was enough to stretch my nerves.

      I looked around and noticed Avril, Heron, and Caia sitting at a table not far from where we were. They were bent forward, their faces close to one another as they talked and occasionally glanced across the ballroom. I dug my fingers into Jax’s shoulder, enough for him to follow my gaze and see them. As if having read my mind, he led our dance closer to their table. I kicked Heron’s ankle and broke him from their secretive-looking powwow.

      “Get off your asses and start dancing and blending in,” I hissed at all three, prompting them to widen their eyes like children caught in the middle of mischief. “You all look like you’re talking about and suspecting everybody of something. It’s awkward, and it’s not helping us! Blend in—look friendly and peaceful if you want these people to relax and be more forthcoming.”

      Heron nodded, then sprang to his feet and pulled Avril onto the dancefloor, while Caia stood, gave me a brief smile, then headed toward the bar for a refill. There were several handsome Maras there, waiting to be served, who lit up like the sun once they saw Caia heading their way.

      Jax then guided me back to the middle of the dancing crowd. He was a good leader, I realized, as I followed his movements effortlessly. I was even enjoying myself, maybe a little too much.

      His body was so close to mine, his musky fragrance invading my senses and his jade eyes peeking into my very soul… It all felt too good to be true. His grip was firm on my lower back, and the touch of his skin sent electric currents through my left arm, heating me up from the core.

      “You should relax now,” he said quietly. “Enjoy the rest of this evening. We have a full day and night ahead of us tomorrow.”

      “What makes you think I’m not relaxed?” I murmured.

      “I can hear your heartbeat.”

      My breath hitched. His face was close, too close for my sanity.

      “I’m fine,” I whispered. “We’re fine…”

      His gaze dropped, settling on my lips for a second finding my eyes again. My heart rumbled and my stomach tightened, and I knew he could sense it all, but I couldn’t control myself. He had this effect on me, and I loved and hated it at the same time. It was exhilarating and empowering like crazy, but it also made me feel vulnerable, bare, and defenseless in front of him. And with how unpredictable he’d been about us over the past three months, I feared emotional pain. I’d had enough of that already. I was still mourning the hundreds of sisters I’d lost in the war.

      “You are fine,” he muttered. “Yellow brings out your eyes.”

      I blinked several times, not sure I’d heard him right. But I had. He’d just complimented me.

      That’s a first…

      “Thank you,” I managed. “You’re not so bad looking either.”

      “Am I to your liking?” The corner of his mouth turned upward, but the rest of his face stayed firm, as if carved out of marble. The blood rushed to my head, and I could no longer control my succubus nature. I’d spent years perfecting my technique of reigning it all in, but Jax made me want to just let go and see what happened.

      His gaze darkened, and he took a deep breath, his chest swelling and pushing against mine, but his hold on me didn’t loosen one bit. Another millimeter and our bodies would have fused, clothes and all.

      “Do you really want me to answer that question?” I replied, my voice barely audible.

      His lips were dangerously close, his burning jade eyes searing into my being.

      “Is this what you feel like? When you let your succubus nature loose?”

      I nodded, unable to say anything else.

      “You’ve never let it out before. Not with me, anyway,” he murmured.

      The world around us disappeared, the music slipping away somewhere into the background. My hand rested on his shoulder, and I instinctively moved it upward, until my fingers sprawled on the back of his neck, his short hair brushing against my skin.

      Jax held his breath for a good minute. Neither of us spoke. I waited, quietly swaying to the rhythm of the music, a rhythm he led with his body. I waited for him to come forward. I needed him to take the first step. The magnetism between us was undeniable. There was something deep and intense burning inside us both, and it pulled us closer with each day, no matter how hard we tried to resist it.

      Who was I fooling? I needed him to kiss me. I needed to know that he wanted me as much as I wanted him. I couldn’t open myself up without that assurance.

      But then Jax looked away, and with that movement, the moment was shattered. The music grew louder. I could hear laughter and glasses clinking. And I could feel his hold on me loosen.

      The song had ended, and he took a step back.

      My blood sizzled.

      You don’t start a fire like this and then just walk away.

      “I’m not done with you,” I growled, and pulled him back.

      The move clearly surprised him—his forehead smoothed, and his jade eyes went wide. I kept my hand firmly on the back of his neck but tucked my succubus nature away. He didn’t seem sure of how to react, but I wasn’t going to let him slip away and leave me yearning for more without at least telling me why he was being so… difficult.

      “What’s going on, Jax?” I asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Don’t take me for a fool,” I replied, my voice raw. “You can feel it… This… Between us. I know you can.”

      “I do,” he said, staring at my lips again.

      “So why are you constantly pushing me away? What did I ever do to you? Why… Why aren’t we… Why aren’t we doing something about this, if we both feel it?”

      “We’ve talked about this before, Hansa.” His eyes found mine, and I could see a flicker of pain in them, one I’d never seen before.

      “No, not really.” I shook my head. “I tried to talk about it, but you were evasive, and, on several occasions, even mind-bent me into not talking about it anymore. Don’t think I didn’t catch on. I’m not stupid!”

      “Hansa… please.” He sighed. “I’m… It’s not you—it’s me. You don’t want this, believe me.”

      “I don’t get it. You say no, but everything else about you says yes. Why are you so bent on driving a wedge between us, when it all points to… to this, whatever this is?”

      He confused the hell out of me, over and over, and I never learned my lesson. I always tried to dig deeper instead of simply walking away. But I couldn’t just move on from Jax.

      You don’t move on from Jaxxon Dorchadas. You burn, you disintegrate, you abandon yourself in his arms, but you don’t walk away from him. He’s the flame, and you’re the moth.

      “Hansa, I’m no good for you. If we take this any further, if I let you entertain this, I’ll end up hurting you, and you will never forgive me. I’ll never forgive myself, either. Yes, I can feel it. There’s chemistry between us, and it’s messing with my head, but… I can’t. We can’t.”

      He seemed earnest, but without a reason, a real reason behind his withdrawal, I just couldn’t let him push me away like this.

      “Jax, it’s not enough for you to tell me it’s you, not me,” I replied, my pulse racing. “I deserve a little more than what you usually tell some needy lady friend, and you know it. I—”

      “That’s enough, Hansa,” Jax shot back through gritted teeth. “Back off. I’ve been more than clear!”

      He didn’t wait for a reply. He just walked away, leaving me in the middle of the dancefloor, surrounded by pairs of Exiled Maras who hadn’t paid attention to our squabble, who were too busy laughing and following the melodious notes of the strings-and-key music echoing through the ballroom.

      My heart twisted itself into knots, and my eyes felt hot, my vision blurring as tears formed. I couldn’t stop them from rolling down my burning cheeks.

      I was angry and hurt, and I wanted to punish him for what I’d been reduced to. I moved in the opposite direction, looking for the nearest bar. I needed a drink.

      I didn’t deserve this, but I couldn’t hold myself back, either.

      Wow, you really are the moth…
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      Avril and Heron had already returned from the Roho mansion, so keeping Caspian busy was no longer as high on my to-do list as getting some answers out of him was. But the chances of the latter happening still felt like dim to none. I’d talked about this with the team before the Spring Ball, and yet I was still building up the courage to ask him to dance. Dammit.

      I’d done nothing but procrastinate so far—from raiding the bar twice and sampling different blood cocktails, to catching up with Scarlett and Caia through the crowd. I needed to do my job now, but my nerves were incessantly twisting and turning. My sentry abilities were useless in the ballroom, as the Exiled Maras were immune to my mind-manipulation. I couldn’t poke through the Imen’s heads either. They would’ve sensed me, and it would’ve then triggered unwanted attention. I had to do this the old-fashioned way.

      I walked along the edge of the dancefloor, moving closer to a broad staircase that spiraled up in a corner, leading to the floor above. Caspian stood at the bottom of it, watching me. His expression was stoic, giving nothing away.

      He’d seen me, so I had to keep going. I mulled over different ways of asking him to dance, but a couple of Maras bumped into me, and my lines went out the window. They giggled and apologized, then walked off to a nearby table. I looked up, and Caspian was gone.

      I cursed under my breath, then walked up the stairs, scanning the ballroom, but there was no sign of him.

      He must have gone upstairs. Do I follow?

      I shook my head, returning to the ground floor. My back was to the dancing crowd, and I kept looking up the stairs, wondering if I’d catch a glimpse of him somewhere. I took a step back and bumped into a pillar. Or at least it felt like a pillar.

      I turned around and froze. Caspian stood before me, his jade eyes scanning me quietly.

      “Were you worried about me?” His voice was low and raspy, resonating inside my ribcage.

      “What? No, no.” I gave him a weak, polite smile. “I just… I…”

      My voice trailed off, and I lost myself for half a minute, his gaze too intense. It was incredibly difficult to hold my own in front of him, mainly because I couldn’t get any kind of reading on his thoughts, and his expression was so neutral, with so many secrets hiding behind it.

      “You what?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

      Okay, just let it out. What’s the worst that could happen? He’ll say no and you’ll get another drink. No big deal.

      “I was wondering if you’d like to dance with me,” I mumbled, looking at the floor.

      When no answer came from him, I gathered the courage to look up. Caspian was staring at me, appearing genuinely befuddled. A peculiar heat wave washed over me as he cocked his head to one side.

      “You want to dance. With me.” He repeated my question, as if unsure he’d heard it right.

      I exhaled sharply, then nodded, mentally preparing myself to tell him it was okay if he didn’t want to dance, and thinking about which blood cocktail I’d try next instead.

      “Why would you want to dance with me, Miss Hellswan? You’re clearly under the impression that I want to see you burning at a stake, I believe,” he said.

      This was a bad idea.

      “You know what, don’t worry about it.” I moved to the side. “It’s nothing, don’t… Never mind.”

      My ego couldn’t take the grilling, so I decided to walk away and forget this exchange had ever happened. Clearly, I wasn’t any good at asking a guy to dance. I wasn’t going to try that ever again.

      Caspian’s hand caught my wrist, stopping me in my tracks. I glanced over my shoulder and noticed a twinkle of amusement in his eyes. He pulled me back and guided me onto the dancefloor. The crowd slowly cleared around us, and I felt dozens of curious looks measuring me from head to toe. I had a feeling Caspian wasn’t often seen dancing at these events, but he didn’t seem to care.

      He wrapped his left arm around my waist, his right hand closing over mine. He kept me glued to his body and led me through a gentle ballad of strings only. People moved back, giving us room to dance. I followed his lead, unable to take my eyes off him. I mentally thanked myself for not wearing heels, as it was easier for me to keep up with him in flats—Caspian was a good dancer and didn’t hesitate in his steps.

      I could feel his heartbeat against my chest and his hot breath on my face. His natural scent was combined with a spicy fragrance, and it lit my olfactory sense on fire. I couldn’t get enough of it. As dangerous and as mysterious as he seemed, Caspian had a side to him that I’d never seen before—a side he was carefully giving me a glimpse of as we danced. I was quietly fascinated, and he refused to look away, his eyes piercing through my defenses.

      We didn’t say anything for several minutes, but I did notice his signature glare was gone. I could see curiosity in his gaze, as if he were trying to understand me. Not that I could blame him. My behavior had been atypical. On one hand I pushed and glared back, giving him the same attitude he gave, but then I asked him to dance, so what did that say about me?

      I saw the wary looks on people’s faces and realized they weren’t aimed at me, but at him.

      “Why are the Maras looking at you with such fear?” I asked, my voice weak.

      He glanced around, then smirked at me. I noticed the faint dimple in his right cheek, and wondered why I hadn’t seen it before.

      Have you seen him smile before?

      I couldn’t recall. I’d been too busy labeling him as suspicious and dangerous. Said labels hadn’t come off yet, of course, but the dimple was a little distracting. He was taller than me, so I craned my neck back to get a good look at his face. He was a beautiful creature, by all possible standards.

      You’re getting yourself in trouble.

      “Since you’re here investigating, Miss Hellswan,” he finally replied, his smirk unwavering, “you must have learned by now that House Kifo deals with defense and correction. People fear the iron fist of law enforcement. Hence, they fear me.”

      “That makes sense.” I pursed my lips, finding his answer quite satisfactory. I would’ve been scared of him too, had I not been who I was. “So, is it just you in House Kifo, or are there more of you charming, strapping young lads in the family?”

      I couldn’t help but grin, wondering how he’d react to humor, since all we’d exchanged so far had been various forms of aggressive rhetoric.

      He mirrored my expression and brought his face a little too close to mine, enough to cut off my breath and make my heart beat faster.

      “You didn’t check my records yet? I’m disappointed, Miss Hellswan,” he muttered.

      “I did, but they weren’t all that helpful.” I held on, my chin up, knowing that the records I’d read could barely skim the surface of who he really was. I didn’t want him to think he was intimidating me in any way, despite the softness in my knees. I applied more pressure in my grip on his shoulder, just to make sure I wouldn’t slip away. His gaze was so intense, I almost liquefied.

      “You should at least wait until I call on you, and we sit down for dinner, to ask me such intimate questions,” he replied.

      He baffled me in more ways than one. I blinked several times, confused by the terms he’d used, then found myself locked in his gaze again.

      “What do you mean by ‘until I call on you’?” I croaked.

      He didn’t answer, but the twinkle of amusement returned to his eyes. We danced like that for a while, with barely an inch separating our lips, as he took deep breaths and studied my face. I opened my mouth to ask again, and his focus immediately shifted to my lips. His heart thudded, forcing my blood to rush through my limbs and overwhelm me with a tingling sensation.

      What is going on here?

      Then, as if having sensed that someone was watching, he glanced to the side and stilled.

      I followed his gaze and saw a beautiful female Mara standing at the edge of the dancefloor, smiling at Caspian. She sparkled in a yellowish dress covered in thousands of diamonds, her pale blond hair combed loosely over one shoulder. Her sky-blue eyes shimmered, as tiny crystals had been mixed into her eye makeup.

      “Please, excuse me,” Caspian muttered, then walked away, leaving me there in my glorious bewilderment.

      “What the heck just happened?” I breathed, mostly to myself, watching Caspian as he met with the sparkly Mara damsel, who looked very happy to see him and even dropped a kiss on his cheek.

      My stomach dropped, and I had a hard time understanding my reaction.

      “That’s Amalia.” Rewa’s voice broke me out of my contemplative state. I turned my head and saw Rewa and Blaze dancing right next to me. “She’s Emilian’s daughter.”

      “Oh… I see.” I nodded slowly, then noticed the similarities between Amalia and Emilian, the latter now dancing with Hansa.

      “There’s talk of marriage between the Houses of Obara and Kifo,” Rewa added, glancing at Amalia and Caspian. “It would be a good move, politically and financially speaking, but Caspian and Amalia have said no. I think Emilian still holds out hope, but we’ll see!”

      Rewa and Blaze then continued dancing, while I stared at Amalia for a little while longer. She looked like a diaphanous creature, out of this world, making me feel rough and dark and cold. No wonder Caspian had completely forgotten about me once he saw her.

      I mean, look at her…

      Amalia was talking to Caspian, laughing once in a while. Then, all of a sudden, whether it was of her own impulse or triggered by something that Caspian said, she looked at me. I’d had trouble listening in on their conversation, given all the music and chatter in that ballroom.

      I froze, as if caught in the act, but she gave me a warm, friendly smile, and it baffled me. I’d kind of expected her to give me one of those “hands off my boyfriend” looks.

      She then took Caspian’s hand and guided him onto the dancefloor, while I moved away to the edge, unable to take my eyes off them.

      After a few minutes I concluded that they seemed like old friends enjoying each other’s company, more than anything else. Caspian looked comfortable, even smiling whenever Amalia spoke, and there was a warmth in his expression that was more in the ballpark of affection than lust.

      Nevertheless, I held onto my reservations about Amalia. I didn’t know her. I didn’t know what kind of person she was, just as I wasn’t sure about Caspian, either. He was a jumble of contradictions, and all my instincts warned me against him—that was, of course, when they weren’t all conspiring to make me melt in his arms.

      My only certainty was the way in which Caspian troubled me, deep down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Blaze

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d been dancing with Rewa for quite some time, and I’d managed to slip in some questions between our snippets of casual conversation. I got to find out a bit more about her father, Darius, and House Xunn, while she learned some things about me and the fire dragons.

      She was a beautiful Mara, I had to admit. And yes, the signs were clear, despite my initial disregard. The way she fluttered her eyelashes at me, the way her hand gently squeezed my shoulder whenever I made her laugh—it was all there.

      But my mind kept wandering back to Caia, and I couldn’t help but try to catch glimpses of her from the dancefloor. She’d settled by one of the bars, laughing and chatting to a couple of male Exiled Maras. I didn’t like the way they looked at her. She looked stunning, and I wasn’t comfortable with the attention she was getting. I’d sworn an oath of celibacy, and I had three more years left before I could look for a partner, but Caia stirred me and I didn’t know what to make of it.

      I’d rebuffed the advances of many girls back in The Shade. I wasn’t indifferent to said advances, but my oath was important to me, and so was my career in GASP. Everything was good and balanced, until I was assigned to the Eritopian base with Caia. It all changed then, and I had trouble adjusting to being in her presence on a daily basis. My oath was beginning to feel like a bit of an inconvenience.

      “One of my three brothers works as a Correction Officer,” Rewa said, continuing our conversation. I’d stopped listening, so I shifted my focus back to her with a polite smile.

      “What does he do, as a Correction Officer?” I asked.

      “I don’t know.” She shrugged, clearly not interested in the topic anymore. “He doesn’t tell me, and I never ask. All I know is that he helps keep us all safe. Although it’s been a tough job over the past couple of years, given all these disappearances…”

      I nodded slowly, then spun her around as the song ended. She laughed and clung to my shoulders, and we both settled into a gentle sway to match the ballad that followed.

      “Do the Exiled Maras ever mind-bend the Imen in this city?” I asked, glancing at two servants standing on the edge of the dancefloor with empty trays and equally blank expressions.

      “Of course not!” Rewa’s outrage was reflected in her voice, and it made me look at her. She seemed offended that I’d even asked.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to imply anything,” I said.

      “Mind-bending the Imen with no legal or medical basis is strictly forbidden,” Rewa replied. “Anyone caught outside the legal boundaries of the practice is immediately arrested and subject to a trial. If found guilty, they pay a hefty fine. If they’re caught doing it again, it’s a one-way ticket straight to prison. We only use our mind-bending on them if their physicians diagnose them with a mental illness, or depression. And even then, it’s only to plant a suggestion to help them cope with their condition.”

      “What about the legal boundaries you mentioned?”

      “Well, if they’re suspected of a crime, a Correction Officer is entitled to mind-bend them into telling the truth. But that’s it. That’s all there ever was,” Rewa explained.

      “So the House Lords don’t do that to their servants,” I concluded.

      “Not unless there’s a legal or medical reason, like I said,” she insisted, her frown telling me not to insist on the matter. She then sighed, visibly saddened. “Some Imen have been traumatized by the disappearance of their family members. It can’t be easy to lose a parent, or a child, or a sibling like that. So the court often agrees with the medics that mind-bending is the best treatment for these people, to help them heal and continue working in Azure Heights. Of course, it’s only done with the Iman’s consent.”

      “I understand,” I replied, and felt her relax in my arms. “I only asked because I noticed a few of the Imen we’ve come across seemed to have been under the influence of a Mara.”

      “You mean, from the families we spoke to?”

      “Yes.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised,” Rewa said, “with what they’ve been through… But enough about that. Tell me more about you. Do you have a lady waiting for you back on Calliope?”

      She smiled, and I completely blanked, not expecting her to be so blunt.

      “I… No, I don’t,” I said. “How are you so eager to be around me, Rewa, when everyone else in this city looks at me with fear?”

      “Fear?” She looked confused, then glanced around and noticed the minor distance that the other dancers kept from us, along with their wary expressions aimed at me.

      “I am a fire dragon, after all.” I shrugged. “It’s only natural for a Mara to be fearful of me. It’s not that I blame them. But you, you seem fearless.”

      She laughed lightly, then pulled herself closer to me, soft and fragranced against my body. She did know how to stir a man; I had to give her credit for that. But my heart wasn’t in it.

      “I do admit… I have a soft spot for you,” she purred in my ear. “There’s something about you that fascinates me, Blaze, and I’m determined to find out what makes you tick…”

      Oh, wow…

      That was surprisingly straightforward and not what I’d expected her to say. Then Caia’s words came to mind.

      Rewa has such a massive soft spot for you that we can see it from space…

      “Thank you, Rewa, I… I’m flattered.” I smiled gently, allowing her to wrap her arms around my neck as we continued dancing.

      I saw Caia in the arms of a male Exiled Mara. He was leading her across the dancefloor, one hand on her hip and his face too close to hers. She was giggling at whatever he was saying. He made her dip, then spun her around.

      I really couldn’t help but dislike the sight of her dancing with someone else.

      “I do hope you feel the same way,” Rewa said.

      I looked down at her and noticed the lust in her green eyes. I wanted to let her down easy, but Caia had a point. As long as she was into me and I entertained her crush, she’d be more open if I had more delicate questions to ask, pertaining to the investigation.

      It seemed a little cruel toward her, but I figured a broken heart would be easier to fix than losing another family member to those daemon creatures. In the grand scheme of things, although it felt bad, I knew I had to string her along for just a bit.

      “It’s a little too early to talk about feelings, Rewa,” I replied slowly, trying my best to both meet my mission objectives and not toy with her heart too much. “You are a beautiful Mara, and I admit, I am not indifferent to your presence… But I think we should take it easy. Enjoy the—”

      “The chase?” She grinned, making me chuckle.

      “Yeah, the chase.”

      She rested her head on my shoulder, further softening in my arms, as if she was pleased with my response. I breathed a sigh of relief, then searched for Caia through the dancing crowd. Her waltz partner was busy pushing her gently into another dip, and I felt my mood turn sourer.
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      After Hansa kicked us onto the dancefloor, I had no choice but to get comfortable in Heron’s arms again as we swayed to the music. “You really aren’t a bad dancer,” I muttered, gazing into his deep jade eyes.

      I felt like jelly against his firm body and broad frame, and I didn’t really feel like putting any distance between us, despite my promise to keep him deeply rooted in the friendzone. I couldn’t help but relish the many delightful sensations provided by his proximity, though I was going to chastise myself later about it.

      “What made you assume I’d be a bad dancer, to begin with? I thought I’d already debunked that myth.” He smirked.

      “I figured your foot-in-mouth syndrome applied to your dance moves, too,” I shot back with a grin.

      He spun me around, fast enough to steal my breath, then pushed me into a dip, pulled me back, and tightened his arms around my waist. “I must say, it gives me tremendous satisfaction to prove you wrong,” he said, his voice lower than usual and sending tingling sensations down my spine.

      “Yeah, well… don’t get used to it.”

      “Oh no, I plan on celebrating every time I make you eat your words. It turns me on,” Heron quipped, making me laugh.

      Neither of us realized how close we were getting to each other, until the tips of our noses touched, and his eyes darkened as they settled on mine. His breath brushed gently against my lips, and I didn’t know what to do. I was putty in his hands, but I didn’t want him to see that. Heron had a habit of using whatever I gave him against me, though he never seemed to mean any harm by it. I didn’t want to let go, either. After the events of tonight, after the half-truths we’d managed to get out of Arrah, having him around me made everything look a little brighter, despite the many unknowns still lurking around us.

      He tightened his hold on me, almost cutting off my air supply. I felt his body heat seeping through the layers of silk between us, and I couldn’t help but wonder what it was about him that made all the females quiver in his presence. Even the Maras dancing with their partners around us couldn’t take their eyes off Heron. I’d seen the lustful glances. I recognized the yearning in their eyes.

      I knew he was trouble, and yet I wanted more. Was that what others were experiencing, too?

      “You did very well tonight, by the way,” he muttered, his lips still dangerously close to mine.

      “Thank you,” I whispered. “You too. That mind-bending skill you have is out of this world. I wish I could do what you do.”

      “That’s funny, because I find it completely useless right now.”

      “What do you mean? Because of Arrah? That’s not your fault. She’s obviously an anomaly.”

      “No, I meant it’s useless because I can’t mind-bend you.” He sighed.

      I took a deep breath and recognized the chemicals in his natural scent. The sweet spices of arousal, with a lemony hint of fear.

      No, anxiousness… He’s nervous about something…

      “Why would you want to mind-bend me, you weirdo?” I chuckled, feeling the conversation taking a serious turn. I didn’t know how to react. I was nervous, too.

      He stared at me for a while, his gaze softening as it found my lips. I instinctively parted them in response, and his eyes clouded as a result. His scent invaded my nostrils, and that friendzone seemed more distant and barren with every second that passed.

      “I’m just being very, very… very selfish right now,” he whispered.

      He tried to conquer the inch left between us, and I completely forgot where I was, quietly anticipating the feel of his lips on mine, when Hansa’s voice violently dragged me back to reality.

      “Time to go,” she said, suddenly standing next to us.

      We both stilled, but didn’t immediately break eye contact. I felt his chest deflate, then quietly watched as he stepped back, glanced at Hansa, and nodded.

      I realized that the rest of the team was standing behind us, and Fiona’s grin told me she’d seen what had almost happened between Heron and me. After a second scan of our group, I saw that Harper and Caia were holding back smirks. Scarlett wasn’t there, so I figured she’d gone ahead to see Patrik—I knew she had a thing for him, but we’d yet to talk about it. Blaze was busy stealing a glance at Caia, and Jax had a dark and menacing glare fixed on Heron, while Hansa seemed not to be in the mood for anything other than maybe a hot bath.

      I took a whiff of her scent and identified grief, arousal, and anger. I glanced at Jax, and noticed the way he stole glimpses of her when she wasn’t looking. He’d pissed her off with something, for sure.

      Someone needs to lock you two in a room…

      “Regrouping at the infirmary, right?” I asked, trying to shove what had almost just happened aside to regain my focus on the mission at hand.

      “Yep,” Hansa replied bluntly, then walked over to the main reception hall.

      We all followed quietly, and I felt Heron’s hand brush against mine. He gave me an unreadable sideways glance, then moved forward, joining his brother’s side. I walked behind with Fiona and the others.

      He looked even taller from behind, his broad shoulders making my fingers twitch with the memory of holding him as we danced and put the whole world aside for a few blissful minutes. I then remembered what a philanderer he was, and how easily I could end up getting my heart broken if I gave in to his charms.

      But charms he had aplenty…
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      We’d all agreed before the Spring Ball that we’d meet at the infirmary before midnight. I left the party earlier, quietly rushing down the stairs in my champagne-pink ballgown, my heels clicking down the cobblestone pavement.

      There were barely any Maras in the streets, as most had gathered in the Kifo mansion, and Emilian had just announced they’d opened his villa as well, to accommodate the increasing number of guests. Apparently, they’d been surprised by the high volume of attendees—higher than usual. It turned out that nothing made the Exiled Maras thirstier for a fancy ball than the threat of being abducted from their own city.

      I spotted half a dozen Imen slowly walking up and down the alleys, retreating to their homes, and I walked behind a group of three girls. They were weirdly silent for the five minutes I spent in their vicinity, until the one in the middle suddenly collapsed. The others fell to their knees, trying to get her back up.

      I rushed over to check on the fallen girl. She looked pale, with dark circles around her eyes. She blinked slowly, limp in her friends’ arms.

      “Come on, Akila!” one of them whispered. “We need to get home!”

      “What’s wrong with her?” I asked. “Is she ill?”

      The girls gave me frightened looks, as if I were the last creature they wanted to see.

      “She’s fine,” the other friend retorted.

      I helped them pull the girl back up to her feet. Akila took a few deep breaths. She seemed drowsy and confused.

      “Are you okay?” I touched her forehead to check her temperature, but her friends pulled her back and frowned at me.

      “I told you, she’s fine!”

      “We need to go,” the other said.

      They walked away, headed down a side street and holding Akila up. She occasionally glanced over her shoulder to get a better look at me.

      I was baffled.

      “I was only trying to help,” I muttered, then watched them for another minute, until they disappeared into one of the houses at the end of the narrow street.

      I continued on my way and stopped by the Broken Bow Inn, where I picked up the map and the notes we’d gathered from interviews and the library. Then I resumed my descent toward the infirmary, having a hard time shaking off that image of Akila. She looked weakened and pale, and her friends were acting too weird toward someone who only wanted to help.

      Nevertheless, those thoughts subsided as I reached the infirmary. The lights were on inside, and I could see the Mara nurses moving through the room. I stopped in front of the door and took a deep breath. The idea of seeing Patrik again made me nervous.

      I went in, just as two nurses were finishing changing Minah’s bandages. Patrik was quietly watching over her, as she was still in a state of deep sleep. The sound of the door opening made him turn his head, and he seemed to freeze, his steely blue eyes wide, his lips slowly parting.

      One of the nurses gave me an appreciative smile and a polite nod.

      “We’ll give you some privacy,” she said slowly, then left with the other nurse and a basket of used bandages.

      I closed the door behind me and walked toward Patrik’s bed. He looked stunned, and I figured it had something to do with my dress. I brushed the hopeful thought away and placed the map and notes on a table nearby, then looked at Minah.

      “Have you tried waking her up?” I asked, my voice barely audible.

      A moment passed before Patrik finally blinked.

      “I tried. She’s not waking up,” he said hoarsely. “Holding out hope for the morning. It’s a bit odd that she’s still sleeping and unresponsive—her wounds are healing up nicely and her vitals are good, but… I don’t know…”

      I nodded, then stepped closer to his bedside, unable to hide my concern.

      “How are you feeling, Patrik?”

      “I’m fine. Fit as a fiddle. No need to worry about me.”

      “Okay. Well, the others are on their way. They should be here shortly,” I said, then pointed at the map and notes. “I went ahead and brought these over.”

      “You look ravishing tonight,” Patrik said, prompting my pulse to go on a marathon through my body. I even felt my cheeks catch fire under his darkened blue gaze.

      “Thank you,” I murmured, suddenly feeling self-conscious.

      He cleared his throat, then pulled himself into an upright position, his back resting against the headboard.

      “How was the Spring Ball?” he asked, refusing to take his eyes off me. Instead, he allowed his gaze to wander up and down my body, to settle on my bodice and bare shoulders before finding my face again.

      “It… It was nice. An interesting affair, to say the least.” I smiled, my nerves buzzing. “Everyone was so well dressed. The music was good. They had a variety of delightful blood cocktails at the bar… I caught up with Avril and Heron before I left. They returned from the Roho mansion and kept dancing around, pretending nothing happened. They got some information from Arrah, which they’ll share with us in a bit… It was a good night. A fun night, too… I even danced with a couple of Maras.”

      I noticed the subtle change in his expression as I mentioned my dance partners. He looked away for a second, then gave me a weak, almost sad smile.

      “I’m not surprised,” he said. “What person in their right mind wouldn’t want to dance with a beautiful creature like you?”

      My skin simmered under his softening gaze. My heart picked up its pace, but I didn’t get to say anything. The door opened and in walked the rest of our team, all still glamorous in their ball outfits, causing Patrik to roar with laughter.

