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      I felt death.

      Again. It wasn’t even our first encounter, yet it scared me just as much.

      The image of Azazel lingered beneath closed eyes for a long time. Even now, I can see his contour in the pitch-blackness of my sleeping consciousness.

      Tall and dangerous.

      Shameless and ruthless.

      Strangely familiar and deadly.

      I saw myself in his gaze, and I think he saw himself in mine. I don’t know how to explain it. I don’t think I want to know how to explain it.

      My body is numb. My mind’s wheels are barely turning…

      I remember Tueur’s embrace. His frightened tone as he flew us back into the Versteck. He didn’t mean to hurt me. He was aiming for Azazel. But he betrayed me earlier, nonetheless. I thought we were taking over the pack. He told me he had my back, yet when I confronted Elliott Redmayne, I found myself alone. Azazel was more helpful, it seems. He… Oh, god, I think I’m gonna be sick…

      He killed Elliott. All that blood. The screams. The horror that the others endured.

      The shock.

      The absolute paralysis of that single most unexpected moment—well, turns out Tueur was more than prepared for it. He was ready and eager to destroy the archdemon, but I… I couldn’t let him do it.

      As my eyes peel open, a familiar white stone ceiling greets me. A brass chandelier hangs from it with mother-of-pearl petals hugging each burning light. A pearlescent glow that mimics my own skin when I’m aroused or experiencing intense emotions spreads through the room.

      I get the feeling the effect is both intimate and wholeheartedly intended. It wasn’t here before. Either the castle changed to accommodate me, or Kirin fiddled with the lighting.

      Kirin.

      My head turns slowly. She sits on the edge of my bedside table, watching me with big, white eyes.

      Concern flickers beneath her tiny golden eyelashes. Affection. Maybe a smidge of pity, too. I can’t exactly say that I blame her. I am pitiful and then some. A fool to have trusted Tueur, in the first place. I’d like nothing more than to hate the bastard, but all I can think of is how his touch riles me up and turns me inside out. How much my body wants him despite the fact that I don’t want him.

      “Dammit,” I curse through gritted teeth.

      “Virga. You’re awake.”

      A familiar voice fills me with a warm sense of relief. Melisse sits on the edge of my bed, and I take a long moment to just… look at her.

      I nearly died, and I probably would have left this world without seeing this marvelous creature again. Her dark chocolate skin almost glows from within. Her spun gold hair pours over one shoulder like an artful glaze. A white silk dress covers her from the base of her neck all the way down to her slim ankles. It’s loose, almost liquid, except above her waist where a wide gold band tightens.

      I can’t see her wings, but I remember them shimmering white, and I know there’s a bejeweled sword hidden between the dress folds behind her.

      Her eyes carry emotions similar to Kirin, my sweet and purple pixie friend. She’s been worried, too. I can’t help but feel grateful being on the receiving end of such concerns. It offers a dramatic contrast to Tueur’s treachery.

      The guardian angel and the pixie watch me intently. I can almost feel their affection pouring through me like liquid sunshine. It’s a good sensation. And one I wholly appreciate, as I’m in short supply of those, these days.

      “Where is he?” I ask. My voice sounds raspy and dry. My lips crack and sting with the slightest move.

      Melisse reacts and quickly gives me a small cup to sip from. The liquid inside tastes sweet, and it almost immediately soothes the sharpness of… I’m guessing days since I was last awake.

      “Take it easy,” she says. “You’ve been through so much. It took us three days just to get your natural skin color back.”

      “What color was I before?” I reply.

      Whatever she gave me to drink, has some kind of healing properties. The sweet taste lingers on my tongue, but I also feel the strength gradually returning to my limp arms and legs. I’ve been a pile of noodles sinking into the bed.

      “The color of death,” Melisse says gravely. I’m inclined to believe her. “We weren’t sure we’d be able to get you back to us a second time around.”

      “Yeah, well… I guess I’m lucky.”

      Kirin scoffs, crossing her arms as she scowls at me. I’ve made her angry.

      “She’s right,” Melisse replies, equally reprimanding. “What were you thinking, putting yourself between Azazel and Tueur like that? I know we suspected your non-wolf half to be of demon provenance, but I didn’t see any signs of an instinct that might compel you to protect one of them… Demons usually tend to look out for themselves and nobody else.”

      “He… He seemed familiar,” I tell Melisse. “I wanted to talk to him, and all Tueur wanted to do was kill him. And…” I pause to take a deep breath, unwilling to have this conversation right now. “What did he tell you? About what happened, that is.”

      Melisse glances to the side for a moment, as if remembering the conversation. I take advantage of the brief silence to try and push myself up into a seated position. Alas, I’m not strong enough.

      Kirin shakes her head at me, and I mouth an “I’m sorry,” hoping she can forgive me for whatever transgression she might be cross about, to begin with.

      “Tueur is not easy to understand,” the guardian angel says, sounding defeated. “I know he can be a handful. He doesn’t even share everything with me, and I’ve been by his side for years, now. Ever since he was a boy, angry, ever angry that he didn’t belong anywhere…”

      “I’m sorry… Am I supposed to be sympathetic to his plight?” My own anger gets the better of me, too, it seems. But I’m in a difficult position. I have too many questions. I have been wronged too many times to even consider a calmer approach. “He hung me out to dry. He used me as bait and didn’t even care about my own life. My own desires.”

      Melisse sighs deeply. “His whole life, he was told that he couldn’t set foot in the Silver Realm. That he would never walk among the angels. Tueur is a Nephil. An abomination, they called him, not just behind his back, but to his face, as well. So many times.”

      “Then he should know what it’s like. What I was trying to do back there…”

      Melisse nods, understanding. But even before she parts her lips again, I know whatever she says is going to be in Tueur’s defense.“When his father told him of the thousand-demon quest, Tueur didn’t even hesitate. Ever since he was fourteen, he has been training to complete this mission. And I’ve—”

      “Please, stop,” I cut her off. “He lied to me, Melisse. He lied to my face and it almost got me killed!”

      “We knew there was a chance that other demons might sense you,” she concedes, and now I see it. The guilt. She’s been carrying it for a while. Probably since Tueur brought me back, more dead than alive. Melisse was the one who advised him to bring me along to the Endless Woods!

      “This was always about Azazel. Never about my retribution,” I mumble, my blood running cold.

      “We weren’t sure that it would work, but we had to try. Whatever Azazel was doing in the Endless Woods, we had to lure him out and get him as far away from the wolves as possible. There is a history there, Virga, an ugly history that cannot be revisited under any circumstances,” Melisse says, her voice low and grave and loaded with cosmically large concern. “I didn’t think Tueur would get close enough to destroy the bastard, but if we could at least disturb his operations, it might save some lives. That was our mindset, anyway.”

      I’m the one shaking my head in dismay, now. Kirin won’t even move or look at me at this point. She’s probably well aware of the conversations that Melisse and Tueur had before I was brought back to the Endless Woods. Gah, I looked like such a fool, back there. And poor Kalla… I would’ve done anything to spare her from witnessing such a horrible thing. She had no fault in any of this. Tueur was heartless. Callous. Selfish.

      “So selfish,” I manage, unable to take my eyes off Melisse.

      “We had no idea you would do… what you did, Virga. I’m truly sorry. And I know Tueur feels awful, absolutely awful after the fact.”

      “No, it’s fine, I’ll take responsibility for that,” I say, finally strong enough to sit up. I give myself a couple of minutes, though, wishing I could just fly out of here while fully aware that I’d splatter all over the floor if I tried. “I jumped in front of a near-fatal spell designed to destroy an archdemon.”

      Kirin stretches her wings and chirps at Melisse. The guardian angel gives her a faint nod.

      “Kirin says that shouldn’t have happened,” she replies, looking at me. “You surviving that blow, I mean. And she has a point. It should have obliterated you…”

      “Yet it didn’t.”

      “I think it’s because of your half-wolf genes. The spell was designed specifically for a demon, particularly one like Azazel. Your wolf blood must have dampened the effect,” Melisse says. She clearly has a hard time hiding her fascination over this theory, but even I must admit, it is definitely interesting. “Unfortunately, our knowledge of demon hybrids, much like our knowledge of angel hybrids, is limited. Tueur is the only Nephil I have ever come across, and you are one of three demon spawn I’ve met. You’re also the one I spent the most time with of the three.”

      “What happened to the other two?”

      “I had to kill them. They were coming after my wards. I couldn’t allow that.”

      “Your wards?”

      She lets another heavy sigh out. “Before I was confined to this realm, when I was still a full fledged guardian angel with no cosmic limitations, I was given people to protect. Special people, as I am sure I’ve already mentioned. People whom the Silver Realm considered important, regardless of who they were or to which world they belonged.”

      “I remember you saying something about that, yes,” I say.

      Melisse never struck me as the sharing kind. I’m still surprised she willed herself into telling me this much, but I dare not interrupt her, either. She has sins to atone for, and I reckon she believes information sharing might make everything slightly better for me. Her heart is in the right place.

      “Well, in some cases, the people I was supposed to protect became victims of demon half-breeds,” she replies. “That was eons ago, however. I know just as little now as I did then about your kind, Virga. And the truth is… everything about you and Tueur is strange and different and enticing.”

      I throw my legs over the bed’s edge. My muscles ache all over, but at least I’m feeling something. I’m not a limp bundle of overboiled noodles anymore. Even my breath seems sharper, each one fuller and richer.

      Of course, I am aware of the castle’s magical properties. The Versteck itself is imbued with something more, something that my homeland never had. Everything here is amplified, I soon remember. Every sensation. Every touch. It’s as if all the atoms in my body come alive at once as my feet touch the wooden floor, toes getting reaccustomed to the smooth marble texture of the slabs.

      It’s like I’ve come back home. A confusing emotion to experience, but one I can’t deny.

      For all my anger and disappointment, I’m glad to find myself here. It’s where I was born again. Where I discovered parts of me I didn’t even know I had.

      “I’m glad to have provided some form of insight,” I tell Melisse, “but I’ve had enough of the mystery, already. I’ve had enough of the justifications, too. I like you Melisse. I really do. But the truth is, you and Tueur have this agenda, this burning desire to complete a one-thousand demon challenge. My guess is you’re both going to benefit from it, and so screw everyone else.” Once I get started, there’s no turning back. Resentment burns through me like a fever, and it will poison me if I don’t let it out. “I know determination better than you think, Melisse. Regardless of species and realm, that pride and anguish, that frustration and blind ambition, it can hurt even the people you care about.”

      Finally, I’m standing again.

      “Virga, you shouldn’t be up yet,” Melisse says, her concern sincere.

      “I won’t spend another second under Tueur’ss control, or anyone else’s, for that matter.” My reply is stern, years of pent-up anger bubbling up to a long-awaited boiling point. “I am my own master, now. My own dominion. And I need to speak to Tueur.”

      “Please, give yourself time to fully heal,” the guardian angel insists. “The spell may not have killed you, but it certainly did a number on your body and your soul. Something tells me that part of what you’re feeling now is a side effect.”

      “No, what I’m feeling now is purely a symptom of my own exhaustion,” I reply. “I lived my whole life as a reject. My own mother threw me away. Though, being aware of my demon nature, I can definitely see why she felt like she had to do it.” The thought alone is enough to make my eyes sting. I’m not trying to excuse my mother, but if there is one thing I’ve learned since I was a child, it’s that nothing good can come out of a demon’s presence. “I lived my whole life as a reject,” I say again, “a demon spawn lost and rejected, a slave, a nobody. I’m done being a nobody, Melisse. I’m done following somebody else’s lead and fighting for somebody else’s dreams. Most importantly, I’m done with the cryptic bullshit. Where is Tueur?”

      She blinks several times in rapid succession. “I… I’m not sure.”

      “Really?”

      “Virga, you have every reason to be angry, all things considered, but you can’t let any of this make you irrational. You’re weak, still.”

      I turn and walk away from her. For a moment, I hold my breath, expecting the metallic vines to shoot out from under the bed and drag me back into my room. Yet nothing happens.

      I breathe a heavy sigh of relief as I realize that I am, at least in some measure, free. Weak, Melisse said. I’m weak. Yes, I know that. I feel it. But I’m fueled by anger and by the bitter sting of betrayal. I hold onto my anger as I make my way through the castle.

      Tueur is here, somewhere, and he owes me an explanation.
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      My reflection in the Nuntium Mirror is not someone I’m comfortable seeing. Not right now. Not today. Not after that phenomenal fumble in the Endless Woods. I messed up in so many ways, yet I cannot bring myself to face her.

      Virga. I almost killed her. The thought should have given me at least a smidge of relief, since getting rid of her in one way or another was the core objective. Everything has changed, though, and I have to find the courage to face this new reality.

      She’s a part of me, and I am a part of her.

      Neither of us asked for this. I should take Virga back to the Endless Woods. Maybe the pack will have an easier time accepting her, now that Elliott is gone.

      Gone. That word sits with me, too simple to sum things up, really. He’s dead. Azazel killed him, and I still haven’t been able to scrub that scene from my retinas. Such savagery. Such ruthlessness. Yet I can’t help but wonder which of us was the real monster in that moment?

      I brought Virga with me because I suspected he’d be drawn to her. The influx of demon activity in that region coincided with her resurrection—her demon half had to have awakened in that moment.

      Demons have a way of drawing other demons to them.

      Ironic, I’ve always thought, since angels are the exact opposite, only able to come together when they have an enemy to vanquish.

      “It’s been weeks,” I say to the Nuntium Mirror, wondering if he can hear me. “Weeks, and I have yet to hear from you. A lot has happened since, and I think it’s in your best interest to come over and discuss things. The mission parameters have changed.”

      Or maybe I’ve allowed them to change. Virga can be tremendously useful.

      My rational side demands that I get rid of her. I’ve been a lonely creature for as long as I can remember. I have never played well with others. Yet I can’t deny this magnetism between us. My whole body aches without her.

      The sound of her pleasure flows through me like the sweetest music as I remember coaxing her into a throbbing, mind-blowing orgasm. I’m hard already. I’m always hard when she’s on my mind—not to mention when she’s near me. Melisse was right. The universe played us.

      And this is where my animal side caves in. Instinct tells me I need her.

      But I don’t want to need her.

      I don’t want need anyone.

      Deep down, I hate that everything has come to this. That Virga is suffering because I threw her into the middle of my affairs without preparing her first.

      I should have told her the truth from the beginning, but how could I trust her? I barely knew her. Therein lies the irony of this whole affair. We come from different worlds, completely unaware of one another until she felt death’s pull and cried out for life, instead. Virga is a fighter. She fought to live, and her soul found me. Sooner or later, we were bound to cross paths, I suppose.

      “You need to talk to me,” I say into the mirror, waiting for the reflection to change.

      It’s a peculiar artifact, but I’ve seen it work. The gilded sculptures of winged angels adorning the wooden frame make it seem like something stolen out of a fancy reception hall—it probably dwelled on a few walls without any of its owners knowing exactly how powerful, how special the mirror actually is. I’d like nothing more than to punch it and reduce it to a pile of shards. Every order that comes through it causes unpleasant outcomes.

      I thought I could do this. I thought I could be callous like him, mission-oriented no matter what. For a long time, I was actually certain that I could pull it off. The moment I sensed Virga, however, everything changed. Everything was wrangled out of my control and tossed out into the purest sea of chaos for me to swim through.

      I’m still picking up the pieces. Still trying to figure out where this is supposed to lead. Still trying to figure out why the universe brought us together?

      Melisse’s words ring with a cynical tone, now. “The universe doesn’t owe you an explanation,” she once told me. I suppose this is the threshold for me to realize that the universe isn’t supposed to make sense. Not to someone like me, anyway.

      Measuring myself in the mirror, I can see the resemblance between me and him.

      The cheekbones. The shape of my eyes. The iridescent white irises.

      I’ve only seen him through the mirror, though. He never came through to see me. Not once has he stopped to just… touch me. I swore I wouldn’t make others feel the way he has made me feel over the years, yet something tells me I’ve offered Virga the same cold shoulder. I only touched her because I needed my own strength returned. Everything I’ve given her has been solely for my own benefit. What kind of person does that make me?

      “For years, I have followed in your footsteps,” I tell the mirror, wishing he could hear me. “Not once have I doubted anything of what you have told me. You promised me a way into the Silver Realm. A thousand demons, you said. The hero’s quest, you said. When Virga showed up, you told me she had purpose. That I shouldn’t tell her the truth, no matter what. Well, what truth, exactly? We both know you haven’t shared everything with me. That much was obvious from her encounter with Azazel. Did you know?”

      There is no answer. No change in the reflective surface.

      It’s still just me and myself, increasingly anxious and uneasy. I may be a heartless prick sometimes, but I hate lying with the fire of a thousand suns. I serve the truth, or so I swore as a child. Sadly, I take my oaths seriously.

      “I’ve lied for you,” I say. “Kept secrets. This needs to stop, though. It almost got Virga killed. And, oh, by the way… she’s catching on. She already knows she’s half-demon. It’s not like we could keep it from her after the incidents that followed her arrival to the Versteck. She’ll figure out the rest soon enough, too. What then, huh?”

      Still, I am met with grave-like silence.

      My room feels cold and empty. The castle’s inherent magic has changed since I brought Virga over. The shifts were subtle, at first, and I’m pretty sure they’re connected to her consciousness of self.

      In the early days, there was only the slightest hesitation in the air, in the speed with which the doors opened before and closed behind her. Now, I sense it. The tension. The uncomfortable feeling of an angelic castle being compelled into hosting a half-demon. It’s that wolf nature of hers that confuses the whole system.

      That deadly spell, too.

      I had no idea the werewolf bloodlines were so powerful against angelic essence, considering that lycanthropy is a demon’s curse. Azazel made them what they are—relatives of his own kind, basically. Yet they’re not. Virga survived a blow that would’ve probably crippled the archdemon. Or maybe even killed him, though in hindsight I reckon that was just wishful thinking.

      She is a fascinating woman, I’ll give her that. Fierce and fiery. Remarkably strong. I can only imagine the incredible things that she will be able to do when she achieves her full potential. Virga has no idea who she truly is and what she’s made of. Every fiber in my body aches, at that truth.

      I should tell her. It’s my duty as her savior and soulmate—but this last part… I never asked for it. I didn’t want it.

      “Dammit, you’re gonna have to talk to me!” I snap, shouting at the mirror. “I’m here in my own company, and I’m not okay! I’m not okaaaay! I need you to reach out. Your silence has been noted for far too fucking long!”

      I’m only met with more of the same. It makes me angry. Angrier. Angriest.

      Before I can stop myself, I punch the Nuntium Mirror hard enough to crack it into dozens of pointed shards. The edges glisten with a metallic sheen. Light flickers across the surface like a bulb dying in the darkness.

      I shouldn’t have done this. Melisse will be furious. It’s not the first time, though. She has fixed it before, and she will fix it again. Maybe. I’m also tempted to throw the whole thing away and stop giving a damn altogether.

      Would it be so hard?

      The mere thought makes the fury inside me dissipate.

      But I cannot give up. Not now. I’ve undertaken a mission. Abandoning it would make me an abject failure. How could I ever demand to be allowed into the Silver Realm then, huh? I’ve got 997 more demons to kill, and Azazel is on my list. We’ll all be better for it. Especially Virga.

      Virga…

      The scent of her wafts over to me, light, but intoxicating, nonetheless. And then there’s that tug on my heart that I don’t want to feel.

      I can see her in the mirror now. She’s standing in the doorway of my room. I guess I’ve reached that point where I see her everywhere. It shouldn’t surprise me. I want her intensely and desperately.

      My body comes alive, fires burning and rushing through my veins. My cock jumps as Virga moves in the many broken pieces of the mirror. It’s like there are dozens of her walking toward me at once. Dozens of her for me to lose myself into.

      “You bastard!” she says, brows furrowed with anger, and I whirl around, suddenly aware that she is actually here. I’m not imagining this.

      By the stars, even in fury she is beautiful.

      Her blue eyes pierce through my very soul. Her shimmering skin betrays her. She’s aroused to the point where I fear my simplest touch might make her come undone, and the idea of having that effect on her turns me on, harder and harder until I’m close to exploding. We’re like that when we’re close, it seems. An unstoppable sensation that takes over and forces us both to act on it.

      “You’re awake,” I hear myself say.

      Behind me, the mirror falls off the wall and crashes onto the floor. Yet I cannot be bothered. If he wants to speak, he knows where to find me. I won’t let Melisse fix it, this time.

      “What the hell was that about?” Virga asks, hands balled tightly at her sides.

      I have a hard time concentrating when her silvery hair twinkles blue in the overhead lights. The silk of her dress glazes her body in a soft white, and I find myself hypnotized by the sight of her hardened nipples poking through, almost begging for my touch. I doubt she’s even aware of what her body is telling me. Of what she’s doing to me…

      “Virga, I’m just glad you’re okay. Truthfully.”

      “Screw you! You sold me out back there with Elliott! Was that your endgame all along? To use me as bait for the big bad demon?”

      There is so much I wish I could tell her. The rebel in me is ready to do exactly that, but I am aware of the repercussions, as well. This bond between us might be enticing and ravishing and mind-boggling, but the real world still surrounds us, its reactions sharp and unforgiving if I cross it, if I break the rules.

      All that flies out the window as she moves closer.
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      My resolve is crumbling.

      I don’t know what to do with myself, but I do know that this anger inside me needs to be freed. It cannot linger and poison my soul.

      I stand before Tueur, painfully aware of the wet heat gathering between my legs as I behold him. He stirs me in one too many ways, and a sense of order must be established against anything that may follow this moment.

      “You betrayed me,” I tell him, trying to relive that encounter with Azazel as I hope to strengthen myself from it. Yet the look in his eyes tries to soften me to the core. “You brought me to the Endless Woods to lure Azazel out. You never intended on helping me…”

      “No. I’m sorry.”

      “And…” I stop myself, not immediately aware of the apology.

      His shoulders drop as he looks at me, and I can barely keep it together. Dammit. It’s as if his mind and his body are telling me things that I’m not really supposed to know.

      “Virga,” he says. My voice sounds so soft on his lips that it hurts. It actually fucking hurts. Despite all that, I dare to meet him eye to eye.

      I’m still a mess on the inside. I cannot just let this transgression slide. I keep getting myself in trouble for trusting the wrong people. There must be repercussions. A price must be paid, otherwise Tueur and anyone else around me will end up using and abusing me again.

      “I’m not a slave anymore,” I say, raising my chin. “I’m not your fool, and I am not a tool at your disposal, either.”

      “That you are not,” he concedes. “You have every reason to be upset.”

      “You used me as bait.” I have said that more than once, yet it still sounds just as awful as it did the first time.

      He nods once, and I slap him so hard, my palm burns and my fingers ache. The sound reverberates across the room. The entire castle moans from its stone joints to the clouds above it and I am sure the floor shakes, ever so slightly.

      I freeze, certain that I’ve committed some kind of crime, here. I give Tueur a terrified look, and he responds with a pained smile.

      “Violence against me is not allowed within these walls,” he says. “But I deserve whatever you wish to give me, Virga. I will take more, if it will make you feel better.”

      “So effin’ gallant, all of a sudden,” I curse under my breath, but I don’t turn down his offer. There is anger in me. Rage so hot that it is enough to color the world red.

      I push him. He barely budges, but I can tell he knows what I want. What I’m trying to do. I need to get rid of the violence in me. There are monsters that need to be let out, and he seems to understand that as I push him again. This time, he almost loses his balance. It feels good, so I hit him. Right in the chest. My fist encounters the muscular resistance of his broad pectorals, so I hit him again. And again.

      I’m sobbing and punching, now, as Tueur takes it all. I’m falling apart, and he knows it. He lets it happen. He lets me curse and rage and punch and hit until I’m spent. Until I’m nothing more than a bundle of emotions dissolving into his arms. Until I’m lost in the embrace of the very man who betrayed me.

      I breathe in deeply, whether voluntarily or involuntarily, I’m not sure. But my nostrils fill with the scent of him and I feel…lighter.

      Tueur grunts softly as his hands move up and down my body. My eyes open for the first time in what feels like forever. Oddly enough, I can’t even remember when or why I closed them, anyway. But I see him before me. Tall, dark and handsome, my glowing self reflected in the eerie white pools of his eyes, while his fingers dig into my flesh and tear the silk dress off me almost effortlessly.

      Suddenly, I am naked in his embrace. And I probably should rethink what’s happening here, but I don’t. Instead, I help Tueur out of his shirt, the fabric delicate against my fingertips, yet his skin is even smoother.

      He runs a hand through my hair, then grips tightly and pulls my head back so he can look at me. My breath is ragged, my soul about to explode. This bond of ours… it’s sheer insanity.

      We both know it.

      “Resistance is practically futile, isn’t it?” he asks, albeit rhetorically, as he comes down and kisses me. His lips crash into mine, and the maddened hunger is let loose.

      All bets are off as we devour each other, tongues clashing and licking, tasting and suckling at each other.

      He slips out of his pants, and we’re both naked, now. Naked and hot and desperately wanting.

      “This is wrong,” I manage between broken breaths, my palms splayed on his chest. I’m not pushing him away, but I’m not not pushing him away.

      His hand moves between us, quick to find my wet folds, fingers searching and massaging and flicking until I moan harshly against his lips.

      “But we both want it, don’t we?” he whispers. “My energy depends on yours, Virga. We’re at our strongest if we do this.”

      I’m about to scream at Tueur when he takes his hand back and leaves me wanting and whimpering. I hold on to his broad shoulders, nails digging into his skin as he lowers his head and takes my right nipple into his mouth. I can’t help but squirm and push myself against his curious tongue, while my left hand finds his bulging cock. He’s so hard… so big.

      “Yes…” I mumble, eyes practically rolling into my head as he sucks harshly before moving to work on the other nipple in a similar fashion.

      My hand can barely close around the thickness of his erection, and that both scares and enthralls me. There’s a rush happening, a desperate unraveling of events that must be experienced.

      I’m not even sure when it happens, but I find myself on my back, spread onto his bed, satin sheets caressing my skin while Tueur’s mouth trails kisses between my aching breasts. I’m lit up from the inside out, my own light making me smile as I revel in these extraordinary feelings.

      There is so much we haven’t figured out yet. So much I must hold him accountable for. Yet all either of us can think of is this… this insane whirlwind that has thrown us into one another, demanding sexual and emotional release.

      His lips feel like the wings of a butterfly, fluttering down my belly until he finds the very center of my arousal. A tiny, swollen nub where all the tension has gathered like a crackling ball of vicious electricity.

      “Right there,” I tell him. “Yes… Right there…”

      “Here?” he replies, and I can see him smiling at me before he kisses my most intimate parts.

      He licks and tastes everything, lazily at first, but then he settles on that hot button and presses the tip of his tongue against it as my toes curl with rampant delight.

      I’m moaning and struggling to breathe as I climb a stairway to somewhere.

      He suckles hard, and my hips begin to sway, an automatic response that I cannot and do not wish to control.

      “More,” I tell him. “Please…” And he gives me more.

      He sucks harder until I fear he will devour my pussy in its entirety.

      Two fingers slip inside and work through the slickness until I finally come undone and cry out his name in a shattering orgasm. Rippling pulses burst through me as if a star just exploded from within my stomach.

      It’s not over, though. Oh, no, it’s only just beginning. Tueur comes back up and kisses me. I taste myself on his lips while he positions himself between my legs. Instantly, I bring my knees up as he slides inside, taking my breath away.

      “You’re fucking amazing,” he says, shuddering as he pushes the whole of himself through, spreading me and reaching the innermost depths of my being. I’m senseless and brainless, unable to say anything.

      My hands move chaotically, sometimes settling on my breasts in a desperate bid to amplify the pleasure that Tueur is causing.

      He moves cautiously at first, as if to get better acquainted. Gradually, however, a rhythm builds up between us, and the unforgiving truth emerges. This will not be gentle. This will not be delicate. He starts pumping harder and harder, as my pussy tightens around his remarkably engorged cock. By the stars, he’s perfect…

      He’s perfect, and he knows… he knows what I want. What I need. Without looking away from me, he takes my hand and puts it between us, directing my fingers over my yearning clit.

      Tueur starts pounding deeper, ruthless in his fucking while I work myself into an earth-shattering frenzy.

      “That’s it,” he urges me, going wilder as he feels me tighten in the sweating grips of an orgasm. I come apart at the seams and scream as he closes a hand over my throat and squeezes.

      My breath is lost, and he goes even deeper, pumping and pushing and fucking until we simply… become one… one boneless mass of ecstasy and bliss, riding the coattails of a brutal wind and losing ourselves into our bond.

      Our souls are dancing. Our bodies are clenched and forever fused into one.

      Energy flows through me, a river of honey and sunlight stretching and coating everything in golden sweetness as it reaches my fingertips.

      Tueur collapses on top of me, spilling the rest of his seed inside me. I feel its warmth as he thrusts one more time, squeezing the last drop as I cross my legs around his waist to meet him.

      “Oh, fuck…” he gasps, his eyes shut tightly as he relishes the sensation.

      There is nothing better than this. Nothing makes me feel more complete. Lighter in my soul. My very core blazes red hot, the air simmering around us as we give into it. Finally, we’ve stopped fighting this. We’ve stopped fighting it, and we’ve embraced it, instead. We kiss, tasting heaven on each other’s lips, and I whimper softly against his cheek. “I want more…”

      “Worry not, Virga. I plan on fucking your brains out,” he replies.

      I laugh lightly, our bodies drenched in sweat and the glaze of a marvelous afterglow. He nibbles at my ear, and I can already feel him growing again, hardening inside me.

      “Mhm…” I mumble and shift slightly beneath him.

      He pulls out, though, and for a moment I am thoroughly disappointed until I see the devilish grin slitting his gorgeous face. With one swift move, he flips me over. I’ve got a hand already working my clit—a sensation I’ve decided I very much enjoy. He likes it, too. He likes watching me do this while he’s inside me. He fills me to the brim, knocking the air out of my lungs.

      We’re about to go at it again… and again… and again.