      “Wow, don’t you all look dashing and fabulous?” he chuckled.

      “You’re lucky you got to stay here,” Jax muttered as he walked over to the table and pulled it closer to the bed. “Let’s get to work.”

      “Someone’s in a mood,” Heron quipped from behind.

      We all gathered around the table. Jax ignored him and spread the map out, pinning its corners into the wooden surface. I ended up standing next to Patrik’s bedside, his natural scent tickling my senses. I stole a glance at him and saw he was watching me intently. I shifted my focus back to the table, where Caia opened one of her notebooks and helped Jax place pieces of torn paper on precise spots in and around the city, where the victims had last been seen.

      “Minah is still under, huh?” Hansa frowned, looking at the Iman girl.

      “Yeah, I think we’ll try to wake her up in the morning,” I replied.

      “By force, if you have to,” Hansa said. “Cold water, the works.” She then scanned the map, her gaze following Jax’s hands as he marked more disappearance points with pieces of paper.

      “Most of the abductions took place in the Valley of Screams,” Harper said, reading the map, while holding her journal and flipping through the notes. “However, six months ago, people started disappearing from the plains. Mostly moon-bison herders.”

      She pointed at a designated area on the map. Fiona joined her side, her gaze darting between Harper’s notes and the pieces of paper.

      “Then, three months ago, they started vanishing from the base of the mountain,” Fiona added, pointing at specific locations. “Here, here, then here, here, and here.”

      “The most recent disappearance was Sienna,” Hansa said, her finger on the top of the mountain, where House Obara was marked.

      “See, that’s where we’ve been getting stuck.” Caia shook her head. “If you remove Sienna from this equation, just for a moment, you can see the actual pattern. If you consider her to be an anomaly, it all makes more sense.”

      “Meaning?” Jax asked, squinting at the map as he tried to follow her reasoning.

      “Look here,” Caia said, circling the gorge with a hand motion. “Two years ago, they started vanishing here, closer to the… let’s call them free lands, since Imen tribes live freely on the other side, according to what we know so far. Right?”

      We all nodded. She moved her hand to the other half of the Valley of Screams, the one closer to the city.

      “One year ago, they started to disappear from these parts,” Caia continued. “Keep the time periods in mind while I go on… Now, six months ago, the plains. Three months ago, the base of the mountain, the first level.”

      “Crap.” Jax scoffed. “It’s systematic.”

      “Exactly!” Caia grinned with satisfaction. “It’s not every three or six months, but there is still a clear, mathematical descent, based on both the distance between disappearances and the time passed. If we follow the descent in both time and space, I think it’s safe to assume that tomorrow, the date marking the full three months since the first disappearance from the first level, someone from the second level will be next in line to go poof!”

      I stared at the map, and, as Caia had put it, it made sense. By her calculation, tomorrow night was when the daemons would move deeper into Azure Heights and, most likely, start hunting on the second level.

      “But how is Sienna an anomaly?” I frowned. “I just don’t get it…”

      “This is where House Roho comes in,” Avril said, her eyes twinkling as she put two and two together with what she’d probably learned from Arrah. She patted Caia’s shoulder and put on a satisfied smirk. “Now it does make sense. We spoke to Arrah tonight, and, while we couldn’t get too much out of her, we do suspect three things. One, that Arrah knows more about Sienna’s disappearance, but she is afraid to come forward because her brother is in prison, and we think House Kifo—and probably House Roho, too—are holding him as leverage to keep her from telling us what she knows. Two, she knows Minah personally. And three, she didn’t want to talk about daemons. Emphasis on ‘didn’t want to talk’. Not that she doesn’t know about them.”

      “Her brother is in prison?” Jax raised an eyebrow. “What did he do?”

      “That’s just it, the accusation was vague,” Avril replied. “They sent her a letter notifying her that he had conspired against the city, but they’ve ignored her appeals.”

      “Oh, man, now I understand why she was so wary of coming forward in front of Vincent last night!” Fiona gasped.

      “So what you’re saying is that House Roho knows more about Sienna’s disappearance than they’re letting on.” Jax nodded slowly. “Despite their eagerness to help us find her.”

      “Yup! It all comes down to the Correction Officers and House Kifo,” Fiona said. “The next question we need to answer is why Arrah’s brother was arrested in the first place. What if the accusations were bogus?”

      “Why would the accusations be bogus?” Hansa scratched the back of her head, visibly confused. “I thought they had a very strict rule of law…”

      “Well, what if ‘strict rule’ is an Exiled Mara euphemism for ‘dictatorship’?” Avril shrugged.

      “This is a lot more complicated than we’d initially thought,” Jax muttered, staring at the map. “On one hand, the disappearances are wreaking havoc here. On the other, a potentially useful witness is being silenced through the imprisonment of her brother.”

      “But the single, key unknown variable right now is: was Sienna taken by these daemons, or was she taken by someone else? Caia spotted this right: it is an anomaly!” Fiona replied.

      “Well done, Caia.” Jax gave her an appreciative smile. “You’ve correctly identified Sienna as an inconsistency, potentially unrelated to the disappearances. It helped establish a clear pattern for what the daemons are doing.”

      “Thanks.” Caia grinned, then pointed at an area on the map, marking the second level of Azure Heights. “As for the disappearances, based on the pattern we mentioned, this is the least populated area, and quite an open space. I don’t think the daemons will go straight for the crowded parts of level two. I think they’ll start nabbing people from this side of the square. The alleys are quite dark and narrow, the perfect hunting ground.”

      “We might be able to stop the attacks with a spell,” Patrik interjected. “I put together a strong protective ritual to cover the entire base of the city. I will need the team to go out and plant certain satchels into the north, south, west, and east walls below the first level, though, before I can arm the shield. It’s a combination of several ninetieth-level spells and swamp witch magic, and it also involves painting some symbols throughout the city to further enforce the shield. I can’t guarantee it will work, though. It’s meant to fend off hostiles, but I don’t know what the hostiles look like, so I’ll have to visualize their red eyes when I chant the spell. That was all I could see, and I’m not sure it will be enough.”

      “It’s worth a shot!” Harper replied. “And we could patrol the hotspot on the second level tomorrow night, just to make sure. Better safe than sorry, right?”

      “Agreed.” Hansa nodded. “What about Sienna? Should we keep investigating her disappearance, given that it might be a dirty Exiled Mara secret? I mean, I know they want us to find her, but do they really? Or is there a trap waiting at the bottom of this hot mess?”

      “We’d have to ask ourselves why the Exiled Maras would want to lay a trap for us in the first place,” Jax mused.

      “It all boils down to Arrah,” Avril said. “And that prison. We could find her brother in the prison.”

      “How do we do that? We don’t even know where the prison is. Or her brother’s name, for that matter…” Caia sighed, her gaze fixed on the map.

      “Actually, we know the brother’s name.” Harper smirked, then pulled a couple of folded pages from her notebook. “I came across a household registry for the Roho mansion when we were in the library earlier. I found all the names listed there, including Arrah’s and her brother’s.”

      She handed the papers over to Jax, who unfolded them and stilled, realizing what he was looking at.

      “You ripped these from their official record book?” he asked, disbelief blaring from his voice.

      “Yeah, sorry about that.” Harper shrugged. “We were getting ready to leave, and I didn’t have time to write them all down.”

      Jax exhaled sharply, then shook his head, but didn’t reprimand her action further. Instead, he scanned the pages.

      “Demios and Arrah Greywood, siblings, children of Marina Greywood,” he read out loud. “Demios is the brother, then. He worked for House Roho. And so did Marina…”

      “Oh, damn, I know that name.” Caia’s eyes widened as she flipped through her notebook. “Yep, this is it. Marina Greywood. She’s one of the victims of these daemon abductions! She vanished a year ago, almost to the date.”

      “Yes, she did,” Heron remembered, and got a nod from Avril. “Arrah mentioned her mother as an abductee.”

      “So one member of the family taken by daemons.” Jax frowned. “Another arrested on a vague charge… No wonder the girl is scared to come forward. Heron, didn’t you try mind-bending her?”

      “Fun fact…” Heron pursed his lips. “Arrah is immune to mind-bending. Otherwise I would’ve gladly done it.”

      “How is she immune?” Jax replied. “She’s an Iman. They’re all highly susceptible to our abilities.”

      “Not Arrah.” Heron shook his head. “For some reason, unbeknownst even to her, she cannot be mind-bent.”

      “We should definitely keep investigating Sienna’s disappearance.” Jax nodded. “If these Maras are doing something shady, we need to know.”

      “Yeah, Arrah said she was afraid that they were also jailing Imen for no good reason, but she didn’t want to say more,” Avril said. “I think we should help her, maybe even get her brother out and get them both to safety so she can tell us what’s going on in that house. And what happened to Sienna.”

      “All the more reason to investigate,” Jax replied, then looked at Hansa. “If they’re abusing the Imen in any way, it becomes a GASP issue, whether they like it or not. I couldn’t give a damn about their laws and ways of life if they’re infringing upon the rights of innocent creatures.”

      “I completely agree.” Hansa scoffed. “We need a plan. We clearly have a lot to do. We’ll need to do this in teams, and we’ll run a tight schedule. Let’s meet up again in the morning and hash it out.”

      We all nodded, and, one by one, the team left the infirmary.

      “Patrik, I’m guessing you’ll spend the night here and watch over Minah, but one of us can take your place in the morning,” Hansa added, glancing at the Druid from the open doorway.

      “That’s fine.” Patrik nodded, and Hansa left.

      I was the last to move, my arm brushing against Patrik’s hand as I moved toward the door. He caught my wrist, bringing me to a halt. I looked at him, and my stomach dropped. He wore an expression of genuine concern, his brow furrowed and his eyes burning through me.

      “Be careful out there,” he said softly. “Lock your door and windows tonight.”

      “Thank you, Patrik.” I gave him a gentle smile. “But don’t worry about me. I’m too fast for any of those daemons to catch me. They almost got lucky last night because I was trying to keep them away from Minah, but if they ever try to come after me, they will fail. Miserably.”

      “I need you to be safe, Scarlett. Just lock everything up before you go to bed.”

      “Okay,” I replied, swallowing. “I will. Goodnight, Patrik.”

      He didn’t say anything, but his gaze spoke for him with a single blink. He let go of my hand, and I left the infirmary. I heard the door close behind me as I rushed after the rest of my team. They were only a dozen feet away.

      I held my wrist close to my chest, as if still feeling Patrik’s touch on my skin. I didn’t want that sensation to go away.
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      As we headed toward the Broken Bow Inn, taking two steps at a time, I looked over my shoulder, just to get another glimpse of the Valley of Screams in the distance. Tiny glimmers of red prompted me to stop, turn around, and use my True Sight.

      There they are again…

      The red eyes, hundreds of them, staring back at me from the darkness of the gorges, sent shivers down my spine.

      “Harper, come on,” Hansa said from above.

      I briefly glanced at her, and frowned.

      “You didn’t see them?” I asked. “The red eyes in the Valley…”

      “What are you talking about?” Hansa stopped in her tracks, then came down to join me.

      She looked out at the gorges, squinting and pursing her lips, then shook her head. The others waited at the top of the stone stairs. I pointed at the gorges.

      “The place is riddled with red eyes,” I said. “I saw them last night, after we got back. They’re there!”

      I used my True Sight again, but I was only met with the pitch blackness of the Valley’s crevices… and the occasional echo of a scream. Someone else was being torn to shreds by the invisible daemons with flickering red eyes, none of which were staring back at me anymore.

      “Damn it,” I cursed under my breath. “They were right there, hundreds of them. I swear!”

      “I can’t see anything, either,” Jax said, then continued the climb to the inn.

      “I’m not making this up,” I muttered, and followed, with Hansa by my side. “Maybe they’re mocking me…”

      “I wouldn’t put it past them,” Hansa replied. “You did piss them off last night.”

      I noticed her smirk and chuckled, then let out a heavy sigh.

      “Maybe I am just seeing things,” I said.

      “It’s been a long day.” Hansa winked as we reached the Broken Bow Inn. “Get some sleep, Harper. We’ve got more work to do tomorrow.”

      I nodded and quietly stayed behind, watching my team go inside and upstairs to their rooms. I glanced around again, then focused my True Sight on the gorges. Still dark and seemingly empty.

      “Typical,” I groaned, turning to go inside, when movement at the top of the mountain caught my eye. The edge of the inn level gave me a decent view of the upper echelons of Azure Heights, particularly the Five Lords’ terrace.

      Music and laughter poured down from the ongoing Spring Ball, and there were plenty of Maras outside standing on the edge and sipping blood from their crystal flutes. But two, in particular, were quietly watching me. My True Sight showed them clearly—Caspian and Amalia, Emilian’s daughter and Lord Kifo’s not-so-betrothed-but-not-sure-what-she-meant-to-him-either.

      Caspian’s expression was cold. He was glaring at me for the umpteenth time, in stark contrast to our little moment earlier, during our dance. Again, he looked like he would’ve loved nothing more than to watch me fall over the edge and break my neck.

      You’re impossible to understand…

      Amalia, on the other hand, seemed relaxed, wearing a curious smirk as she gazed at me from above. Her pale blond hair covered her shoulder, and her ballgown glimmered beneath the warm light of nearby streetlamps.

      “Do you think she can hear us?” Amalia said, her eyes glued to me. Her voice was soft, and there wasn’t a single hint of maliciousness in it, making it difficult for me to interpret the meaning of her question. I didn’t want to let her know just yet that I could, in fact, hear them from down here. I wanted to hear what the brooding prince of darkness had to say first.

      “She does have a habit of eavesdropping and snooping,” Caspian replied, still scowling at me. “I wouldn’t be surprised. She has all the makings of an undesirable with zero knowledge of social status.”

      My blood boiled, but I didn’t take my eyes off them either. Caspian knew I could hear him, and he was being deliberately despicable. I would’ve liked to know why, mainly because it made my stomach churn, and I didn’t like experiencing such emotions in the presence of a guy who’d earlier made my knees feel weak.

      “That’s a bit harsh, Caspian.” Amalia chuckled. I realized then that she was the wealthy socialite type who didn’t stand for anything, but was nice to everyone by design. I would’ve already smacked him if I were in her place.

      “Nope, she’s been repeatedly advised to go away and leave these issues to us. She nearly got herself killed in the Valley of Screams. And yet she persists, even puts on a fancy dress and thinks she can blend in with the rest of us.”

      My hands instinctively went for my blades, which I’d strapped to my thighs with leather belts. My fingers gently lifted the soft back of my silk skirt, grasping the handles, while I kept a straight face and listened.

      “Well, you didn’t seem to mind, seeing as you danced with her.” Amalia gave him a nudge and an amused sideways glance. Caspian kept his focus on me.

      “I was just being nice.”

      Okay, that’s it!

      I pulled my twin swords out with a metallic screech that startled Amalia. She gasped and caught Caspian’s arm, her fingers digging into the fine silk of his jacket. He smirked, satisfied by my reaction. He’d wanted to make me angry… He’d succeeded.

      “I know you’re probably expecting me to scoff and walk away, seemingly offended by your willful ignorance and pathetic display of elitism, Lord Kifo,” I said, stressing each word. They both listened from afar. “But I’m not one to walk away from a secret. I’m the kind who pokes at it until it reveals itself to me.”

      I crossed the blades in front of me, moving them slowly so the moons’ reflection hit Caspian right in the eyes, making him squint with discomfort.

      “And if I find out you have something to do with people getting hurt around here, these blades will come looking for you. They don’t know social status, nor do they care,” I added, then lowered my swords.

      Amalia looked genuinely shocked. Even from down here, and despite her natural pallor, I could’ve sworn she was flustered. I couldn’t be too mad at her, as she probably didn’t know much about our previous exchanges, and she surely knew next to nothing about me. But Caspian was a whole different issue. He knew exactly what he was doing. She walked away from the edge, while Caspian didn’t let me out of his sight. The only reaction I got from him was a scoff.

      I knew then that he got my message, loud and clear.

      I whirled and headed inside, blades in my hands. Several Imen waiters took a few cautious steps back as I headed upstairs and into my room. I locked the door behind me and dropped the swords on the floor with a double clang. My whole body was shaking, a mixture of rage and distress rumbling through me like a runaway train.

      My breathing was ragged and my chest heavy as I tried to pull myself together.

      How could he be so two-faced, so… divergent?

      One minute he’s glaring and warning me to stay away, the next he’s dazzling me with his self-confidence and seductive touch, only to tear it all down by being an absolute jerk, basically asking for a good old-fashioned beating.

      And I was the one trying to keep up, without getting my ego bruised.

      Not that I’d done a bad job of defending it up to this point. I glanced down at my blades, then removed the sheaths from my thighs, slid my babies back inside, and put them by the bed. One look at them and Caspian had probably understood that I was not to be played with, that he did not have a free pass to intimidate or insult me.

      The nerve of him…
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      I’d just made it to my room, fresh out of the heels and wiggling my toes with relief, when I got a glimpse of myself in the floor mirror. I stared at my ballgown and hairdo for a while, wishing I’d worn them in better, more relaxing circumstances. The dress itself was a sartorial masterpiece, and I loved every inch of it.

      A knock on the door broke me out of my reverie.

      I opened it and found Blaze standing in the hallway, the top of his shirt unbuttoned and revealing a portion of his tan, muscled chest as he leaned against the wooden railing behind him. Voices emerged from downstairs, along with the sound of glasses clinking and a single, sad violin.

      An awkward silence fell between us as our gazes locked like we were seeing each other for the first time. The Spring Ball had been intense, and Blaze had spent most of the evening with Rewa, after which had come the briefing in the infirmary. We hadn’t really had a chance to catch up.

      “Blaze, what’s up?” I finally asked, unable to stand there much longer while I got lost inside the midnight blue of his eyes.

      He cleared his throat, then took a step forward, enough to reach the doorway. I felt my temperature rise as he got closer.

      “You were definitely right,” he said. “Rewa likes me. She was quite clear about it, actually.”

      He wasn’t telling me anything new, but hearing the fact from his lips didn’t exactly make me feel better. Yet, I’d also seen the glances he’d given me throughout the evening, as he’d danced with Rewa. As if he really didn’t want to… be there with her?

      I wasn’t sure how to respond other than by shrugging. “Okay… And?”

      “Well, it’s a bit awkward for me now, because I do like her as a person… I mean, she’s pleasant enough… But I don’t know what to do with her, how to behave. I don’t want to lead her on…”

      “Why are you talking to me about this?” I couldn’t help but blurt out. I frowned, still not sure what he wanted from me. I’d already made it clear that Rewa liked him; he was simply confirming what I’d already pointed out. It felt redundant, and it annoyed me, mainly because we were inches apart and all he could talk about was how he wasn’t into Rewa, while all I could think about was what his arms would feel like around my body.

      Damn it, Caia, focus!

      Blaze looked a little disheartened by my reaction, as if he’d expected some form of support from me. But I was too busy feeling the sour taste of jealousy to actually focus on his predicament with the Exiled Mara.

      That’s it… I think I’m jealous. Not good, not good, not good!

      “I came to you because you’re the one who pointed it out in the first place,” he replied. “You’re the one who urged me to be her escort for the Spring Ball.”

      And I still regret pushing you in front of the bus like that, because I somehow ended up under the wheels with you…

      “I did it for the sake of the mission,” I said, holding my chin up, trying hard not to inhale his intense fragrance. But I could still get a whiff of cedarwood, coriander, and musk—just three of the notes used to craft his cologne, which had presumably been provided by his tailor along with the suit. “I think you’re a big boy and can handle this yourself. I don’t understand how I could possibly help…”

      A couple of seconds went by, his gaze persistently set on my face, before his shoulders dropped.

      “I figured you might have a more… diplomatic way of letting someone down easily.” He sighed, his shoulder leaning against the doorframe. “I’m not exactly experienced with the ladies.”

      His innocent smirk made me giggle.

      “Are you serious? With all the hot females drooling over you back in The Shade and on Calliope?” I replied, then stilled as I realized what a magnanimous veiled compliment I’d given him.

      I hoped he wouldn’t notice, but he totally did. His eyes twinkled, and that innocent look on his face shifted into a seductive, self-assured smile that sent heatwaves through my flesh.

      “You think?” he asked, slowly leaning forward and making me hold my breath for a second. Or two, or three… I lost count. “They can drool all they want. I’ve been under my celibacy oath since the age of sixteen. So I tend to stay away from such social encounters… which is why I’m basically a doofus when it comes to girls. I… I can’t, Caia. I’m not good at that.”

      Funny, because you sure are good at giving me heart palpitations…

      I shook my head slowly, trying to put myself in his shoes for a moment. Blaze was preposterously handsome, his rough features mellowed by his soft, dark blue eyes. He was big and strong and his broad shoulders could hold an entire planet, like an ancient Greek god. And yet, despite this charm of his that seemed so natural, Blaze didn’t go on dates. He barely talked to girls. As a matter of fact, as I thought back, I realized that I was literally one of the few girls I’d seen him so much as talk to.

      “I get where you’re coming from,” I managed, unable to move away from him.

      He had a powerful magnetic effect, but he didn’t seem aware of it. That just made him even more attractive, and added to my frustration.

      Focus on the mission.

      “Here’s the thing,” I continued, and he listened with genuine interest. “You said it yourself. You’ve taken your celibacy oath. But we need Rewa to be friendly and open with you, so we can get more information out of her. Especially given what we’ve uncovered tonight, thanks to Avril and Heron! What if… you tell her about the celibacy oath, and just leave her under the impression that you do like her… but the oath! Are you following me?”

      He processed the information, pressing his lips into a thin line.

      “So, blame my inability to be with her on the oath…”

      “Which is true, so you don’t even have to lie to her.” I gave him an understanding grin and wink.

      “But make it sound like I truly resent this oath because now I’ve met her and oh, my, what do I do now, right?”

      “Exactly,” I said. “She’s not going to be very happy, but she’ll still be interested in you, because you’re not turning her down, per se!”

      “I’m merely a victim of my circumstances.” He feigned dramatic emotional torment.

      “You poor soul.” I entertained his theatrical display of victimhood.

      We both laughed, and Blaze took a small step forward, probably without even realizing. His face was barely an inch from mine, and we both stilled, staring at each other. He seemed to look right into my soul, and I suddenly felt naked and defenseless, vulnerable, and curious as to what his lips would taste like.

      As if hearing my thoughts, said lips slowly parted, while I tried to deal with the deafening sound of my heartbeat echoing in my ears.

      Blaze, unfortunately for me, was a master of self-control. He gave me a warm smile and a curt nod, then moved back, and I felt the chill of the night brushing over me in the absence of his hot body so close to mine.

      “Thank you, Caia,” he said, his voice low. There was a slight tremor in there, a little hint that maybe he’d been as affected by our physical closeness as me, but I couldn’t be sure.

      “It’s okay.” I shrugged.

      “See you tomorrow…”

      He headed off to his room, and I was left there, standing in the doorway, hints of his fragrance still tickling my nose. I was trying to make sense of what had just happened. We’d gotten so close. Another inch and our lips would’ve met.

      That celibacy oath of his was really confusing, because I was starting to think that the attraction was mutual, that we were both drawn to each other but neither knew how to play this game. He had three more years to spend on his own before he could look for a mate.

      What would he do, if he liked me?

      What could he do? He wouldn’t be the type to lead me on, for sure. I’d just watched him struggle as he tried to find the right words to let Rewa down easily—and she was an Exiled Mara, a complete stranger, and, quite frankly, possibly connected to whatever dark secret the Five Lords were hiding.

      I clearly had a thing for him. I’d realized that on our way back from the Spring Ball—fully acknowledged it, that is. But how could I talk to him about it? How would I bring it up?

      It wasn’t the right time. We had a mission. We needed to get to the bottom of whatever was going on here and then go home to Calliope.

      With my mind refocused on our prime objective, I took a deep breath and closed the door, then locked it, slipped out of my dress, and hid behind the soft bedcovers.

      Whatever I was feeling for Blaze, it would have to wait.
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      I had been fast asleep. Whatever I’d been dreaming scattered so fast, I only caught glimpses of hazelnut-brown hair before my eyes popped open. I’d heard something. A noise that didn’t belong in my subconscious. Footsteps.

      The ceiling above me was pristine white. I was still in the infirmary, in my bed. I glanced over to Minah and froze at the sight of two large, dark figures standing by her bedside. I couldn’t make out what they were, but they were tall, towering over her.

      My defensive instincts kicked in, and I moved to get them away from the Iman girl, but a pair of bright, golden eyes popped into my field of vision and everything went black. Reality dissipated, and I was instantly embraced by soft dreams, Kyana’s voice soothing my soul.

      “Come closer,” she said, her voice soft and seductive.

      I did just that, and I found myself in our first bed in a small cabin on the outskirts of Luceria. I’d been stationed there by Almus, Draven’s father and then Master Druid of Persea.

      This was one of my most beautiful memories, the morning after the first night I’d spent with Kyana. I’d caught her sneaking fire orchids out of Luceria—purely by accident. The flowers were rare and expensive at the time. I knew, judging by her modest clothing, that she couldn’t afford fire orchids herself. I’d confronted her about it, and she’d flung blue flames at me. I’d realized then that I was dealing with a Lamia. She was stunning and bold. My heart went berserk. My senses betrayed me.

      We ended up drinking sweet plum cider in a nearby inn, before it was leveled by Azazel’s Destroyers. I let her go with her fire orchids, and I went to my cabin. I found her standing there, leaning against the wooden doorframe.

      She was mine, and I was hers.

      “Come closer,” she said once more. I wrapped my arms around her narrow waist and let my hands explore the daring curves of her hips, my fingers digging into her soft flesh. She was sweet and addictive. I kissed her deeply, tasting the fruity notes of her lips, then pulled my head back and stilled. This wasn’t Kyana anymore.

      I was holding Scarlett, her warm brown hair cascading over the pillows, her body bare beneath mine. I could see the sky in her eyes, and my every muscle resonated with desire. I cupped her cheek with one hand, while the other was busy tracing invisible lines down her thigh. She smiled, and I burned for her.

      I kissed her, losing myself in her, allowing myself to consume her in my dream.

      That was all I could do when it came to Scarlett, at least until my guilt over mourning Kyana came back to haunt me. I could dream.
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      I woke up in a foul mood after last night’s encounter with Caspian. It was enough to animate me out of bed. I washed some of the nerves away with a hot bath, then geared up and met the rest of my team downstairs.

      The Iman bartender was kind enough to serve us blood shots.

      “On the house.” He winked at me, then poured me a cup of hot coffee, which I gulped down before Hansa motioned for us to go. It burned so good, given the chilled state I’d grown accustomed to as a vampire.

      I gave the guy a thankful nod, then headed down to the infirmary, close behind Hansa and the team. I wasn’t the only one with a grumpy face on, either. There was enough tension between Hansa and Jax to chop with an axe. I didn’t have enough time to study the others’ expressions much, as we soon reached the infirmary level.

      Hansa opened the door and froze, while the rest of us huddled behind her.

      “Patrik!” she shouted, and rushed inside.

      I followed, then stilled at the sight of a very pale and very dead Minah, and Patrik, who was passed out in his bed. I heard gasps behind me as Caia, Scarlett, Fiona, and Avril came in, followed by Jax, Heron, and Blaze.

      “Patrik!” Scarlett yelped and ran to his bedside.

      I rushed over to Minah, staring at her. There was no pulse. The heart had stilled many hours earlier. I used my True Sight to scan her body, and Jax came up next to me.

      “What the hell happened here?” He was livid.

      “I don’t know, but there’s no clear cause of death. I’m looking,” I said, my teeth gritting.

      “Patrik, wake up!” Scarlett cried out, grabbing him by the shoulders and shaking him.

      He moaned but wasn’t much more responsive than that.

      “Snap out of it, Druid!” Hansa barked, and slapped him hard, enough for Patrik’s eyes to open wide. He sat up, breathing heavily. He blinked several times, trying to get a hold of himself, his cheek reddening.

      Scarlett placed her hand on his shoulder, her gaze darting between him and Minah.

      “Patrik, what happened?” she asked, her voice trembling.

      He stared at her for a second, visibly confused.

      “What do you mean, what happened?” he croaked, then glanced over to me, then Minah, and his face was instantly drained of color. “No… No, no, no!”

      He jumped out of bed and reached Minah. Jax and I stood on the other side of the Iman girl, and the rest of the team was gathered around the foot of her bed. The looks on their faces said it all. This was a grim predicament, to say the least.

      Our only decent witness was dead.

      “No… What… What happened?” Patrik gasped with a pained expression as he touched the girl’s cold face.

      “We were hoping you could tell us.” Hansa came to his side, frowning at Minah.

      The Iman girl seemed sad, but peaceful in death. She’d most likely died in her sleep.

      “This doesn’t make sense. She was healing! She was getting better!” Patrik growled.

      Scarlett moved over to stand next to Caia and the others, watching Patrik in agony over Minah’s lifeless body. She didn’t hide her emotions. She was in pain, watching the Druid suffer like this.

      “You were passed out,” Jax muttered, his eyes on Patrik. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

      “I… I don’t know…” He breathed heavily, his gaze shifting from Minah’s face to Jax, me, then Hansa. He was alarmed and dazed. “You guys… leaving. Last night.”

      Heron wore a menacing shade of darkness on his face, a muscle twitching in his jaw.

      “I’ll get the nurses,” he said, then rushed into the other room.

      We heard his muffled voice, then watched as he came back, accompanied by two nurses. Both Exiled Maras turned white as sheets of paper at the sight of Minah. One covered her mouth to stifle a scream, and the other burst into tears. They both moved to check on the Iman girl, but Heron’s arm shot out, firmly holding them back.

      “Who was here tonight?” Jax asked, his voice cold, his glare vicious.

      The nurses trembled before him, their expressions drifting between grief and horror.

      “We… We were, but… but we were on the other side, sleeping! We left the Druid here, with her,” one of them sobbed. The other put her arm around her shoulder and pulled her closer, for comfort.

      “We… She was healing just fine,” the other nurse said. “We’d changed her bandages and applied more healing blood to her leg wounds. She was getting the color back in her cheeks… This doesn’t make sense!”

      A moment passed as Jax analyzed and processed everything in the room, including the nurses.

      “Did either of you see or hear anything, from the moment we left, until now?” he replied.

      They both shook their heads.

      “Only the door opening and your people calling out to Patrik. That is all… I swear!” the crying nurse said.

      “Okay. Get out. Now!” Jax growled.

      The Exiled Maras nodded and scuttled out of the room. I could hear them sobbing in the other hall, until they went deeper into the building.

      I shifted my focus back to Minah, while Hansa checked her arms and neck.

      “There’s still blood in her, right?” she asked, looking at me.

      “Yeah,” I replied. “I’m not done scanning her yet, but from what I could see at first glance, everything’s there. And she couldn’t have died from blood loss due to her wounds; there’s enough in her to sustain her through the rest of the healing process. This is weird…”

      “Tell me about it. No cuts… No puncture marks… Nothing,” Hansa muttered.