      I guess we’ll handle the conflict later. I can’t… I can’t even think straight, now. I just want him. I want Tueur just like this, his hands kneading the muscles along my spine as he starts moving and pushing.

      By the time I reach another blissful orgasm, he’s thrusting so hard and deep that my soul cries out in dazzling rapture, and we barely hear the alarms going off.

      RING-RING-RING-RING… it goes on and on, booming through the room and echoing through the entire castle.

      Tueur stops abruptly, and my body sings, but my mind is already tumbling back into the real world.

      Our moment is over.

      The look on Tueur’s face tells me everything I need to know.

      Something is happening.

      Something bad that isn’t supposed to happen.
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      The wailing sound of the alarms is multiplying rapidly.

      I don’t even remember putting my dress back on, but I’m already running down the hallway with Tueur in front of me. Lights are flashing everywhere—red, yellow, red, yellow, in a rapid intermittence that makes my eyes hurt. There’s this sweet ache lingering between my legs, and I would like nothing more than to just… sit down and enjoy it. But I can’t. Neither of us can.

      “What the hell is going on?” I ask.

      Tueur hasn’t said a word since this whole ruckus began. He stops and turns to face me, his expression dark and ominous. It sends shivers down my spine. “I need you to stay here, for your own safety.”

      “Here… Here where, exactly?”

      “On this level. Don’t follow me out. Don’t make a sound. Don’t let anyone from the outside see you, no matter what.”

      I am thoroughly confused, and I think he knows it. “Tueur, who is outside?”

      “The kind of people who would kill you on sight without hesitation. Which is why I am asking you, please… Virga, stay here.”

      The way he says it strikes a chord in my heart. He means it, and my throat closes up a little with newfound emotions that I don’t yet know how to handle. I nod softly, and he presses his lips against my forehead. It’s a tender gesture, filling me with warmth and much-needed comfort that drowns out the blaring sirens for a moment.

      Below, I hear the pixies buzzing and chirping, frantic and agitated. They must know what’s going on. I hate that I don’t, but I’m certain Tueur will tell me as soon as whatever this is ends. In the meantime, however, I watch him glide down the stairs wearing only a pair of silken pants, his muscles carved sharply into his tall figure, deep shadows drawn across his back. He is so tense I can feel my shoulders hardening just from looking at him.

      My heart races as I take a moment to just observe the castle around me. I’m in an open hall area—a massive dome-shaped structure with white walls and the usual mother-of-pearl and bronze lighting coming down from the top. Giant floor-to-ceiling windows adorn the east side, giving me a splendiferous view of the lilac sky. I make my way over to the window, trying to ignore the alarms despite how much they make my ears hurt.

      Remembering Tueur’s plea, I keep out of sight, sticking to the far left edge.

      Something extraordinary is happening out there. No wonder the entire castle is in an uproar.

      Dark purple clouds begin to gather above—a blanket covering the heavens and drowning out the sunlight as a shadow cloaks the entire land in eerie silence. The alarms stop, all of a sudden. There’s not a sound left in this place. One could easily hear a pin dropping.

      Below, I see Tueur coming out. Behind him, Melisse walks cautiously, bejeweled sword dangling from her belt. There is no one else in sight, but even the pixie chirps have stopped. Whatever is happening, whoever is coming… they’re big and scary enough to send the pixies into hiding. Melisse’s frame speaks of the same threat as Tueur’s, and I can’t help but hold my breath for a moment, trying to figure out what happened; recanting how it is we got where we are.

      I came up here with raw anger and a need for inflicting violence, only to… only to end up unraveling and making love like a maniac. He was the same, though. I felt his relief upon seeing me, his genuine regret regarding what happened back in the Endless Woods. I know I can’t stay mad at him forever for that… How could I, when my soul catches fire under his smoldering gaze? This bond of ours—he’s right, it’s unavoidable, at least for the time being. We might as well play into it.

      I don’t know what will happen next where he and I are concerned, nor what I want happening. In many ways, I agree with his dismay on the matter. Neither of us asked for this, yet this connection of ours is beyond any form of control. The desire isn’t just palpable, it is mercilessly crippling.

      Worse, even, we depend on each other. Surely, someone might find a way to use that against us, eventually. Azazel, for example. If I were him, I would definitely look for Tueur’s weaknesses. I wouldn’t hesitate to use myself against him for the sake of vengeance. But I’m not Azazel. I’m just… me. This lost little demon mutt who hasn’t yet figured out what she wants to do with herself.

      I’m just a girl thrown into this pile of hot garbage and expected to survive.

      It’s insane.

      What’s even more insane is that with everything that has happened, the center of my attention is still ruthlessly dominated by Tueur. I left some unfinished business back in the Endless Woods. Yes, Elliott is dead, and the pack is better for it, but I have yet to make my mark. I have yet to say my piece. The laws he left behind are inhumane and cruel. The mentality with which he led my people is not the mentality of a leader, of an Alpha.

      Tueur may have diminished my intentions back there, but it doesn’t take away from what I wanted to do. Sooner or later, I’m going to have to return to the Endless Woods and claim my place in the world. I’m going to have to… “Mom,” I whisper, remembering when I last saw her.

      She’s counting on me to come back. She’s been hiding since she knew I was going to take Elliott on. Where is she now? Would she have caught wind of Elliot’s death? Or is she still in wolf form, roaming the forest and keeping her distance in order to avoid retaliation from his faithful subjects? I can’t let her be like that for too long. The wolf form is a curse because if we spend too much time in it, we lose ourselves. We become wolves. We live out the rest of our days as wolves. We die as wolves. Our minds forever lost.

      I can’t let that happen to my mother, but my urgency begins to fade as I look outside again. The clouded sky tears open, lightning spidering across in every which way. The whole world booms with thunder upon thunder as winged creatures descend from the eye of the indigo storm.

      I am breathless, lips parted and eyes nearly popping out of their sockets as I stare at these magnificent beings…

      They’re tall. Taller than most of us by at least a foot, if not more. Broad shoulders. Muscular legs. Long arms. Gorgeous sculptural faces with elegant features and piercing white eyes.

      They look like statues made of glistening marble, their giant wings flapping and shimmering in soft whites and golds and silvers. I’m briefly blinded by their spectacular descent, each feather capturing and refracting the light around it with every motion. It’s a peculiar effect, and I cannot look away.

      I know they’re angels. Everything about them screams exactly that. They’re angels from the Silver Realm. That’s also obvious by their ornate armors and filigreed calf and shoulder plates, their sleek armbands and their flowing silks of white and soft grey. They seem to have been made from the same mold—almost identical in their physical design. Well built, athletic, dashing and chiseled, square-jawed and with enough muscle power between them to tear an entire planet in half.

      Their swords and spears twinkle in the array of cosmic lights accompanying them, while Tueur and Melisse stand still in the middle. Gradually, the angels come down, and the sound of their bodies touching the ground sends a tremor all the way up to where I’m standing.

      It renders my knees weak. They’re beautiful, yes. So beautiful, it makes my heart skip beats. But they’re frightening, as well. They carry themselves with a threatening vibe. I can see why Tueur wanted me to stay out of sight.

      Because I am fucking terrified.
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      I don’t think Virga is aware of how far her hearing range can stretch, but I’ve swallowed a voice changer, just in case. It’s a small pill that modifies the soundwaves emitted from my throat, designed by angels in their demonic warfare. Eons ago, these little things came in handy while sneaking through demon-occupied territories of the Earthly Realm.

      Virga might not appreciate what I’m doing here, but it doesn’t matter. I’m doing it for her own good, as well as mine. I don’t like lying to her, but I was promised something, and while the goalposts keep moving, I have no intention of backing down.

      An entire squadron of angels now stands before us.

      Their timing is horrific, considering that I’m still burning up from what Virga and I were doing. The scent of her arousal lingers, as does the feel of her skin against mine. Her deliciously wet pussy responding to my thrusts… fuck, I want to go back to all that. But, these winged bastards seem intent on ruining the moment. I can’t let them hurt her, though. They’re angels. And angels kill demons. No exception. No mercy. No care whatsoever. Their heads are stuck so far up their asses, I won’t even have a chance to explain who or what she is. As soon as they see her, they’ll know.

      “I presume we’re keeping our house guest out of their reach,” Melisse murmurs as the soldiers from the Silver Realm approach us. The firm jingling of their gold and silver sandals as they move in a chilling unified rhythm makes my skin tingle.

      “Mhm,” I reply and clear my throat, putting on a calm and serene expression. I can’t let them think I’m hiding something.

      They ruffle their wings as the clouds above scatter. The sun comes back out, and it dances across their white and gold and silver feathers. It’s a spectacle of ethereal splendor, which makes everything so much harder since I know how ruthless these beings can be. And to think I aspired to be one of them. Tall. Assertive. Powerful. Beyond the reach of simple men. Fighters of the higher order. Soldiers of divinity.

      “Nephil,” Ezekiel says, not hiding his disgust.

      The term is used to describe me, but he has a way of making it sound like the worst among insults. He is Raphael’s lieutenant. Big guy, with huge shoulders and enough muscle mass to tackle a herd of bulls like it’s no more than a tumble in the sand. Melisse is virtually half his size. He could break her in half if he got his hands on her. I don’t want things to get that far.

      “Ezekiel,” I reply, offering a flat smirk. Each curl of his blond hair falls perfectly over his ears, and the gold band across his forehead captures the occasional beam of sunlight as he moves. His white eyes are fixed on me, his lips twisted with contempt. “Fancy seeing you folks here. I thought coming to the Versteck was beneath you.”

      “Oh, it is beneath us, but when an order comes through, we follow,” he says, then nods at my white marble castle. “Aren’t you going to invite us in?”

      “I don’t appreciate unwanted house guests.”

      “Kitty has claws,” one of the angels behind Ezekiel says. It makes them all chuckle. I’m the butt of the joke here, but I’ll put up with it as long as it gets them to leave faster.

      Raphael doesn’t seem as lighthearted. I have to tilt my head back to look him in the eyes—those white lifeless eyes are nothing like mine. Or maybe it’s his statuesque expression. I don’t know. He strikes me as some kind of drone, the perfect killing machine, perhaps. A creature without emotions and without a will of his own. His black hair is slicked back, gold adorning his wings like a warrior’s helm, brows drawn into a stern glare.

      “There have been some peculiar events unraveling,” he says. Even his voice makes me feel uneasy. “Across dimensions. The Silver Realm, the Earthly Plane… I assume the Dark Realm, too, given the sudden influx of demons and alarming disappearances of humans and angels.”

      “Angels?!” Melisse can’t help herself. It gets the least pleasant kind of attention.

      “Ah. There she is. The deserter,” Ezekiel replies, licking his lips.

      “Melisse is my guardian, within her rights to be here, and you are not allowed to lay a hand on her,” I tell him, remembering my father’s words upon her arrival into the Versteck. It feels like yesterday that I first laid eyes on another angel. I was still a boy, unsure of who or what I was… let alone what I could become. I decide to ignore Ezekiel altogether since Raphael is the big kahuna of this particular batch of winged soldiers. It’s why he wears gold on his head, in the first place. “What is this about peculiar events, again? Would you like to elaborate?”

      “A hard thing to do, considering we know very little about these incidents ourselves,” Raphael replies, his gaze bouncing between Melisse and me. Once in a while, he stares at the castle behind us, but not once does he mention it. I can only hope that Virga is doing as she was told. The mere thought of losing her makes my stomach churn. “Disappearances have been plaguing the Earthly Plane. Dozens of people seen walking, and then suddenly gone. No doors nor side streets for an impromptu escape. Others were looking right at them when they… vanished.”

      “That sounds like cloaking magic,” I say.

      Ezekiel scoffs. “You’re too green to assist us with this task.” He tells Raphael the same. “He’s too green, Rafe. Surely, we can do this on our own.”

      “That wasn’t the order,” Raphael reminds him, then looks at me. “Your task is to investigate. I believe you’ve had some business in the Earthly Plane not long ago. Correct?”

      “I guess we’re not the only ones working with demon hunters,” I mutter. “That’s correct. I killed the demon Rykken the other day.” That gets me some eyebrows raised among the other angels, though neither Ezekiel nor Raphael seem impressed. “I nearly killed Azazel, too.”

      I can hear Melisse as she sucks in a breath. We both know I should’ve kept my mouth shut, but I couldn’t help myself. There’s something about the presence of so many angels… this human side of mine makes me feel filthy, unworthy! It’s the wrong emotion to have, and I have fought it for so long. I guess I haven’t fought hard enough.

      At least I have their full attention, now. “You crossed paths with Azazel?” Raphael asks.

      “I thought he was dead,” Ezekiel mutters. “Where’d you see him?”

      “In the Earthly Plane. I almost had him.”

      It makes them laugh a little too hard at my expense. I’m insulted, but I cannot give more details without risking the possible exposure of Virga.

      Melisse steps in, one hand on my shoulder. “He tried to punch above his weight category, I know…”

      “And you’re helpless, banished here to the Versteck,” Raphael replies dryly and completely unimpressed. “Useless, too, since you should’ve sent word for us instead of letting a little boy go after such a big demon.”

      “I almost had him,” I shoot back.

      “But you didn’t,” Raphael says. “He would’ve torn your spine out. You got lucky, Nephil. Learn your place if you wish to survive.”

      Their arrogance should’ve put me off long ago, yet it makes me even more adamant to join their ranks. The mission ahead is still in the early stages, though, and there is no point in sharing it with the angels, now. Even if my father decreed it, they don’t like to be reminded that someone like me has a chance of flying and fighting by their side. They’re puritans. Terribly bigoted despite coming across as divine and pristine warriors. They’re deeply flawed… but I have no place in the human world. I’m too powerful there. The people would worship me, which would draw the ire of the Silver Realm, anyway, or they would fear me, which would also draw the ire of the Silver Realm. Being with the angels is my only other option in the long term.

      It’s either that or solitude in the Versteck.

      “Anyway,” Raphael says. “You have new orders.”

      “I already have a mission,” I tell him.

      The shadow of a smile tests his lips. “This new one takes precedence. You’re to return to the Endless Woods and investigate the matter of demon sightings. There have been more than usual, aside from Azazel.”

      Ezekiel, on the other hand, seems less interested in the conversation, eyes fixed on the castle.

      “Melisse, perhaps our guests might appreciate some tea, after all,” I say. It’s enough to get a response from the winged goon.

      “We have work to do. No time to sit around and have tea. What do you take us for?”

      “Then stop ogling my castle. Surely, you have residences of your own in the Silver Realm,” I reply with a dry grin.

      He’d like nothing more than to hit me, a vein throbbing angrily in his temple. “We most certainly do. Not that you’ll ever get to see them.”

      “Now, now, don’t be childish,” Raphael cuts in, holding back a chuckle as he looks at me. “The orders come from your father. Unlike us, you do have the option to say no and do whatever else you want. It will simply prove you’re unfit to join us, someday.”

      “I will do my job,” I say, gritting my teeth.

      It’s not the first time an angel has pointed out my insufficiencies. But I am starting to get tired of the same old shit. They could at least come up with new material.