      Jax cursed under his breath, then moved away and started pacing the room. Patrik sat back on his bed, looking lost and downright devastated as he stared blankly at Minah.

      “I don’t know what happened,” he murmured. “I didn’t hear anything… didn’t see anything…”

      “Patrik, you probably didn’t even wake up.” Hansa tried to comfort him, turning to face him. “You were knocked out just now. Scarlett shook you and you were unresponsive. I had to slap you hard to pull you back.”

      Patrik then touched his reddish jaw, grimacing from the pain.

      “Yeah, sorry about that,” Hansa added.

      “Maybe he was mind-bent, given the resident species in this city,” Jax said, then walked over to the Druid and quickly checked his pupils. His eyes glimmered gold as he used his own mind-bending ability on Patrik. “Tell me what happened last night, Patrik. You need to tell me. You can feel it in your gut that you need to tell me.”

      Patrik blinked, his face blank as he reacted to Jax’s hypnotic suggestion.

      “I fell asleep,” he said, his voice low. “I woke up during the night. I heard a noise. I saw dark figures by Minah’s bed… I couldn’t make out what they were. Then golden eyes came at me, and I fell asleep… I dreamed of Kyana… and she became Scarlett, and I—”

      “Okay, that’s enough,” Jax snapped his fingers, slightly uncomfortable.

      But his discomfort was nothing compared to Scarlett’s. Her eyes were bulging while the rest of us stared at her with raised eyebrows.

      “This is awkward,” Heron muttered.

      “Shut up!” Scarlett shot back, and I could swear she was blushing, despite her vampiric pallor.

      “What… What happened?” Patrik pressed his fingers against his temples. “My head hurts…”

      “You were mind-bent,” Jax confirmed. “You woke up in the middle of the night. You said you saw dark figures by her bed, then golden eyes, and you blacked out.”

      “Damn it… I don’t remember!” Patrik replied, a muscle twitching in his jaw.

      “I forced it out of you. It’s the single sliver of conscious memory you had left from last night. Whoever mind-bent you wasn’t an expert,” Jax said.

      The infirmary door burst open, startling us all. I instinctively reached for my swords, my fingers gripping the sculpted handles. Emilian walked in, followed by Darius, Farrah, Rowan, and Caspian. They all seemed shocked and distraught at the sight of Minah.

      “Oh, dear,” Rowan gasped, her eyes wide as she brought her hand to her mouth.

      Caspian threw me a brief, cold glance before he stepped toward the Iman girl’s bed. I immediately pulled both swords out and pointed them at him. Heron and Jax brought their blades out as well, prompting Hansa and the other four Lords to bring their hands up in defensive gestures. Caspian stilled, his hands behind his back, perfectly calm. His glare, however, spoke volumes.

      “You’re not getting anywhere near her,” I hissed.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa, Harper!” Hansa intervened, moving to stand between the tips of my blades and Caspian. “There’s no need for violence right now, as we don’t know what happened. Same goes for you, Jax, Heron… Come on!”

      I had a hard time recognizing myself. I rarely acted on impulse like this, but there was something about Caspian that brought out a side of me that I’d never nurtured. I’d lived my whole life being affectionately referred to as the Cucumber, the cool-natured one, and yet Caspian’s presence alone was enough to make me tick.

      Scarlett, Avril, Fiona, Caia, and Blaze slowly shifted closer to Patrik’s bed, clearing the way for us in case the Five Lords decided to fight fire with fire, though I highly doubted they would, given the alarmed looks on their faces—except Caspian, of course. He was carved from stone.

      “We were summoned by the nurses,” Emilian said. “We’re here to understand what happened, just like you are.”

      “What happened is that the Iman girl we rescued from the Valley of Screams is dead,” Jax spat, his blade aimed at the four Lords behind Caspian. Darius, Farrah, and Rowan glowered at him, but Emilian kept a straight, slightly concerned face. “Cause of death unknown. And Patrik, who was watching over her, had his memory scrubbed through mind-bending. So, yeah, we kind of know what happened!”

      He glanced at Hansa as he said that. The succubus frowned, then turned to face me.

      “We don’t know who’s involved,” she said, gritting her teeth. “This is a city filled with Maras. Technically speaking, they’re all suspects. Put your swords down, Harper.”

      “Lord Kifo was the one warning me, telling me to take my team out of Neraka,” I shot back, my eyes fixed on Caspian. “Was it because he had something to hide? I must say, Minah’s unexplained death does not make him look good.”

      “I second that,” Jax added.

      Emilian came closer, enough for the tip of Jax’s sword to touch his chest. Heron moved to his brother’s side, keeping his blade aimed at Darius, Farrah, and Rowan.

      “We know nothing about this, Jaxxon,” Emilian insisted. “By everything that I hold dear, by my daughter’s life, I swear to you… we know nothing about this!”

      “You came down here quite fast,” Heron muttered.

      “We have an alarm system, you oaf!” Farrah spat, visibly annoyed by the weapons pointed at her and her fellow Lords. “It’s connected to the infirmary, among other key locations in the city. All the nurses had to do was pull a specific lever, and we were all notified. Now, put that sword down before I impale you on it!”

      “Farrah!” Emilian growled at her. “No need for verbal aggression, either!”

      “I was only trying to examine the girl,” Caspian finally said, keeping his composure and further pissing me off. I was so angry at him, especially after what he’d said to Amalia last night. “That is all.”

      He then moved back, and I noticed the corner of his mouth move a little.

      Is he stifling a smirk?

      “Is there something that amuses you about this situation?” I asked, trying hard not to throw one of my swords at him just for kicks.

      “Not at all,” Caspian replied. “It’s just the second time you’ve pulled your swords on me in less than twenty-four hours. And believe me when I say this: I am not your enemy.”

      Hansa’s confused gaze darted between Caspian and me, until it settled on my swords.

      “This is one time I’m counting your swords out,” she said. “When was the other time, in the last twenty-four hours?”

      “It’s nothing to worry about,” Caspian cut in, staring at me, his expression firm, still unreadable, and frustrating the hell out of me. “I was in the wrong. I thoroughly deserved it, and more.”

      Was he apologizing? I suddenly felt the urge to scream. He was so annoying, shifting from jerk to gentleman with such speed and dexterity that I no longer understood what was happening. All I could do was blink a few times, then put my swords away.

      Hansa let out a sigh of relief, then scowled at Jax and Heron.

      “You two! Swords down! Now!”

      The Mara brothers grunted simultaneously and put their weapons away. Jax and Heron were more alike than I’d initially thought. They’d clearly been trained by the same master swordsman—I could tell from their grips and the smoothness of each movement, from the moment each blade was drawn to the moment it was sheathed again. Their stances were nearly identical, and their distrust of the Exiled Maras was equally rampant, nurtured by suspicion, such as their potential involvement in Minah’s death.

      “This is now a crime scene.” Jax didn’t concede. “No one is allowed to go near Minah’s body, other than members of GASP.”

      The Five Lords nodded, their eyes fixed on the Iman girl. Patrik took a deep breath, then rummaged through his supply bag, taking out several satchels with a variety of herbs and crystal powders. He used a piece of chalk to draw a series of symbols on the floor around her bed, prompting me to step away and move closer to Jax and Heron. We watched quietly as the Druid performed a spell that encased Minah in a transparent, iridescent box.

      “This is a protection and preservation spell,” Patrik said. “I’m powering it with my own energy for now, but I’ll need some from you later on, to keep it going. It preserves Minah’s body in its current state, regardless of the passage of time. The spell records everything, and it’s linked to my senses. I will know the moment anyone touches her.”

      He glanced at the Five Lords as he mentioned his knowledge of anyone touching Minah’s preservation spell. The Exiled Maras nodded, none giving away any sense of displeasure toward the Druid’s caution.

      “My Correction Officers will come down shortly,” Caspian said.

      “What for?” I asked, glaring at him.

      “For your and Minah’s protection,” he replied, his head cocked to one side.

      “We don’t need protecting,” I retorted.

      “And we don’t need any Exiled Maras near Minah, preservation spell in place or not,” Jax added.

      “Sorry to say this, Emilian, but I agree.” Hansa gave Lord Obara a semi-sympathetic look. It didn’t sit well with Jax, who scowled at the senior Mara. “We can’t have anyone from Azure Heights in the same room with Minah while we investigate.”

      Emilian opened his mouth to respond, but Caspian placed a hand on his shoulder and stopped him.

      “My Correction Officers will be stationed outside the infirmary,” he said. “No one will come in. I will also instruct the nurses to seal the door leading to the other halls, just to be safe, until you finish your investigation and tell us who the hell is killing Imen in our city.”

      “Is that necessary?” Hansa tried to act as a mediator, stuck between angry GASP agents and offended Exiled Maras. I couldn’t help but sympathize with her situation for a second, just until I caught Caspian glowering at me. I mirrored his expression, and he looked away.

      That’ll teach you…

      “I’m afraid it is,” Caspian replied. “You have your rules; we have ours. I can’t leave a crime scene unprotected. My COs will look after the infirmary, even if just from the outside.”

      “That’s fine,” Jax conceded, then nodded at the door. “Now, please excuse us. We have a lot of work to do.”

      Farrah and Rowan were the first to walk out, followed by Darius and Caspian. Emilian lingered in the doorway for a second, his gaze moving from Jax to Hansa.

      “You will keep us in the loop with your progress, I hope?” he asked.

      Hansa and Jax nodded simultaneously. Emilian sighed and walked out. Avril was quick to lock the door behind him, then turned to face us with a stunned expression.

      “What. The. Hell. Was. That?” She gawked at me, Jax, and Heron. “What the hell were you three thinking?”

      “Suspects are suspects.” I shrugged, unwilling to revisit the issue.

      “We need to keep our cool.” Hansa sided with Avril. “We can’t just wave our swords around like wildlings. We represent GASP, not some rogue tribe of lawless misfits!”

      A minute passed in silence. We heard the door leading to other parts of the infirmary get locked, followed by several knocks and thuds—something was being nailed into that door to seal it, as Caspian had promised.

      These guys move fast!

      “What now?” Heron scratched the back of his head, glancing at Jax.

      “Harper,” Jax replied, staring at Minah’s body. I instinctively straightened my back in response. “Can you do a thorough search of her body? What do you call it, a ‘deep scan’?”

      “Yeah.” I nodded, then moved closer to her bedside.

      I could use my True Sight to do an in-depth analysis of Minah’s body, her organs, her blood vessels, and her spine. If there was anything wrong, I’d spot it with a thorough look.

      Avril came over on the other side, sniffing around Minah’s body without touching the preservation spell. I started scanning the Iman girl, looking for anything that was missing or wasn’t supposed to be there.

      Time for a GASP-style autopsy…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Scarlett

          

          (Daughter of Jeramiah & Pippa)

        

      

    

    
      Patrik’s mention of dreaming about me kept replaying in the back of my head. I inadvertently visualized the scene in which Kyana, the love of his life, transformed into me. I’d gone for so long thinking he’d never look at me the way he’d looked at Kyana, only for his subconscious to bring up the fact that I was, in a way, on his mind... Me, not anyone else. It baffled me, and it took some work to convince myself to push it down and focus on it later. I had work to do.

      I helped Patrik get all the herbs and crystals he needed from his supply bag, while Jax and Hansa spread the map out on the table again, and Caia, Fiona, Blaze, and Heron kept the notebooks open and scanned their pages for key notes.

      Avril and Harper were busy with the autopsy, the former using her scent-tracking skill and the other her True Sight.

      Patrik’s jaw was clenched as he pulled some scrolls out from the bag and spread them on his bed, reading through each and setting aside the ones he needed for the city protection spell. I wanted to comfort him, to tell him it wasn’t his fault, but I knew it wouldn’t do any good. He’d watched a lot of people die during his days as a Destroyer, and he took the loss of every soul personally.

      “There’s a faint scent here… something floral,” Avril muttered, sniffing around the Iman girl’s body. “It’s fresh, too, and it’s not hers. But I can’t put my finger on what it is…”

      “It’s most likely endemic to the area,” Jax replied.

      “It could be from her killer.” Hansa frowned, looked at the map again, then at one of the notebooks. “If we get you some floral specimens, would you be able to match to what you picked up from Minah, Avril?”

      “Absolutely.” Avril nodded, then went on with her scent tracking.

      “You’ll be out and about today, anyway,” Patrik said, “to help me with the spell. Might as well take the opportunity to gather some floral samples.”

      “Sounds reasonable,” Jax replied, then glanced at each of us. “Everyone clear on that?”

      “Yeah, we’ll collect whatever flowers we find.” Fiona nodded. “I’ll bet some of the private, higher-level gardens have plenty of specimens…”

      “Don’t tell me you want to peek through the Rohos’ garden.” Heron smirked. “I’m sure there are better ways to bump into Vincent.”

      I noticed Fiona’s glare. Hansa’s, on the other hand, made even my blood freeze, while Avril and Jax both rolled their eyes. Had the situation not been so dark and dire, I probably would’ve laughed.

      “There’s a time and a place,” Hansa replied bluntly.

      “Guys.” Harper’s voice made us turn our heads. She was scanning Minah’s upper body, her glimmering eyes settled on her chest. “I think I found cause of death…”

      Jax immediately moved from the table and joined her.

      “I think she died of an embolism,” Harper continued. “There’s a massive blood clot near her heart. I can see a puncture wound on her side, by the fifth rib.”

      “Patrik, can we touch her through the preservation spell?” Jax asked.

      “Yes, you can. The spell resonates through me, so I know if someone’s touching her, but it’s not you I’m worried about being near her in the first place,” Patrik replied, stuffing powders and herbs into small leather bags.

      Jax nodded, then put his hand through the protective casing. Its surface shimmered at his touch. He lifted Minah’s arm, to get a better look at her torso, removing part of the bandages. I saw both Jax and Harper’s expressions change, their eyes widening and lips slowly parting.

      “Puncture wound, huh?” Hansa deducted, resting her hands on the map.

      “Yeah, it’s small, but visible,” Jax replied. “Air was inserted into an artery. It caused a blood clot that led to a heart attack, I presume…”

      “Yes, the heart muscle is damaged. This was quick, overnight… I can see residual traces.” Harper squinted.

      “What about fingerprints?” Jax asked Harper. She shook her head.

      “Nothing. They must’ve had gloves on.”

      Jax then put her arm back down and stepped away, rejoining Hansa by the table.

      “So, she was… discretely injected with air,” Harper concluded. “Her body couldn’t deal with a blood clot, not after everything she’d been through. She was still recovering, after all. The impact was swift, the heart attack fatal. She died in her sleep.”

      “Whoever did this had some knowledge of the Imen’s anatomy.” Jax exhaled sharply. “Therefore, despite their claims, the nurses are still suspects.”

      Patrik cursed under his breath, dropping one of the leather satchels to the floor, its contents scattering at his feet. He dropped to his knees to collect the powders and herbs, stuffing them back inside the bag. He was angry and frustrated—it was written all over his face.

      “Patrik, don’t beat yourself up over this,” Jax said, his eyes fixed on the Druid. “You didn’t stand a chance last night. Mind-bending can be a powerful weapon, even against the most capable Druid. They caught you in a vulnerable moment.”

      “It doesn’t make me feel any better,” Patrik muttered, tying the strings around the satchel and placing it next to the other three he’d prepared.

      “Okay, we need an action plan now.” Hansa took a deep breath. “Patrik needs help setting up the protection spell for the city. Provided it works, we might just save some lives tonight.”

      “These need to go into four walls at the base of the mountain.” Patrik brought the satchels over to the table, while we all gathered around the map. “One for each direction. North, south, east, and west.”

      He then took out a tin jar, took the lid off, and showed us the contents—a thick, dark red liquid with traces of purple herbs and black crystals.

      “This needs to be used to paint these,” he said, placing the jar on the table next to a sheet of brown paper, scribbled with swamp witch symbols, “on specific walls all over the mountain.”

      “How specific?” Harper asked, her gaze settled on the peculiar paint and symbols.

      “Ten walls facing the north, ten facing the south, and so on,” Patrik replied. “They need to be relatively scattered across the mountain levels. They’ll need room to ‘breathe’ once the spell is armed, because they’ll be drawing energy from the living creatures around it to fuel the shield.”

      “Living creatures… As in Imen and Exiled Maras?” Hansa asked, and Patrik nodded. “Won’t they be able to tell?”

      “Not really,” Patrik replied. “They might feel a little more tired than usual, but that’s why I want the symbols scattered throughout the city. It’s inconspicuous. Besides, this is a special paint, a proprietary blend. It becomes invisible to the common eye as soon as it dries. The more discreet we are about it, the better.”

      A moment passed in silence as we processed the amplitude of the spell.

      “This is impressive, Patrik,” Jax said slowly. “Well done!”

      “Let’s hope it works,” Patrik replied.

      “Okay, so you need us to put the satchels into four walls, and someone to paint the symbols throughout the city,” Hansa reiterated. “Jax can take one wall, Heron and Avril will take another, Blaze and Caia will be on the third, and I’ll take Fiona for the fourth—l don’t want her alone.”

      Jax didn’t seem happy with the decision, his brow furrowed as he glanced at Hansa, but he didn’t object.

      “Afterward, we’ll work our way up the mountain and get as many flower specimens as we can, for Avril to identify the odor she caught on Minah,” she added. “The wearer of that scent either came from a specific area of the city or uses it as a fragrance. It’s a lead we must follow. Everyone clear on that?”

      We all gave her a brief nod, then patiently waited for her to continue her instructions.

      “Harper will paint the symbols throughout the city,” Hansa said. “I think it’s safe to say she can be trusted on her own, given her performance in the Valley of Screams. She’s downright vicious, and I know no one will dare get near her. Provided she doesn’t go around pulling her swords on the Five Lords again.”

      She gave Harper a warning glare, prompting the sentry to shrink a little. I stifled a chuckle, then stilled at the sound of my name.

      “Scarlett,” Hansa addressed me, “you’ll be staying here with Patrik at all times. At least for now. Preservation spell or not, I don’t want anyone near Minah’s body, and I certainly don’t want our Druid on his own, surrounded by mind-bending Maras.”

      I held my breath for a second, glancing at Patrik. Given his earlier mention of his dream, I had a feeling there would be some awkwardness between us.

      “Okay,” I murmured, bracing myself for when I’d be left on my own with Patrik.

      “We’ll reconvene in the infirmary by sundown, after we complete our tasks,” Jax said, looking at Hansa. The tension between them was as heavy as ever. “Be careful out there.”

      “I’m a big girl, Jax. Don’t worry about me.” Hansa scoffed, then pointed at the map. “Now, which of the teams I nominated wants to take the south wall?”
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      Blaze and I took the south wall. We headed down one of the two side alleys leading to the base of the mountain. Tree crowns stretched overhead in crude shades of green, but this part of the city was no longer protected by awnings, so there were no Exiled Maras around. We passed a few Imen on the way down, and they all gave us curious looks, but we kept moving.

      The alley became narrower toward the bottom, carved into the limestone wall, which grew taller on both sides as we descended and turned the road into a tunnel. A small, wrought-iron fence stood at the end.

      “This leads nowhere,” Blaze said as we reached the fence, overlooking the strips of pebbled beach and rocky shore that cut through the middle of the landscape, with green fields to the right and a dark blue ocean to the left

      I looked around, craning my neck to take in the full height of the mountain’s limestone walls, along with the curved ceiling. The Exiled Maras had probably spent some time carving this out in the early days of their city.

      “I wonder why they left it like this,” I muttered, then bent over the fence to get a better look at what was below.

      “Careful, Caia.” Blaze held my arm, and, despite the layer of leather between his fingers and my skin, I still felt tiny electric currents flowing through me.

      “I’m okay,” I replied, pointing at the view below. “Look… I think that’s why they stopped carving.”

      We both glanced down and saw a very steep trail leading toward the base of the mountain, with nothing but shrubs and the occasional small tree scattered around. The wall ended abruptly with the fence, and there was nothing but the stony ridge on this part of Azure Heights.

      “We need to get down there, huh?” Blaze said.

      I nodded, and he took his backpack off. The actual base of the mountain was about seven hundred feet down from where we were. If we wanted to make sure Patrik’s spell worked, we had to put his satchel in there. I heard a zipper go down and glanced at Blaze, then immediately turned my back on him, my face flushed.

      “What… What are you doing?” I stammered, as Blaze took his clothes off and shoved them into the backpack, which he handed over to me. I took it, struggling not to look over my shoulder and see him in all his naked splendor.

      “Sorry, but I need to go into dragon mode,” Blaze replied, matter-of-factly. “It’s too steep to climb down. I can fly us there.”

      “Oh… right.” I tried to sound casual, but my cheeks were on fire, my heart galloping and kicking my ribs like a tempestuous mare... I was going to literally ride Blaze.

      “Unless you want to wait for me here?” he added.

      “Oh, no,” I said quickly. “I’m not staying here by myself.”

      “Okay, then hop on my back once I’ve shifted,” he replied. I heard him skip the fence and move forward on the ridge, enough to give himself the space he probably needed to shift without breaking anything. I put his backpack on, then waited for him to shift.

      The sounds of deep breathing and low grunts stretched out for several moments, and once the grunts grew deeper and became closer to growls, I turned around, to find myself standing before a stunning fire dragon. He was massive, a gorgeous specimen with dark orange and black scales, a long neck, and a spike the length of a street lamp extending from the tip of his tail. His wings were huge as they extended, the skin membrane shimmering in a warm shade of amber and his arms ending in large, sharp claws that could easily tear a wall down. His back legs were strong and muscular, ending in another pair of claws that were perfect for climbing.

      I had difficulty breathing as I tried to take in the vision of him. He was one of the most beautiful dragons in The Shade, in my eyes, and this was the first time I was seeing him up close. He growled and looked at me, and I recognized his eyes, huge pools of midnight blue in which I could see my reflection.

      He brought his head closer to me, and made a sound akin to deep, rumbling purring, his gaze gentle despite his ferocious design. No wonder the Exiled Maras feared him. This entire city was a tinderbox with Blaze around. I put my hand out, not surprised to see it trembling before him—not so much out of natural fear, but genuine awe. I touched the hard, warm scales on his face, his jaw slowly opening as I ran my fingers down his thick neck.

      “Let’s go,” he murmured.

      I withdrew my hand as he lowered himself farther down the ridge. He held out one large clawed hand, and my heart skipped a beat before I climbed onto it. He lifted me off the rocks I’d been standing on and positioned me on the base of his neck. I held onto the hard scales and mounted him, settling in behind his neck as if riding a giant, fire-spitting horse.

      I felt his body move beneath me, his muscles jerking as he took off. His wings stretched out, and I had to grab at his shoulders, my fingers hurting, just so I wouldn’t fall off. We soared out over the beach, the cool air hitting me hard, making it difficult to breathe.

      He flapped his wings, then did a gentle turn and drop, headed straight for the base of the mountain beneath the open-ended alley. He landed with a thud on the rocky ridge, right before it spread into the pebbled beach and the bumpy border of the plains. He used his front claws to hold onto the rough mountain wall. It was too steep for us to just walk around, but with Blaze clinging to the base, I was able to get off and reach a clean strip of limestone.

      I took the satchel out of his backpack, along with a metal pick, which we’d gotten along the way from an Iman blacksmith. I carved a hole into the wall and stuffed the satchel inside. The ground beneath shook, as if already responding to the spell.

      I yelped and lost my footing on the narrow ledge. I slipped and fell backward, but didn’t have time to scream, as Blaze’s clawed hand caught me. He helped me climb onto his back, then flew back out. He brought me down to the very bottom of the mountain, landing on the rough stones of the ocean shore. I got off, my knees weak and my legs shaking from the experience. He shook his back and brought his face closer to me. I touched the tip of his nose while his giant blue eyes scanned me. I couldn’t help but smile.

      “That was ridiculously cool,” I said.

      He huffed, then shook his body, and I turned to face the other way as he morphed back into his gloriously naked self, that entire mass of scales and claws withdrawn beneath ropes of muscle and tanned, smooth skin… I could hear him breathing heavily from the effort of the transformation.

      “Does it hurt?” I asked, handing over his backpack while determinedly keeping my face turned away.

      He took it, and I heard the zipper being pulled and the shuffling of fabric as he got dressed. I distracted myself with the stunning ocean view—an endless layer of restless, dark blue waters, and black cliffs poking out from the horizon beneath a perfect, clear sky.

      “Nah,” he replied. “I’m not sure I can describe it properly, but it feels like everything inside you moves around. It’s uncomfortable and always weird to experience, but no, not painful… I’m done.”

      I breathed out, then looked at him. He wore a playful smile, his hands resting on his hips, back in his two-piece GASP uniform.

      “So you enjoyed the ride?” He winked.

      “Yes, sir.” I grinned.

      He chuckled, then walked over to the limestone base of the mountain, sprinkled with grass, weeds, and a colorful variety of wild flowers. He took a linen bag out of his backpack and gave it to me, his gaze fixed on the pink, red, and purple blossoms poking out from green patches all over the stone wall.

      “I’ll pick. You can hold them,” he said, and plucked several flowers.

      He handed them over, and I carefully placed them in the bag, our fingers touching in the process and causing my arm to tingle.

      We walked through the plains, close to the mountain, looking for more species of flowers before taking another route back up. I spotted a small staircase carved into the wall up ahead.

      “I think that’ll take us back up on the south side,” I said, pointing at it.

      Blaze followed my gaze, then nodded.

      “I thought you did well last night, by the way,” I murmured, picking a small yellow blossom from the ground. I brought it up to my nose and inhaled its sweet fragrance. It reminded me of Hawaiian summers by the beach. “With Rewa, I mean. The whole dance and questioning thing. I didn’t get to mention that. I’m sure you’ll handle rejecting her just as well.”

      “Thanks,” he muttered, focused on the tall grass and whatever flowers he could find as we got closer to the carved stairs. “My celibacy oath does come in handy at times…”

      “Yeah…” I paused, swallowing. “Speaking of… Why did you take it in the first place?”

      “Well, my dad took his when he was my age. It’s a tradition in my family, on my father’s side. They’ve done it for centuries before me. It’s meant to strengthen a dragon’s character. You keep your distance, hold your physical instincts under control during several of your formative years, and you come out stronger, more resilient.”

      I had wondered on more than one occasion what the limits were, regarding dragon celibacy. From what I remembered, as far as definitions went, being celibate meant you abstained from any… intimate contact. But I wasn’t sure about the specifics, i.e. the exact extent of such an oath. As I mulled it over, I forgot to stop talking.

      “I get that celibacy means you can’t have sex, but does it mean you can’t kiss, either? Like nothing? Nada? No kissy, no touchy?”

      Blaze’s head turned in an instant, his eyes wide.

      I immediately brought my hand up to my mouth, realizing I’d voiced a very intimate thought, a question I’d asked myself before, in the privacy of my room back at our GASP base, while watching Blaze spar with Field a week earlier.

      I must’ve looked horrified by my own loose tongue, but he seemed to find it funny. A huge grin bloomed on his face while I prayed for the earth to swallow me whole.

      “So sorry,” I gasped. “I… I didn’t mean to say that out loud.”

      “It’s okay.” He laughed lightly, handing me another wildflower. “But to answer your question, yes—basically. Celibacy refers to abstaining from intercourse, but it’s pretty much assumed that a dragon will abstain from the other things too. It’s not written anywhere that kissing, for example, isn’t allowed, but personally, I hold back from everything. There’s no point in opening the door to temptation when you’ve sworn an oath to keep your distance from it, is there?”

      “Right… I see you take your celibacy oath quite seriously…”

      “I do. It’s very important to me,” he replied, but his gaze was telling me something else, as it settled on my face and softened. He then looked out, watching the ocean lapping at the rocky shore. “I know I’ll come out stronger when it’s over. That lasts a lifetime, and I can’t set that aside…”

      “Makes sense.” I sighed, feeling deflated for no obvious reason.

      You were thinking of kissing him, weren’t you?

      Before I could pummel my mouthy inner fire fae, I noticed movement above us. I looked up, squinting against the morning sun, and saw two dark figures watching us from the first level of the city, at the top of the carved stairs.

      They wore dark gray outfits, with hoods, smoky goggles and masks. Blaze noticed me still and frown, and glanced up the mountain. I caught a glimpse of something blue on both their arms.

      “I think they’re Correction Officers,” Blaze muttered, moving closer to me. “They’re not wearing uniforms but the blue insignia is a giveaway…”

      “What do you think they want?” I wondered. “They must have followed us down here. They sure are determined, tracking us in the sun like this…”

      “They’re probably just watching. They’ll report back to Lord Kifo and tell him where we’ve been.”

      “Good for them,” I said, gritting my teeth, then continued scanning the grass around me. Blaze walked by my side, occasionally throwing them a sideways glance.

      We headed up the stairs, picking a couple more flowers along the way, and further discussing the disappearances and our role in untangling this whole mess. By the time we reached the first level, the Correction Officers were gone. The awnings had been pulled out, and several Exiled Maras were out and about.

      Part of me was still reeling from my flight on Blaze’s back. I’d ridden dragons before, but something about Blaze’s ride had left me with a permanent tingle in my limbs, and a smile tugging at the corner of my mouth. With his majestic dragon form imprinted on my mind… I couldn’t help but feel extra safe around him.

      No Mara in their right mind would dare to come close or even try something against us. That would be suicidal. Whoever those Correction Officers were and whatever they wanted, they were no match for Blaze. They weren’t even a match for me. As long as I had my lighters with me, or any source of fire in my hand, I could burn them to a crisp.

      I couldn’t trust the Exiled Maras anymore, not after what had happened to Minah. But they were at a bigger disadvantage, because we’d brought a fire dragon and a fire fae to Azure Heights.

      All they could do was watch and keep track of our movements.
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      I chose the northern side of the mountain to place Patrik’s satchel. I wasn’t at all comfortable not having Hansa where I could see her, especially after our incursion into the Valley of Screams, but I took some comfort in the fact that she wasn’t alone.

      The alleys snaked down this part of the city, and I reached the last set of stairs leading to the ground level. The trees were taller, their crowns thicker on that side. I was fully covered by a hood, due to the lack of awnings above, but the bright morning sun was relatively tolerable given the predominance of natural shade offered by the trees.

      I reached the bottom of the mountain wall, and stopped for a minute to take in the view. The beach was covered in rough pebbles, the ocean foaming as it washed over them in soft waves. It spread beautifully, dark and blue, to the right. It seemed to go on forever, while the green plains stretched to the left, herds of moon-bison scattered across and grazing by the streams pouring in from the gorges.

      Hansa’s fine. Fiona’s with her.

      Or was it the other way around?

      I’d angered Hansa last night. I knew I was the reason she’d chosen to go with Fiona on this mission. We’d gotten close again, and I’d pushed her away.

      Again.

      Sure, it wouldn’t have been wise to leave Fiona on her own, given that she was still one of the younglings in a foreign world. But Fiona’s strength alone made me worry less about her. She was a ruthless vampire, despite her petite frame. She could break down walls with a single punch.