      “Good,” Raphael says. “And remember. If you come across Azazel again, don’t be an idiot. You know how to reach us. Should you fail in any way, should you lose control over the Endless Woods at any given point, be advised that we have been authorized to intervene and take over. Simply put, we’re ready to come clean up your mess, Nephil.”

      “There won’t be a need for your involvement, I guarantee it.”

      Ezekiel snorts a laugh.

      “If that’s all, you might as well scram,” I add. “It appears I have some work to do.”

      Raphael nods, then motions to Ezekiel. “We take flight, now.”

      In mere seconds, the angels step back, metallic sandals still jingling with each move. They look up and spread their wings. It’s truly an incredible spectacle every time I see them do this. They’re perfectly synchronized, as if their minds work in seamless unison. The array of white, gold, and silver feathers is downright dazzling, leaving both Melisse and me mesmerized. Once they start flapping, the light captured is thrown back in a myriad of runaway sparkles that dance across my field of vision.

      The winds rise and the currents dash across the plains as they take off, one by one.

      “Don’t fail him,” Raphael tells me just as he bolts upward.

      Above, they fly in a V-shaped formation, cutting through the scattering purple clouds. They move sideways as Raphael leads the group and prepares to breach the heavens. Angels like him have the ability to pierce through dimensions with barely a ruffled feather. My technique is a bit more violent.

      They aim for the fabric of space itself at a 45-degree angle. Ezekiel shouts an order. Suddenly, they catch the speed of light and shoot through, disappearing beyond this in-between realm. My guess is they’re headed into the Earthly plane. They won’t go anywhere near the Endless Woods unless I fail, and that is not an outcome I’m willing to accept.

      “That was close,” Melisse says once a comfortable silence settles over the land.

      I turn to face her. “The realms are falling out of balance. That can’t be a good thing.”

      “I don’t remember such a thing happening before. Not three dimensions at once, anyway. I’m worried, Tueur… Having the angels around will make everything infinitely harder.”

      “Our key objective right now is to keep Virga out of their reach, and to keep them out of the Endless Woods,” I say, tension gathering between my temples. Looking up at the castle, I see Virga’s figure emerging behind one of the high windows. “We can’t have angels there.”

      “My people haven’t been in the Earthly Realm since the last demon war,” Melisse replies, shaking her head slowly. “The wolves won’t be happy to see them, either. Well, the wolves who remember how they were made, that is…”

      “Azazel’s presence isn’t helping. I have to take the bastard out.”

      “Tueur, no. You heard Raphael.”

      “Since when do YOU listen to Raphael? You flipped him off and left the Silver Realm to come here! I didn’t think you feared him.”

      “I fear every angel’s wrath, even though I’m an angel myself. And that’s how you should feel, as well. Because if we piss off the Silver Realm in any way, there is absolutely nothing and no one in the Versteck or in any other dimension, for that matter, that can protect us from their retaliation.”

      Her words hit deep because I know she’s right.

      And with Virga becoming an integral part of my life, I have to readjust my strategies and approach to those winged pricks. I cannot keep her out of this, though. She won’t stand back, unless I tell her the truth. I will have to come to an agreement with her and make sure we don’t give Raphael any reason to enter the Endless Woods. I might be able to do more, in fact.

      “Melisse,” I say, staring at Virga from afar. “There are ways to strengthen the magic around the Endless Woods in order to keep angels out. Right?”

      “I like the way you’re thinking.”
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      I’ve been waiting for almost an hour, now.

      The angels have left, and I’m still up here, by the window, somewhat paralyzed by fear. I didn’t realize it until this point, but the whole concept of angels wanting to kill me has done a spectacular number on me. Twice I nearly left this world of the living, and twice I was brought back. I am terrified that the third time won’t end with yet another fortunate return. If I die a third time, that will be it. It’s a scary thought to live with, even for a moment.

      I’ve been listening to the sounds coming from downstairs. Voices murmuring. Pixies zooming from room to room. There’s a sense of energy flowing through the castle, as if the whole thing is coming alive. They’re getting ready for something, and I don’t know what it is. I only know that I may have been left behind up here, if only for a while. I can’t say I feel forgotten, though.

      It will sound crazy if I say it aloud, but I’ve got a feeling that… the castle itself is aware of me. Watching me. Every move that I make gives me the impression that invisible eyes peel open along the walls, following me quietly.

      Part of me wonders if this newfound tension has anything to do with the revelation of my demon nature. After all, this place is designed with magic and stone to protect against malevolent entities. Maybe the castle is sentient, at least in a spellbound sense, and it’s wondering what to do with me.

      Tueur wants me here, and so does Melisse. I was brought here and healed here. The castle could’ve ejected me from within its walls, and effortlessly so. Yet it tolerates me, still. I’ve not given anyone reason to consider me hostile, though I’ve had my share of murderous thoughts involving Tueur.

      “Virga?” his voice slashes through the silence of this upper floor, nearly causing me to jump out of my skin.

      “Hey.”

      I spring up from my dark corner, the warm light coming through the windows and bathing me in sweet sunshine.

      Tueur looks into my eyes, and I can almost feel him digging deep into my soul. We don’t say anything for a while. We just stand, gazing at each other, and I understand something—something I’ve been actively ignoring. I don’t want these moments of ours to end. I don’t want him out of my sight anymore. Yet I have to put some distance between us. I have to understand how much of this soulmate bond of ours is genuine and how much has been forced upon us by the universe.

      “I take it we’re safe?” I ask, my tone slightly clipped.

      “Forgive me. I should’ve come up sooner.”

      “Figured you were busy,” I mutter, hating this unspoken distance between us.

      “Truth be told, Virga, I owe you one hell of an apology,” he says, hands behind his back. “You fell into my life, and instead of helping and guiding you, I decided to use you in order to serve my own agenda. It’s why things ended so poorly with Elliott and Azazel and for that, I am sorry.”

      I never thought I’d hear him say such things. He’d struck me as a stubbornly proud man. “I haven’t been the easiest to get along with, either…”

      “We’re both hard-headed,” he chuckles softly. “But I did you wrong. I don’t want that to happen again. I can’t let that happen again. Whether we like it or not, at least for the time being, you and I are stuck together, dependent on one another for precious energy. We do have to break this bond, though. As long as we’re in it, neither of us will be able to think straight. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      “Yes.” I may be lying, but I choose to feed on the anger he caused me.

      Tueur clearly doesn’t want us to be together. Do I? I don’t… I don’t know. I should say no without a shred of hesitation, yet all I can do is push back against the ache settling in the pit of my stomach. “Our only chance at breaking this bond is if you give yourself to Merl or Alfons,” he says. “There is no specific literature on this subject, I’m afraid. We’re working on theories, only, but it’s all we’ve got. You were tied to the Redmayne brothers before you died. You should rekindle that fire with either one of them. That should be enough to render our connection dormant, at least. I don’t think we can fool the universe forever…”

      “So, what, I should just go back, screw Merl or Alfons, and see if that solves your problem?”

      “Isn’t it our problem?” He gives me a look I can’t quite comprehend.

      But I don’t have a good answer for him. “And if it doesn’t work?”

      “We’ll figure something else out, I’m sure. Virga, I don’t want to depend on you for my survival, and I’m sure you don’t want to depend on me for yours.” His gaze darkens, dangerously wandering down to my lips. “What you and I shared earlier… I can’t lie, it was extraordinary.” One deep breath later, and he’s steered himself back into a semblance of control. “But we could end up on the receiving end of a lot of pain if we remain together like this. We have to at least try to break the bond.”

      “I understand.” Yet I’m swallowing back something hot and unpleasant. It spreads through my chest, and it makes my eyes sting. “Given that Elliott is dead, I might have better luck at a life in the Endless Woods, after all.”

      “At least for a while,” Tueur says, as if he isn’t quite ready to give up on us. Not completely. Ugh, that makes this entire conversation even more confusing. “I have a mission to complete. You have a life to live, a liberty to claim. I can give you Kirin to stay by your side, if you wish. She’ll come with you to the Endless Woods and help keep you and your mother safe.”

      “While you go off galivanting across realms and hunting demons? I thought you needed me by your side for energy…”

      Tueur clears his throat, the corner of his mouth tested by a smile. “I have a feeling that what happened between us earlier sort of… replenished me. I think I’m good for a while, and if you manage to do what I suggested regarding one of the Redmayne brothers… it might turn out to be the only energy boost I will have ever needed.”

      I nod slowly, unsure of why I’m feeling disappointed. I should be happy. I will get to finish what I started in the Endless Woods. My mother needs me. My pack must be reformed. Elliott took us over to the dark side, and I must help them return to better days. I cannot let them perpetuate slavery and I am strong enough, acknowledged enough to make a difference now. Things need to change, and for all the trouble that Tueur caused me when he used me as bait for Azazel, he seems genuine in his desire to help me.

      “What about Azazel?” I ask.

      He shrugs softly. “I’m not sure. He might show up again. If I send Kirin with you, she’ll be able to notify me at once, and I’ll come through to…” His voice fades, and he gazes out the window. “And I’ll let the angels know, so they can handle him.”

      It makes sense. That whole conversation with those winged bastards downstairs. This has to have been one of the topics.

      “They don’t want you hunting him anymore?”

      Tueur takes my hand and walks us over to the window. We both look out, giving the landscape a moment to take our breaths away. Rolling hills unravel beneath the lilac sky. The grass is changing color into a soft white. The rivers glisten like threads of diamonds beneath the sun’s bright kiss. Forests rise in the distance, clusters of black and indigo rustling in the wind.

      “I never told you much about me,” he says. “It’s my mistake. Allow me to correct it.”

      “You’re a Nephil,” I reply, reveling in his touch. He won’t let go of my hand just yet.

      “My father is one of them,” he says. “An angel. My mother was human. By all the laws of the Silver Realm, I’m an abomination. I shouldn’t even exist. For a while, I was raised in the Earthly dimension by different people whose faces I can’t even remember anymore. One day, I came here, into the Versteck. My father said I would be safer here. Safe to be myself. The pixies were brought over first. Some years later, Melisse joined them.”

      “You would’ve been different amongst the humans,” I murmur. His strangeness resonates with mine in that particular sense. “Much like I was different amongst the wolves and didn’t even know it.”

      “Exactly. Unfortunately, you had no one to guide you, to explain your own nature to you. But I did. And I grew up knowing that I had my feet in two different worlds, while the Versteck served as a… temporary home.”

      “Temporary?” I ask, not really expecting an answer.

      He looks at me, his eyes glowing with hope and sadness and so many other things.

      “I don’t belong here, nor among the humans.” His wings burst out, splendiferous things shimmering white and gold and grey, each feather as long as my arm. “I belong in the Silver Realm, despite their antiquated laws. I have the makings of an angel, Virga. I’m strong, determined, disciplined, and I have been schooled in the spirit of that particular culture. They don’t think I’m good enough, which is where the thousand-demon trial comes in. It’s my only chance to prove myself. I’ve been told not to go after the big ones, but when intel came through about Azazel, I couldn’t resist.”

      “What will you do, then?”

      “I said I wouldn’t go after him, mainly because I’ve been ordered to focus on the recent anomalies that have occurred across multiple realms. Demons wandering into the human world, humans getting lost, probably in the demon world, and angels popping up in all the wrong places, too. It’s like the fabric between dimensions is experiencing some kind of tear… I have to look into that before anything else, which is why I agreed with the angels that if I’m to cross paths with Azazel again, I’m to inform them of his position.”

      “Will you?”

      Tueur lets a light chuckle slip. It’s hard to resist him when he puts on this mischievous façade. I know he’s the righteous type, and that he would rather do as the angels he appears to worship tell him. But I also know he’s got a rebellious streak, and that his instincts will scream and pull him in the opposite direction when the time comes. What worries me more is that… I don’t think I want him to get Azazel. I’d like to reach that archdemon first and talk to him. That guy knew stuff about me… stuff I need to understand. And the way he looked…his hair…his eyes…

      “I said I would,” Tueur finally replies, bringing me back to the moment.

      “Whatever you decide, I am sure you will make the right choice,” I tell him. “You’ve got more sense than I ever will…”

      “You are more than you think. It might not seem like it right now, but you are… there are aspects of yourself that you have yet to discover. I’m hoping this new life ahead of you will point you in the right direction. Here…” He takes a key out of his pocket and puts it in the palm of my hand.

      I stare at it for a moment. It’s a simple key with an embellished ring-shaped head and a light bronze finish, its ridges darkened by the passage of time. “I’m guessing this is where you tell me what I’m supposed to do with this.”

      “Wherever there’s a door, put this key in and think of where you want to go, regardless of the realm you’re in,” he says. “It will take you there.”

      “Oh…”

      “My father gave me this so I could move around when I was a kid. That was before I developed a strong enough flight to breach through the realms on my own,” Tueur explains. I can’t help but soften toward him, even though I shouldn’t.

      He is effectively pushing me away in the most kind and polite manner. I should be thankful for the courtesy, considering that the last time I was kicked out of someplace, it ended with me being burned alive. But Tueur does have a point, as much as I hate to admit it. I do have a better chance at something good in the Endless Woods. I also owe it to myself to try and break our bond. I’m not comfortable with my livelihood depending on his wellbeing, either.

      I don’t know what I want, yet. But I do know that some time apart will do us both well. If we’re lucky, and I succeed in breaking the bond, we won’t have to see each other again—for how long, though? Forever? How does this soulmate connection work once it’s broken? If we were predestined to be together, regardless of our environment, what happens when we don’t end up together?

      “Thank you,” I tell him, clutching the key close to my chest.

      “It’s the least I can do,” he replies. “Use it to go back to the Endless Woods. The protective spell-work will let you through. Claim your own seat at the table, Virga, and don’t let anyone ever put you in shackles again. You’re not a nobody.”

      “I’m Virga Greystone, half-wolf, half-demon.” I almost smile.

      He brings a hand up to caress my cheek, and I nearly melt under his touch. My mind. My body… not to mention my soul… They all want to stay here, to cling to him, to explore this new chapter we’ve turned.

      “You’re whoever you decide to be,” Tueur says. “Just like I am whoever I decide to be.”

      “And you’ve decided to be an angel.”

      “Unlike you, I cannot exist in two fundamentally different realms…”

      He is almost sad in this acknowledgment. I almost feel sorry for him. How did I get from anger to compassion in such a short span of time? There is something about us, surely. This bond is playing us both, it’s toying with our senses. Our resolve.

      Yes, I need to return to the Endless Woods.

      There is a vacuum of power awaiting me, and I must be there to reset the balance of that small but fragile world. My mother deserves freedom. I deserve freedom. Every other wolf they forced into slavery must be set free and given equal rights again.

      Elliott Redmayne turned my pack into an unrecognizable bunch of fiends. It’s time to undo that mess and bring our kind back onto the better paths.

      I realize now that I’m really looking forward to getting back there to try to fix things and also because Azazel might return. And I have questions.
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      “Are you sure you don’t want to stay for a few more days?” Melisse asks.

      She stands in the doorway of my room, holding a linen satchel, its mouth tied with orange string. I offer a smile in return. “Thank you, but we both know I would be overstaying my welcome.”

      “He didn’t mean to send you away,” she sighs. “It’s not what he’s—”

      “But it is. We might as well admit it,” I cut her off, trying to keep a straight face. My skin burns all over, my core aching for him, still. Yet my choices are clear. “Tueur is right. I have to try and break the bond.”

      “I keep telling you both that isn’t a thing.”

      “Then you may soon have the opportunity to say you told us so,” I reply with a dry chuckle. Part of me secretly wishes she turns out to be right in the end. I nod at the satchel. “What’s that?”

      “Oh, it’s… it’s nothing. Nothing much, I mean. I’ve taken the liberty to pack a few things for you. I didn’t want you to leave here empty-handed. The time you spent with us matters. It means the world to us. To me, the pixies…”

      Kirin bolts out from behind and flies around the room, chirping with delight as she zooms everywhere with sheer, childlike excitement. It makes us laugh.

      “I get to take her home with me. It’s more than enough,” I tell Melisse.

      “I know… But I wanted you to have something from me, as well.”

      She hands over the satchel while Kirin stops on the side table and dunks her head into the water pitcher, greedily drinking to quench her flight thirst. Her purple and gold wings tremble and shimmer with delight. I look into the satchel and find myself breathless.

      “Melisse, you shouldn’t have…”

      There’s a copy of the Angels and Demons Compendium in there. It’s a heavy book, yet the satchel feels almost weightless. There’s a bit of magic involved, that much is obvious.

      “I remember you loved that book, in particular. We have five copies, so I figured you’d cherish one for yourself,” the guardian angel says.

      “Thank you. This means a lot… Oh…” My voice fades as I notice the silver-plated flask with ancient angelic engravings covering the front and back. “What’s this?” I ask, taking it out for a moment.

      “Water from the fountain downstairs,” Melisse replies. “It has some healing properties. Granted, it’s not much against more serious wounds, but it might take the edge off, should you find yourself in dire straits again. I know you wouldn’t want Tueur flying to the rescue all the time…”

      “The way you read me is uncanny,” I say, then put the flask back and take out a folded robe made of a strange gold-thread fabric. It feels like soft powder to the touch and is virtually weightless, yet it’s big enough to cover three of me from head to toe. “Okay… And this?”

      Melisse smiles. “To call it an invisibility cloak would be crass. It’s made of crushed and powdered angel wings… remnants of our fallen brothers and sisters from the last demon war. Once you cover yourself with it, you become unseen to all the living and beyond. Neither angel nor demon may ever find you. I figured you might yearn for absolute freedom, and the Cloak of Dannemore will give you exactly that. It isn’t with an easy heart that I gift this to you—”

      “But you are gifting it to me, nonetheless. It’s proof of your unconditioned love for me,” I reply, humbled and touched by her kindness and affection. “I feel somewhat undeserving of such splendid and powerful gifts…”

      “You are anything but, Virga. There is a lot you still need to learn about yourself. I could, but don’t wish to be the one to pull the veil from your eyes. It is your journey, your truth you must uncover. All I’m doing is… well, I’m trying to make things easier for you, going forward. You deserve this much.”

      “I wish I could hug you…”

      “Me, too. Unfortunately… We cannot. But leave here knowing that you are loved, Virga. You will be missed. And I dare say I hope I’ll see you again, someday.”

      I put the cloak back into the satchel and get up. Kirin flies over and sprinkles some of her pixie dust on me, transforming my simple grey dress into an elegant black leather tunic with silver buttons, matching tights, and fur-lined boots that reach up to my knees. My shoulders are covered in thick grey fur, while wide silver bands are fastened around my wrists. There’s a sheathed short sword dangling from my belt, its pommel adorned with fiery red rubies.

      “You’re ready to travel back home, now,” Melisse concludes, as Kirin sits on my shoulder.

      As long we don’t touch each other’s skin, she is safe from the burning sensation that my demon nature seems to cause creatures such as pixies and angels. I give Melisse one last smile as she takes a couple steps back.

      “Take care of yourself,” I tell her. “And make sure Tueur doesn’t destroy himself while trying to reach the Silver Realm.”

      “I will,” she says after a short moment of silence.

      I close the door between us and slip Tueur’s key into the lock. Kirin exhales sharply as I turn it slowly and think of the Endless Woods. I open the door, and I see my own world unraveling beyond it. There is no turning back, now, so I take a deep breath and step into the clearing, where a warm yellow sun awaits, its light pouring down from the heavens and bathing everything in a soft glow.

      Dew drips from the leaves of freshly sprung daffodils…

      And I am home again.

      

      I’ve come out through the door of our old house. Looking back, the Versteck and Melisse are gone. It’s just the front room, now, with its wooden bench and handsewn cushions I used to sleep on in the morning while waiting for my parents to come back from the field. My only memory of the other world is embodied by Kirin, the clothes on my back, and the satchel in my hand. For a moment, I tell myself that it’s all I have.

      And it is.

      I was a slave. A nobody. I am now free to be more.

      “For your safety and mine, Kirin, I think you should stay out of sight while I deal with my pack,” I tell the curious little pixie, whose glistening eyes scan the room.

      I can’t help but wonder what she thinks about it. My entire childhood was crammed into this place. The cold, the darkness, the hunger. The days gone by with food rations and not enough covers to keep us warm at night. The soft smile of my mother as she baked cornbread and boiled water for our morning tea. My father’s hug before he’d go off to work. My father….

      Kirin gives me a delicate chirp and vanishes. The air ripples slightly where she moves—it’s barely visible, but I am able to keep relative track of her movements from now on. Besides, while she may have been assigned to shadow and assist me, the purple pixie does need time to herself and a modicum of independence, and I feel like her invisibility is an excellent way to get all that. With Kirin out of sight and my heart heavier than usual, I go outside.

      It’s a beautiful day, still in its early hours. Birds sing in the trees. A plethora of melodious trills and chirps pour over the clearing in soft echoes accompanied by the occasional flutter of wings. The sky above is clear.

      This is one of the warmest spots in the Endless Woods. I used to love it here in the summer, laid on the flat rock beneath the scorching sun, baking until my skin lost its pearlescent sheen, if only for a few hours. The tan would never last the day, but for a while, I looked different. I looked like one of them.

      I told my mother to go out and hide before I went over to confront Elliott Redmayne. It’s been a while since, and I must find her before she loses her human nature. No one else knows she’s out there, and I doubt anyone has noticed her disappearance since the Azazel incident. Again, the archdemon’s image returns to the center of my consciousness, startling me once more. There was something about him, something frightful and curious and weird enough to compel me into taking a death-spell hit for him. Shaking the thought away, I cut across the clearing and head north.

      It isn’t long before I catch a faint scent of my mother.

      “Kirin, I need you to stay back, no matter what happens,” I mutter.

      My boots crush twigs and leftover dried leaves from the last season as I enter the woods. Suddenly, I am surrounded by long, dark shadows. Chills dance down my spine, reminding me that there is always darkness in the company of light. There is always cold in the company of warmth. Life is two-sided, as well. Death lingers on the reverse. All it takes is a single flip, and it’s over. One moment more spent in the flesh of a wolf, and we’re gone. Our consciousness dissolved. Evaporated. Never to return.

      Her tracks become visible after a while. She went farther north than I’d wanted, but she didn’t have a choice. I see traces of wolves in the area. Dozens roamed this part of the forest not long ago. She must’ve gotten scared, choosing to put a greater distance between herself and the others, rather than risk accidental discovery.

      “Keep your ears open, though,” I say and get a discreet chirp in return. “I’m not sure what the pack has been up to, just yet. We need to get Mom back, first.”

      It takes a couple of hours in silent searching and careful introspection while I’m at it, but I soon come upon fresh tracks. Lupine. Her scent is stronger, too. I’m on the farthest edge of the Endless Woods, where it’s colder and darker than anywhere else because of the Iron Mountains—their snowcaps have only partially thawed away, a clear sign that the mountaintops are not yet ready to surrender their winter. The ridge is all stone and pale green shrubs through which my mother has moved at one point or another.

      Strands of her grey coat linger abandoned on leaves here and there.

      I can almost hear her heart beating frantically. I’m halfway up the mountain and slightly short of breath, a sign that I may need more downtime and proper sleep to fully recover from the Azazel incident. A few minutes slide by as I look around, carefully analyzing this side. Pine trees rise proudly, flanking the bushy ridge. Silent giants with six-foot-wide trunks and low-hanging branches riddled with budding pinecones that hold the secrets of centuries among the wolves. Oh, the things they must have seen over the years.

      My mother’s green eyes emerge from the underbrush. There’s barely anything else of her that is visible, but it is her hostile growl that worries me. It’s a throaty noise that carries itself as a threat. Her fangs are long and sharp, and for too long they have been useless. I can easily imagine her doing what she can to catch up, to fight for all those times that she had no choice but to stand back.

      I get down on one knee, my breath ragged with worry. “Mom.”

      She raises her head, and I see her fully as she comes out. A massive she-wolf with a dull grey and off-white coat that’s thicker on the back and hind, her tail slightly crooked toward the end. A beautiful creature who has lived under oppression for too long.

      She used to run through these woods freely as a child. My father would often accompany her later in their teens. After they were enslaved, they avoided shifting for as long as they could—and even then, they went far away from the town center, knowing that they might be tempted to challenge Elliott if they allowed their wolf nature to take over.

      “Mom, it’s me. Virga.”

      Another growl escapes her throat. It’s lower. Harsher. Promising of more violence. There is fury in her eyes. I don’t think she means to channel everything toward me. I don’t think she can even help herself at this point.

      “How long has it been since you were last human? How many days?”

      She bares her fangs at me, a string of drool lingering from her jaw. There are only about six feet between us, and she is inching closer. Cautiously at first, but since I am not moving, she takes it as a carte blanche to close the distance altogether. I know Kirin is tempted to intervene, but I keep my left hand held out to the side where the air ripples faintly, while my right hand is still pointed at Mom.

      “Remember what you told me on the night of my first shift?” I ask, my voice trembling. My heart breaks to see her like this, all alone in this forest, lost and forgotten, left behind and often mistreated. She deserved better, much better than what this pack gave her. “You told me to take deep breaths and never forget myself. It was paramount that I mustn’t forget myself. Well, I haven’t, Mom. I haven’t forgotten myself, and here I am. I’ve come for you.”

      It doesn’t seem to do much, as she moves closer, fangs out and stiff with tension, my fingers mere inches from them. The hairs on her back are thick and standing up, her mane trembling with raw fury. One wrong or sudden move, and she might tear my throat out. The human within is dormant. I have to reach her, deep down.

      “For too long, they’ve taken advantage of us, Mom. Of you, of Dad, of every other wolf who broke a rule and pissed Elliott off. Our world wasn’t like this before, you said so yourself. Elliott is dead. His regime is over.”

      She stills, jaws almost closed over my hand. I do not move a single inch.

      “He’s not the only one who harmed us, though. Every single wolf who stood back and let his monstrous policies go unchecked and unchallenged is responsible for what was done to us. To you, to me… to Dad. The whole pack has a lot to answer for, and I’m going back now to hold them accountable. The times are changing, Mom. You will never be a slave again. I shall die a free woman and a free wolf, someday. But they will all die in pain and anguish before they ever get to put shackles on us once more!”

      Nothing happens. It seems like forever as I hold my breath and pray to all the gods in all the worlds that I might reach my mother.

      “I’ve come to take you home, Mom. Back where you belong.”

      She pulls back, ever so slightly, her fangs barely scraping my skin, while tears work their way up to my eyes and roll down my cheeks. They did us wrong. They all did us so wrong. It’s not just Elliott Redmayne that’s due for a reckoning. I see it, now. They stood by and allowed him to do horrible things, excusing his behavior, permitting the defilement of our creed and legacy. It is unfathomable that we were subjected to that agony simply because too many of our kind were cowards.

      “I love you. I returned to the Endless Woods for you, Mom. Please. Find yourself. Listen to your voice within and follow that thread until you remember. Until you remember who you are, and who you are meant to be, because this is not it. This is not how it ends, Mom. Not for us. Not after everything they put us through.”

      I’m crying, now, uncontrollably and shuddering and sobbing as I lose the last sliver of control I had left. I’m on both knees, my shoulders dropped and my hands on the cold, hard ground, as I lose myself in the memories of a childhood that would’ve been infinitely worse, had it not been for Mary and John Greystone. The only parents I’ve ever known.

      “Mom, please… I’ve already lost Dad. I can’t lose you, too…”

      My eyes are shut tight, forehead pressed into the dirt as I let everything out. My cries cut through the fabric of the forest itself, accompanied by the sound of crackling bones. A sigh escapes my mother’s throat as she reverts to her human form. At last… She’s back. Naked and afraid, trembling like a leaf in the northern wind, but she is back. Alive and herself, breathing heavily as she struggles to regain her senses and her footing.

      I stare at her with a mixture of relief and disbelief, both washing over me in waves of blistering heat and crippling chills.

      “Virga…” Mom manages, her voice barely a whisper.

      “There she is…” I laugh and cry at once, then throw my arms around her and hold her tight for as long as I possibly can. “I don’t want to go through this again, you hear me?”

      “Oh, honey.”

      I feel her hands on my back, her palms warm with what I often thought was motherly love. We stay like this for a while. Minutes go by. The wintery breeze from atop the mountain brushes over us. Here and there, the sun pierces through the pine canopy. At one point, it touches my face. It’s like the heavens themselves kissed me. It feels wonderful.

      “I’m sorry it took me so long to get back to you,” I tell Mom as we finally pull back to carefully look at each other. We’re both searching for signs of violence. We’re both trying to assess the harm done to us by this world. “Things got complicated…”

      “It was too dangerous for me to stay human,” she says, her brow furrowed. “Wolves kept coming around, sniffing, searching. I imagined that they were looking for me, so I moved farther north and along the creeks. For the most part, I was left alone. I didn’t think you’d find me.”

      “I have a talent for finding those who are lost,” I reply with a dry chuckle, and she kisses me on the forehead, putting so much love into this simple yet incredibly meaningful gesture. I welcome the affection. It feels good to be wanted and needed, I guess. “Mom… I understand that you had to keep the wolf form on, but you’ve got to be careful. You said it yourself. All it takes is one extra hour, one day over the limit, and everything is lost…”

      “I know,” she sighs deeply, while I take the gold cloak from my satchel and throw it over her back. She vanishes beneath it, and only her head remains visible, making me laugh. “What the hell is this?!” she asks, gawking at the sudden absence of her own body.

      “Huh. Guess it works,” I reply, then proceed to tell her about the cloak and the other contents of my satchel.

      She listens carefully, holding back a smile, until she remembers something. “Wait. Virga. You said Elliott is dead.”

      I nod once. “Yes.”

      “What happened?”

      “An archdemon slayed him. Azazel. He’s been lurking around these parts, apparently. No one had a clue. Oh, Mom, we have so much to talk about…”

      She gets up, suddenly filled with newfound determination as she raises her chin in defiance. It’s still weird that only her head is visible, but it’s a temporary aspect, thank the stars.