      I mean, come on…

      Hansa was even more awe-inspiring. She’d once led an army of rogue succubi to war. She’d ruled over the Red Tribe for centuries. Her sword skills were the stuff of legend. Hansa was a mighty warrior, forged in dozens of battles. Of course she’d be perfectly fine on her own. It was one of the key features that drew me to her in the first place.

      Her strength.

      Then came her beauty. Those curious emerald eyes with flakes of gold that twinkled whenever she looked at me. Her soft, pinkish lips begging to be kissed, even when she was angry and perfectly ready to snap my neck in two. That long black hair, pouring down her back in seemingly endless curls. Every line, every curve, every inch of delicate skin with silvery shine had been designed to seduce. I often found myself staring at her, holding my breath whenever she was sparring with her sister, unable to take my eyes off her. She was one of the best fighters I’d ever come across, and I’d seen my share of capable warriors.

      I found the perfect spot on the wall and pulled the metal pick I’d borrowed from one of the city blacksmiths out of my backpack. I carved a hole and stuffed the satchel in there. I stilled for a moment, feeling the ground rumble beneath me. The mountain seemed to be reacting to Patrik’s spell preparations.

      My mind was restless. I leaned my back against the wall, staring at the beach for a while. My stomach dropped as the memory of my first encounter with Hansa came back. The moment I met her I knew I was done for. I remembered feeling my heart pump faster, hoping she wouldn’t notice. Her deep, raspy voice had pulled strings inside me that I’d completely forgotten existed. The way she smirked when she drew her sword before charging Destroyers made my blood rush.

      Hansa is no ordinary succubus, I’d thought to myself at the time. She’s a phenomenon. A hurricane of cataclysmic proportions, and I’m perfectly okay with standing in the eye of this storm.

      I had already been having trouble concentrating with her around when Jovi’s poisoned arrow hit her. Azazel’s control spell had pushed Aida’s brother into nearly killing Hansa, and I’d lost it. As that battle unfolded, all I wanted to do was find a way to save her. Every moment had been torture for me, until Viola showed up and removed the arrow and the toxins from her body, letting me breathe again. I’d developed feelings for Hansa, and I had no control over them whatsoever. It had dawned on me then, when she’d stood up and jumped back into the fight, beheading Goren and avenging her tribe. I was falling for her, so hard and so fast, that it was bound to end in a disaster.

      I got scared. I’d almost lost her that day, and I flaked.

      It wasn’t in my nature, but I had a rich and dark history as far as relationships were concerned. The one time I fell in love with a Mara, I wound up being the one to execute her for draining Bajangs of their blood. Our laws were strict, and I had an entire city to lead. Kateri didn’t even feel sorry for what she’d done. She smirked as she kneeled before the people of White City. She said she’d do it all over again. It broke my heart. I cried as I brought my sword down.

      It took me years to forget her. Decades to look around me again, to wonder if I’d find someone. Not long after that, I met Dayana, the daughter of a respected Bajang tribe chief on the southeastern shore of Antara. I’d been exploring the region at the time, training my wards in the field. Azazel had yet to emerge, and those parts of Calliope were riddled with wild and vicious creatures. Dayana had been, by all definitions, love at first sight.

      She was fierce and inquisitive, daring and stubborn. She was the first creature I ever did Pyrope with, my first taste of non-animal blood. It became a part of our love-making ritual, and I lived to make her purr in my arms every night. Her father had even agreed to let us join our lives as soulmates. Azazel’s Destroyers raided that part of the shore less than a month before our marriage ceremony. They caught us by surprise. It was then that I met creatures who were more resilient to my mind-bending abilities. I tried to steer the beasts away on my own, but I wasn’t strong enough. By the time my wards emerged from the woods, back from their training expedition, the Destroyers had already leveled the Bajang tribe. They found me facedown in the water, my back riddled with arrows, and Dayana dead on the shore, a poisoned spear lodged in her chest. It took a lot of blood to heal my physical wounds, but nothing could fix what Dayana’s loss had broken in me.

      Another century went by. By then, Azazel had grown stronger, but we’d managed to hold out in White City, taking advantage of the surrounding woods of the northwestern shore and our large numbers to launch collective mind-bending attacks against intruders. It worked for a while. We even helped save a couple of rogues running from Destroyers—including Augusta, a young Lamia who’d managed to slither out of a prisoner convoy just ten miles away from us.

      Augusta was the last time I ever allowed myself to feel something, to even hope for love. Two months after I brought her back to White City, she got word that her sister had been captured and dragged back to Luceria. Azazel had a thing for Lamias—one of them, after all, had run off pregnant with his offspring. Tamara and Eva were safe by the River Styx at the time, but Augusta’s sister wasn’t. I begged her not to go after her. I knew I’d never see her again. Azazel was at his most vicious at the time, killing left and right like it was no big deal. It would take him another century to relax and underestimate Draven’s existence, then experience defeat and death.

      I’d fallen in love with Augusta. I’d even decided to go with her. But she snuck out early one morning, leaving behind a note telling me how sorry she was, and that she couldn’t put my life at risk, too. I never saw her again. I later heard she’d been captured, but by the time I made it to Luceria, a hundred years later, she was already gone—probably dead and buried.

      I had a terrible relationship history. Anyone I’d ever loved had ended up dead on my watch. It felt like a curse, and it ate away at me. Whenever I opened my heart to someone, I wound up mourning their death. It killed me on the inside the first time, and although I hadn’t thought it possible, the second was even worse—it made me curse the entire universe. The third, on the other hand, left me completely numb. I shed my last tears, and I closed myself off.

      Never again, I swore.

      Then I met Hansa and the entire world collapsed around me. She scared and excited me at the same time, and, for a brief moment, I thought she might be another chance for me—the universe’s way of saying “Sorry, Jax! Here, try again!”. I was wary. I kept it all to myself. I tried my best not to let any emotions show. I gave her the coldest shoulder I could muster, but still, she had found her way into my soul, and I was dumbfounded, unable to get her out.

      And she wasn’t even trying.

      I chuckled lightly, remembering all the banter and death threats. The harder she was on me, the softer I got on the inside. But Jovi’s poisoned arrow changed everything. It broke me out of my reverie and dragged me back to my horrific reality. As Hansa was slowly dying from the poison, the pattern reemerged, and I couldn’t cope with another blow.

      Sure, Hansa came out alive in the end, but my instincts had already kicked in. I was neither ready nor willing to let myself fall again. I couldn’t lose Hansa.

      Not her.

      I went back up the alley, picking various flowers and fragranced herbs along the way for Avril, stuffing them in a linen bag.

      It’s better this way.

      As long as I didn’t get close to Hansa, she’d stay alive. It sounded like a stupid superstition, but I’d already lost three lovers this way. It tore me apart to think of Hansa’s life ending like theirs. It hurt more to keep my distance from her, but I couldn’t see any other way.

      Once in a while, we gravitated toward each other. It was natural. The magnetism between us was strong. My feelings for her were getting out of hand, too.

      I’m weak.

      I’d vowed to keep my distance, and yet I ended up holding her in my arms. Her sister’s wedding hadn’t made it easier, either. Seeing her cry that night had broken me down. All I wanted was to see her glowing with happiness, but all I could manage was to piss her off. I couldn’t stand seeing other males looking at her. Especially Maras. It had taken so much willpower to keep myself from kicking Emilian away from her last night. Every time I saw her getting close to someone, I instinctively moved in and pulled her back to me.

      Only to push her away again. I’m a damn coward…

      I deserved her anger. I deserved being left on my own, on the north side of Azure Heights. I didn’t deserve her.

      I reached the first level, where dozens of Imen were out—most of them hanging laundry on strings and taking empty baskets to the orchard patches below, for the spring harvest. I passed by two Exiled Maras, fully covered in dark blue and brown clothes. I recognized their blue insignia patches, sewn on their right arms, and my muscles immediately tensed. They were Correction Officers. I noticed their reflection in a nearby window as I checked the flowerboxes and collected more specimens for Avril. I could tell they were watching me, despite their smoky goggles, based on how their heads turned, following my movements across the terrace.

      I then headed up the stairs, going to the second level. A quick glance over my shoulder made me aware that they were following me.

      But they’re only watching.

      They’d probably been instructed to follow and not interact. What was House Kifo hoping to accomplish by tailing us?

      I decided to test them and darted up another set of stairs leading to the third level. The crowd was buzzing there, as it seemed to be an open market day, with dozens of improvised stalls spread across the town square. I moved swiftly between the Imen perusing fresh produce, trinkets, and rolls of fabric, then took a sharp turn and walked down one of the alleys. I took the first exit to the left and found myself in a small residential area.

      I rushed down the street, reaching another set of stairs. I made it to the fourth level and hid behind a shop. There were plenty of Imen and Exiled Maras around, but I was able to see the Correction Officers reach the platform. They looked around, but couldn’t find me anywhere. I had a good vantage point on that side of the shop. They’d lost me.

      They glanced at each other, then nodded and went farther up the mountain, most likely assuming I’d gone up another level. I casually made my way back down, collecting more flower specimens from various pots and boxes along the way, filling the linen bag for Avril.

      It was shortly after noon, and a good time to go back to the infirmary and check on Patrik and Scarlett. My mind wandered back to Hansa again, and I cursed under my breath.

      Even when we were apart, she was still central to my reasoning.
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      Heron and I headed to the west side of the mountain, facing the great wide open plains, bordered in the distance by the Valley of Screams. We took the main road out of the city to reach the base of the mountain, then left the cobblestones and trekked down one of the beaten paths until we reached the perfect spot on the western wall.

      I glanced up and noticed the plethora of wildflowers growing from the velvety green grass dressing the ridge, my nostrils flaring as I tried to catch as many scents as possible.

      Heron, like me, was fully covered to protect himself from the sun. He took out an iron pick and the satchel from his backpack, and started carving a hole into the stone wall. He noticed me squinting and sniffing through my goggles and mask, and chuckled.

      “You sure live up to your nickname,” he said, stuffing the satchel into the hole.

      The mountain trembled briefly, and we both stilled, staring at each other for a minute.

      “Yeah? And what nickname is that?” I replied, raising an eyebrow. “Say ‘Hound Dog’ and I will punch you in the ribs.”

      I could see the contours of his grin beneath his black tinted mask, and his jade eyes through his dark glass goggles.

      “Go on, say it,” I challenged him, my hands balled into fists, ready to help me keep my word.

      “I didn’t give you that nickname,” he replied. “Don’t hate me.”

      “I don’t hate you, or the nickname. I just need an excuse to punch you.”

      “My, my, aren’t we feisty today!” He snickered, then took a step forward, a little too close for my comfort.

      I moved back, and my foot slipped. His arm came around my waist so fast, I didn’t even get to react. I gasped, then stiffened in his hold, my hands quietly resting on his chest. I glanced over my shoulder and noticed the deep canal that had been dug beneath the ridge. It was a narrow, fifty-foot drop at least, stretching for about a hundred feet along the mountain base. It didn’t seem to serve any purpose other than to break unsuspecting necks, given the amount of grass covering it almost completely.

      I then gaped at Heron, surprised by his powers of observation.

      How did I not see it?

      His eyes were smiling, and my mind went blank.

      Yeah, that’s why…

      “Don’t get yourself mangled, Avril,” he said softly. “You still have some sniffing to do, and, frankly, I find you quite entertaining. I would hate to spend the next couple of days feeding you blood through a straw while you heal from a broken spine.”

      “Oh, wow, that was creepily visual,” I replied, my eyes wide and lips pressed into a thin line. Leave it to Heron to cook up worst-case scenarios worthy of horror movies. “But at least it’s nice to know you don’t want to see me lying helpless in bed.”

      A muscle jumped in his jaw, his hold tightening around my waist as his gaze clouded and his lips stretched slowly beneath the thin mask.

      “There’s about a million things I’d like to see you do in bed, but lying helpless isn’t one of them,” he whispered.

      My skin tingled and my breath got jammed in my throat.

      Snap out of it. Mountain. Flowers. Murder!

      I had a hard time thinking of a good, cooling comeback, though. And Heron enjoyed my astonishment a little too much. Fortunately, noises to our left made us split up. I inhaled deeply, pleased to get my lungs back in operation.

      We looked at the patch of shady pine trees bordering that side of the mountain, and noticed two figures sneaking through. They hadn’t seen us, as they had their backs to us, and were hunched forward and looking up, as if making sure no one could see them from above. Heron put his hand on my shoulder, telling me to duck, and I caught their scent.

      “Imen,” I whispered.

      He nodded, then darted across the rocky trail. He shot through the trees, and I heard the two Imen yelp and squeal. Heron emerged from between the trees, holding each Iman by the back of the neck. I rushed over, my hands up in a reassuring gesture.

      “It’s okay, we don’t want to hurt you,” I said gently.

      “Then let us go!” the elder Iman said.

      They were both male and looked dirty, their hair ruffled and their clothes tattered. They smelled of burnt wood, wet grass, and wilderness, not the clean scent of Azure Heights.

      “Where do you come from? Who are you?” I asked them.

      The elder Iman looked in his mid-forties, with curly brown hair and hazel eyes. The young one resembled him in all features and was probably in his late teens—most likely his son. They gave Heron and me fearful glances, then frowned and stared at the ground.

      “They’re not going to talk like this,” Heron groaned, rolling his eyes. He let the elder go and quickly snapped his fingers. It was enough to make them both look at him, and Heron’s glare flickered gold. “Stay here.”

      He moved around and came to my side, with both Imen now under his control.

      “Now you can ask them whatever you want.” He smirked.

      The Imen’s expressions were blank as they stood before us, their arms limp at their sides.

      “What are your names?” I went for an easy start.

      “I’m Bear,” the elder Iman said. “This is my son, Sinon.”

      “Where are you from?” I couldn’t smell a single fiber of Azure Heights on them, and I’d already registered all common Imen scents from the city.

      “We’re free people,” Bear replied, his voice mellow. “We live beyond the gorges…”

      “You crossed the Valley of Screams?” Heron asked in disbelief.

      “Yes. We come here sometimes,” Bear said. “We sneak into the city. We have family still working here, so we pay them a visit when the masters aren’t around.”

      “We also steal supplies when we visit,” Sinon added, making Bear groan. Despite being under Heron’s mind-bending, he seemed to still have some sense left, if he was able to react to his son revealing their operation.

      “What supplies?” I asked, slightly amused.

      “Leathers, grains, and spices, mostly,” Sinon replied. “There are secret routes leading into the city, so we can carry plenty and get to the plains without being spotted.”

      “Secret routes?” I muttered, then looked up at Heron. “Do you think the daemons are using them to get into the city?”

      “I don’t see the point, since they’re invisible,” Heron said.

      “The daemons aren’t invisible unless they’re hunting,” Bear replied, leaving both Heron and I speechless.

      I needed a second to wrap my head around what he’d just said.

      “Wait… You know about the daemons? Did you see them? What do they look like?” I threw out the questions as they popped into my head.

      Bear seemed startled. He glanced around, as if worried someone might hear him.

      “Shush,” he whispered. “They could be nearby… They’re big, they’re huge, with claws and vicious red eyes and…”

      His voice trailed off. He froze, staring up the mountain. Sinon, Heron, and I followed his gaze and saw two Exiled Maras watching us from above. They stood on a stone ledge, an extension of the third-level platform toward the northwest, bordered with a wrought-iron fence. They were dressed in plain dark clothes with hoods, their faces covered with smoky goggles and masks, and they had some kind of blue badge on their right arms.

      Bear fell to his knees, followed by Sinon. They both held their heads, moaning and grunting.

      “The pain,” Bear cried out. “Make it stop…”

      “What’s happening?” I tried to touch the Imen, but they shuddered beneath my hands, in sheer agony. “What is going on?”

      “They’re mind-bending them!” Heron growled. “It’s what happens when an Iman is being mind-bent by two or more Maras. The brain overloads. It’s extremely painful.”

      “Oh, crap,” I gasped, remembering the blue badges. “Those are Correction Officers!”

      “Make it stop!” Bear’s muffled cry came from below.

      “What do we do?” I asked Heron, desperate to stop the Exiled Maras from turning Bear and Sinon’s brains to mush.

      “The soul eaters will kill us,” Sinon groaned, pushing his forehead into the hard ground.

      “Soul eaters? What’s a soul—” I was interrupted by Heron’s quick thinking, as he pulled one of his chest plates off and lifted it in such a way that the sunlight reflected off the metallic surface. It hit the Correction Officers in the face. They looked away, covering their eyes. They were temporarily blinded, despite the glasses. It wouldn’t do any long-term damage, but it was enough to break their hold on the Imen.

      Bear and Sinon immediately sprang to their feet and vanished back inside the small patch of woods from which Heron had pulled them. We ran after them but couldn’t find them anywhere. It was as if they’d vanished into thin air. All I could see were trees and large rocks that had tumbled off the mountain, their top sides covered in moss.

      “What just happened? Where’d they go?” I was frustrated at that point, because I couldn’t event track their scent anymore.

      Heron cursed under his breath, then ran back out. I followed, and we both looked up. The Correction Officers were nowhere to be seen.

      “Did you hear what Bear said?” I asked, staying behind Heron as we trekked back to the main road into the city.

      “He said a lot of things,” he muttered.

      He was angry. I could tell from his posture—his shoulders were tense and his fists closed tight.

      “Soul eaters,” I reminded him. “He said ‘soul eaters’…”

      “I have no idea what a soul eater is.”

      “Do you think he meant the Correction Officers?” I wondered whether it was a more poetic way of referring to Kifo’s henchmen.

      “What, as in a dramatic nickname?” he replied. “Like you’re called the ‘Hound Dog’?”

      I poked him in the rib, prompting him to cough, then chuckle.

      “I see your high spirits are back.” I smiled. I really didn’t like seeing him angry. There was still a heavy weight on his shoulders, but at least I’d made him laugh a little. “I find it amazing that Imen travel through the Valley of Shadows.”

      “Yeah, that was unexpected. Do you think the Five Lords know?”

      “I don’t know… I don’t think so,” I said as we reached the first level of Azure Heights. “I bet whatever secret routes Bear and Sinon are using would’ve been sealed by now, if the Exiled Mara knew.”

      “Then I wouldn’t tell them, either.” Heron gave me a brief glance as we headed up the stairs leading to the second level. None of the scents in the area resembled the one I’d picked off Minah. We’d struck out on that side of the mountain, as far as tracking Minah’s killer went.

      “This does leave room for a lot more questions,” I replied, catching a glimpse of geared-up Exiled Maras with blue badges in a reflection on a nearby window. I caught their scents, too. Musk and salt. “Like why are Kifo’s Correction Officers following us?”

      Heron stilled, then glanced over his shoulder as we reached the infirmary, where more Correction Officers were stationed outside—ten of them, to be precise, standing tall and motionless, their hands behind their backs. Given that they were beneath the awning, they didn’t wear masks or goggles. The two who were following us passed by us and joined the others, removing their head covers in the process.

      We instinctively took off our masks and goggles, now back under the terrace covers. I heard Heron grunt as he watched them for a few seconds. He then walked up to the last Correction Officer, one of our “stalkers”, bringing his face deliberately close to his in an intimidating gesture.

      “Why are you following us?” Heron growled.

      The Correction Officer didn’t answer. I reached Heron’s side just as he pulled his large knife out and brought it up to the CO’s neck. The others turned their heads to look at us, but did not move, their expressions firm.

      “Heron, what are you—”

      “Why are you following us?” Heron raised his voice, ignoring me. He glared at the Correction Officer, whose nostrils flared once—his only reaction to having a blade against his neck.

      “We were ordered to watch over you,” the Exiled Mara finally replied.

      Heron didn’t seem happy with his answer. He gave the other Correction Officers an inquisitive glance, then shifted his focus back on the one in front of him.

      “Were you up on the third-level ledge earlier?” Heron asked.

      “No, sir.” The Mara blinked once. “We watched you from the first level until you came back.”

      “So who was up on the third-level ledge?”

      “I don’t know, sir.”

      “They were Correction Officers,” Heron retorted. “Surely you can ask a question among your ranks.”

      “If Lord Kifo allows it, I will, sir,” the Mara replied, exceptionally calm given the circumstances. He then gave me a quick glance, and blinked a couple of times. “We were instructed to follow, and nothing else. But I should advise you… Keep your distance from the rogue Imen. They scamper out of the Valley of Screams and come up here to loot the lower levels. They’re filthy creatures, and they’ll stab you in the eye for a piece of bread if you don’t pay attention.”

      Heron didn’t say anything, but the vein throbbing in his temple told me everything I needed to know. We had no idea who the Correction Officers who had mind-bent the Imen were, but they clearly didn’t want us talking to the “filthy creatures”.

      I gently put my hand on Heron’s forearm, and pressed until he withdrew it and put his knife away. He then poked the Mara in the chest with his index finger, baring his teeth. I saw his sharp fangs for the first time, in a threatening expression, and I found myself out of breath.

      “Find out who those two on the third-level ledge were,” Heron hissed. “And if Lord Kifo doesn’t want you talking to me, let me know, and I’ll sort it out with him.”

      We then went into the infirmary, where Patrik and Scarlett were still looking at Minah’s body through the protection spell. Patrik nearly smiled when he saw us come in, but a frown quickly settled over the expression when he noticed Heron’s residual glare from his exchange with the Correction Officer.

      We quickly brought them up to speed with what we’d done and the rogue Imen we’d come across, along with the mind-bending incident. It made Patrik scoff and cross his arms over his chest, while Scarlett sat on an empty bed.

      “I didn’t think Imen could make it through those gorges alive,” Patrik replied.

      “Yeah, our thoughts exactly,” I muttered.

      Patrik’s expression lit up, usually the sign of a great idea coming from the Druid.

      “Can you check the library for some maps of the Valley of Screams?” he asked, looking at Heron and me. “Surely someone must’ve traced at least some of the routes through the gorges. Actually, even a map of this continent would do. Any geographical references will help.”

      “What are you thinking?” I wasn’t sure where he was going with this.

      “Trust me.” He winked. “You’ll thank me later. Just find out if there are any maps of Neraka in that library, and get me some. I’m particularly interested in the Valley of Screams.”

      I nodded. Heron put on his head cover, mask, and goggles. The staircases leading up to the library weren’t covered, and the sun was still out. We left Patrik and Scarlett with Minah in the infirmary, and headed upstairs to the city library. Two Correction Officers followed us, as per their protocol, but kept a decent distance, just in case Heron decided to flip out again.

      Whatever was going on in this city, it was getting murkier each day. But Patrik had gotten me curious, and I, too, started wondering about what lay beyond those gorges. Surely the Exiled Maras had gone exploring at some point, long before their people had started disappearing.

      We’d looked into records and history books, but we hadn’t thought to check their geography section. Good thing I loved a good research session.
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      I went with Hansa to the east side of the mountain, which was basically a steep limestone wall overlooking the deep, dark blue ocean. Small trees popped out from rebel ridges here and there, where some soil had fallen from the top, years ago. We’d noticed a couple of Exiled Maras trailing us through the city earlier, and Hansa had identified them as Correction Officers, based on their blue badges, but we’d quickly lost them in the second level slums.

      We followed a narrow stone path out of the city. I was covered from head to toe, given that these areas were not protected from direct sunlight. It was getting a little too hot for my taste, but I kept up with Hansa nonetheless. She came to a halt at the end of the trail, and I stopped behind her. We both looked down and noticed the almost-vertical descent. The area below looked as though someone had scooped out that part of the mountain with a giant spoon, several tall trees casting their shadows over the water lapping at the shore.

      The Five Lords had previously told us a little bit about the eastern mountainside, snippets dropped in conversations at the Spring Ball, so we had a good idea about what we were getting ourselves into. I remembered Vincent’s accounts of Imen climbing down the wall using rope, so I had brought a lot of it with me, carrying the entire thousand-foot roll on my shoulder.

      “Are you sure this is going to hold?” Hansa asked, her voice unusually weak as she glanced at the eight-millimeter braided rope.

      “Yeah, this is heavy-duty stuff,” I assured her. “It’s a metal fiber cord in textile braid. Remember, I was pretty specific with the store owner. Given they’ve lived their whole lives on this mountain, I’m pretty sure they know their rock-climbing gear.”

      We’d stopped by a building equipment store, a small place up on the first level that sold a variety of cables and construction tools, the go-to place when new residential expansions were carved into the stone walls on the northwest side, and Imen workers needed safe ways to rappel. The old Exiled Mara had been quite adamant that the rope he’d sold me was the best for what we were about to do. I’d used my strength to test it, and it hadn’t snapped. I called this method the “Fiona Quality Check”.

      “Okay, well, let’s get this show on the road then,” Hansa muttered, and pulled out two long and thick metal bolts with the top ends curled into eyes. “I didn’t bother to bring a hammer, seeing as… you know…”

      She smirked at me. I chuckled, then switched places with her on the edge.

      “Hold this, give me these,” I said, handing over the rope as I took the bolts, then dropped to my knees and shoved them both, hard, into the path’s rock. They went in deep inside the limestone. “Better than a drill…”

      I wiggled them, just to check how firmly I’d implanted them. They didn’t move, so I took the rope back from Hansa. I used a pair of shears I’d gotten from the same supply store to cut it in half, and looped each rope middle through the bolts’ eyes. I tugged and pulled in different directions, but the bolts didn’t budge.

      “Nice!” Hansa grinned. “I should take you out more often. You definitely come in handy!”

      We both laughed lightly, then prepared our descent. The base of the eastern wall was about three hundred feet below, and held a small strip of sandy beach, closed off from both north and south by giant boulders. It was private and secluded, and the water seemed deep even by the shore.

      With the bolts firmly anchored into the stone, I held both sides of my rope together, pulling them through my legs, around my hip, then over my right shoulder, around the back of my neck, and down my left arm. I watched Hansa as she carefully mirrored my movements with her rope segment, then nodded at me. Her eyes were wide and her shoulders tense. I had to take a wild guess and assume she’d never done this before.

      “Not used to rock climbing?” I asked, giving her an understanding half-smile.

      “I’m not good with heights, in general,” she muttered, glancing over her shoulder. “In fact, I think I can share a little secret with you. Remember the accounts of our battle on Luceria’s platform?”

      “Yeah, you cut off Goren’s head and kicked Azazel’s ass six ways from Sunday. Of course, I remember.” I chuckled, as that war was already being beautifully chronicled in Eritopia’s historical records.

      “Don’t tell anyone I told you this, but I was scared out of my mind the whole time I was up there.” She sighed. “I wasn’t scared of Destroyers or Azazel. I was terrified I’d fall over the edge. Trust me, I am not good with heights…”

      Not that it made her any less fearsome, but it was nice to see Hansa in a different, slightly more vulnerable light. She didn’t need me to comfort her on the issue, so I simply winked.

      “Meh, it’s fine. You’ve got the rope all looped up, so just follow my lead and we’ll get down there in no time,” I replied.

      With our feet apart, we walked backward off the edge and started rappelling down the rocky wall. I could hear Hansa’s gasps and the swish of rope friction against our leather combat suits. As a vampire, I could leap this distance with her on my back if I had to—but now that I knew she was afraid of heights, it was a good thing I hadn’t suggested that.

      “Gravity’s doing most of the work,” she croaked as we both let the ropes slip through our gloved hands in short sequences, until our boots sank into the soft sand at the bottom.

      We had made it down smoothly, but I could still hear Hansa let out a sigh of relief. We then looked around and noticed some aspects of this side of the mountain base which had not been visible from above.

      This enclosure was quite big, the mountain’s limestone wall curving inward, leaving room for a half-moon strip of sand to serve as a small, secluded beach, tucked away between giant boulders and crests peeking from the ocean. The water was, indeed, significantly deeper at the shore.

      There was a wooden jetty extending from the small beach strip. Given its height and width, it was big enough to serve as a breakwater, protecting this section from stronger waves, and there were several large bolts drilled into it to confirm that boats could be docked here. However, it looked quite old and was partially covered in algae. No one had been down here in years, for sure.

      The wall at the base of the mountain was even more interesting. Three large tunnels had been carved into it, spacious enough to fit a two-lane highway each, separated by fifteen feet of stone. They were dark, and it was impossible to tell how far they went, but it was safe to assume they all went through the mountain’s innards.

      Hansa and I stared at the tunnels for a while.

      “What do you think these were used for?” I muttered.

      “I’m not sure,” Hansa replied, then looked at the jetty again. “Maybe they brought supplies in from other parts of the coastline. And the tunnels are access routes into the city. Or maybe the tunnels are escape routes from the city, and there should’ve been boats anchored here to take people away, to safety.”

      “Given what we’ve seen in Azure City so far, Minah’s murder included, I’m inclined to think these are escape tunnels, and someone got rid of the boats,” I said, walking toward the wall.

      “I think we should ask the Five Lords first, and see what they say.”

      She had a point, and I certainly didn’t like the prospect of looking at Vincent as a potential murder suspect. Given that he was a Roho and that Arrah was terrified of coming forward about Sienna’s disappearance, however, it really didn’t look good for him at this point.

      Minah’s death didn’t help, either. The topic had been bugging me since we’d left the infirmary, as I had trouble looking at the charming and slightly mysterious Vincent and seeing a killer. I’d been around for long enough to know that when two seemingly unrelated crimes happened in the same place, there was a connection between them. We just weren’t seeing it yet.

      I took out a metal pick and carved a hole into the wall. Hansa gave me Patrik’s satchel from her backpack and I stuffed it inside. The whole mountain trembled slightly, prompting us both to take a couple of steps back. The tremor went as quickly as it had come.

      “I wonder where the tunnels lead,” I said, moving closer to the one in the middle.

      “I don’t think they take you anywhere other than the city itself.” Hansa stayed behind, inspecting the jetty. “There’s nothing else around, besides the plains and the Valley of Screams, and both have their own shore access. Frankly, I’m more curious about what happened to the boats…”

      I stepped inside the tunnel, and noticed an old iron torch on the wall. I’d taken a page from Caia’s book and had learned to carry a lighter with me at all times. It did come in handy, as I used it to set fire to the torch. I took my goggles and head cover off and stared at the walls for a while.

      “This was all done by hand,” I said to Hansa over my shoulder, hearing footsteps at the tunnel mouth while I moved forward. “They scooped it all out…”

      I touched the wall, my fingers passing over the rough surface, with dents and scratches left behind by handheld metal tools. Some had even left residual traces that shimmered slightly under the torchlight.

      “Why don’t we go in deeper and see where this one takes us?” I asked, focused on the path ahead. The darkness swallowing it retreated as I took a couple more steps.

      A thud echoed from outside. I turned and saw two dark figures at the entrance, now thirty feet away. I drew my sword out of reflex. Were they real? The background was blinding light against the tunnel entrance, and I couldn’t make out much of anything from that angle. It was one thing to see in the dark, but my eyes could not work out exactly what or who the figures were, because of the sunlight shining over the entrance.

      “Who are you?” I called out.

      The figures vanished to the side, further confusing me. Had it been a sun glare or some tree shadow playing tricks? Or were they the same dark figures I’d heard Patrik mention?

      I ran toward the exit but stilled as two loud bangs shook the entire tunnel. A heavy rumble followed, and, before I could even think of a reaction, the entrance cracked and crashed, sealed by massive chunks of stone.