      “Honey, we need to get back to the house. I need to put some clothes on, and you need to get ahead of this situation before someone else thinks to keep us as slaves, now that the Redmayne bastard is dead.”

      “I promised you I wouldn’t let that happen.”

      “It’s not entirely up to you,” she says.

      Truth be told, my mother does have a point. The quicker I move against slavery in our pack, the better the odds that it will go over smoothly. There is a power vacuum within the Endless Woods, and I have suffered through enough to dare claim a seat at the table. Whether the wolves want me or not, I will take my position.

      If push comes to shove, I will take over the goddamn pack, too!
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      Only hours have passed since I last saw Virga, yet I am painfully aware that a piece of me left with her. I cannot say it aloud. Melisse would laugh in my face, and I’d be deserving of all the mockery she might conjure for that purpose. I can only take advantage of the strength Virga left me with and hope she will break the bond.

      In the meantime, I am resigned to my fate and hopeful to push through. The angels didn’t just pass an order from the Silver Realm. They issued a challenge, as well. I must prove myself, and figuring out where the irregularities have occurred in the Earthly Plane is part of the mission, now, as much as I hate it.

      “Tueur.” Melisse’s voice barely reaches me.

      We’ve been in the library for a while, poring over a map of the known world. I had a master mapmaker of Cerwyn draw this magnificent piece. It took him months, but the degree of accuracy is next to astonishing—not to mention the actual artwork. The man is an artist, not only a geographer, with a fine sense of spatial dimensions. Using natural pigments, he has given the plains a deep emerald green that has yet to fade with time, while the ocean and river blues only sharpen with time. The inkwork is exquisite, recording every settlement and patch of woods and mound that might make a difference in any man’s travel.

      Next to this map there is a ledger where Melisse has made a habit of noting demon sightings. Location. Time and date. Mentions worth remembering from those who delivered the intel. There seems to be a lot more activity recently, indeed, just as the angels said. And that’s just in the human world. We have another ledger with intelligence gathered from the Silver Realm, and a third from the demons’ dimension. Our focus for the time being is the Earthly Plane, if only my mind would stop stirring and darting everywhere else.

      “Tueur.”

      “Forgive me,” I reply, clearing my throat. “There is so much going on.”

      “We agreed to look up the anomalies from the human world,” she reminds me in a rather polite fashion. I almost didn’t notice the change in her style since Virga left. Melisse is wearing black—the blackest black that swallows the light and makes her figure appear like a sinuous and elegant vacuum of time and space. If I touch her, I fear I might disappear within. Maybe then the troubles would be over. Maybe then I’d finally be free of my worst ambitions. One with the nothingness. “So far, most of them revolve around the Endless Woods, like we suspected. Azazel was just the tip of the iceberg.”

      “Then Raphael’s whole ordinance is absurd,” I reply. “He doesn’t want me to go anywhere near Azazel, yet he sends me back into the Endless Woods where he’s been spotted, along with other demons. If we come across him, what do I do? Call the cavalry? It’s ridiculous.”

      “He knows it. He enjoys keeping you on a tight leash,” the guardian angel replies. “I cannot go with you, Tueur, but… I have to ask. Are you sure—”

      “No, I’m not getting Virga involved,” I interject before she can tell me what I know I should do, anyway, but stubbornly refuse not to. “I sent her away. I told her to be free of this demon madness and to try and make a life for herself. What does it say about me if I show up hours later demanding that she assist me? No. No, Melisse. Get the idea out of your head once and for all.”

      “You’ll go alone, then?”

      “Rinni can keep me company. I could take Sirin, too. A couple of pixies for backup should be enough, I reckon.”

      Beyond the library doors, I can hear them buzzing and chirping with excitement. They love it when I take them out of the Versteck and into the field. Unlike Kirin, Rinni and Sirin are more action-oriented. They enjoy the violence. They get a kick out of it, especially when the mission ends with a demon dying. Melisse raises a skeptical eyebrow.

      “You and two pixies against a horde of demons?”

      “A horde is an overstatement,” I reply.

      She points at the ledger and runs her finger over a column of rushed notes, reading some of the text out loud. “On the first day of spring, around dawn, Keraxes and Mashomon were seen chasing deer on the eastern edge of the Endless Woods. The deer had, until recently, been women from a neighboring town whom the demons transmuted and brought over for their own sick games. Here… On the twentieth day of spring, the demon Azazel was recorded entering the Endless Woods, somewhere along the southern border. An hour later, he emerged in the company of two other demons. Niklaus and another whom this observer doesn’t know. Tall, long horns reaching all the way down to his hind, hooves for feet and sickly yellow leathery skin with lime green eyes.” She looks at me for a moment. “That sounds like Maladios, by the way, purveyor of thousands of terrible diseases. Oh, here’s another interesting note. On the fortieth day of spring, close to midnight, Carannus entered the Endless Woods. He has not been recorded to come out since.”

      “I get the idea, Melisse.”

      “No, you clearly don’t. There is something going on in that forest. Something big and dangerous and never-before-seen. You sent Virga there thinking everything will go back to normal, and I’ve agreed to let you delude yourself for a while longer. I made sure to give her a few things that might help her along the way, but you… Tueur, I cannot help you. We both know you’re going back there to find Azazel and to kill as many demons as you can. It’s your silver ticket, isn’t it? But you’re in over your head. Raphael wasn’t wrong there.”

      “What do you suggest, then?”

      “Go there and observe. We both know Azazel will be around, lurking in the shadows, only sensed at the corner of one’s eye. He’s doing this on purpose. And you know exactly where he will be. There’s no point beating around the bush, here. It’s why you brought Virga with you, in the first place, and the real reason why you sent her back. Isn’t it?”

      I wish it were. I wish I were that heartless and calculated to send her back into the heart of the worst kind of trouble. But no. I cannot take credit for it. “I sent her home, Melisse.”

      “Despite knowing Azazel would eventually find her.”

      “He won’t hurt her.”

      She crosses her arms. “How do you know that?”

      “He could’ve hurt her when they first met,” I reply, offering a faint smile. “You’re right. I bet everything I had on her demon-wolf nature. It worked. It brought the archdemon out… I didn’t imagine she’d do what she did, but hey, all the more reason to keep her away from this mess. So, no, Melisse. You have it wrong.”

      “Make me understand, then!”

      “I LIED TO HER!” I shout, no longer able to hold back. “I told her to go back, and I said I wouldn’t go after Azazel, given the angels’ directive. I lied. I absolutely plan on hunting Azazel… I just… I’m not sure what to do with him, Melisse. Look,” I add, pointing at the map. “Tell me all the recorded sightings of Azazel from the past twenty-one years. Feel free to back some more, for the purpose of this experiment.”

      I grab a handful of bronze-headed figurines and start placing them over the map as Melisse reads out dates and locations pertaining to Azazel. The more pieces I put in, the clearer the pattern becomes, eventually emerging with enough clarity to make even the guardian angel’s breath disappear. We stare at the map in heavy silence for a while.

      “Tueur… He’s been going there for over a quarter of a century. Consistently,” she concludes.

      “I knew this from the moment I saw them together. I just… I don’t want to be alone in reaching this unsettling truth.”

      “He was there this whole time. Aside from the fact that it is absolutely terrifying to know that demons have been roaming through the Endless Woods without a smidge of shame, it’s Azazel’s intense presence that… oh, Tueur…” Melisse covers her mouth with both hands, rendered utterly speechless.

      “He will go after her again. I told her to go home, aware that he will go after her again. And I didn’t do it with the intention of using her as bait once more. No. I want her to be free, to break the bond, to live a good life. Yet I know that… that I have to go back. I have to get him before he—”

      “Before he gets her. Tueur, what a mess this is…”

      “Yes.”

      She sinks into a chair and rubs her temples gently, as if to rid herself of a headache. Angels do not experience such sensations, yet it is the only way in which Melisse has learned to cope with stressful situations—imagining a headache as a means of finding her focus again. An odd thing to do, granted, but sometimes I think Melisse is more human than angel, regardless of what she might project. At least she is here and able to guide me. I’ve been tossing and turning and going through every possible outcome in my mind, and I have yet to find a resolution.

      This entire situation is infuriatingly confusing.

      Worse even, the parameters of my own convictions and emotions seem to be changing. I keep doing things I intended to do from the moment Virga barged into my life, yet I want other things. Different things. I want her. I also want to do the right thing, and I doubt it matches my desires.

      “She needs to hear it from you,” Melisse finally says.

      It’s been a while since she’s said something. Or maybe I’ve wandered off again. It wouldn’t be the first time. “Excuse me?”

      “Virga. I know you’ve bid your farewells and whatnot, but she needs to hear it from you, Tueur. You have to be the one to tell her, because if Azazel slithers between you two, well… good luck getting her back. Blood is thicker than water, and that girl is slightly adrift these days. Her whole life has been turned upside down.”

      “I…”

      “There is no other way. Scratch whatever plans you’ve made. Azazel has already caught Virga’s scent, and she defended him without even knowing who he truly is.”

      I’m nodding now with what I can only describe as a… defeated agreement. “That means I may cross paths with him, too.”

      “Most likely. Screw Raphael and Ezekiel and that entire horde of self-righteous pricks,” Melisse shoots back, pursing her lips for a moment. “Take the obsidian spear from the armory. The one I fought with in Kerasse…”

      “You’re joking.”

      “Not at all.”

      I am humbled. Flattered. That weapon once cut the skies of an entire realm in half. Wielded by a full angel, the obsidian spear is capable of extraordinary things. It was a gift from an archangel, Melisse once told me, though she never mentioned who or why she was gifted it. Perhaps it doesn’t matter. In the hands of a Nephil like me, the spear cannot do as much, yet it will still do enough to make one hell of a difference.

      “If you’re to take down an archdemon, Tueur, you need more than your magic,” Melisse adds. “I have faith in you, but you must redeem yourself with Virga. You must.”

      “I will…”

      I mean it, too. Virga has been wronged too many times, and instead of elevating her, I claimed her and then I sent her away. Yes, there were the noblest intentions involved, but it doesn’t change the fact that she is more among strangers now than she was back in the Versteck. Here, she was fully understood and appreciated. I’m not sure what will happen to her in the Endless Woods, but perhaps I should go over there. I should make things better.

      Looking at the map again, the forest area covered in bronze figurines, it becomes obvious that this bond between us is not as easy to ignore.
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      Using the cover of the gold cloak for the both of us, I sneak Mom back into the cabin we once called home.

      I get a fire going in the hearth and run her a hot water bath. While she soaks and sheds the filth of days spent adrift, I lay out some clean clothes on the bed for her to wear. Unfortunately, there isn’t much to pick from. All our garments are hand-me-downs and rough-spun linens on a yearly allowance. It doesn’t matter, though. Not today, and certainly not right now.

      “You will be safe here for a while,” I tell her as she dresses and combs her hair into a tight braid. “The masters don’t know you’re back, and I imagine there’s enough chaos from Elliott’s death still broiling and keeping everybody busy.”

      Outside, I catch a glimpse of Kirin coming out of the woods. She’s been surveying the area, making sure to throw people off our scent with what I assume is some proprietary pixie magic. I am beyond thankful to have her on my side. As soon as she’s in the open again, she turns invisible. I breathe a sigh of relief, knowing that we are, indeed, at least relatively safe.

      “What if the lady of the house or one of the farm hands comes knocking?” Mom asks.

      She puts more wood on the fire and hangs another kettle to boil, this time for tea. She keeps the dried fruits and flowers in a pantry jar. As soon as she removes the wooden lid, the fragrance kisses my senses, and I forget myself for a moment. Dad used to love his afternoon tea. He’d sit by the window with an old book and sip the rest of the Sunday away. It was the one day he was allowed to rest, and he wouldn’t let it pass without devouring a story or two. I guess it kept him sane.

      “You don’t answer,” I tell Mom.

      “She can just come in. This is still her property.”

      “You hide,” I reply, pointing at the shaggy carpet beneath Dad’s old chair. “Not even the masters know of the cellar he dug down there. Besides, I’ll make sure to have the elite gathered in the town center over the next few days. Great change is coming…”

      “Virga… With this change, we must also steer in a different direction.”

      “I know.”

      “You said it yourself. No more shackles. I am with you all the way, darling, but… it can’t be just the two of us. You cannot get us freedom without allies.”

      “I know that, too,” I reply, internally nudging myself to move on to the next stage of my liberation plan. “Kalla will listen.”

      “She just watched her father die…”

      “But she is not her father. Neither are Merl. Even Alfons has a whiff of decency.”

      “He will assume leadership.”

      “And I will challenge him.” As soon as I say this, my mother sucks in a breath. “But first, you are absolutely right that I need allies.”

      In order to get them, I must play the right cards. And while I’m there, I might as well try and see if I can rekindle an old flame or two. It might not only break my bond with Tueur, it could even help bring my design of a better pack to fruition.

      “Be careful, Virga,” Mom says as I head for the door. “The Redmayne children may not be like Elliott, but they are his blood, still. Do not forget that when you claim their friendship and loyalty.”

      “I understand. And you… stay here and hide, okay? There’s hardly anyone on the grounds today, but later, the Shortfang masters might return. Don’t let them see you just yet, especially if I start moving pieces across the board.”

      She gives me a soft nod, then watches me leave. I hear the key turn in the lock as I put the gold cloak on my shoulders, not wanting anyone to see me until it’s too late. I would’ve left it with my mother, but she can make do without it. Slaves are rather good at being invisible in this world.

      Kirin’s wings flutter nearby, and I can’t help but smile.

      “You don’t have to follow me,” I whisper. “If you’d be so kind, I’d rather you stayed with my mother and made sure she’s safe.”

      A chirp tickles my ear. It sounds like a yes. I’ve learned to understand some of the pixies’ sounds during the time spent in the Versteck. I do miss our training sessions and the buckets of laughter we had every day. Kirin’s sisters are fierce, but they bring out the best in me.

      “You’ll know if I need you, I’m sure,” I add, then listen to the sound of her flying back.

      I feel much better knowing there’s a pixie guarding my mother. Not that I have much to worry about. Mary Greystone is better at hiding from the Shortfangs than she might be willing to admit. I remember the nights and early mornings she stole to help raise me, cooking my meals, brushing my hair, washing my clothes, teaching me how to read and write. The old Lady Shortfang would whip her once in a while just to prove a point, but Mom would always keep skirting the farm rules to spend more time with me. I think the old Lady Shortfang understood. She just couldn’t let the behavior slide. Elliott would’ve seen right through it.

      Better to feel the whip of a Shortfang than the wrath of a Redmayne.

      Yet it’s the Redmaynes I’m going to.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The town is awfully quiet, from what I can tell. The lights are on inside the houses, candles flickering in chandeliers and wall sconces, and fires burning in noble hearths. The smell of burnt wood lingers in the late afternoon.

      I’ve been here for a while. Watching. Listening. Smelling. Unseen beneath the gold cloak. People rush from door to door, worriedly looking over their shoulders, but none stay out for more than a few minutes.

      I’m not sure what to make of this dull limbo, but I decide it’s time to make myself known to the Redmaynes again. Their mansion rises proudly as always, its reddish brick façade evoking the color of their manes. There are stone-sculpted gargoyles mounted along the tall roof, their jaws snapping at anything that might threaten the precious balance of this home. Alas, said balance was blown to shit when Azazel snuffed Elliott. Gah, even now… I can’t bring myself to feel sorry for the guy.

      Carefully removing the cloak, I leave it hanging from one shoulder. If not fully worn, it simply retains its golden shimmer, which doesn’t exactly fit my fur and black leather garments, but it hardly matters. I need it to come on quickly in case a hasty exit is required. The short sword is hidden beneath the cloak. I make my way up the front steps first, carefully looking around.

      The front gardens appear deserted. At this hour and during this part of the season, I’d expect to see an army of gardeners and groundskeepers taking care of the entire property. There are sprawling patches of lush greenery, elegant topiaries in need of a trim, and a sea of flowery shrubs that are no longer growing symmetrically—nothing that a good snip can’t handle, but there’s no one here.

      I assume they’re all mourning the loss of their Alpha.

      “Here goes,” I whisper to myself and knock on one of the massive double doors.

      Footsteps echo inside. Light. Rushed. Not a man. I was hoping I might see Merl first. Maybe he’s seen me from one of the upstairs windows. But no. The door opens, and Kalla gasps at the sight of me. She’s not happy, but she’s not angry, either. Her expression is… hard to read, I realize. She used to be more open, but perhaps the emotional suffering is tampering with her demeanor.

      Dressed in black satin with conservative frills of black lace sewn around her wrists and long, slender neck, Kalla looks much older with her ginger hair pulled back. She’s paler, too, with dark shadows under her big, puffy eyes. The poor thing has been crying herself to sleep for quite a while, it seems. “I am so sorry for what happened,” I tell her, bracing myself for the worst. It’s a bad habit, I know, but a hard one to shake. “So sorry, Kalla…”

      “Virga… You’re…alive? I thought…”

      “No, I… Oh, it’s complicated, but let’s just say I almost didn’t make it back.”

      She welcomes me inside the mansion with a warm smile.

      Elliott’s presence somehow lingers in here, I realize. There’s a feeling of deep longing, a sadness transpiring through the wood paneling and the moody lighting and the dark crimson fabrics adorning the window… this entire space was his home. His territory. He is gone, however, and yet the home remains. His children left behind, too young and green to fully understand the intricacies of leadership. The responsibilities.

      “Where have you been?” Kalla asks. The black velvet dress suits her well, though it makes her skin appear almost white. My heart breaks for the girl. She never asked for any of this.

      We sit by the window for a while, and I tell her about my Versteck adventures, the discovery of angels and demons, and the short tale of my recovery. A servant brings in a silver tray loaded with a freshly brewed teapot, matching porcelain cups and saucers, and a small plate with warm pastries. I reckon they’ve been getting plenty of house calls lately, since they’re already whipping out the hospitality.

      “At least you’re okay,” Kalla concludes with a heavy sigh. “I never agreed with how you and your parents were treated. As for your father… Sometimes, I think that my own had it coming. It’s a terrible thought, I know, but…”

      “I understand, Kalla, and you must not torment yourself over it,” I reply. “You’re a good person. Always have been. Remember, we don’t choose the families we’re born into. We can only make the best of what we are given. That being said, I also understand the pain of losing him, as… difficult as he must have been even as your father. For that, I am sorry.”

      “You didn’t do anything…”

      “My… My friend wanted to kill the demon responsible.”

      “Azazel,” Kalla says, her tired gaze fixed on me.

      “Yes. You were there, though I’m not sure how much you remember. It was a traumatic experience for everyone involved.”

      “I remember everything.”

      I stare at her for a moment. “Of course. Well, I couldn’t let the bastard die. Something tells me he knows more about me and my genealogy, and Tueur wanted to just kill him. I couldn’t. I hope you understand.”

      “Virga, everything about you got suddenly complicated overnight. You’re not who you thought you were. You’re not even what you thought you were… I guess it’s part of being in this twisted world of ours, that nothing is ever straightforward. Father always worshipped the archdemon Azazel. He considered his curse on us to be a blessing. The fact that it was the very same archdemon who killed him, well… there is no greater or more blistering irony in existence. Personally, I always believed that being wolves was the root of many troubles. Look at the humans. Look at how most of them live…”

      “Unaware of the things that go bump in the night.”

      “Exactly. We were cast out when the lycanthropy took over. We could not be among them anymore. We became our own people, while the humans thanked the heavens that we were gone. They forgot about us almost entirely. We became figments of their imagination. Stories they told their children to keep them from misbehaving. But in here, within the Endless Woods, we thrived and lived, weird and different, always of a supernatural conviction. So, when you tell me you are half-demon, Virga, I cannot in good conscience gasp and jump back as if you’re some kind of monster. We’re all monsters here, if you think about it…”

      “You are incredibly understanding,” I reply, fighting back another round of tears. It’s been like this since I left the Versteck. I’m well aware it’s mostly because of the distance between Tueur and me. I just didn’t think it would sting so badly. “Kalla, if there is anything I can do to help, you know you can count on me, right?”

      “Mhm. You’re good person, Virga and I’d like to be able to count on you as a friend. I never liked what they did to you and your family. What an ugly bunch we’ve become to allow such things to happen in our pack…”

      “Then will you help me? I consider myself free, now. I want the same for my mother and every other wolf who was shackled during your father’s reign.”

      Kalla gives me a startled look. “Oh, you don’t know. I should’ve figured this out sooner. You’ve been away…”

      “What is it?”

      “My brother, Alfons, has claimed the Alpha seat,” she says. “To my chagrin, he’s more like our father than either of us would care to admit.”

      The news hits me like a hammer in the solar plexus. It should not be a surprise. Alfons was always meant to succeed Elliott. I was just foolishly telling myself that maybe he wouldn’t, that maybe something would change on a fundamental level. That Alfons would not be seduced by such power and authority.

      “Congratulations,” I murmur, trying to sound genuine.

      “Oh, let’s be honest about this. It doesn’t bode well…”

      “Why do you say that?”

      Kalla rolls her eyes and finishes her tea, setting the cup back on its flowery saucer. Everything about her and about this house and its decorum speak of a human world panache, not of the Alpha clan leading the werewolves of the Endless Woods.

      “My brother is malleable. Perhaps too much. Some in the council wish to keep the rules from Father’s reign. Others wish to make amendments. Meanwhile, Merl and me persistently press him to revert back to the Blacktail era legislation.”

      “What about Stig and Shane?” I ask.

      “They’re both buried too deep in women to pay attention,” she exhales deeply.

      It’s too early for me to propose the idea of a challenge. Kalla has just buried her father. Maybe I can convince Alfons in private to step down, instead. The more I think about this, the more determined I become to keep another Redmayne male from assuming the leadership. First, however, I must prepare the playing field and kill two birds with one stone while I’m at it.

      “Where is Merl?”

      Kalla gives me a curious look. “He misses you.”

      That is supposed to make me feel something, and I take a moment to understand what it is. I can’t tell, though. I can’t tell if it is anything… or maybe nothing. I’m nervous, that much is clear, but I don’t yet know why. This whole situation is twisted and more complicated that any of us would’ve liked. And to think it all started on that night, that wretched night. I should’ve stayed away from Alfons.

      “There is a lot that he and I need to talk about,” I tell Kalla.

      She nods in agreement. “You’ll find him upstairs, in his study. He spends most of his time there, lately, poring over family trees and history books. He won’t tell me what he’s doing, but I can tell that he is anxious. Restless. Maybe it will do him some good to see you.”

      I can only hope for the same.

      This family has suffered through enough. I cannot let them rule over the pack again, but I cannot let them be destroyed, either. Elliott Redmayne doomed his offspring when he allowed his soul to be corrupted by greed and cruelty. The enablement of slavery is the mark of an evil man, pure and simple. While he may have been a decent father and a righteous ruler, for the most part, he brought slavery back and put monetary values on the lives of his fellow wolves.

      That is an unpardonable sin.

      For the Endless Woods to truly recover from this horrible transgression, a new page must be turned. Different leadership altogether. A good heart must come forth. I dare not think it myself, but I know I have what it takes to claim a better spot in this realm, just like Tueur said.

      Tueur…

      Why does my mind insist on running back to him all the time?!
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      I find Merl in his study, like Kalla said. He is beyond stunned to see me, and I find the reaction somewhat flattering as he stands numbly in the doorway, gawking at me.

      Granted, my attire might be more imposing than the usual rags he’s used to seeing me wear.

      “Virga. You’re…”

      “Alive and well, yes. Once again, I’ve cheated death,” I reply with a dry chuckle.

      “At least you’re able to make light of this. Come in, please,” he says, then steps aside.

      I don’t immediately go into the room, though, giving myself a moment to simply look at him. It feels as though we have been apart for centuries, only now reunited by some accidental twist of fate. I don’t sense any resentment between us. Maybe there is sadness about things that remained unfulfilled, but he seems genuinely happy to see me.

      He is still the same tall and handsome young man. Merl carries himself with a certain degree of softness that not many men get away with. A sensitive soul, bookish and thoroughly educated. His brilliance is an absolute turn-on, no doubt about it. I admit, my own heart pumped a little faster whenever he recited something from the ancient poets or discussed the geographical structures of our world. His reddish hair is curled and messy, shorter on the sides. The look in his eyes reminds me of that night.

      Finally, I step inside the study, and he closes the door behind me.

      “Would like some tea?” Merl asks.

      “I just had some downstairs with Kalla,” I tell him.

      He smiles, taking a couple of uneasy steps toward me. I should feel something at this point. The bond we lost, or at least remnants of it. But even the idea feels distant and foreign. Merl is a gorgeous man. Brilliant, too, and any woman would be fortunate to have his attention. I should be all giddy and blushing and giggling right about now, yet I can barely bring myself to look him in the eyes.

      “You look stunning,” he says. “You’ve really come into your own while you’ve been away. I suppose you’ll tell me all about your adventures, sometime?”

      “I’d hardly call it an adventure,” I reply. “But I am more than happy to share my story with you, Merl. You have always been a good listener.”

      “Mhm… And what did that get me?” For a moment, he looks to the window. “In retrospect, nothing I’ve suffered through is anywhere close to what you’ve been through.”

      We talk for a while, and I revisit the past few weeks of my life much like I did with Kalla. Merl deserves to know the truth about me, about my half-demon side, and, most importantly, about the worlds beyond and my desire for freedom. He nods attentively as he listens to me speak, fully engaged and almost never breaking eye contact.

      He has questions, too, though nothing ridiculous. I find relief in observing his keen interest. This whole business of parallel dimensions was bound to stir him, given his love of science and knowledge. The universe barely shares any of itself with us, so to be able to tread across realms the way I or the angels and the demons can, well… it’s enticing, to say the least.

      “Kalla’s viewpoint is exactly what I had hoped,” Merl says after I relay his sister’s words regarding my demon genes. “It only makes you more special.”

      “Thank you. I’m glad you feel that way.”

      “What of Azazel?” he asks.

      I should have seen this coming, too. Despite the troublesome dynamic within his family and Elliott’s most recent shortcomings, Merl loved his father. His murder should not go unpunished, regardless of what anyone thought about him. Well, I wouldn’t bother—for obvious reasons, but his sons are well within their rights.

      We’re sharing a two-seater by the western window. It’s not too bright on this side as the sun is barely at its noon peak, and we are given a splendiferous view of the back gardens, which are also in dire need of a trim here and there. I imagine the Redmayne children are too busy picking up the pieces of their broken family to concern themselves with landscaping.

      “My friend assured me that he and the angels will take Azazel down,” I tell him.

      “Your friend, Tueur. The man who saved you.”

      “Yes.”

      Merl stills, watching me carefully. Without hesitating, he moves closer and kisses me. His lips feel soft. Warm. I respond, our tongues meeting. Exploring. He tastes of a rainy summer afternoon and smells of honey and lemon—a strange but wonderful combination. I should be head over heels, melting against him and reveling in this moment. I want to. I would like nothing more than for us to tear the clothes off each other, right now, and be done with it.

      But I can’t.

      And Merl feels it.

      Pulling back slowly, he allows sadness and disappointment to take over his tone. “You’re into him. Your savior, I mean.”

      “What makes you say that?” I ask, my cheeks burning.

      “Our bond. It’s not there anymore,” he says. “I was hoping it had survived the burning. At least then I would’ve had a reason to feel the way I feel about you.”

      “Merl…”

      “It’s okay. Unrequited love is the worst, that’s true. But I am a Redmayne, remember? I’m made of the tough stuff,” he replies, trying to laugh.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. We both know it would’ve ended in tragedy.” He runs a hand through his hair and scoffs with sheer disappointment. “Father would never have allowed us to be together, even if you hadn’t bonded with Alfons first.”

      I clear my throat, trying to swallow back the flaming embarrassment of choices I barely had any control over, in the first place. “I really didn’t want that to happen.”

      “I know, Virga. Don’t worry about it. When we’re in wolf form, our instincts and desires become different. We stray from the known path and react on primal impulses. Nothing more, nothing less. Alfons was quick that night. I’ll give credit where it’s due. The bastard bolted right after you. He tracked you. I fell behind and ended up tracking him. We both knew it would be a race to get to you… I just didn’t know he was interested.”

      “Neither did I. Merl, I came here thinking I could rekindle whatever that was between us. And I’ve tried, I’ve really tried, but—”

      “You don’t think you can,” he cuts in and gently cups my cheek with one hand. “It’s okay, Virga. After everything you’ve been through, I wouldn’t dare pull you into my life… my family. It’s a bloody mess we’ve got on our hands, anyway.”

      Tueur won’t be very happy with my conclusion here. Truth be told, I don’t want to try any harder than this. If there is nothing, not even an emotional base for me to build a beautiful lie on, how can I give myself to Merl? How can I allow him to take my body and my soul?

      I imagine it would’ve been different, had the soulmate bond not been awakened. I might have sensed arousal in Merl’s proximity, like the many times before. But there is absolutely nothing.

      And the hidden side of me is quite pleased about this predicament. It means that… sooner or later, Tueur and I will have to see each other again. Where does that leave me here, in the Endless Woods, then? What place do I have in the pack if I’m destined to be the sexual and spiritual partner of a Nephil from another world?

      “Can I be petty enough to assume you don’t feel anything for Alfons anymore, either?” Merl adds, raising an eyebrow.

      I can’t help but laugh lightly, though my humor fades as I remember. “My death cleansed everything away, Merl. For a while, I had the impression there was still something there between us, but there isn’t. Only the memories remain, but those were never enough, were they?”

      “He’ll be displeased.”

      “Oh?”

      “Alfons has had wolves out combing the woods, looking for you. As soon as you vanished, even before the rage of our father’s death could subside, he came into his own really quick and dispatched scouts to find you and bring you back.”

      “He doesn’t know I’m here.”

      “Something tells me he does,” Merl replies, frowning as he glances outside again. I follow his gaze and instantly understand what he’s talking about. Six men rush across the back gardens, headed for the house. They’re wearing the Redmayne colors on their tunics. I recognize two of them as Elliott’s former scouts. “They must have caught your scent.”