      “No, no, no!” I rushed to it.

      I placed the torch back on the wall and touched the massive slabs of stone that had collapsed into the tunnel. I tried moving them, but there were too many, and they were too heavy even for me. I pushed hard, beads of sweat blooming on my forehead, but none of them budged.

      “What the hell!” I cried out with frustration.

      I kicked and punched, cracking and chipping away at the stone slabs, but I soon realized it would take hours for me to get out through so much stone. I couldn’t hear anything beyond the rocks. Not even Hansa.

      “Hansa!” I shouted. “Hansa! Are you there? Is there anyone else there? Can you hear me?”

      There was no answer. I glanced around, surrounded only by silence and the torch’s warm orange light flickering against the round walls. I coughed from the substantial amount of dust released by the tunnel’s collapse.

      “Hansa! I’m going to try and get out the other way, okay?” I called out, hoping she could hear me. “If it doesn’t lead anywhere useful, I’ll come back and punch my way out, but it will take some time unless you get some help from the city!”

      The fallen rocks were too big and tight on top of one another. Even my bare hands couldn’t resolve this issue quickly. I was also getting increasingly curious about where the tunnel went, and equally puzzled by the dark figures I’d seen… or thought I’d seen.

      “And, most importantly, who the hell blew the tunnel up?” I growled, with no one but myself as company.

      I had to move fast. Kicking and punching my way through those stones was inefficient. Whatever had happened outside, I hoped Hansa could handle it.

      There’s something terribly off here…

      In the meantime, I could make myself useful and explore the tunnel for a while.

      “What’s the worst that could happen?” I muttered, and retrieved the torch from the wall.

      I could’ve just used my eyesight, as I had no trouble seeing in the dark, but I figured fire might help deter potential hostiles. Of any kind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Harper

          

          (Daughter of Hazel & Tejus)

        

      

    

    
      I was almost done painting the symbols Patrik needed to fuel his spell. I’d gone through the city, keeping a low profile, wrapped up in a dark brown cloak, and did a decent job of mingling with the locals. I’d done nine rounds of symbols on all four points of each level.

      One round was left, on four walls at the top of Azure Heights.

      My stomach tightened as I cast the brown cloak aside, thankful the awnings were out and providing enough shade, so I wouldn’t have to cover my head. The Five Lords’ mansions were heavily guarded by Correction Officers—a new measure that had most likely gone into place after Minah’s murder. They were all wearing their blue badges on their arms, visible enough to make themselves easily recognizable.

      There were four stationed outside each main entrance, with two more doing the rounds. They noticed me as I reached the top of the stairs, the symbols list tucked in my back pocket and the paint mix tin can in my hand.

      I walked over to the Correction Officers guarding the Roho mansion. Their grayish gazes settled on my face as I gave them a brief nod and pointed at the southern wall of the house, wearing my cool, downright nonchalant expression.

      “Hey guys,” I said. “I’m going to paint a symbol on four walls on this level, for a protection spell.”

      They didn’t answer.

      “Okay.” I shrugged. “Just thought you should know. I really don’t like weapons drawn on me, so I’d appreciate it if you let me do my job of protecting this city, and I’ll happily let you all live to do yours. M’kay?”

      I put on a faux grin and walked over to the southern wall. The Correction Officers didn’t react, but they didn’t let me out of their sight either. I painted a symbol with my bare hand, then went back to the front of the Kifo mansion, giving the Maras a sideways glance.

      Caspian’s home was right in the middle, and its front wall was perfect for a west-facing swamp witch symbol. The four Correction Officers posted outside the main door straightened their backs as I reached them, holding my can up, along with three paint-smeared fingers.

      “This is perfectly reasonable vandalism, I promise.” I winked and drew another symbol right next to the front door, large and dark red with purple shimmers. I took a couple of steps back to admire my handiwork and couldn’t stop myself from grinning. It looked terrible on that pristine white façade. Caspian was probably going to have a stroke, provided he saw it before it dried up and turned invisible. “Yep, looks fabulous!”

      I moved to the north side and painted the third symbol on Farrah’s mansion, then went behind the massive estate, where the stables lined the entire eastern side. A dark forest rose beyond them, before the steep drop into the ocean. There were several narrow spaces between the stables, leading into the woods, blocked by waist-high iron fences, most likely meant to ward off animals that might spook the horses.

      The two patrolling Maras were at the front of the Five Lords’ estate, and I was on my own back by the stables. I rushed over to the back wall of the Kifo mansion, biting the inside of my cheek to stifle another grin as I painted the last symbol. It was the perfect east-facing wall for Patrik’s spell, after all.

      Not my fault it happens to be Kifo’s.

      I heard horses neighing behind me, and hooves clacking over the pebbled road. I turned around and instantly thought of rushing out of there before anyone could see me, but it was already too late.

      “Harper, is it?” Amalia’s crystalline voice made me freeze on the spot.

      She dismounted her indigo horse, gently guiding the animal back into its stable. It was a beautiful mare with a long black mane and strong muscles. I would’ve loved to ride that creature over the plains—the ones back on Calliope had left me breathless and exhilarated after a few races around Luceria.

      I suddenly felt like a kid caught vandalizing the neighbor’s wall, my hands behind my back, clutching the paint can.

      Technically speaking, you did vandalize the neighbors’ walls. One of them twice. And you enjoyed it a little too much.

      Amalia gave me a warm smile as she reached me, taking her black velvet hood and cover off to reveal her elegant, dark green riding outfit and knee-length, brown leather boots. Her pale blond hair was caught in a low ponytail, and her blue eyes glimmered with curiosity.

      “Yes, Harper Hellswan,” I managed, my tone surprisingly firm for how nervous I felt. “Of GASP.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” She smiled, then took her gloves off and extended a hand.

      I instinctively reached out and shook it, then stilled when I realized I’d used the hand I’d painted with. Amalia’s hand was left with smudges of Patrik’s red paint mix. My eyes nearly popped out, and my cheeks caught fire.

      “I am so… so sorry about that,” I croaked, wishing for the ground to split open and gobble me up.

      She was delicate and refined, so ladylike and beautiful. I felt like a scrappy kid in front of her. Her laughter befuddled me even more, as she looked at the paint on her hand.

      “Oh, it’s okay!” she replied, then glanced at the wall behind me, visibly amused. “I know Caspian was exceptionally rude last night, but do you think painting symbols on his house will make him change his ways?”

      I blinked several times, then shook my head.

      “This isn’t… This isn’t what it looks like.” I sighed. “It’s for a spell. Our Druid is putting together a protective shield for the city tonight, and he needs these symbols painted on specific walls.” I then pointed at the wall behind me. “This one just happens to be one of those… specific walls.”

      “As was the façade, right?” Amalia grinned. “I saw your artwork when I came up…”

      “Not my fault if Kifo built his mansion in the middle.” I shrugged.

      Amalia seemed pretty cool, from where I stood at this point. Elitist, but friendly and nice. Didn’t exactly look down on me, but I didn’t see her bending over backward to accommodate me as a guest at her regular tea parties. At least she wasn’t snide and stuffy, like most upper-class creatures I’d met on Earth.

      “It’s okay, Harper. I won’t tell him you did it.” She chuckled.

      “Nah, by all means, please do,” I replied with a smirk. “You can even describe the face he makes later. I know I’ll enjoy it.”

      She laughed again, but quickly turned serious, her brows slightly furrowed.

      “Harper, about last night,” she said, her voice low. “Please accept my apologies on behalf of the Five Lords for what Caspian said. I didn’t know your hearing was that good. I knew we shared some crucial similarities, despite our different species, but I really didn’t think you could hear us, so… I’m sorry. I would’ve stopped him sooner, before he made a fool of himself…”

      That was an interesting fact to learn. Neither Jax nor Heron had ever told me the reach of their hearing ability, but Amalia had just clarified that for me. I made a brief mathematical calculation in my mind, and stored the result somewhere in my memory palace, knowing it would come in handy at a later date. I then gave her a half-smile and a polite nod.

      “There’s no need to apologize on Lord Kifo’s behalf,” I replied. “He’s a big boy. He can do it himself, if he wants to. Although, to be honest, I don’t care—and his elitism means nothing to me. It means even less to GASP. We’re not here to dress nice and pretend we like you. We’re here to help and protect your people.”

      I must’ve hit her hard with my statement, based on the brief flicker of pain in her expression. She took a deep breath, then nodded.

      “You are absolutely right, Harper. Will you at least accept my personal apology for not shutting him up, regardless of your physical presence at the time?”

      “I do. It’s okay,” I said. “We come from different worlds. I know very little about yours, and you know even less about mine. There’s bound to be a cultural clash, sooner or later.”

      “You know,” she chuckled, “Caspian isn’t usually so rude and mean. He’s actually very kind, honorable, and noble. I think he likes you, and that’s why he acts like such a—”

      “Jerk?” I offered with a raised eyebrow, prompting another chuckle from her.

      “Well, yes. And he seems to be very interested in you. I’m not sure if he’s just curious or if he’s attracted to you, though. It’s too early to tell with him, because he always puts on this brooding and quiet mask. Caspian is a good Mara, but he’s not very good at expressing his emotions.”

      My heart started beating a little bit faster, enough to tell me that I wasn’t indifferent to the idea of Caspian’s interest in me. But that was very difficult to digest, as a premise, especially after all the things he’d said and that motherlode of glares he’d reserved exclusively for me. I scoffed and shook my head, once again annoyed by what he’d said last night.

      “Please don’t go there,” I replied dryly. “First of all, I highly doubt Caspian has any interest in me whatsoever, unless it involves pissing me off, in which case he’s first in line. Second, I wouldn’t touch Caspian with a ten-foot pole, especially given his rotten behavior from the very moment we landed on Neraka.”

      Amalia stared at me for a few seconds, looking genuinely confused. She clearly hadn’t expected me to reject the idea, though I wasn’t sure what part of my behavior had made her think I might like him.

      “Excuse me, but I need to go back to the infirmary now.” I decided to end our little exchange there. “Thank you for your kind words, though. I appreciate it.”

      I gave her another curt nod, then turned around to leave and bumped into something tall and solid. I moved back and felt my temperature drop below zero in an instant, then spike to volcanic levels.

      Caspian stood before me, elegant in dark blue, his hands behind his back, glaring at me.

      Judging by the muscle twitching in his firm jaw, he’d heard everything I’d just said. His jade eyes drilled into my soul, and I felt terrible. He’d sort of apologized earlier in the morning, but my anger had yet to subside. Nevertheless, I had to admit, at least to myself, that I’d been a little too harsh with my ten-foot pole reference.

      The embarrassment burned through me, but my ego refused to subside, not in front of Caspian. He raised a critical eyebrow at me, and it was all I needed to swiftly regain my composure and raise my chin in defiance.

      “You can make that a twenty-foot pole, in fact,” I announced primly, before walking off.

      I turned the corner without looking back and headed down the stone stairs, eager to put more distance between myself and the mansions. Well, between myself and Caspian. It was too late to take back what I’d said, and my heart was jerking frantically beneath my ribcage. I needed to get away from him so I could think clearly again. I couldn’t even focus anymore.

      The sound of footsteps behind me made me turn my head. Two Correction Officers were following me, keeping at least ten yards between us. I rolled my eyes and kept walking.

      “Of course, because that’s what I needed most—your henchmen shadowing me,” I muttered as I reached the level below.

      I quickly pulled my head cover on, along with my mask and goggles, then made a sharp left turn through a narrow alley, then a couple more, and quickly climbed the wall of a house, crouching on the edge of the roof and watching as the Correction Officers ran farther down. They’d already lost me.

      I scoffed, shaking my head, before continuing the rest of my descent leaping from one roof to another. I broke a few shingles in the process, but no one saw me as I moved through the levels, hopping over houses and stores. The afternoon sky turned from orange to deep violet, the sun slowly dissolving beyond the gorges.

      The Correction Officers were well behind and unable to track me by this point, probably lost somewhere on the upper levels, while I cat-jumped my way to the sturdy roof of the Broken Bow Inn, sliding down awnings where the terraces were too wide for me to simply jump over.

      I gently slipped down the southern side of the wall, nicely shaded by a patch of pine trees growing from the side of the mountain and stretching their thick branches over the inn. I couldn’t help but chuckle at Caspian’s Correction Officers.

      He’d brought more of them out since Minah’s murder, but I still wasn’t impressed. If anything, they were a little too easy to lose. I turned to get to the front of the inn and take the rest of the stairs to the infirmary… but bumped into Caspian.

      He was still firm and solid like a rock, and his head was cocked to one side, an amused glimmer in his eyes. I took my head cover, goggles, and mask off in a single move, given we were both under the trees’ shade, and gawked at him for a long moment.

      What was he doing here, and how had he traced me? I hadn’t caught a single glimpse of him on the way down, and I found myself stunned.

      “Caspian.” I exhaled sharply. “What brings you to this side of the neighborhood?”

      “Well done, Miss Hellswan.” He smirked. “That was impressive.”

      “What was impressive?”

      I wondered if playing dumb would annoy him. I felt like pulling his strings for a bit, because I didn’t like how he’d managed to follow me without me seeing him. It made me feel vulnerable to an attack, and I hated feeling that way. I’d spent my whole life building up my defenses, and I didn’t enjoy watching Caspian tear them all down.

      “You’re quite agile and light on your feet,” he replied. “My COs are generally not to be toyed with, and yet you did exactly that.”

      “Not to be toyed with? I think you’re overestimating your henchmen.” I scoffed, then crossed my arms over my chest and took a step back. My temperature felt like it was rising with only a couple of inches between us. I needed air. “Why were they trying to follow me?”

      “It’s for your protection.”

      I laughed hard, as if I’d heard the best joke ever.

      “Yeah, I’m not buying that,” I retorted, regaining my composure. “At least try not to take me for an idiot. I may not be of high society, but my brain has top-notch synapses. Don’t insult my intelligence.”

      Caspian took a step forward, getting dangerously close and lowering his head. I could see my reflection in his jade eyes.

      “Despite my general conduct, which you might refer to as ‘abrasive’,” he said, his voice low and deep enough to make my spine tingle, “I really don’t want anything to happen to you or your friends. I must now reiterate that you consider leaving this place behind and head back to Eritopia. You can even go tonight. I’ll bid the Lords farewell on your behalf, and get them to agree on relocating Azure Heights.”

      I held my breath, finding it hard to navigate my thoughts with his lips so close to mine. I didn’t yield, though, and poked his chest with my index finger.

      “You know, the more you say that,” I shot back, “the more suspicious you come across. I’m not going anywhere until I find out what it is you’re hiding, Lord Kifo.”

      He frowned, his gaze so intense it could probably be harnessed as a laser.

      “You shouldn’t stick your nose where it doesn’t belong, Miss Hellswan,” he replied. “You might—”

      “Stop underestimating me. Stop underestimating my team, too.” I held my own, my muscles tight and buzzing, and my fists balling at my sides. “We’ve already uncovered more in one day than you self-assured snobs managed in two years!”

      I’d made him angry. He scowled at me, his nostrils flaring and his jaw clenching, moving forward another inch—enough for his hot breath to warm my nose and lips.

      “Watch yourself,” he hissed, “or you’ll get yourself and your friends killed.”

      “Is that a threat?” I murmured, my voice weaker than my stance.

      “No, it’s just a fact. One I’m not eager to see occur.”

      He left, leaving me there in utter silence. My whole body trembled from his proximity. I realized then that my heart had been banging itself against my ribcage. I took several deep breaths just to regain full control over my senses.

      What did he mean? Was he warning me? Did he really know something that I didn’t, something that, if uncovered by GASP, would jeopardize us? Or was he simply trying to intimidate me because of some dark secret that he was hiding?

      I groaned, then walked back down to the infirmary, unable to get Caspian and his words out of my head. Was he connected to the daemons or Sienna’s disappearance? Or was he a witness, too, genuinely trying to warn us?

      I cursed under my breath.

      What the heck is going on here?
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      Patrik and I spent some time further analyzing Minah’s body, but nothing new came up. He even performed a couple of spells to reveal additional trace evidence, but found only a few particles of pollen and dust in her hair, most likely something she’d picked up from the gorges the night we found her.

      He still collected it for Avril to look at, just in case she’d be able to help track its origin. It could give us some insight as to where Minah had been in the Valley of Screams before we rescued her.

      I was staring at the map of Azure Heights, carefully reviewing our strategy, while Patrik prepared herb and crystal mixtures in a few bowls for the protective spell. The silence weighed heavy on my shoulders, mainly because I wanted to ask him about the dream he’d had but didn’t know how to bring it up without being ridiculously awkward.

      “I can’t help but feel sorry for whoever Minah left behind,” Patrik said, his gaze fixed on his bowls.

      “Her family, you mean?” I asked.

      “Her family, if she has any left. Her significant other, if there was one.” He shrugged, his voice low. “The dead don’t care. They’re dead. They’re gone. But the living who stay behind, they suffer. I feel sorry for them.”

      Something clawed at my stomach. I knew he was speaking from experience.

      “How have you been faring? You know, since Kyana passed away?” I blurted out, hoping he wouldn’t change the subject or scold me for bringing it up. But he’d sounded so raw, I had a feeling Minah’s death had brought up the old stuff and he needed to talk to someone, just to process it all again.

      Patrik looked up, his eyes finding mine.

      “It hasn’t been easy.” He sighed, his shoulders dropping. “She was the love of my life, and I don’t know how to bounce back from that. I don’t know how to be myself again. The Patrik before Kyana…”

      His honesty floored me, and I fought the powerful impulse to just take him in my arms and never let him go. Life hadn’t been fair to him, leaving him without the creature for whom he’d suffered so much.

      “You can never be your old self again,” I replied softly. He didn’t respond, though, simply watched me as I opened one of Caia’s journals with no specific purpose, just out of the need to keep my hands busy. “You should just focus on getting to know the new you better, broken heart included in this upgraded package. Despite the pain, you’re a better version of yourself now. You can’t turn the clock back on that one, but you can give yourself some time to get reacquainted with… yourself.”

      A minute passed as we stared at each other. He gave me a weak smile and continued prepping the protection spell for the city.

      “You know, I’m impressed by your insight,” he said. “And you’re absolutely right. I’ve never thought of it that way before, so… thank you for the perspective.”

      I smiled, pleased with myself for my tiny contribution to his wellbeing, then frowned slightly. I built up the courage I needed to ask a more important question.

      “Do you think you’ll ever fall in love again?”

      My voice was barely audible, but, judging by the way his eyebrows raised in response, I knew he’d heard me. He shook his head slowly, and I felt my stomach tie itself up in painful knots.

      “I doubt it,” he replied, and I could hear myself deflating like a balloon. “But, then again, nothing is permanent. Not even thoughts. I might feel different a hundred years from now… Who knows?”

      I nodded, unable to utter a worthy reply and struggling with disappointment. I liked Patrik. A lot. But the obstacles kept piling up in front of me, and it was becoming harder for me to even think I could reach him.

      Maybe a hundred years from now…
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      The stinging pain in the back of my head tore me back into consciousness.

      I felt the cool sand gently scratching my face. I peeled my eyes open and took a deep breath. I pushed myself up, resting on my knees for a couple of minutes.

      The sun had gone down. My skull pulsated as I looked up and took in my surroundings. I was on the little half-moon beach on the east side of the mountain, its giant limestone wall towering over me. I touched the back of my head and hissed from the pain. I’d been wounded. My fingers had silver blood on them.

      I cursed under my breath, then managed to stand up, despite my whole body aching.

      “What the hell,” I muttered, then stilled as I went over the last things I remembered.

      I’d rappelled down the mountain with Fiona. The three tunnels we’d seen were still very much there, but the one in the middle had collapsed, a pile of giant chunks of stone sealing its entrance. Pitch-black darkness awaited in the other two.

      I turned around and saw the old jetty, remembering myself as I’d stared at it, wondering what purpose the tunnels served and why there were no boats docked there. The deep blue ocean water lapped at the shore. I struggled to catch up with my current state.

      “Fiona…” I gasped and rushed to the pile of broken stones clogging the middle tunnel.

      She’d gone inside. I’d heard her say something but couldn’t remember what, exactly. But I had turned around and everything had gone white. I had felt something hit the back of my head, and I had just slipped into darkness.

      “Fiona!” I shouted, hoping she’d hear me.

      With the tunnel collapsed, she’d most likely gotten trapped in there.

      I held my breath for a second, and had another look around me.

      Hold on…

      Why was only the middle tunnel collapsed? Why were the other two in pristine condition? I climbed over the rocks and noticed large, deep holes above. The stone had been split by localized explosions. This had been deliberate. It had been planned.

      “Fiona!” I shouted again, from the bottom of my lungs, but no answer came back.

      My heart thudded in my chest, my blood freezing as I came to terms with the fact that I’d lost Fiona. I moved to go through one of the remaining tunnels but stopped in front of the entrance.

      What am I doing?

      Whoever did this wanted us separated. I didn’t know what lurked in those tunnels. What if they’d orchestrated it so they’d break us up and take us down? Clearly, we were easier to attack if we were on our own. But I was still alive, even though they could’ve finished me off when they knocked me out. So, that hadn’t been their purpose—at least not with me. Nevertheless, maybe they had an ulterior motive for sparing me.

      It would still be a risk. I shouldn’t go on my own…

      If I went through the tunnels after her, I was vulnerable. On top of that, I wasn’t even sure if I’d get to Fiona through these other underground passages.

      Two missing GASP agents wasn’t going to help anyone. As much as it killed me on the inside, I couldn’t just go after her. I needed to bring in the whole team. I needed our hardcore weapons.

      The dragon…

      “Damn it!” I cursed.

      The ropes were still there, hanging from their bolts above. I looked around again, but there wasn’t a single trace of anyone or anything else there.

      “Damn! Damn! Damn!” I growled as I pulled one half of my rope through my legs and a couple of times around my hips, then safely tied a double knot. I pulled hard on the other half. I took a few deep breaths, then hauled myself up, using the solid metal bolt at the top as a rough pulley, and managed to reach the edge of the stone path that Fiona and I had descended earlier without looking down.

      I scrambled to my feet and rushed into the city, nearly flying up flights of stairs. My blood rushed, and my pulse thundered in my ears. I was angry at myself, thinking I should’ve been more careful, that I shouldn’t have let Fiona out of my sight, not even for a second. I looked forward to breaking the necks of whoever had split us up like this.

      Dread washed over me in icy waves when the prospect of daemons came to mind. My heart nearly stopped as I considered those invisible fiends getting their claws on her. I broke into a cold sweat and ran even faster.

      Hold on, Fiona. I’ll get you back.
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      We managed to bring back a few maps and a geography book from the city library, after Heron “convinced” the Imen looking after the library to ignore us walking out with the items that Patrik had requested.

      Scarlett and Patrik were waiting for us, along with Jax and Harper. We left the library materials on the table, and I had a hard time wiping the grin off my face. I felt like a mischievous little girl, and Heron was to blame for how we’d casually strolled out with maps that otherwise were not meant to leave the library.

      “I take it you found some useful stuff?” Patrik smirked, eyeing the maps. He stood before a large chalk circle drawn on the floor. He’d placed bowls filled with herbs and crystal powders around it, and had scribbled some symbols inside with the same red paint mixture he’d given Harper earlier.

      “Yeah, we did,” I replied, then gave Heron a sideways glance. “Thankful I had a capable Mara with me to mind-bend the Imen librarians into letting us walk out with the stuff!”

      Heron crossed his arms over his chest, his lips stretched into a satisfied smirk, pride beaming out of his jade eyes. The door opened, and Caia and Blaze walked in.

      “Done?” Patrik asked.

      “Yup, all good.” Blaze nodded, then handed me a linen bag filled with flowers and scented herbs. Jax then gave me his, and I handed them to Heron, who was kind enough to hold both, along with the one we’d filled on our way back.

      “Looks like I’ve got a lot of sniffing to do.” I huffed, staring at the bags.

      “There were Correction Officers following us.” Caia frowned.

      “Us too,” I replied. “We actually had some trouble with two of them…”

      “I know, Patrik and Scarlett briefed us,” Jax said, occasionally glancing at Minah’s lifeless body encased in its preserving spell. “We’ll have to talk to Lord Kifo about it.”

      “That’s funny, because I ran into him, and he said the Correction Officers were only assigned to protect us.” Harper scoffed.

      “Right, they told us they weren’t allowed to interfere or engage, just follow us around,” Heron muttered, looking over his shoulder. Maras were still stationed outside—the same ones we’d seen during the day.

      “Hansa and Fiona should be back by now,” Jax said, staring out one of the windows.

      “They had the east wall. It’s probably a difficult trip all the way down to the base,” Patrik replied with a shrug.

      “I don’t—” Jax was interrupted by the door bursting open.

      Hansa nearly crashed through it, and Jax immediately reached her side and held her up. She was pale and sweaty, silver blood trickling down her neck.

      “Fiona’s missing,” she managed, breathing heavily from all the running she’d done.

      We all froze. Jax quickly lifted her black hair, careful not to come in direct contact with her silver blood, and checked the back of her head. His gaze darkened, and he bit into his wrist, drawing blood.

      “Drink,” he commanded, pressing his fresh wound against her lips.

      Hansa looked like she wanted to object, but Jax didn’t give her a chance, pushing his forearm against her until she drank some of the blood coming out of his wrist. He then licked his wound, helping it close almost instantaneously. Hansa seemed to recover.

      Jax checked the back of her head again, without removing his arm from around her waist. She didn’t object to that, either. She then told us what had happened—or at least what she could remember—from the moment they got down to the small beach to the moment she realized she couldn’t go in after Fiona without putting herself at risk.

      “I wanted to go after her,” she said, her voice trembling and her eyes tearing up, “but I knew it would only put the team at greater risk.”

      Several seconds passed as we processed the new development. I felt my heart shrinking with dread of what might have happened to Fiona. She was one of my best friends, and it tore me apart to think of her somewhere inside that wretched mountain, all on her own. Sure, she was the strongest of us all, physically speaking—except Blaze in dragon form, maybe—but she was still alone and probably stuck in that tunnel.

      “You were right to come back here.” Jax tried to reassure her, his gaze softening. “Otherwise we would’ve had to split our resources into looking for the both of you.”

      “We need to go get her.” I took a step forward, shaking like a leaf. “She’s… She’s out there!”

      “What if there are daemons involved?” Heron asked.

      I backhanded his shoulder—an instant reaction to the prospect of Fiona surrounded by those invisible beasts.

      “Don’t even go there!” I hissed at him, and, seeing the hurt look on his face, instantly regretted it. “I… I’m sorry. It’s just… This is Fiona. My Fiona!”

      “Our Fiona,” Jax replied. “And we have to take all options into account before we go after her. Even daemons.”

      “I should’ve kept my eyes on her at all times.” Hansa was distraught, staring at the floor. I then remembered all the sisters she’d lost three months earlier, during the Red Tribe massacre, and understood her torment.

      “You were there, Hansa,” I said, “and you were ambushed. There’s nothing more you could have done. Don’t blame yourself, please!”

      “She was my responsibility!” Hansa barked, her emerald-gold eyes flaring with anger, mostly aimed at herself.

      “We’ll get her back.” Jax’s firm voice seemed to anchor her more than my feeble reassurances. “It doesn’t matter who split you two up. She could very well be on her own down there. We don’t know the attackers’ exact motives at this point. And even if she is surrounded by hostiles, nothing can beat the power of raw, untamed fire.”

      He then glanced at Blaze and Caia.

      “You two go after her. Bring down fire and fury on anyone or anything standing in your way,” Jax commanded. “Demolish the entire east side of the mountain, if you have to. You have my approval to do whatever you need. Get Fiona back, by any means necessary.”

      Blaze and Caia both nodded. Hansa tried to move from Jax’s hold.

      “I’m coming with you,” she said.

      “No, you’re not.” Jax cut her off, his grip firm, though she gave him a shocked look that quickly turned into a frown, then a spine-chilling scowl. “Hate me all you want—we’ll be stretched too thin without you. If the daemons come into the city tonight, and chances are very much in favor of that happening, I’ll need you up here with me.”

      “But Fiona—”

      “Blaze and Caia will handle it,” Jax interrupted. “A damn dragon and a fire fae! They’ll get her back! And I’m not letting you out of my sight again!”

      No one spoke for several moments, as Hansa and Jax stared at each other.

      “We’re going,” Blaze finally said, breaking the awkward silence. He thrust his foot out the door. “We’ll see you all back here later.”

      “Wait!” Patrik called out. “Hold on, I’ll give you something to help you track her down.”

      He rummaged through his supply bag and pulled out a small amulet carved from a piece of obsidian, with traces of pink crystal scratching the surface. It was shaped like a thin disk, and it came on a thin, metallic chain. He handed it to Caia, who put it around her neck.

      “It’s a swamp witch tracking spell,” Patrik briefly explained, then handed her a small scroll, which she quickly read, then stuffed in her back pocket. “I made a bunch of these and packed them for the road. You read that incantation, and it’ll activate and take you to Fiona. You need an object of hers, though.”

      “I got that,” I said.

      Using my hyper speed, I rushed out of the infirmary, ran up to the Inn, went through Fiona’s room and picked up a handful of string bracelets she’d left on the nightstand. I then rushed back and gave one to Caia. She nodded and gave me a reassuring smile.

      “We’ll get her back. I promise. We will turn this whole city upside down till we find her,” she said, then left with Blaze.

      Harper closed the door behind them, then moved to the table. She was livid, but doing her best to keep it together. Our “fun” was just beginning. Scarlett was strained as well, her lower lip trembling. Patrik gently squeezed her arm. She looked up at him, and he gave her a slight nod.

      “Time to activate the spell,” Patrik said, and moved to the center of the chalk drawing.

      He muttered the Druid chant, his hands out, palms facing downward. His skin shimmered golden all over, then small flames shot down from his fingers, lighting the contents of all four bowls on fire. The proprietary blend of herbs and powders burst into bright red flames, and the entire chalk circle glowed in a warm amber light.

      “Give us the strength of life,” he chanted from the swamp witches’ repertoire. “Give us power, give us light, give us energy…”

      He bent down and pressed his hands against the red symbols painted inside the circle. The entire building shuddered, the furniture rattling and the glass-doored cabinets clinking until it all came to a halt and a powerful golden light burst out of Patrik and the circle, and exploded outward, beyond the infirmary walls.

      It washed over us, and I experienced a split second of sunlight on my skin. It didn’t burn. It felt nice and warm. The spell wave dissipated beyond the terrace edge. I could see it glimmering as it settled around the mountain.

      Patrik took a deep breath, then nodded.

      “I think it worked,” he said. “Now, let’s just hope it’s enough to keep the daemons out tonight.”

      “It’ll be interesting to see what they do if we break their pattern,” Jax muttered, moving closer to the table and pulling Hansa with him. He was serious about not letting her out of his sight, for sure.

      “What do you want us to do?” I asked, feeling restless with Caia and Blaze out. Heron’s hand gently brushed against mine, but I was too anxious, my nerves stretched too thin for me to enjoy the feel of his skin.

      “You and Heron go into the city and follow the Correction Officers,” Jax said. “Find the prison. Based on what Arrah told us about it, chances are there are innocent people in there, including her brother. The Correction Officers are bound to report to a commander in the prison by ranking logic, or, if you get lucky, maybe even make an arrest tonight. You never know. Either way, if you do find it, see if Arrah’s brother is there. Maybe he can shed some light on why he’s been targeted. It might help us untangle the Sienna mystery, which is quite the sore spot right now.”

      “Given the mountain layout,” Harper said, her eyes on one of the detailed maps we’d brought in, “the prison is most likely beneath the city.”

      “Inside the mountain,” I muttered, then looked at Heron.

      “Maybe the tunnels Hansa and Fiona found lead there, too.” He voiced the second part of my thought. “Maybe Fiona’s somewhere close to the prison.”

      “Okay.” I nodded, suddenly energized by the prospect of potentially finding Fiona by beginning our search from the other side of the mountain.

      “Good. Harper, Hansa, and I will patrol the second-level area,” Jax continued, pointing at the map. “This hotspot here… We’ll keep to it. If the daemons get past the spell, this is where they’re most likely to strike.”

      Hansa and Harper gave each other a brief glance. They’d always had great synergy during sparring sessions, and I knew Harper enjoyed every chance she got to be around Hansa. Two peas in a pod, in more than one way. Though Hansa did have a great training relationship with Fiona most of the time, she often enjoyed bringing Harper into the mix, as the sentry was the cool breeze to the succubus’ fire during combat sessions.

      “What about us?” Scarlett asked, a faint tremor still present in her voice as she stood by Patrik’s side. She was slowly leaning into him, but something told me she wasn’t aware she was doing it. He didn’t seem to mind, though.

      “Watch over Minah,” Jax replied. “I don’t want anyone outside of GASP to come near her body. Someone might decide to make it disappear without a trace. We’ll need to give her a proper burial in the morning, and, most importantly, our Druid needs to keep an eye on the protection spell, and be kept out of the Exiled Maras’ reach.”

      “He’s right,” Patrik said. “This magic circle cannot be tampered with, or the protection spell breaks…”

      With our tasks set out, we agreed to meet back at the infirmary by three in the morning, and Heron and I parted with the team and went into the city, actively looking for Correction Officers. I was determined to find that prison and untangle this whole mess revolving around Sienna, once and for all. My stomach was tied up in knots, as I had trouble getting my mind off Fiona, but I had no choice but to stay on course and let Blaze and Caia do their thing.

      No creature in its right mind would dare cross a fire dragon.
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      It didn’t take us long to find Correction Officers in Azure Heights. It did take us about twenty minutes to shake the ones we had tailing us, “for our protection”, as Lord Kifo had put it. Once we got rid of our followers, we snuck down to the first level, to the so-called “slums” of the city. I’d found the term to be an exaggeration, as the lower parts of Azure Heights were simply more modest, with fewer architectural embellishments and more Imen living in three-level townhouses.

      We were walking down one of the main alleys, keeping a low profile between the dozens of Imen going home. The two moons above reminded us that it was almost midnight.

      “There’s one,” Heron said, his voice low. He was looking somewhere straight ahead. I followed his gaze and saw a Correction Officer talking to an Imen couple in front of their home. They both looked intimidated by the Mara: the husband held the wife close, his arm around her shoulders in a protective manner.

      We moved closer and stopped around the corner of a neighboring townhouse, watching as the Correction Officer asked the couple some questions.

      “Wait, I know this street,” I muttered, remembering Caia’s list of interviewees. “The families of Imen abductees live here.”

      “What’s the Mara doing, then?” Heron frowned. “Interviewing them again?”

      We tailed him for a while, and it turned out that Heron had guessed it right. The Correction Officer was asking them questions, mostly about the GASP agents and the interviews they’d had with them. I noticed the Mara using his mind-bending abilities on the Imen, his eyes glimmering gold.

      “He’s mind-bending them, too,” I whispered as we got closer, and hid behind a large potted fern. The big, dark green leaves did a good job of concealing us while we continued eavesdropping. It sounded as though the Mara was basically asking the Imen to tell him what Caia and Blaze had asked them, and what answers they’d given.

      “You know what, this whole illegality of mind-bending is starting to sound like a crock of nonsense to me,” Heron grumbled. “Just look at how he’s leaving them, all blank and pale.”

      I followed Heron as he went up to the last Iman that the Correction Officer had interviewed, just before he closed his door.

      “Sorry,” he said to the old Iman, “but can you tell me what that Correction Officer wanted from you?”

      The Iman raised his eyebrows at Heron, confusion imprinted on his wrinkled face.

      “What Correction Officer?” he asked.

      “The one that was just here,” Heron replied, pointing down the street at the Mara, who was busy talking to another household.

      “I don’t know. I just thought I heard a knock, but there was no one here. I didn’t talk to anyone.” The old Iman shrugged and shut the door in front of Heron, who cursed under his breath.

      “They’re even mind-bending them into forgetting they ever spoke to Correction Officers,” he muttered. “This is really annoying…”

      “We clearly can’t trust House Kifo and their officers,” I replied.

      We’d both seen the Mara interview the old Iman; we knew for a fact that they’d spoken. Why would he mind-bend him into forgetting he was ever there, unless he had something to hide?

      “We’ll keep tracking him for now,” Heron whispered, then took my hand as we rushed from one shady corner to another. “Let’s see where he takes us.”

      I nodded and followed, light on my feet, my arm tingling from the feel of his skin against mine. I kept my eyes on the Correction Officer at all times. I couldn’t let him out of my sight. Not until he led us to the prison. My nerves were jittery in Fiona’s absence, but I had to keep my head in the game. At least four lives depended on me for that—Arrah, her brother, Demios, Fiona, and even the still-missing Sienna.
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      We reached the east side of the mountain, and I looked up at a sky darkened in shades of tourmaline and black, sprinkled with stars, with two moons glowing above the ocean, and a third one slowly rising from below. It all looked so quiet and peaceful—it continued to contradict the underlying problem of people disappearing and bloodthirsty daemons.

      We found the edge from which Fiona and Hansa had rappelled down to the small beach below. The bolts were still firmly implanted into the stone, both ropes hanging from their hoops. We used the same method of descent and reached the base of the mountain, with its abandoned jetty, deep shoreline, and three tunnels. The only sound we could hear was that of water splashing against the rocks that isolated this place from the rest of the shoreline.

      “Wow, Hansa wasn’t kidding about that controlled explosion,” Blaze muttered as he stared at the collapsed tunnel.

      “How do we clear it fast?” I asked, then glanced at the other entrances. “I’m not sure we should try the other routes, as they might not lead us to Fiona…”

      Blaze gave me a confident smirk, then started taking off his combat suit, prompting me to blush and turn around. My cheeks burned as I heard zippers and buttons being undone.

      “Sorry, Caia, but you’re going to have to get used to me doing this,” Blaze said, amusement lacing his voice. “You might want to go up on that boulder there, too—I don’t want to accidentally knock you over with my wings.”

      I nodded, grabbed his backpack—which he’d left, along with his clothes, by my feet—and did as he asked. I heard his heaving breath, and allowed myself to face him again once he had burst into his full fire dragon form. His large scales glistened gently beneath the moons, and his claws sank into the soft sand. He looked at me, his big blue eyes filled with warmth and familiarity.

      He growled, and it echoed all around us, scaring the nocturnal birds out of nearby trees. He first used his enormous tail as a whiplash, the bony spike breaking down the massive stone clutter blocking the entrance to the middle tunnel. Whatever Blaze’s bones were made of, they were stronger than the limestone he was cracking open like a dozen eggs. He then used his front claws to grasp the broken slabs, further loosening and pulling them out until he had cleared the tunnel completely.

      Dust billowed out in thick rolls, and he sniffed a couple of times—I found it adorable despite his humongous size. I got off my secure boulder and rushed to the tunnel entrance. I took off the pendant that Patrik had given me, and unraveled the spell scroll.

      He brought his massive dragon head close, his hot breath warming me up like a fireplace, while he peeked at my scroll. I gave him a smirk over my shoulder.

      “Can you even read this with your eye… size?”

      He purred again, like he’d done earlier in the day, making me giggle and shift my focus back to the spell, before I lost myself in the midnight of his gaze. I held Fiona’s bracelet and the pendant in one hand, making sure they made contact as I chanted the tracking spell.

      “Light in the dark, guide through the nocturnal frost,” I recited. “Oh, compass of the ancient souls, will you show me the way to the one I have lost?”

      The obsidian pendant started to glow bright and orange, and I held my breath as it swallowed Fiona’s bracelet and turned into a sphere of pure light. It left my hand and hovered around for a couple of seconds, then started floating through the tunnel.

      Blaze lowered himself and nudged me with his head, so I quickly climbed onto his back, gripping the scales protruding from the thick skin covering his spine. The light darted through the tunnel, and Blaze went inside, as there was enough room for him to fly through it.

      He flapped his wings, and we shot through the underground passage, the light guiding us through. My heart thundered as we followed the tracking spell, my mind set on Fiona.

      Hold on, Fi… We’re coming…
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      By this late hour, the second-level crowds had thinned. The curfew was midnight, though some still ignored it. It was more of a “polite request” from the city’s leadership, anyway. Most of the Exiled Maras who spent their evenings down here in the common taverns had retreated to their homes, and only a handful of Imen were left, walking down the narrow alleys in pairs, fearful to go anywhere on their own.

      Hansa, Jax, and I patrolled the streets, constantly paying attention to any noises or sudden movements. A couple of Imen children darted past us, giggling as they ran inside one of the townhouses on the west end. Their mother reprimanded them before she locked the door and pulled the shutters down.

      The moons cast their warm light over the city, while the nocturnal winds rustled through the massive tree crowns overhead and billions of stars cluttered the sky. I looked up and found the asteroid belt, a string of purple shimmers stretched from the southeast to the northwest. What a beautiful sight, and what a troublesome phenomenon, given that it was most likely responsible for blocking our Telluris.

      “Let’s get a higher vantage point,” Jax said, and climbed up on top of a townhouse.

      Hansa and I followed, and we settled on the edge of the roof. We could see the whole second level of Azure Heights from there, including the stairs coming down from above. I nudged Hansa, prompting her to follow my gaze. I could see Rewa headed down from the third level, accompanied by two Imen servant girls.

      “What is she doing here at this hour?” Jax frowned, noticing the Exiled Mara.

      “I thought Darius would keep his daughter on a shorter leash after this morning’s events,” Hansa muttered, moving closer to the corner to get a better look.

      My jaw clenched as I noticed invisible figures rippling through the air on the second level below, just below.

      The girls were talking and giggling, completely unaware of the five invisible daemons, prowling a stretch of road just five houses down from us, as they circled an unsuspecting Mara couple.

      “Crap! The protection spell didn’t take!” I hissed, then pointed at the figures.

      My blood instantly rushed through my limbs, firing me up. My instincts flared, and I took a deep breath. We watched in silence as the Mara couple made it indoors, their living room lights flickering yellow in the windows. The daemons kept moving around, huge and quiet, then stilled as Rewa and her two Imen servants reached the bottom of the stairs.

      “Go, go, go!” Jax whispered, and jumped off the roof.

      He landed with a dull thud. Hansa jumped after him, and I followed. We drew our swords and ran after the beasts.

      Rewa stilled and put her arms out, stopping the Iman girls in their tracks. Her eyes were wide with horror as she realized there was something moving, something invisible right in front of them.

      “Rewa, run!” I shouted, and sped up, my twin blades out and thirsty for daemon blood.

      She noticed me, but it was too late. As the Imen girls moved back, they were snatched by two fiends and dragged away in opposite directions, screaming and flailing their arms. Blood blossomed on the lower halves of their beige skirts.

      Jax and Hansa darted forward and split up, each going after an Iman girl.

      Rewa froze on the spot, a large daemon inching forward. She was only a few yards away, but I feared it would be too late by the time I reached her.

      “Rewa, damn it, run! Run!” I yelled, and pushed out a pulse barrier. It barely nudged the beast, but it was enough to snap Rewa out of her fright and shock. She tried to run off, but the daemon slashed at her back.

      She cried out in pain and tripped, falling flat on her face.

      I pushed another barrier out. It was the only sentry power I had against it. I caught a flicker of red eyes as the daemon turned to face me. I jumped, my swords up and angled to go right through the creature’s skull. One blow and Rewa would get another shot at running.

      A rib-cracking force knocked into my side, cutting my breath off. Something hit me hard mid-jump and threw me off course. I caught a glimpse of Hansa and Jax swinging their swords as they fought off the daemons trying to snatch the Imen girls.

      I heard a rough growl beneath me before I hit the cobblestone hard.
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      My opponent was as large as the creatures we’d encountered in the Valley of Screams. I had a feeling they all came in such menacing sizes, but I’d fought against their kind before. The second time around was less of a shock and more of a mission.

      The daemon had left the Iman girl I was trying to rescue with deep cuts on her legs, but I kept the beast busy by repeatedly charging it. I brought my broadsword down hard and missed, the blade hitting the cobblestone with a loud clang.

      “Run! Get to the taverns above!” I shouted at the Iman girl.

      She nodded, horror imprinted on her face. I hoped the shock and adrenaline would keep her light on her feet despite her injuries. She managed to get up and darted up the stairs, leaving a blood trail behind as she hurried out of the daemon’s reach.

      I felt a rush of air as the fiend tried to nab me with its claws, but I leaned back, and it missed me by inches. I then brought my sword up and managed to cut through the creature—I felt the sword hit something. Its grunt told me I’d managed to annoy it, its red eyes flickering with rage.

      I grinned and went straight for the eyes, when a pair of claws struck my left thigh, stabbing the muscles. I cried out from the pain, as if I’d been punctured by three knives at once. Jax came down from behind with a growl, shoving his swords into the daemon’s eyes.

      He then moved in front of me, watching the air tremble around us as the second daemon got ready to attack. I caught a glimpse of the other Iman girl running up the stairs. Jax had managed to free her from the beast’s claws.

      I was losing blood fast, my left leg getting weaker with every second that passed, but two of us against a daemon gave me the surge of energy I needed to hold my own for a little while longer. I heard Harper’s grunts and Rewa’s yelps as the young sentry held what looked like two beasts back, while holding her side. She needed our help.

      “Ready?” Jax said, and I nodded.

      We both came at the daemon fast. It dodged Jax’s swords with swift moves, but I changed direction mid-move and charged it just as it tried to get away. My blade slashed across its face, and I heard it grumble as it avoided another hit from Jax and vanished below.

      “Harper!” I gasped as I turned to get to her and Rewa, but stilled when I saw a masked stranger pounce off a nearby roof and intervene.

      His sword came down hard. Harper stared at him for a second before they both moved back to back against the two daemons left.

      “Rewa, run! Now!” Harper said.

      I tried to get to them, but Jax swept me off my feet and hauled me up into his arms, running down the stairs in the opposite direction.

      “No! What are you doing! Harper!” I growled, though my voice sounded weaker than usual.

      “She’ll be okay,” Jax shot back, holding me tight against his chest. “There’s two of them now. You, on the other hand, are losing a lot of blood fast!”

      I nearly dropped my sword as Jax jumped over the remaining steps left before the infirmary level. My head was getting lighter, and I eventually heard male voices as the image before me faded.

      “Hansa, stay with me.” Jax’s voice pierced through the darkness enveloping me.

      I heard the clang of a sword, and footsteps rushing around.

      “Patrik, help!” Jax cried out.

      Then I felt the softness of a bed. My limbs were numb, and I was too drowsy to open my eyes, but my ears could still capture the sounds and words thrown around me. Jax hissed, and I felt soft skin against my lips.

      The warm, metallic taste of blood invaded my mouth. A cool blade cut through my combat suit, and solid pressure was applied to my thigh, where the daemon had stabbed me with its claws.

      “Harper…” I murmured.

      “Stay with me, Hansa, please.” Jax’s voice soothed me.

      The darkness didn’t want to let go. I didn’t want to let go, either.

      “Jax… I need you.” I sighed, fearing I’d never get to say everything I wanted to say to him before my life came to an end.

      Is this the end?

      “Hansa… You’ll be okay,” he whispered in my ear, his lips tickling my lobe. “My blood will help… Just stay with me, darling…”

      I wanted to. I drifted slowly, his arms wrapped around me.
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      I didn’t have time to be shocked. My masked savior had shown up out of nowhere and had stopped a second daemon from tearing into me. I was back on my feet, my back against the stranger, my side throbbing a little, my swords out and my blood boiling.

      “They’re fast, and they can attack and defend themselves at the same time, so don’t let your guard down,” he breathed out, his voice low and raspy. I tried to compare it to other voices I’d heard, but it sounded too rough to be Caspian’s, for example. Or Vincent’s, for that matter. I caught a glimpse of his jade eyes but didn’t have time to further analyze him.

      Ice trickled down my spine as I noticed a third daemon coming to join its two friends.

      Rewa reached the top of the stairs, crying and screaming for help from above.

      Good, that’ll get the lights on and everyone out.

      All three daemons charged us at once. I hacked and slashed wherever I saw the red glowing eyes. I hit one for sure, as my blades were covered in dark crimson blood. I managed to duck a few hits and drove my swords into one of the beasts’ heads. It growled as the other two jumped at me.

      My savior intervened and brought his blade up. It hit the second daemon, but the third cut him, blood spurting out from his chest.

      I pushed out another barrier with a grunt. It threw the daemon back, and it was enough to make all three creatures scatter. I wanted to go after them, but not even my True Sight could help me. They were too fast, and invisible to my sentry eye.

      Lights went on all over the alley, as Rewa’s screams pierced the night sky. Footsteps rumbled down the stairs. I glanced over my shoulder and saw Correction Officers rushing down from above.

      My savior was bent forward, dressed in black and holding his chest. I moved to help him, but he raised his sword at me.

      “What the hell?” I growled. “I’m trying to help!”

      Our eyes met for a second, and a familiar intensity burned through me. His gaze was rough and cold. I wanted to use my True Sight and peek beneath the mask, internally slapping myself for not having had quick enough reflexes to do it sooner.

      But before I could, he zoomed off—as Imen and Maras came down. Voices erupted from above, while the Correction Officers drew their swords.

      “No way I’m letting you split again!” I muttered, and darted down the alley after him.

      He turned a tight corner and vanished between buildings, but, thanks to my True Sight, I stayed hot on his trail as he climbed up buildings and jumped from roof to roof, going up the mountain.
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      It took him about ten minutes to reach the top level, where the Five Lords’ mansions stood proudly before their sculpted fountains and rich flower gardens. My stomach churned as I finally realized where I’d seen those jade eyes before.

      I stayed behind, far enough to let my savior think he’d lost me, but I could see him clearly. He landed on the cobblestone and ran down the narrow space between the Kifo and Obara mansions. My heart was beating frantically as I put two and two together.

      Jade eyes were relatively common among the Maras. But the indigo horse I’d seen him ride on the way back from the Valley of Screams wasn’t—there were stables filled with them up here, belonging to the Five Lords. And while the voice he’d used beneath the mask was lower, raspier than any I’d heard, his general demeanor was awfully familiar…

      Could it be?

      I followed my masked savior to the back and lost track of him for a second, as he jumped onto the roof of one of the stables, then vanished on the other side. I only caught a glimpse of a dark shadow moving with my True Sight, and his back was to me, so I couldn’t get a proper look at his face beneath the mask. I ran and jumped over the fences between two stables, then came to a halt as I realized I’d reached the woods leading up to the top of the mountain. It was dark and cold up there, and I could see the snow cap from here.

      Branches broke to my left. I looked and noticed another flicker of movement. I had a feeling it was him. And I needed to make sure my hunch was right. He couldn’t hide in there forever.

      I exhaled sharply, making sure he heard me. He’d noticed me following him, somehow. This was starting to feel like a game.

      I need to get better at tailing people, obviously, but sure, let’s play…

      I took a couple of steps back, then turned to reach the stables, pretending to leave. I glanced to my right, and saw his dark figure come closer, hiding behind a tree and holding his chest, his back still at me. I moved forward, then darted to the right and after him.

      He didn’t see it coming. I quickly closed the twenty-foot distance between us, went around the thick pine tree he’d been watching me from, and launched a left hook to take him by surprise. My fist crashed into the solid bark. The wood splintered, and I gasped.

      I thought he’d be here…

      His leg came hard from behind, kicking me in my lower back. It bruised a kidney for sure, and I coughed from the pain, but immediately turned and hit him with a straight arm. I hit his ear, enough to throw him off balance but not enough to overpower him.

      He was fast. He blocked a couple more hits before I grabbed him by the back of his neck and brought my knee up. I went for his wounded chest this time, and his grunt confirmed I’d gotten him. But it wasn’t over. He threw out a low kick, his shin crashing into the side of my left knee, then another to knock me off my feet completely.

      I fell backward with an uncharacteristic squeal and landed with a thud on the hard ground. He came on top of me, bringing his whole weight down to keep me pinned, his forearm pushing against my throat. I used my arms to push him off me, but he didn’t budge. His jade eyes were fixed on mine. He wasn’t there to hurt me. He would’ve drawn his sword already, had that been the case.

      “Nicely done,” I croaked, my air supply nearly cut off.

      He didn’t reply, but he didn’t let go either. Which was great, because I finally had him right where I wanted him. I turned my True Sight on.

      Now, let’s see...

      And I stilled then. I could see it clearly, beneath the layer of black leather. His firm jaw, the blade of his nose, and his soft lips pressed into a thin line. My heart nearly exploded, my eyes wide and my breath gone.

      “Caspian,” I whispered.

      The shock on his face was almost endearing. He had yet to completely figure out my sentry abilities. He’d probably seen me push some barriers out, but he’d yet to see me use my True Sight. I knew he’d noticed the golden glimmer in my eyes, though. It was so similar to the Maras’ biology that a lightbulb must have gone on in his head.

      He was stunned, gaping at me. His whole body tensed. He suddenly felt heavier on top of me.

      “You… You saved us. Twice,” I said.

      Caspian pushed himself back to his feet, bringing his hand back to his chest wound. His shoulders dropped as he probably struggled with the fact that I’d figured out who he was. A minute went by in heavy, awkward silence, but he didn’t take his eyes off me. He blinked several times.

      “How did you know? How can you see me?” he asked, his voice low and gruff. He brought his hand up to his face instinctively, as if to check that the mask was still covering it.

      My state of shock dissolved as more questions emerged in my head. Why had he saved me in the first place? Why was he covering his face? He was a prime suspect in our investigation—why was he helping us?

      “I can see through almost anything,” I replied, secretly relishing the surprised look on his face. I took a step forward and pulled his mask off. He frowned, but didn’t stop me or push me away.

      “How?”

      “It’s one of my abilities.” I raised an eyebrow, not liking the fact that I was the one being interrogated. “Why did you save us? Why are you hiding like this? What’s going on here, Caspian?”

      “You’re in over your head, Harper,” he said, and came closer.

      My bravery melted, and I found myself holding my breath again with just two inches between us. But I didn’t want to let go of my anger. He’d lied to me. He’d kept things from me. He wasn’t answering my questions, and boy, I had lots!

      “You know that’s not going to work on me,” I shot back, poking him in the chest. He squirmed, and I froze, remembering he’d been injured. “Sorry. But not that sorry. Answer my questions, damn it!”

      He let out a sigh of exasperation and walked past me, back to the stables.

      “Oh, no, no, no, you don’t get to walk away from me this time!” I said, and grabbed his arm, forcing him to turn around.

      I heard the screech of his sword coming out of its sheath before I felt the blade stop beneath my chin. His nostrils flared as he glowered at me.

      “If you can see through things, I’m guessing you’ve seen what those creatures are and what they look like,” he replied, gritting his teeth. “If you don’t think you’re in over your head, then you must be suicidal!”

      “I can’t see them—I can’t see beyond whatever it is that makes them invisible!” I replied. “I don’t… I don’t get it! What’s going on, Caspian? Talk to me!”

      He pushed the blade a little deeper, enough for it to nick my skin. I held my ground, though. I knew he wasn’t aiming to hurt me. He wanted to intimidate me, and I had to show him I wasn’t so easy to scare. Our eyes were locked on each other, and heat poured through me, but I refused to play his game.

      “You know more about what’s going on than you’re letting on,” I insisted. “How are we going to help your people if you don’t tell us everything you know? Do you know what those… daemon creatures look like? Have you seen them before? You must have. You knew their eyes were vulnerable to attacks… Come on, Caspian, help us out! What happened to Sienna? What happened to Minah?”

      I had a feeling I was throwing too many questions at him at once, but I needed him to react. I needed him to respond.

      “You can’t help my people out,” he muttered. “Just get out. Take your team, get in your magic ball of light, and get the hell out of Neraka.”

      “No! Fiona’s missing!” I shot back, as tears started working their way up. “I’m not leaving until we get our friend back and until we untangle this mess!”

      His forehead smoothed. Fiona’s disappearance was news to him. He lowered the blade from my neck.

      “If your friend is missing, she’s gone,” he retorted. “You will never see her again. Gather your team and leave before you all vanish like Fiona and the hundreds before her.”

      I punched him in the shoulder, my anger flaring through me.

      “Don’t talk like that!” I growled. “I will turn this mountain on its head until I find Fiona, Caspian! You either help or you get out of my way!”

      “You don’t understand, Harper!” He raised his voice, inching closer to me. “Trust no one! Get out! You wouldn’t understand even if I explained it to you! You… You wouldn’t survive it, either.”

      His gaze softened. My stomach dropped as his warm breath tickled my lips.

      “Why don’t you try to explain something, at least, if not everything?” I murmured. “I’m not an idiot. I am perfectly capable of understanding whatever it is that’s going on here.”

      He closed his eyes and shook his head, his disappointment beyond obvious.

      “You’re just not going to quit, huh?” He scoffed.

      “I told you I won’t.”

      “Don’t expect me to help or tell you anything.” He resumed his sullen look. “I’ve warned you, over and over. Proceed at your own risk. Maybe losing a couple more of your friends will make you realize that the longer you stay here, the slimmer your chances of walking out alive are.”

      He put his sword away and stalked off. I tried to follow, but he raised his right arm, motioning for me to stay put.

      “Don’t follow,” he commanded. “Don’t tell anyone who’s beneath this mask, either. Many lives depend on it. Go look for your friend, if you want, but you’re chasing shadows, and you’ll end up swallowed by the darkness like everyone else before you. I did my job and warned you. Now leave me be!”

      I could’ve gone after him. I could’ve insisted. But I definitely wasn’t going to get any more information from him tonight. The questions lingered in my head, swirling around like tiny migraines. I’d find the answers, one way or another.

      I had some leverage over him now, at least. I knew he was the masked savior. He didn’t want the others to know. He’d saved us twice in our encounters with those daemons, and I had a feeling he knew what they looked like. He must have dealt with them before.

      I’ll get you to talk, Lord Kifo. Your COs are suspicious as hell. Daemons are out snatching people. My friend is missing. And you’re running around, trying to keep me alive. Now I’m just more determined to peel those layers of mystery off you like the onion that you are.

      He disappeared beyond the stables, and I was on my own again, surrounded by chills and darkness. His words replayed in my mind.

      “You’ll end up swallowed by the darkness like everyone else before you.”

      Who else came before me?
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      We flew through the tunnel for what felt like half a mile before we saw light flickering at the end. The tracking spell shone brighter and moved faster ahead of us, and I knew we were on the right track.

      “Blaze, I think we want to be a little more discreet once we reach whatever’s at the end of this tunnel,” I said, holding onto the thick spikes on his back.

      He came to a halt, and I got off, swiftly pulling Blaze’s clothes out of the backpack while he morphed back to his normal self. He slipped into his combat suit and boots, and then we ran after the tracking spell’s amber light.

      The tunnel opened into a massive underground space. The closer we got, the clearer our surroundings became. I grabbed Blaze’s arm as we reached the opening, and we moved to the side with our backs against the wall.

      Thousands of iron cages were stacked on top of each other in a multitude of rows. It looked like a maze from our angle. There were dozens of footbridges above, connecting different levels of this enormous, circular hall. Correction Officers patrolled these overcrossings, occasionally glancing down. There were large iron pendants hung from the high ceiling above, and hundreds of candles burned on them, bathing the entire space in a warm orange light.

      “I think we found the prison,” I gasped, still clutching Blaze’s arm as we took the whole structure in.

      The prison seemed to go up at least four levels, hidden in the core of the mountain. This wasn’t the only tunnel leading into it, either. As I inched forward and popped my head out, I noticed a few more underground passages opening into the prison’s ground floor. Gates were mounted on all of them, and raised, for the time being. There were more cellblocks carved into the walls, accessible via several sets of narrow stairs and the footbridges above.

      I stepped out of the tunnel, looking around and trying to understand why the Exiled Maras were keeping this place a secret. Blaze pulled me behind a stack of wooden crates nearby.

      The tracking spell lingered by us for a while. It glowed brighter, until the light went out and both the pendant and bracelet burst into a puff of black smoke.

      “What the heck?” I cursed under my breath, while Blaze looked around, then nudged me.

      I followed his gaze and stilled, a sudden wave of relief washing over me as I caught sight of Fiona sneaking between two rows of cages. We waited for a couple of the Correction Officers above to turn their backs, then rushed after her.

      “Fiona,” I whispered, and she turned around and paused, her eyes wide with shock.

      “How… How’d you get in here?” She kept her voice low, grinning and thrilled to see us.

      I hugged her tight, then grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her.

      “You nearly gave us a heart attack!” I spat. “You’ve been missing for hours! Hansa got knocked out by someone, and when she woke up, you were gone and the tunnel had collapsed!”

      “Shush, keep it down,” Fiona urged me, while Blaze kept watch. “I was going into the tunnel when there was an explosion and it collapsed. There was too much rubble for me to clear on my own, and I couldn’t hear Hansa on the other side, so I just kept going, hoping I’d find another way out. Instead, I found the prison… Is Hansa okay?”

      “Yeah, just ashen, since you were gone!” I replied. “Well, she had a headache, too, but Jax gave her some Mara blood and she recovered. They sent us down here to find you!”

      “Well, ta-da!” She chuckled. “Listen, there’s definitely something weird going on here! I’ve been touring the place without the Maras seeing me for about an hour now… I think. This prison is dodgy…”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, looking around.

      Some cages were empty, but most were occupied by Imen—the majority too weak and pale to even move. They were slumped against the metal bars, their skin almost translucent, dark rings around their half-closed eyes. I even spotted a couple of Maras, but they were unconscious and blindfolded, their arms shackled behind their backs.

      “Oh… That’s what you mean,” I murmured, a chill running down my spine.

      “I spoke to a couple of the prisoners, who looked a little less… worn out,” Fiona whispered. “But they’re quite delirious, didn’t make a lick of sense. They keep saying the ‘soul eaters’ are coming.”

      “Avril mentioned ‘soul eaters’.” I remembered her and Heron’s account of their expedition to the west side of the mountain earlier. “She and Heron bumped into some Imen who weren’t from Azure Heights, and they mentioned soul eaters, too, before they were mind-bent into running off by some Correction Officers… What is going on here?”

      “I don’t know, but this is definitely the prison Arrah was talking about,” Fiona replied.

      “What are the chances you found her brother, Demios?” Blaze asked.

      “None, so far,” she sighed. “The Maras keep moving around, and there are way too many cages in here for me to check on my own…”

      “I wonder what the soul eaters are,” I said, mostly to myself, then looked at Fiona. “We need to get out of here for now. Whoever sealed that tunnel entrance, they wanted you separated from the group. We need to get back to the team and organize a proper infiltration here. Now we know where the prison is.”

      “Yeah, can’t believe it was pretty much right under our noses,” she muttered.

      Blaze motioned for us to go back behind the crates, just as a giant bell went off above our heads. A single gong, low and loud, echoed through the prison and made my stomach rumble.

      “Midnight!” one of the COs above shouted, and pulled a lever on the wall.

      We heard heavy chains rattling and metal screeching as we watched the iron gates go down and block the tunnels.

      “Crap! Run!” I hissed, and darted toward the passage we’d come through, followed by Blaze and Fiona. It was too late, though. The gate had already hit the floor, its bars too close to one another for us to squeeze through.

      “It’s okay,” Fiona whispered, and grabbed two bars, ready to pull them apart. The sound of more chains rattling made her stop.

      We glanced over our shoulders and saw another gate, on the opposite side of the prison, being pulled up. It was a straight line between cages to get to it.

      “Close it down! Close it down!” one of the Correction Officers shouted above.

      “I can’t! It’s jammed!” another replied.

      Blaze pulled both Fiona and me behind the crates as more Maras started running around, in different directions.

      “Oh, no,” I murmured, noticing the reason for their sudden agitation.

      The air rippled in front of the open tunnel on the other side. I pointed at it, and my stomach twisted itself into knots as I realized what was happening. Some of the captive Imen who were still conscious cried out, banging their fists against the iron bars of their cages and begging for help.

      “Get us out of here! Help us! Please! Make it stop!”

      “I think those are daemons!” Fiona gasped.

      We watched in horror as dozens of invisible creatures surged through the open tunnel. I caught glimpses of red eyes as they scattered between the rows of cages. My hand instinctively gripped Blaze’s forearm as one of the daemons stopped in front of a cage, and the lock was ripped off. It was discarded on the stone floor, looking like a piece of iron-colored clay, twisted and mangled. The cage door opened, and the Iman inside retreated farther back, horrified and covered in sweat, suddenly conscious and alert.

      “No… No… Please, don’t…” he croaked.

      The daemon grabbed him by the throat and pulled him out. It forced the Iman to open his mouth, pressing against his cheeks. Then it fed on him, but I wasn’t exactly sure what it was that the invisible creature was extracting from the Iman. I could see feeble wisps of white energy coming out of his mouth and vanishing into the daemon, but I didn’t know what was happening beyond that.

      “What are they doing?” I whispered.

      “I don’t know, but we need to get out of here, fast.” Fiona put her shock aside and returned to prying open the gate on the tunnel next to us.

      The daemons were doing the same thing all over the prison. I glanced up and saw that all the Correction Officers were gone. Did they know what was happening? Was this deliberate?

      I glanced at Fiona, who was pulling on the gate’s iron bars, and felt the blood drain from my body in an instant as I noticed movement behind her. A daemon had snuck up on her.

      “Fiona, behind you!” I shrieked.

      She only got to look over her shoulder before she yelped and vanished.

      “NO!” I screamed and darted from my hiding spot, followed by Blaze. “Fiona!”

      “Caia!” she cried out from somewhere to the right, halfway down the path leading to the open tunnel. We ran after her, and I brought my lighters out.

      I launched a couple of fireballs ahead, but I couldn’t see Fiona anywhere and I wasn’t even sure I’d hit anything.

      “Fiona!” I screamed again.

      “Caia!” Her voice faded into the open tunnel.

      “No, no, no!” I ran faster and saw Blaze dart past me, the leather on his combat uniform stretching as he started morphing into a fire dragon.

      A daemon rammed into him from the side, tackling him hard. I threw more fireballs out, aiming for the flickers of red eyes I could see. Blaze landed on his back, but it didn’t stop him from transforming.

      “Oh, crap,” I blurted, then stopped and moved back.

      Blaze exploded into full dragon form, and I heard shuffling on the stone floor around us. I analyzed the situation briefly, and it didn’t look too good. We were surrounded by several daemons, while the rest were busy feeding on the Imen prisoners. Fiona had been taken by a daemon and had vanished into the tunnel.

      “Feeding,” I muttered, something suddenly making sense. I looked at Blaze. “Blaze! Soul eaters! The Imen called them soul eaters! The daemons—they’re feeding on the Imen! I think they’re consuming their souls! Their actual freaking souls!”

      Blaze roared as he came around to protect me, while more daemons moved closer. The dragon’s jaws snapped open, and he shot a thin column of fire at the fiends. It was enough to make them move back.

      One of them tried to claw Blaze’s long, scaly neck. It got swiftly crushed between his massive jaws. I shot more fireballs at the other daemons, and I heard them growl with discomfort before they scattered away. Even the almighty and invisible beasts didn’t dare go against a fire dragon, it seemed.

      “We need to go after her, Blaze!” I called out.

      He looked down at me, the invisible creature still in his mouth. I could see dark red blood coating his large fangs and chin, dripping onto the floor. He gave me a brief nod and moved to drop the dead daemon.

      A powerful explosion tore into the open tunnel from which the daemons had emerged and through which Fiona had been taken. The blast swept over me and knocked me off my feet, as clouds of smoke and dust billowed and filled the prison. I coughed and felt the ground shake beneath me.

      More blasts emerged—the tunnel was clearly being destroyed.

      “Fiona!” I screamed from the bottom of my lungs.

      Blaze growled, seemingly unaffected by the explosions. He took the dead daemon back in his mouth, then brought his claws around my waist and plucked me off the ground, forcing me to climb onto his back. My entire body was shaking, but I was able to hold on as he got up and stretched his wings.

      I saw Correction Officers emerging above, staring down at us from the footbridges, fear embedded in their features.

      “Blaze, we need to get Fiona back,” I said, my voice weak despite my strong desire to go after her. But go after her through which tunnel, since they’d just blown the right one up?

      He didn’t listen. Instead, he flew straight toward the tunnel we’d initially come through. I screamed and ducked out of reflex as his hard dragon head crashed through the gate and we shot through the tunnel.

      “What are we doing? We need to go after Fiona!” I cried out. His body shuddered, forcing me to hold on tight to the back of his scaly neck. He flew us out of the mountain and soared over the ocean, before doing a U-turn and heading for the infirmary level of Azure Heights.

      I looked down and saw dust billowing out from the tunnel as we left it behind. I didn’t understand what we were doing, and my throat clamped up. Fiona’s capture replayed over and over in my head in excruciating detail.

      “FIONA!” I rasped.

      As Blaze continued to hurtle full speed in the opposite direction, it was all I could do to not break down.
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      I was completely immobilized. Something strong was holding my arms and legs still. I struggled against the daemon’s grip, but it barely huffed in response as it carried me through the tunnel and across the plains.

      We were out of Azure Heights at this point, and I heard the explosions behind us. I saw the smoke and dust coming out of the collapsed tunnel.

      Crap… How will dragon-Blaze come after me now?

      Should he come after me?

      My heart skipped a beat as I realized that I was getting carried off to the Valley of Screams. I wrestled against my captor, but to no avail.

      “What are you?” I asked as we darted across the field with impressive speed.

      I didn’t get an answer. Not that I was expecting one. I was too busy stifling my fear and trying to register as much of my current environment as possible. There had to be a way out. I had to focus and let my survival instinct do its job.

      Blaze and Caia had been left behind in that prison, surrounded by daemons. My chest constricted as I wondered what had happened to them.

      Were they okay? Were the daemons any match for Blaze if he shifted into his dragon form? They probably weren’t, but still, I needed to see them.

      I had to get myself out of this mess.

      The gorges rose before us, tall and filled with darkness, as the three moons shimmered above in their soft shades of orange, yellow, and off-white.

      The creature holding me was stronger than I was—and that said something about the daemons’ physical capabilities. Not only were they able to cloak themselves, but they were also incredibly fast and powerful, unlike anything I’d ever seen before.

      We entered the gorge as screams echoed in the distance ahead.

      “There’s no way I’m ending up as daemon chow,” I muttered, my right hand close enough to the knife I had strapped to my thigh. I’d already lost my sword when the creature had grabbed me in the prison.

      I had to do something. The louder the screams got, the more my nerves stretched and snapped. The daemon was relentless in its run.

      My index and middle fingers managed to pull the knife up from its sheath. I gripped the handle and gathered all the strength I could muster in that moment.

      I jammed the blade into what must have been the creature’s arm around my torso.

      It hissed and came to a halt.

      I must have done something right. I wiggled and tried to slip out of its hold, but a puff of yellow dust was blown into my face. I sniffed, then coughed, and my entire body went limp.

      A pair of glowing red eyes stared back at me, before everything started to fade away.

      No… Damn it…

      Whatever that dust was, it was meant to knock me out. I opened my mouth to protest, but no sound came out. I lost consciousness, and darkness swallowed me whole.
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      By the time I got back to the infirmary, Hansa was already recovering, though slow and drowsy in Jax’s arms. He had a hard time letting her go, constantly checking her pulse and wiping the sweat from her face with a dry cloth.

      Avril and Heron had also returned, and were briefing Jax and Patrik on their findings. The Correction Officer they had followed hadn’t taken them to the prison, but they said he’d been busy questioning the Imen that Caia and Blaze had previously interviewed, and mind-bending them into forgetting he’d ever been there.

      “They have a secret agenda, for sure,” Scarlett muttered as she stared at the map on the table. “They could’ve just asked us for interview notes, if they really wanted to know what the Imen told us…”

      I was still shaking from my encounter with Caspian. He’d asked me not to tell my team that he’d been the one to help us against the daemons, twice. I was tempted to do the very opposite. These were my people; I trusted them with my life. But then I remembered Caspian mentioning the many lives that depended on his concealed identity. I couldn’t help but consider those people. I knew nothing about them. I didn’t even know who they were. However, an innocent life was an innocent life. Surely, Caspian had good reasons for doing all that with a mask on.

      I decided I’d keep it to myself for a little while longer. Maybe a day, at most, until we found out more. Whatever this city was hiding, Caspian knew something. I was determined to get it out of him sooner or later.

      “I’m sorry we couldn’t find the prison.” Avril sighed. “But I’m more than happy to try again tomorrow.”

      Jax nodded slowly.

      “It’s okay, tomorrow’s another day,” he replied. “Early morning might actually be better, with most Exiled Maras still sleeping.”

      “I’m still surprised the protection spell didn’t work,” Patrik muttered, visibly dismayed. “I know I’ve never performed it before, but still… It had all the ingredients and power it needed to charge up and stop the hostiles from coming in. I focused and visualized the red eyes. The image was quite clear in my head when I cast the spell…”

      “Maybe that’s why it didn’t work,” Hansa murmured softly against Jax’s chest. “Maybe you needed a full portrait of the beasts…”

      “Yes, probably.” Patrik nodded slowly.

      A loud thud outside startled us, mainly because it was followed by a familiar growl. Avril opened the door, and we rushed outside, leaving Jax and Hansa behind. We all stilled in front of Blaze in dragon form, his jaws open and bloody, and Caia slipping off him, not too steady on her legs.

      Avril rushed to help her stand. Caia looked wretched, covered in dust, tears streaming down her cheeks. The Correction Officers stationed outside had already backed off, watching from the top of the stairs, clearly uncomfortable in the presence of a fire dragon. It was the only part of the night that gave me a sliver of satisfaction—knowing they could see Blaze in his full form. Now they probably understood that we were not to be played with.

      “They took her,” Caia cried out, dropping her backpack at her feet, and I reached her side. “A daemon took Fiona…”

      The revelation floored me. My heart stopped beating, then kicked itself back on in a frenzy.

      Blaze spat something on the cobblestone. I gasped, realizing he’d captured a daemon. Blood pooled underneath the invisible mass he’d just discarded from his jaws.

      “Holy mother of…” My voice trailed off as Blaze returned to his normal form, tall, muscled, and… jaw-droppingly naked.

      He swiftly pulled a pair of pants from the backpack that Caia had dropped and slipped into them, and then Heron helped him carry the beast inside the infirmary. Avril and I followed with Caia. If I’d gathered new questions after my encounter with Caspian, this development threw in a bunch more, further contributing to my angst and determination to find out what the hell was going on in this city.
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      Patrik and Scarlett did their best to perform an autopsy on the invisible daemon. Blaze and Heron had plopped the beast onto a spare table, but the Druid wasn’t even sure where to start his analysis, given his inability to see his subject.

      While they tried to figure the creature out, we helped Caia regain her composure. She gulped down a glass of water and told us everything that had happened, between hiccups and sobs. Blaze helped fill in any blanks whenever Caia faltered due to her emotional distress. My heart broke for her. She’d watched Fiona get snatched, and I could only imagine how traumatic that had been.

      After Jax debriefed Caia, I moved closer to her and gently squeezed her shoulder. I didn’t have a solution for our problem, but I was positive we’d bring down fire and death on anyone who stood between us and Fiona.

      “At least you found the prison.” Hansa sighed, too tired to express the rage I knew was building up inside her. I felt the same.

      “The daemon took Fiona,” Caia mumbled.

      “We’ll get her back,” Jax reassured her.

      “We should’ve gone after her!” Caia shot back, giving Blaze a brief glare. She was mad at his decision to come back to the infirmary.

      “I wanted to go after her, but I didn’t want to risk your life in the process,” Blaze said, a muscle twitching in his jaw as he stared at the invisible creature on the table. “I didn’t want to break the team down any further, either, and I didn’t even know how many of them there were. What if we were flying into a nest of thousands? I also hoped we could at least analyze a daemon corpse before charging after Fiona.”

      “I agree—it would have been unwise to go by yourselves, even if one of you is a fire dragon,” Jax said. “If you don’t know your enemy, you don’t know their numbers or which weapons are effective. Most importantly, I’m not sure how even a fire dragon would fare against what could be a massive army of daemons—it would have only taken one smart one to figure out how to slash Blaze in the eyes.”

      “It’s also good that you brought the dead daemon here,” Patrik interjected, pouring black dust into the palm of his hand from a small leather pouch. “Because now we can try to find out what makes this monster tick.”

      “When are we going after Fiona?” Caia wasn’t able to focus on the daemon, not that I could blame her. I felt sick to my stomach just looking at the table, with blood dripping from its edges. One of them had our friend—our partner.

      “I’m hoping an hour, two hours at most,” Jax replied, then nodded at Patrik. “Depending on how fast you can get useful information out of an invisible corpse.”

      “What about the prison?” Blaze asked, stealing a glance at Caia.

      “Lord Kifo will have some explaining to do,” Jax replied. “But Fiona’s our priority right now.”

      “Hold on,” Hansa said, and sat up, her bare feet touching the floor. “I’m still trying to wrap my head around what the daemons were doing down there. You said the Imen referred to them as ‘soul eaters’, right, Caia?”

      “Yeah, and I could see what they were doing, clear as day,” she replied. “I mean, I think that’s what they were doing. It was the only thing that made sense at that point.”

      “They weren’t killing them yet, though—at least, I don’t think they were,” Blaze added. “But the Imen were definitely in pain, weak, and pale… Maybe ‘soul eating’ doesn’t kill right away.”

      “This is getting more and more complicated.” Hansa shook her head. “I don’t think just going into the Valley of Screams is going to work. We need more manpower here!”

      “One of us could go back to Calliope using the swamp witches’ travel spell,” Scarlett suggested.

      “True, but the clock is ticking, and it takes what, six or seven hours per trip?” I frowned. “That’ll be twelve hours we can’t yet afford to lose reaching out to Calliope—and we also can’t afford to spare any one of us right now. We’re a small team as it is. I think we need to go after Fiona first, then send one of us back to Calliope. The daemons won’t kill her yet, based on their patterns and what you saw in the prison. They’ll probably cage her like they did with Minah… and maybe feed off her soul.” I shuddered. That sentence didn’t end up sounding as comforting as I’d intended.

      “Harper has a point,” Jax replied, clearing his throat. “We’re better off asking Lord Kifo for additional fighters. He has plenty of Correction Officers, from what I’ve seen today. Surely he can spare a couple dozen or more to support our entire team for a retrieval mission in the Valley of Screams.”

      “Do you think he’ll want to help?” Blaze raised an eyebrow. “You know, given the shady prison situation we’ve uncovered…”

      “I can talk to him,” I offered. “Like Jax said, Fiona’s our priority. I can go get him now, and we can hash things out with the guy.”

      It was easier this way. I was sure I’d get Caspian on board if I put him in front of my whole team. I had leverage on him, after all. He needed his identity beneath the savior’s mask to be kept a secret, and I needed a small army to get Fiona back.

      Call it blackmail.

      Patrik muttered something under his breath and blew black dust over the beast. The particles burst into flames as they touched the daemon, but it didn’t have any effect on its invisible cloaking. He was trying to find ways to reveal the creature.

      “That would actually be sensible.” Jax gave me a brief nod.

      I was secretly thrilled to go after Caspian again and torment him a little. He deserved it, and a hell of a lot more, but I figured I’d start with blackmail and work my way up.

      Patrik tried another spell with the same black dust, which turned into water as it came in contact with the invisible skin. We all stilled as the water trickled down the creature’s back and revealed a small stretch of tanned skin. The Druid gaped at us for a second, then grabbed a pitcher of water and poured it all over the daemon.

      We all gathered around the table, watching as Patrik rinsed the creature, its invisibility texture fading away and revealing its real skin. I couldn’t stop myself from gasping at the sight of it.

      It was extremely tall, at least one head over Jax and Heron. And… judging by its physical features, it was actually a he.

      “He’s naked,” Heron croaked.

      “Well, almost,” Blaze muttered, his dark eyebrows raised.

      The daemon had deep and wide holes in his torso and lower abdomen from where Blaze’s teeth had gouged him. The wounds had been fatal. But I had to admit that he looked absolutely nothing like what I’d expected… Not only was he tall, he was also very well built, with a heavy muscle mass, and toned to perfection. He’d clearly been designed for war and combat.

      As Blaze had pointed out, he wore a short chainmail loincloth mounted on a black leather belt as his only item of clothing, and his limbs—arms and legs like the rest of us—were in good proportion with the rest of his body. Enormous claws protruded from his fingers, hard and sharp enough to match the damage we’d seen them inflict on me, Hansa, and others. Patrik pressed the tips of his fingers, to further inspect his hands, and the claws swiftly retracted, vanishing between regular nails.

      “Oh… retractable claws.” The Druid cocked his head to one side. “What other secrets are you hiding, daemon?”

      He moved closer to the creature’s head, where two smooth horns curled out from the back and extended forward, their tips sharp. They partially reminded me of the alpine ibex on Earth, in terms of angle and shape—they weren’t too long or thick, but could easily serve as weapons.

      “Look at his mouth,” Patrik muttered, and pressed down on the daemon’s chin, opening his mouth. Two large white fangs extended from the upper jaw, significantly longer than vampire fangs.

      “Are they retractable?” I asked, then put my hand out. I pressed on his gums, and the fangs retreated beneath, leaving small but equally sharp canines on display. “Yup, retractable.”

      A minute passed as we all stared at the face of our enemy.

      His face was humanoid and… surprisingly handsome, with a five o’clock shadow framing a jaw that could cut diamonds. He had long black hair, and his lips were large and full. I found myself wishing I could look him in the eyes—I wondered if they were red all the time.

      I shivered as my gaze traveled back down his formidable body.

      Ropes of muscle covering him from head to toe. Retractable claws and fangs that could rip into any throat, easily…

      What had we stumbled upon here?

      “At least we know what the enemy looks like,” Jax sighed, resting his hands on his hips.

      “And we know they feed on… souls, I guess,” Hansa added.

      “And they’re extremely fast. Terribly strong. And those claws can do some serious damage,” I said.

      “Along with their fangs and horns,” Avril interjected.

      “And one of them has Fiona.” Caia shuddered.

      “We’ll get her back,” Blaze said firmly, moving to Caia’s side and putting an arm around her shoulders.

      “Harper.” Jax spoke up. “I think it’s time you pay Lord Kifo a visit. Now that we’ve seen the beast, we must leave as soon as possible.”

      He looked at me, his jade eyes nearly glowing with resolve and determination.

      I nodded and drew in a deep breath, taking a moment to feed off both of those emotions before heading off. Based on that creature stretched out on the table in front of us, I was going to need them.

      We were in for a heap of trouble.
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      I peeled my eyes open, welcoming the milky white moonlight on my face and relishing Draven’s soul tangled with mine, as always. I couldn’t get enough of the novelty of it all—our beings fused forever, our hearts attuned to perfection.

      His love for me blossomed in my chest as I lifted my head from the pillow and found his grayish gaze on me, his fingers playing with a lock of my hair. He was leaning over the bed, watching me intently. We kissed, softly and deeply, and the world disappeared for a minute. It was like that every time our lips touched.

      “Good evening, goddess.” He gave me a lazy smile.

      I sat up and stretched my arms, welcoming the night’s breeze through the large bedroom windows, as it fluttered through the white veils of our canopy bed and the silk of my camisole. He slipped out of his shirt, letting it fall to the floor. Upon a second glance, I noticed he looked tired, but superb as ever, his broad chest stirring butterflies in my stomach. Ninety-eight black band tattoos covered his arms. Two more and he’d officially be named for the position he’d already held for three months: Master Druid of Calliope.

      “I dozed off.” I smiled back. “What time is it?”

      I rubbed my face with my palms, then glanced at the clock on the nightstand. It was just after midnight. Six hours had passed since our GASP meeting, and since Draven had heard back from Hansa after we’d seen them leave for Neraka this morning.

      It had been a long day. I’d gone into a brief training session with Phoenix, while Jovi and Anjani had tried to spend as much time together as possible. The newlyweds had postponed their honeymoon until after we got our team back from Neraka, so whatever moment they could get alone in the meantime, they didn’t hesitate to vanish.

      “Do you think they’re okay out there?” I asked, as Draven sat on the bed and brought his face closer to mine. He frowned slightly, sensing my concern over Harper and the rest of the GASP recon team. It was my sister’s first time on a mission so far away from home, and I couldn’t help but worry.

      “It’s time I check in with them, anyway.” He gave me a soft smile, his emotions pouring out of him in shades of amber and lime, in a bid to reassure me. I nodded slowly, and he closed his eyes. “Telluris Hansa.”

      Several moments went by, and his brow furrowed. I felt a little pang in my stomach, and his hand instinctively came over mine. Draven was extremely adept at recognizing and reacting to my emotions. He didn’t like me experiencing anything negative, and whatever he could soothe in me, he did.

      “Telluris Hansa,” he called out again. His forehead smoothed, and he looked at me, his eyes twinkling. It seemed she’d picked up. “Hey, Hansa… Everything okay there?”

      I watched quietly for changes in his expression—the slightest twitch, the faintest shadow passing over his face.

      “That’s good. At least you get good beds to sleep on.” His lips stretched into a smile as he listened to Hansa. “How’s the team? How is Harper?”

      My heart started beating a little faster, but mellowed when Draven squeezed my hand and winked at me.

      “So you’re spending the night at the inn, and you’ll do more interviews tomorrow morning… How are the Exiled Maras treating you?”

      I inched forward, tuning in to the subtle changes in his emotional spectrum. He didn’t think I’d noticed, but I caught the sliver of dark gray doubt.

      “Okay, let’s catch up again at dawn,” he said, “and I’ll brief GASP afterward. Just stay safe, all of you, and reach out if you sense any kind of serious trouble, okay? Thanks, Hansa… We’ll speak soon.”

      He exhaled, then focused on me.

      “They’re all just fine, Serena,” he said, his hold on my hand loosening. “There’s nothing to worry about at this point. They’re settled at an inn in the city. Everything looks normal. Everyone is treating them with nothing but respect. Hansa says the Exiled Maras are even peacefully coexisting with an indigenous species called Imen. Based on how she described them, they remind me of humans from your world.”

      “And Harper?” I asked, still mildly nervous.

      “She’s doing well.” He smiled. “Thoroughly enjoying the adventure, apparently, though it’s been fairly low stress so far.”

      “Okay…”

      I still wondered about the doubt I’d sensed in him earlier. As if he’d read my mind, Draven brought his hand up, caressing my cheek.

      “I know you felt something in me, but it’s not something I can explain,” he said, his voice low. “It’s this underlying feeling. I can’t put my finger on it, but it keeps me on edge where Neraka is involved. And I don’t like how I can’t actually… feel Hansa, or the others, for that matter, but I blame it on the asteroid belt they have there. It’s also most likely why Telluris doesn’t work as smoothly as it does here on Calliope. It’s nothing you should worry about, Serena. It comes with the unknown territory that is Neraka. It’s a different galaxy altogether—we’re adjusting and learning new things about it as we go along.”

      I sighed, and he pulled me closer, gently wrapping his arms around me and filling me with his exquisite warmth.

      “They’re okay, my love,” he murmured, his lips hot against my ear. “We’ll catch up with them again in the morning.”

      “Maybe I’m stressing myself out for nothing,” I replied.

      “You’re being an amazing sister, that’s all.” He smiled, and kissed me.

      We lost ourselves in one another, and I cherished his comforting presence, feeling my concerns about Harper and the recon team subside.

      He held me tight, and deepened our kiss, taking me further away from the real world.

      I was, of course, curious to learn more about the Exiled Maras’ life on Neraka. But that could wait until tomorrow.
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* * *

      
        “What’s next, Bella?!”

      

      Dear Shaddict!

      Thank you for reading ASOV 52: A Valley of Darkness.

      I have two exciting new releases to share with you!

      See the details for the next Shade book, ASOV 53: A Hunt of Fiends, right after the following announcement:

      On November 26th, 2017, I will be releasing a brand new vampire romance series called Hotbloods.

      It’s a new spin on the vamp lore you love, and I am super excited to share it with you.

      Below I have shared with you an exclusive early SNEAK PEEK of the first three chapters of Hotbloods, so keep turning the pages!:
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        HOTBLOODS

        

        Vampires have never been so hot... ;)

      

      Chapter 1

      “Remind me which genius suggested we put this off till midday?” My friend Angie’s muffled voice drifted through the stalks of corn to my right.

      “I believe the same one who didn’t pack enough water,” my second companion, Lauren—also obscured by giant shafts of corn—replied, from five feet to my left. Her naturally dry tone sounded more sarcastic than usual, probably because, thanks to Angie, we’d run out of water half an hour ago.

      I smirked, taking a few seconds’ pause from picking corn to wipe sweat from my forehead with the back of my wrist. Despite wearing a shirt and shorts made of cotton so light it was almost see-through and a wide straw sombrero, and religiously sticking to the shade of the corn stalks, this Texan sun was killing me. Still, I loved this kind of work, using my hands— it was cathartic—so I wasn’t going to complain.

      “Also the same one who suggested we spend our vacation on this delightful farm,” Lauren added with a grunt. I pictured her tall, lanky form hunched over as she tackled a far too unripe cob, while her narrow, purple, librarian-style glasses glided slowly but surely down her nose. She was not so much a fan of manual work.

      “Oh, come on, Lauree.” I couldn’t resist teasing her, despite my resolution to save my voice for after we’d returned to the farmhouse and I’d downed a liter of water. “We know you love it here.”

      “‘Course she does,” Angie proclaimed, and I could hear her broad grin through her voice. “What’s not to love?”

      “Guess you have a point.” Amid her heavy breathing, Lauren managed to force a note of thoughtfulness into her voice. “I mean, aside from the fact that we’re off the grid, with no electricity or phone signal for literally miles—who wouldn’t appreciate a welcome package of a heap of moldy towels, a sprinkle of roach droppings on their pillowcase, or… a snake in their toilet pot?”

      Angie and I burst out laughing. From the tremor in Lauren’s voice, I could tell she still hadn’t gotten over last night’s surprise. Trust Lauren to get dibs on the snake.

      “After I had sat down, I might add.”

      “It was a grass snake,” Angie retorted, “and a pretty cute one at that.”

      “Cute my ass,” Lauren grumbled.

      A span of amused silence fell between us as we returned to filling our sacks. This was the second of three assignments we had to complete today; the first had been running bed linens through a manual laundry machine, draining them through a ringer, and then hanging them up to dry outside, and the third would be picking fresh herbs from the greenhouse. Mr. and Mrs. Churnley, friends of Angie’s grandparents and the owners and sole full-time residents of Elmcreek Farm, were to assign us three such jobs every day, in return for free board and lodging.

      We had arrived only yesterday evening, having flown from New York to Austin, but I was already feeling a sense of calm about the place. Being without electricity, internet, or a working phone was a culture shock we were all still getting used to, but the lack of external distractions was exactly why we had chosen to come here.

      This summer was the last chance Angie, Lauren, and I would have to spend quality time together for possibly a very long time, because after the vacation ended, we’d all be heading off in vastly different directions—Angie even to a different country. I was enrolled to begin a mechanical engineering course in Michigan, and Lauren was to study pre-law at Stanford, while Angie would be jetting off to Paris for an apprenticeship at a prestigious sports-fashion brand (thus combining her two biggest passions). If things worked out for Angie there, we’d see very little of her indeed.

      She and I had known each other since kindergarten, while Lauren had known us since first grade, so we decided we needed to do something special, and completely different, this summer—something we’d never forget.

      I also had a more personal reason for wanting to be in the middle of nowhere this particular vacation… unreachable. Before I left for Michigan, I knew my birth parents were going to try to get in touch—something I dreaded from the very core of me. My adoptive parents, Jean and Roger, could only hold them off for so long now that I’d turned eighteen, and the court legislation no longer had the same hold that it did during my earlier teen years. After I became an official adult three weeks ago, my birth parents had gotten the idea that they wanted to know me. I might have been more amenable to that if they hadn’t spent the first decade of my life neglecting me to the point of abuse. Alcohol had always taken precedence over me in their lives, and I didn’t see any reason that would change. Their addiction would’ve gotten me killed if I hadn’t run away at nine, and I swore then that I was never, ever going back…

      I let out a breath, forcing my consciousness back to the bright, beautiful world around me, allowing it to separate the past from the present.

      Yes. Elmcreek was the perfect escape for all of us this summer.

      “Oh man, my hat just blew off.” Angie broke the quiet. “And—augh—I can’t reach it. Could one of you guys help me?”

      “I volunteer Riley,” announced Lauren.

      Exhaling, I stowed the cob I held in my hand in my sack. “Yeah, okay, shortie. Coming.”

      I waded through the field, batting away flies and pushing aside leaves until I reached her. The five-foot-five girl with curly blonde hair was standing on her tiptoes, the hem of her short blue dress hiked high up her legs as she stretched for a floppy pink sun hat that was ridiculously out of her reach. She turned around to face me, her hazel eyes meeting mine. She had a smile on her round, impish face, and her light blonde eyebrows, so fair in the daylight they were almost invisible, rose in expectation.

      I eyed the hat again and tried to reach for it myself first, given that I was a fair bit taller than her, but I couldn’t, so we ended up coordinating a balancing act with her on my shoulders, knocking my own hat to the ground in the process.

      “Wo-hoah, it’s like a whole other world up here,” Angie gasped as her head rose above the jungle of corn.

      “Just be quick,” I muttered from between her chunky thighs. “Your butt is breaking my shoulders.”

      “It’s all muscle and you know it,” she retorted, before stretching out.

      Then she stilled.

      “What’s taking so long?” I asked, squinting in the glaring sunlight.

      “Hey, I thought the Churnleys didn’t have neighbors on that side of the woods.”

      “What?”

      “Looks like there are people over there, sunbathing on logs.” She pointed northward, toward the direction of the woods that bordered the Churnleys’ portion of land. I realized she had grabbed the hat already, and was now just staring straight ahead.

      “Okay—I’m glad you’re having a nice time up there, but if you’re finished I’m gonna—”

      Angie’s knees suddenly clenched around my head. “Wait, Riley. They’re dudes… Four of them. They look like lumberjacks or something. Here, you can see too.” She dove a hand into the side pocket of her dress and slipped out her phone. “That’s what a zoom lens is for… Still got a bit of battery left.” A sharp click sounded as Angie’s phone camera went off.

      “Okay, geddown now,” I growled, tugging at her ankle.

      She acquiesced, sliding down me with a self-satisfied look on her face. She squinted down at her phone to check out the photo she’d just taken, but it was far too bright to see the screen properly.

      “Well, now we all have an extra incentive to hurry up and get back to the house.” She winked at me, before donning her hat and continuing to pick corn.

      Smirking, I rolled my eyes and picked up my hat, then moved to return to my spot in the field, when Lauren suddenly materialized out of the bushes in front of me. Her faded blue dungarees looked decidedly grubbier than when we had started, and her coffee-colored ponytail was a tangled mess, but her brown eyes sparkled with mild interest. Adjusting her spectacles primly, she flashed us a sardonic smile.

      “Did I hear someone say ‘lumberjacks’?”
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* * *

      Water was more than enough of an incentive for me to finish the job quickly. After my little break, I worked at twice the speed and managed to pick enough corn to fill all three of our sacks within the next fifteen minutes. Then, lugging each sack over our shoulders, we traipsed back to the wooden two-story house that stood at the edge of the cornfields.

      We mounted the steps to the porch, passing the Churnleys’ three lazy golden retrievers, who barely raised an eyelid as we reached the door. It had been left on the latch, and Angie pushed it open with a creak. We stepped directly into the kitchen/dining area, where we were met with the pungent smell of Mrs. Churnley’s cooking, and the short, podgy lady herself standing in front of a stove, her bouncy gray hair cooped up in a brown bonnet, while her bald husband sat at the dining table dutifully peeling potatoes.

      Their eyes shot to us as we strode in and planted our sacks down on the wooden floorboards.

      “Where should we leave these, ma’am?” Angie asked, panting.

      “Oh, good girls!” Mrs. Churnley left the frying pan she had been monitoring and bustled over to examine our finds. “You got some real beauties here! I’ll have Mr. Churnley skin some for lunch.”

      Mr. Churnley, who was of a similar height and build to his wife, waddled over to join her in examining the corn with his monobrow furrowed, while Lauren, Angie, and I hurried to the sink. We each grabbed a metal cup from the drainer and quickly served ourselves water from a large pitcher. Once we’d swallowed two cups in a row, Angie remarked to the couple, “Seems like you might have new neighbors, by the way.”

      Mrs. Churnley turned, her rheumy eyes widening as she made her way back to the frying pan. “Hmm?”

      “Yeah,” Angie replied, “we—or I—saw four guys lounging around in the field next door. They were shirtless, so I assumed they were sunbathing…” She set her cup down and dove her hand back into her pocket to retrieve her phone. But as she navigated to her photo app and touched the screen to zoom in, she frowned. “Huh. That’s real weird.” Her eyes narrowed to slits as she squinted at the screen.

      “What?” Lauren and I asked.

      “I can’t, uh, make them out in the photo,” she replied, still looking befuddled. “There’s just logs. Odd. I could have sworn I saw dudes there too.”

      Lauren’s lips twitched in a wry smile as she took the phone from Angie. “Yup,” she confirmed. “Logs.”

      I peered over Lauren’s shoulder to take a look at the photo for myself. A cluster of four logs lay near the edge of a flat field, right near the woods’ border… Definitely no shirtless lumberjacks.

      Mrs. Churnley chortled, nudging Angie in the arm with her elbow. “Seems we all react to the heat differently, eh? The only ‘shirtless dude’ I’ve seen around here in the last twenty years, other than Mr. Churnley, is Mr. Doherty, our neighbor on the southern side of the fence, and I wouldn’t say he’s anything to get excited about—unless curly white chest hairs are your thing.” To our alarm, she threw us a salacious wink.

      “Now, Nora,” her husband spoke up in a gruff voice, “don’t get the ladies too excited.”

      I felt myself turn as red as the tomatoes on the kitchen counter as Mr. and Mrs. Churnley erupted into raucous laughter. Angie, Lauren, and I cleared our throats in an attempt to join in, before inching toward the door.

      “We’re just gonna go and rest a bit before lunch if that’s okay,” Angie said with a plastic smile.

      “Of course!” Mrs. Churnley replied, and the three of us swiftly took our leave. “It’ll be ready within the hour!”

      I let out a breath as we entered the narrow corridor. They were definitely an unusual couple. Apparently they used to live in the city, and worked as bankers before they got so burned out on metropolitan life that they had a midlife crisis and swung the other way—completely the other way. They bought this patch of land decades ago, and judging by the state of the house, they probably hadn’t renovated it since they moved in.

      We climbed the rickety staircase that led to the second floor, where the three of us shared a bedroom fitted with three single beds. Although the Churnleys had space for guests, it was quite obvious they weren’t used to having any. There were two other bedrooms on our level—one belonging to the old couple, and another that had fallen into disrepair. Angie suspected the latter had belonged to their only child, a boy who had died at the age of thirteen from a rare form of cancer.

      Angie’s grandmother was convinced they were terribly lonely, but would never admit to it, since they’d “rather rot” than go back to living like the rest of the world. So when she learned that Angie, Lauren, and I wanted to do something memorable this summer, she had been quick to think of her old friends, and had contacted them by snail mail.

      Lauren was the first to use the en-suite bathroom when we entered our musty-smelling room, while Angie and I flopped back on our creaky beds. The shower started, and we sniggered as Lauren stepped in and sighed to herself, “Ah, luxury.”

      It was kind of amazing the things you appreciated when everything got stripped from you. I imagined I’d feel utterly spoiled when I returned home in a month.

      Angie blew out softly, staring up at the bare wooden beams strutted across the cobwebbed ceiling. “I could have sworn I saw dudes there,” she mumbled.

      I smiled to myself. “It was an illusion, Angie,” I said in a dreamy voice. “A mirage… Where normal people would see an oasis of water in a desert, you would see an oasis of, well…” My tone dropped. “I do kind of worry what that says about you.”

      She chucked a pillow at me. “Shut up.”

      “Hey,” I said, changing the subject, “why don’t we go visit the creek this afternoon? After lunch, we can gather the herbs quickly, and then have the rest of the day free.”

      “Suits me,” she muttered. “We’ll see what Lauren thinks.”

      I stood up to stretch out my arms and, yawning, caught sight of myself in the stained mirror near the window. My brown hair was hardly in better condition than Lauren’s or Angie’s, even though I’d braided it and then wrapped it in a tight bun, and the corners of my blue eyes were tinged reddish—they were feeling a little irritated, come to think of it. I wasn’t used to being so close to nature.

      The shower stopped abruptly. Lauren emerged from the bathroom a moment later, clutching a towel around her bare body, her shoulder-length hair foaming with shampoo. “So, the water just stopped,” she announced, her toes curling on the wooden floor as water pooled around her feet.

      “Ah.” Angie threw her an amused, yet apologetic look. “Maybe—”

      Before we could hear her speculation, Mrs. Churnley’s voice boomed up from the bottom of the staircase. “You used too much water at one time, dear—whichever one of you was in the shower just now. I’ll have Mr. Churnley come up and show you how to manually work the pump—”

      “Oh, don’t bother, ma’am,” Lauren replied quickly. “I’m sure Mr. Churnley has enough to do.”

      She looked back at the two of us with tight lips, and I frowned, assessing our options. “Maybe we should just save our hair washing for the creek and use this bathroom only for quick showering—Angie and I were gonna suggest we go there this afternoon anyway.”

      Lauren blinked, taking a moment to process my suggestion. “Hair washing in the creek,” she repeated, almost robotically. “Right. Okay. So, I’ll just… wrap up this sticky slop of hair and wait then. That’s fine. No problem.”

      With that, she turned and marched stiffly back into the bathroom. Exchanging glances with Angie, I laughed. It seemed Lauren was getting past the stage of expecting things to work and surrendering to the experience. And that was good.

      It was the first step toward us all having a lot of fun.

      Chapter 2

      “So where is the creek exactly?” Angie asked Mrs. Churnley. We stood on the porch after eating as quick a lunch as we could manage, with the couple for company, and finishing our duties in the greenhouse.

      Mrs. Churnley prodded a chubby finger toward the tractor path that ran in front of the house. “Just take a right turn once you’re out of the gate and follow that track. It’ll lead you to the creek after about a thirty-minute walk. Do make sure you’re back before it’s dark, since there won’t be any lights to lead you.”

      “Sounds simple enough!” I said brightly.

      “Thanks, ma’am,” Lauren said, adjusting her towel-turban, beneath which the shampoo had mostly dried and turned her hair into a curious blend of stiff and sticky.

      As we turned to leave, passing the lounging dogs and heading down the steps, Mrs. Churnley added, “Oh, and watch out for leeches in the creek! Neither Mr. Churnley nor I have been down there since last summer, but they’re usually around at this time of year.”

      Lauren’s jaw tightened. “Thanks.”

      “Leeches beat snakes though, right?” Angie snickered as we stepped through the gate and began our journey along the track. Breathing in through her nose and setting her gaze straight ahead, Lauren chose not to comment on that.

      I was carrying a large bag stuffed with towels, two jumbo bottles of shampoo and conditioner, and enough drinking water (I’d made sure of it myself this time), and we all wore our bikinis beneath our clothes. Lauren, being Lauren, was also sporting green jelly shoes.

      “This place really is in the middle of nowhere, isn’t it?” I remarked, both admiring and feeling kind of intimidated by the endless sprawl of no-man’s land that surrounded us. Having been brought up in the city and not traveled much in my life, the largest stretches of nature I was used to seeing were city parks. This was something else. It made me feel small and insignificant, like a tiny piece of a far greater existence that really didn’t care about my life plans or problems.

      “Ya know,” Angie said, her tone taking on a distant quality as she joined me in gazing out on our surroundings, “I wish we were here for longer than four weeks.”

      A melancholic silence fell between us. Even Lauren didn’t remark. None of us had to ask why Angie wished for that. Despite our proclamations that our friendship would stay the same in spite of the distance, deep down I was sure we were all doubtful about how the next stage of our lives would really affect it. If I was honest with myself, I didn’t see how our dynamic wouldn’t change. It seemed inevitable that we would drift apart, no matter how much we loved one another. We would meet new friends, be exposed to different ideas, and the little quirks we’d come to know each other for would change along with our habits.

      We would grow into different people; there was no escaping that. The friends Jean and Roger were closest to now, in their mid-forties, were not the same as those they’d had in high school.

      The thought made me feel insecure, but also all the more fiercely grateful that we had come to this place, so stupidly cut off from everything that could distract us from us.

      Glancing at my friends, whose eyes, like mine, had turned to the gravel crunching beneath our feet, a renewed determination rolled through me to make the most of the next four weeks that we possibly could.

      I allowed a toothy grin to spread across my face as I set my gaze on the entrance to the woods, where the track was leading us.

      “Last one to the trees is a roach dropping,” I announced, before rocketing forward. Lauren yelped as I caught her arm and dragged her along with me, her jelly shoes slapping on the ground. Angie didn’t need an assisted head start—she might have been the shortest of the three of us, but she was the fittest. She quickly caught up with us, and it was, predictably, Lauren who earned the unfortunate title, Angie and I just about tying in first place.

      We skidded to a stop once we were over the woods’ threshold, and looked around. It was cooler and darker than I had expected it to be in here—I was surprised by how thick the trees were. Faint birdsong drifted down from the canopy of branches overhead, and the air was still, with very little breeze.

      “Kinda creepy,” Angie said in a hushed tone.

      “Beautiful creepy,” I replied, just as softly.

      We walked on in silence, and I relished the peace, the woods’ quiet energy thrumming around us. Direct sunlight touched our faces only intermittently as we followed the path straight ahead.

      Then Angie stopped abruptly. “Hey,” she whispered. “Do you hear that?”

      Lauren and I halted and listened. I was confused at first as to what exactly Angie was referring to, but then I heard it—a distant thunk, thunk, thunk. Like the sound of metal against wood.

      We met each other’s gazes, and I knew exactly what Angie was about to say from the triumphant gleam in her eyes before she said it.

      “Lumberjacks!” she whispered. “Maybe I wasn’t imagining them after all! They could’ve spotted my head above the crops and just rolled off the logs before I took the picture, or something…”

      Lauren frowned at Angie, looking dubious, but then shrugged. “I would’ve done the same if I noticed some perv watching me.”

      Ignoring Lauren’s comment, Angie strayed from the track and began to creep through the undergrowth toward the noise, leaving the two of us staring after her.

      Lauren’s thick eyebrows rose high above the rim of her glasses as she exhaled. “So, are we going dude hunting now, or to the creek? Because they’re in two opposite directions, and as much as I would—”

      Lauren faltered as Angie turned around and held a finger to her lips.

      The noise had stopped.

      There was a pregnant pause as we waited another thirty seconds to see if it would start again, and when it didn’t, Angie let out a sigh and ambled back to us.

      “Seems they’re shy,” she remarked with a droll smile.

      “Okay, let’s keep moving,” Lauren said firmly, taking the lead. “Some of us have crap to scrape off our heads.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      As Mrs. Churnley had promised, the creek was easy to find. We heard gushing about five minutes before we reached it, and quickened our pace to arrive before a beautiful, gently flowing basin of water enclosed by stooping tree branches and bordered by bushes of white and purple wildflowers.

      “Well, this is nice,” Lauren admitted, her expression almost suspicious.

      We approached the bank, searching for the best place to set up. We found a little patch of grass, and I dumped the bag there before pulling out the items we needed. We stripped to our swimwear, examining the ground more cautiously now that we were barefooted, and then approached the water. It was surprisingly cold, but a welcome contrast to even the relatively cool forest air—we had all grown sticky during our walk.

      Goosebumps ran along my skin as I waded deeper, the soles of my feet slipping along the smooth stones of the riverbed. Our eyes darted around the murky water, searching for leeches. When the water was up to our waists and we’d spotted none, I bit the bullet and submerged myself all in one go—Lauren and Angie following suit.

      I billowed to the top, gasping for air. “Awesome!”

      Lauren quickly set about scrubbing all the dried and cakey shampoo off her hair, and I moved back to the bank to grab the shampoo and conditioner bottles. After the three of us had completed the ritual—which actually took less time than it would have in a regular shower or bath, due to the movement and volume of the water—we started frolicking about like graceless mermaids, and things soon descended into an all-out splashing war. We were only vaguely aware of the time passing from the amount of sunlight that trickled through the treetops, and by the time I pulled away to check my watch on the bank, we needed to start heading back, unless we wanted to get trapped in the woods after nightfall.

      “Oh, dang,” Lauren said as Angie and I were leaving the water. “Where’s the shampoo?”

      We whirled around to see her pointing toward a stone jutting out into the center of the creek, where we had set down the bottles while we swam. Angie and I had totally forgotten they were even there, and now only the conditioner bottle remained standing.

      “Oops, that sucks,” I said. “One of us must have knocked it accidentally. Looks like we’ll be stuck with Mrs. Churnley’s homemade shampoo for the rest of the trip…”

      With that prospect ringing in her ears, Lauren surged toward the stone, snatched up the conditioner and threw it to me. “You two get everything packed up,” she ordered. “I’m looking for that shampoo.”

      “Need your glasses?” Angie offered with a smirk.

      “Just pass me a long stick,” Lauren muttered, staring down.

      Angie and I left the water and hunted around for a broken tree branch until I found one that seemed thick and long enough to be useful. I chucked it toward Lauren, and then Angie and I turned away from the water and began drying off.

      Lauren’s shriek a minute later made us whip back around.

      “What the—” She swore.

      “What?” Angie and I called, staring at her as she splashed toward us, her eyes set on a patch of water about five feet away from the rock where we’d kept the bottles.

      “I dislodged something!” she panted, still backing away from whatever it was she’d spotted in the water.

      I was expecting it to be a leech, or a group of them, but then I saw it. Something was rising from the depths of the creek. A long, dark shadow at first, but as it broke the surface, it was… My eyes bugged. It took my brain several moments to put a name to what I saw.

      “A wing?” I blurted.

      It was a huge, black, shimmering thing—several feet across—with protruding veins and a startlingly pointed tip. It looked like… some kind of giant, prehistoric bat wing.

      Angie was already wading into the water for a closer look, passing Lauren and grabbing the stick. By the time she reached the thing, Lauren had climbed out of the water and snatched up her glasses so she could see in detail past more than a few feet. Angie used the stick to guide the wing to the bank, and once it was close enough, I wrapped the edges of my towel around my hands to act as gloves and kneeled over the edge. I gingerly got a hold of the edge of the wing and, in spite of how offputtingly heavy it was, managed to haul it up onto the grass. We gathered around it, our mouths hanging open.

      “It must’ve been stuck between some rocks on the riverbed,” Lauren breathed.

      “What is it?” Angie mused, bending down. She cautiously poked a bare finger against its leathery surface, and it gave way at her touch. Her nose wrinkled. “Ew… Feels supple.”

      I hesitated to ask why that might be. Was there some kind of rare bird species inhabiting this area that could have shed such a thing? If there was, I sure didn’t want to come face to face with it. Now that the thing was out of the water and I was looking closer, I could make out the reason the tip looked so sharp—there was a gnarly hook attached to it… It looked predatory.

      Our gazes slowly raised, in unison, to the treetops above the creek, as if expecting to suddenly spot the owner of the wing perched among the branches and glaring down at us with red demon eyes.

      Lauren gulped. “I, uh, think Mr. and Mrs. Churnley should see this.”

      “I agree,” Angie said, her voice slightly hoarse. “If there is some kind of weird animal living around here, they ought to know.”

      Our eyes returned to the wing, and silence reigned once again. Judging by my friends’ expressions, it wasn’t just me who found the idea of lugging this back with us through the woods, bringing it back home, creepy.

      I cleared my throat, realizing we had wasted too much time already. Perhaps it was just my imagination, but the atmosphere suddenly seemed a lot darker than it had only a few minutes ago.

      “Let’s get going,” I mumbled.

      I slipped on my shorts and top over my dry-ish swimwear, and we hurried to pack up our things—Angie and Lauren not bothering to waste time drying off, just wrapping a towel around themselves. That left my towel and two of the other spare ones we’d brought with us to use in carrying the wing. We wrapped them around our hands to prevent direct contact. Angie lifted our bag over one shoulder, taking her turn to carry it, and we gingerly grabbed hold of the wing and started to tug it away from the creek.

      I knew I was stupid for getting spooked over this—there was probably some perfectly rational explanation for what the wing was—but somehow I couldn’t shake the feeling of eyes watching us as we trekked our way back home.

      Chapter 3

      “What on earth?” Mrs. Churnley gasped.

      We reached the house just as the last slivers of light were disappearing from the sky. Panting and sweating, we lugged the wing into the center of the kitchen/dining room and dropped it on the wooden floor. My hands were aching from having clutched the thing for so long; extra strain had been applied from squeezing tightly to keep the towel in place.

      “Yeah… We really don’t know,” Angie said, wiping her brow with a towel.

      Mr. and Mrs. Churnley rose from the table where they’d been sipping iced tea and hovered over the wing, their faces set in utter confusion.

      “Any clue what it is?” I prompted.

      “It looks like a giant bat wing!” Mr. Churnley exclaimed, voicing my initial impression of it, his eyes bugging with awe.

      “Where did you get it?” Mrs. Churnley demanded, bending down and slowly reaching out to touch it.

      “Lauren, uh, excavated it from the bottom of the creek,” Angie replied, the shadow of a smirk on her lips.

      “My, my, my,” Mrs. Churnley blustered. “I have absolutely no idea what it could be, or why it would be sitting at the bottom of the water. It definitely does look like a wing, though.”

      “I’ll go visit Mr. Doherty tomorrow,” Mr. Churnley said, making his way back to his seat, his eyes remaining glued to the specimen. “Bring him here to take a look at it.”

      “Good idea, cupcake,” Mrs. Churnley said. “Maybe he’ll have a better idea. In the meantime, girls, maybe stay away from the creek?”

      Lauren let out a dry laugh. “I do think so, ma’am.”

      We eyed the wing a few tense moments longer, before Angie made for the staircase. “Not sure about you, Lauren and Riley, but I’m pretty exhausted after all the fresh air and surprises we’ve had today.”

      Lauren and I nodded, saying goodnight to the old couple before following Angie to the staircase. Once in our bedroom, we collapsed in our beds. I was exhausted after the day’s events, and all the physical activity I wasn’t used to, but at the same time, the last thing my mind felt like doing was shutting down. It was still downstairs, stuck in that kitchen, mulling over what the heck the strange wing belonged to.

      “I wish we had internet right now,” I muttered, rubbing my forehead. I lay on my back, facing the shabby ceiling.

      “Yeah. Could’ve Googled… “giant bats of Texas”, or something…” Lauren mumbled, trailing off. I could hear the fatigue in her voice. Unlike me, she did sound ready to drop off. I guessed that cool water had really gone to her head.

      Angie, taking the hint, switched off the light, and we lapsed into silence, listening to the distant murmuring of the Churnleys’ conversation downstairs, then the sound of something heavy being dragged across the floor. They were probably moving the wing to one corner of the room, where it would wait for us till morning… Then came the creaking of stairs, the Churnleys retiring to bed.

      Lauren’s first snore of the night filled my ears, followed shortly by Angie’s, and I turned over on my mattress to face the open window, to which I was closest. The moon’s rays filtered through the thin curtains, casting pale light upon my face, and a gentle breeze caressed my skin.

      I closed my eyes, hoping to begin coaxing myself to sleep, and slowly, my thoughts pulled away from the externals—from the weird wing, the creaky old farmhouse, and this crazy vacation I found myself on with my two best friends—and withdraw deeper into my subconscious, and the thoughts that I had locked away there, waiting for me just beneath the surface.

      It wasn’t a surprise that my parents were the first among those thoughts. Their faces, drained, and looking… so much older than the day I’d left home. It was a memory of the last time I’d seen them face to face—a little over a month ago, before my eighteenth birthday, when they’d appeared illegally outside my school, claiming that they just wanted to see me. That they’d brought me a gift. Jean had already arrived to pick me up, so I hadn’t stood there behind those school gates, facing them, for long. But it was long enough to receive their little brown parcel in my two shaking hands, and the sight of them remained burned in my brain as if it were yesterday.

      You should see them, a small part of me whispered, as it often did when the lights were out and the night was still. They’re your parents, and they won’t be around forever, especially given their lifestyle. If you deny them even a simple meeting after all these years, and something happens… you’ll live with that for the rest of your life.

      My parents had conceived me late in life, and I was a shock to them as much as I was to the doctors, when my mother checked into the hospital with a stomach complaint. My parents would both be sixty-one next year and were already riddled with various medical issues.

      It was nights like this when I felt like a terrible person. I hadn’t even opened the gift they’d come all the way to my school specially to give me. It still sat under my bed at home, where I’d shoved it to try to forget about it… because I feared what it would hold.

      Because I knew what it would hold.

      Its contents were the same as the last little brown parcel they’d sent me, six months prior. I’d rattled it to check; it sounded like photographs. Opening the previous set had left me a trembling mess. There had been almost twenty of them, snapshots of a little blue-eyed girl, ranging from two to five years old, a toothy grin always plastered across her face—often eating ice cream or some other treat—and enveloped in the protective arms of her parents.

      It was as if they thought sending me these photographs could rewrite history. Erase the childhood they had given me—everything that had happened in between the moments when a smile crossed my face for the camera—and replace it with the one they were presenting… and make me feel guilt. Make me seem like the monster.

      The worst part was that it had worked. I hadn’t been able to sleep that night, and barely functioned the next day at school. I’d suddenly found myself battling with doubt. I hadn’t even remembered them taking photos of me as a kid, and I’d been nine when I left home. So very young. Could I have been exaggerating things, in my immature little mind? Could there have been another side to things that I just couldn’t see? They were my parents, after all. Surely they loved me? Why would they have bothered to take pictures of me if they didn’t care?

      Thankfully, Jean had been there for me when I returned home from school that day. It had been a difficult conversation for her to have with me for sure, because on the one hand she didn’t want to demonize my parents, but on the other, she cared deeply for me, and she didn’t want me suffering further because of a toxic relationship. In the end, she had simply stated facts: the police had found them guilty of physical, alcohol-fueled abuse and consistent neglect of a minor. They had gone to jail for it.

      After she’d calmed me down, I had been able to remember why I was staying away from them, remember that it wasn’t out of hate or vengeance, like they might have me believe. I wasn’t doing it because of them, but for me. It would be a lie to say I didn’t resent them at all, but that had faded, like a scar fades with time. I was keeping my distance because I was carving out a new life for myself. By genetics and upbringing, I was fated to follow the same path as them—just like so many young adults with dysfunctional childhoods who fell by the wayside later in life. But, by God, I wasn’t going to let that happen to me. I wasn’t going to be the repeat of an old song; I was going to be the damn definition of avant-garde.

      That’s why I avoided talking about my past life with my friends—even Lauren and Angie. I never told them that doubts still haunted me from time to time. Because they were my future. The people I had chosen to let mold me, with their happy childhoods and bright futures. They were part of a painting I was creating, stroke by painstaking stroke, of a beautiful spring morning, and I didn’t want any black ink seeping into it.

      I wasn’t sure the niggling doubts would ever fully go away. Maybe one day I’d actually feel ready to face my birth parents again, but I couldn’t pressure myself—or allow them to pressure me. They’d made their choices, and I’d been forced to make mine.

      A sudden grating noise broke through my thoughts. It sounded like the gate bordering the yard outside. My first thought was that it must be one of the Churnleys, but why would they be leaving the house’s compound at this time of night? And I hadn’t heard any creaking stairs either. My eyes shot open, and I turned to look over at Angie and Lauren. They were both still sound asleep.

      I slipped out of bed and crept closer to the window, looking out in time to see a tall, dark masculine silhouette moving with alarming speed toward the house.

      The next thing I knew, there was a loud bang downstairs, and the dogs erupted into barking. Lauren and Angie woke with a start, eyes wide and gazing around.

      “Wh-What was that?” Angie murmured.

      I was already halfway across the room. “Shh! Stay there!” I hissed.

      My brain was in a haze of panic, and all I knew was that my instincts were telling me to keep quiet. If this person was a burglar, then we should just let him come in and take what he wanted, rather than try to fight him off. There was literally nothing to take anyway—which made the situation even more bewildering. Who would break into an old shack like this? Whatever the answer, for all we knew he was armed.

      The Churnleys’ door opened as I reached the landing, and Mr. Churnley stepped out wearing nothing but a long nightshirt and underwear, his eyes bleary.

      “Which one of you—?” he began, but I quickly held a finger to my lips, cutting him off.

      “What’s going on?” Mrs. Churnley emerged wearing a cotton nightie, her hair in curlers.

      “Someone broke in,” I breathed. “We need to stay quiet.”

      “Riley?” Angie whispered from behind me. She and Lauren were standing in our doorway, looking pale and utterly terrified.

      “J-Just stay where you are,” I repeated, barely daring to breathe as I inched toward the staircase, a shaken Mr. Churnley following me.

      “What the devil,” he cursed beneath his breath. “My guns are downstairs.”

      I prayed none of the floorboards creaked too loudly beneath my feet as I lowered myself and craned my neck to look down in between the banisters, trying to catch a glimpse of what the intruder was doing.

      From my mostly obscured view of the kitchen, I caught a blur of black sweeping past the edge of the dining table—heard rapid footsteps pounding across the floorboards, and then, to my confusion… head outside. The gate groaned seconds later.

      My heart was in my throat, and I stayed frozen in my position for several moments, wondering what on earth had just happened. Had I heard what I thought I’d heard? Had the intruder seriously already left? It remained quiet downstairs—save for the barking of the dogs—so I could only conclude he had.

      “I think he’s gone,” I managed, my voice raspy as I rose to my feet. My knees felt shaky from the shock and the adrenaline still coursing through me, so I kept gripping the banister for support.

      “Maybe he heard us wake up,” Lauren said, her voice uneven.

      Swallowing hard, I proceeded down the staircase, and the others followed. Arriving in the kitchen/dining area, we analyzed the room, looking for signs of disruption and anything that might be missing.

      Nothing looked immediately out of place. The chairs were still drawn neatly around the table; all the kitchen cupboards and drawers were closed. He’d been down here for barely a minute, and clearly hadn’t had time for any rummaging around.

      Then what had he been—

      “He took the wing!” Mrs. Churnley suddenly exclaimed.

      Everyone stilled, scanning each corner of the room.

      Indeed. The wing was gone.

      
        Ready for more?

      

      Continue reading Hotbloods on November 26, 2017.

      And preorder your copy now to lock in the special launch price of only 99¢ (or 99p)!

      I can’t guarantee how long this offer will last, so I suggest you get on this right now so you don’t miss out later:

      If you’re in the USA: Tap here

      UK: Tap here

      Australia: Tap here

      Any other country: Tap here
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      I will see you there!

      And now, for the next Shade book - please turn the page :)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The next Shade book

          

        

      

    

    
      ASOV 53: A Hunt of Fiends releases December 6th, 2017!

      Pre-order your copy now and have it delivered automatically to your reading device on release day:

      If you’re in the USA: Tap here

      UK: Tap here

      Australia: Tap here

      Any other country: Tap here
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      See you there!

      Love,

      Bella x

      P.S. Join my VIP email list and I’ll send you a personal  reminder as soon as I have a new book out. Visit here to sign up:  www.forrestbooks.com

      (Your email will be kept 100% private and you can unsubscribe at any time.)

      P.P.S.  Follow The Shade on Instagram and check out some of the beautiful graphics: @ashadeofvampire

      You can also come say hi on Facebook: www.facebook.com/AShadeOfVampire

      And Twitter: @ashadeofvampire
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