      “I wasn’t trying to hide it,” I mutter.

      The study door bursts open, and in storms Alfons.

      Merl shoots up first, bold as he beholds his furious brother. Alfons is clad in black velvet, a crimson half-cape hanging from his shoulders—the Redmayne colors, adorned with gold embroidery and gold-brushed buttons. He looks positively handsome but more like his father every day. It worries me that he’s here, looking like this, but I don’t move.

      “There you are,” Alfons says, giving me a furious look.

      “Alfie, please, stop this!” Kalla comes in from the hallway in a bid to stop what’s about to unfold, but the scouts I saw downstairs have made their way up, and they’re now holding her beck. “Don’t touch me!” she snarls, though they don’t seem to care. “Alfie!” They drag her away. I can still hear her close by, arguing and protesting, yet one thing is clear. She’s not coming anywhere near this room. Not while Alfons has something to say.

      “It didn’t take you long to get here,” Merl mutters, hands balled into fists at his sides.

      Oh, the air in the room has become thick, suddenly. It’s harder to breathe, yet I cannot show any signs of weakness. I don’t know what Alfons’s endgame is, but I can definitely see what Kalla meant when she said he’s more like Elliott than she’d imagined. While their father was alive, Alfons had room to breathe and experiment with aspects of his personality. Now, however, things are different. Certain expectations have arisen, demanding more of him than ever before, and his first instinct was to emulate Elliott fucking Redmayne. What a disappointment he turned out to be.

      And to think Tueur wanted me to get back with him, if possible.

      I would rather die a thousand deaths. “Hello, Alfons,” I say, taking a deep breath.

      “Where have you been?” he asks, though he doesn’t wait for an answer as he immediately switches to insulting his brother. “You sneaky bastard. Did you really think she would just come back and belong to you? I bonded with her, first.”

      “Yeah, not a thing,” Merl replies.

      “Alfons, the bonds are no longer active,” I tell him, slowly getting up.

      While I wouldn’t mind slipping the gold cloak on to simply disappear, I know this must be done. Merl is primed and ready to do something foolish. I can hear his heart thudding furiously. The blood coursing angrily through his veins. He and I would have at least tried to be together eventually, had Alfons not bonded with me first. Had their father not had me burned at the stake. “There is no reason to fight anymore.”

      “I don’t care about the bond. It’s you I want, Virga. Father is dead. We’re free to be together, now,” he replies.

      Merl shakes his head. “You’re delusional.”

      “I’m the fucking Alpha, and I’m hereby decreeing that Virga Greystone shall be mine!”

      “But does she want to be yours?”

      They both look at me, and I’m starting to think Alfons might have lost more than a part of his soul when Elliott died. He doesn’t seem right, but rather consumed with mindless rage. Why hasn’t anyone intervened? Why has he been allowed to descend into this madness?

      “It’s not up to her. She’s a slave,” the young Alpha says.

      “I am a free wolf,” I reply firmly. “Your father’s laws were wrong, and I promise you, Alfons… I will burn the fucking woods down with everyone in them before I let any of you shackle me ever again!”

      Something changes in the room. My skin glows with sheer fury, my demon side emerging. I cannot hold any of it back, either. The threat of losing my freedom was enough to override any semblance of calmness I might have had up to this point. I may hate myself for what I’m about to say, yet it must be said. “Merl… The first born need not necessarily be the Alpha.”

      “You’re right,” he replies, scowling at his brother.

      Stunned by my remark, Alfons throws his head back with a hearty laugh. “Look at you two getting rebellious all of a sudden.” He points a finger at me. “You’re headed back to the cells until you consent to being my mate.” He shifts his focus back on Merl. “And you will learn your place in this family before I beat it into your thick head.”

      A second slithers by, sucking the oxygen out of the room. The scouts stand near the door, but only their beating hearts can be heard. It’s silent. Fearful. It’s the atmosphere of calm before a storm tears through. And Merl, bless his heart… Merl takes the lead.

      “According to the ancient laws of the pack, father’s rules die with him. Therefore, slavery is no longer perpetuated nor allowed.”

      “I will allow it!” Alfons snaps.

      “YOU WILL NOT!” Merl shouts. “Because I challenge your claim as the next Alpha of this pack! And whilst your position is challenged, you are forbidden from issuing or perpetuating any form of legislation!”

      I hear Kalla gasping. She heard him, loud and clear.

      What just transpired cannot be undone. Once the words have been spoken, they cannot be unsaid. The challenge was issued, and Alfons has no choice but to respond. I had hoped he would be persuaded to simply abdicate his position, but he is positively furious and blinded by pride. I don’t think he will go quietly.

      “You… fool,” he breathes, gritting his teeth.

      Merl raises his chin and straightens his back. “I can’t let you curse this pack to damnation. Father did enough damage on his own.”

      “You idiot!” Alfons growls, taking a couple steps toward the door. He is doing everything he can not to attack his brother at this point. It would disqualify him instantly. A fight must happen, but not here, not now. The council must be summoned. The pack must witness. If he so much as slaps Merl in this early moments, Alfons will be immediately barred from the pack and exiled from the Endless Woods. “You fucking idiot! We are brothers! Of the same blood! Why would you do something like this?!”

      “Because you’re asking for it,” Merl replies, seemingly at peace with his choice. “And because I cannot let you enslave anyone ever again. Especially not Virga. You think I’m terrible because I’m rising against my own blood? You’re a selfish prick who won’t take no for answer. You will willingly destroy a life so you can have things your way. So, no, Alfons. I refuse to be a part of this world if you’re in charge.”

      “You want to kill me,” Alfons hisses.

      “Not necessarily. You could always abdicate. You’re allowed, now that the challenge has been issued,” I suggest. “The laws are clear.”

      “I’d be a coward. Shame would forever be a stain on my family.”

      “Alfons, your father shamed the Redmayne dynasty for centuries to come. Trust me. No one will look at you funny if you just… quit,” I insist.

      He shakes his head slowly, without even giving it much thought before he looks at Merl again. “You and I will fight to the death. And as your soul departs this world, you will learn, dear brother, why I was born first and not you.”

      I would say something else, but Alfons won’t hear it, anyway. He motions for his scouts to follow as he leaves the study and the mansion altogether.

      Merl and I stand in silence for a while, listening to the rushed footsteps and barked orders. Soon enough, the entire forest will come alive, buzzing with gossip and trembling with fear of the uncertain future ahead. Whom do the wolves want leading them, anyway? A man who is willing to keep me enslaved until I let him into my bed, or a man who is willing to risk his own life so that no one might enslave another wolf again? To me, the choice is laughably simple.

      To everyone else, well… I am not so sure.

      “This can’t be happening,” Kalla gasps as she enters the room. “What the hell were you thinking, Merl? Challenging Alfons… You shouldn’t have!” She pauses to look at me, and I feel the anger in her smoldering gaze. “Perhaps it’s best if you leave, Virga. My brother and I clearly need to talk about a few things.”

      “There is nothing left to discuss,” Merl says, picking up on similar thoughts. “You must summon the council. Tonight, my brother and I will fight for the leadership of our pack.”
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      Brother pitted against brother.

      I fear this is the lowest that our pack could go. A necessary tumble, in my opinion, though it gives me no pleasure to witness it. Only grief.

      As the evening falls, I am able to sneak past the swelling crowds that pour into the town center to see the upcoming fight. It has taken me a few hours, but I managed to find an obscure amendment to our pack laws. It’s a long shot, but definitely a possible avenue if I get Merl and the council to listen.

      Given my last exit from this place, however, it is also a gamble.

      The town center is marked by paper lanterns hung on strings from roof to roof. Amber glows linger in the evening air as the sky above turns dark.

      The sun has already set. The little light left is but the sigh of sunset dissolving into the growing night. Footsteps rattle across the cobblestone as people gather closer to the square, which has been fenced in for the purpose of public safety. Merl and Alfons will be going at it as wolves, and so the others must be kept safe.

      There is a lingering sense of anxiety present, not that I can blame anyone. They’re nervous. Not everyone agreed with Elliott’s rule, and few have suffered from his policies—we, the slaves, had it the worst. Now, we’re only a handful compared to the rest of the pack. A minority. I dare hope that this changes everything. Oppression does not suit us as a species. I am unseen, covered in my gold cloak as I make my way through the network of alleyways surrounding the square.

      The guards’ positions are clear. Alfons has peppered the crowd with loyalists, already. They’re chanting his name, beckoning the others to follow suit. It’s rather pitiful but, as Merl said, he is blinded by pride, and pride is the worst affliction that can befall a man.

      I find the Redmayne’s in the town hall building, on the ground floor. The room with the red doors has been sealed off—which is good. The mere thought of that place makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand up and my stomach churn.

      Alfons is in one room, casually taking off his clothes and discussing political affairs with Stig and Shane. I feel sorry for the younger brothers, too. They worship Alfons. I wish they’d chosen a better role model, though.

      In the room next door, Merl is preparing for the fight while listening to Kalla’s pleas to change his mind. She’s desperate, refusing to understand that it is too late to pull back. It became too late when the challenge was issues.

      Our laws are stern for a reason. Otherwise, every idiot might be compelled to issue challenges and then back out at the last minute.

      “You should abdicate,” Stig says, watching Alfons as he slips out of his black velvet pants.

      “And you should keep your mouth shut before I knock your teeth out,” the challenged Alpha replies bluntly. I am briefly seduced by the almost artful way in which his thigh and calf muscles are carved. It’s a shame he’s such a self-absorbed prick. It’s also sad that he’s choosing to go down this path. “I’m no coward.”

      “But you’re our brother, and so is Merl,” Stig insists.

      Shane seems to agree. “Screw the leadership. You don’t have to take over the pack. Let Merl have at it. He was always the scholar among us. You could join us on expeditions, maybe. After our first shift, Stig and I plan to go on a long trip beyond the Endless Woods. You could join us?”

      “You sound like children. I have responsibilities here,” Alfons replies, staring at himself in a wall-mounted mirror as he proceeds to unbutton his shirt.

      “Father did enough damage on his own. I see you’re determined to make everything worse,” Stig sighs and walks out, unable to take this any longer. Shane exhales sharply and follows him, leaving Alfons alone with himself and what I assume are terrible thoughts.

      He is naked, now, and silent.

      I would not be able to live with myself if I didn’t give him one last chance, so I move closer and pull the gold cloak back. Alfons freezes at the sight of me. The shock is brief, though, and it isn’t followed by any form of modesty. He would’ve been a nice mate, had he made better choices. And that is the unpleasant truth.

      “What sorcery is that?” he asks, nodding at my cloak.

      “Angel stuff,” I reply casually. “Alfons, don’t be an idiot. Abdicate. Let Merl lead. He will be a better pack leader than your father ever was. Than you ever will be.”

      “Virga, I thought you were smarter than this. I am not backing down from this fight. The laws of our pack may be cruel, but they shall be enforced. Merl issued his challenge, ready to kill me if need be. I have no choice but to reciprocate, no matter how much I love him.”

      “At the risk of repeating myself, you do have a choice.”

      “No, I do not. If I were anyone else, maybe… but abdication is not on the table.”

      “You’re putting your ego over your family.”

      “I’m putting my duty over everything else!” Alfons snarls. “Not that you would know anything about it. Prancing around, crying over spilled milk and demanding your freedom. Well, Virga, you’ll have a chance to earn it, soon enough!”

      I smile, ignoring the bitter taste in the back of my throat. “I’m already free, Alfons. I said it before, but perhaps you didn’t understand. No one will ever make me a slave again. No wolf shall ever be shackled.”

      “You don’t call the shots.”

      “I might, if you push me.”

      Alfons bares his teeth, a low growl emerging from his chest. “Leave this room, Virga. I have a brother to kill and a crown to defend.”

      “Truthfully, I’m sorry I ever considered you my mate,” I reply, meaning every word. “You were always the distant but handsome one. The man I could only aspire to dream of. Despite your volcanic temperament and boyish delights, you were the crown jewel of your family, Alfons. But then you had to go and turn out like your father, while Merl opted for decency, instead. You are pitiful, pack master. Regardless of what happens tonight, know that you are pitiful and cowardly. A brave man would choose his brother over a title.”

      I leave him behind and pull the hood over myself, vanishing from sight once more. Passing by Merl’s room, I hear Kalla crying. I push the door open, ever so slowly.

      Merl is holding his sister, hugging her tightly as she sobs, face hidden in his chest and tears seeping into the fabric of his robe. He is wearing the red silk with the golden Redmayne monogram. The pride of his name.

      There is nothing I can do for him, now. I can only hope that he will prevail.
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      By the time I return to the square, the crowd is practically boiling over. There are rumors flying, murmurs trickling into the streets. Crazy theories bounce around as the people get riled up, eager to see a fight to the death.

      I’m afraid this challenge has brought out the worst in the pack. The thirst for blood is almost palpable. I’ve got the gold cloak on one shoulder, but no one seems to care I’m around. Half of those present don’t even know me, while the other half is too busy waiting for the Redmayne brothers to come out.

      The council surrounds the wrought iron fence delimiting the center of the square. They all wear black robes, silver chains hung across their chests. It’s supposed to be a somber occasion. A wolf is about to perish in this place.

      “SILENCE!” Old Silas Whitestone’s voice booms across and far up the connecting alleyways. “This is no cause for celebration nor cheers! Show some damned respect!”

      Shame seems to do the trick, as the crowd’s mumblings and chitters begin to die down. It’s quiet for a while, as people look at each other and back at the council members—the eldest of each house and appointed members of our government. They’re responsible for how bad things have gotten, too. They were all complicit, in the end, allowing Elliot to get away with the dreadful things he did.

      Kalla comes through. Someone gasps beside me. I recognize one of the Redmayne mansion’s younger maids. She probably shouldn’t even be here, but curiosity must’ve gotten the better of her. Not that I can blame here. There’s a certain degree of sensationalism that accompanies events like these. It really does bring out the worst in some of us. But it’s Kalla I’m worried about. She is devastated yet carries herself with impeccable grace, draped in a red velvet dress. Spun gold covers her neck and wrists, capturing flickers of light from the hanging paper lamps as she moves.

      Her hair is loose down her back, like wavy layers of fire. She stops at the iron fence and lifts the latch off one of the segments, then pulls the whole thing aside. Her eyes won’t leave the ground.

      “Tonight, a fight shall bring forth our next Alpha,” Silas Whitestone announces, his voice loud and grave and full of sadness. “It is not what I would have hoped for our already troubled realm, but the law is the law… Merl Redmayne, second born to Elliott Redmayne, has issued a challenge to the heir pack master, Alfons Redmayne.” As he speaks, the brothers come through, the family colors pouring down their shoulders. “In lieu of abdicating, the pack master and de facto Alpha has accepted the challenge, and so, brother shall fight brother for the throne.”

      Alfons scoffs as he storms past the old man, nearly knocking him out of the way. He takes his robe off and reveals himself in all his naked glory to the people watching. Cheers and whistles burst from the crowd, the temperature slowly rising through the streets of this old town.

      I can certainly see his appeal. His strength is seductive, as is his self-confidence. But it is his brother he is choosing to fight, instead of looking for a way for them to work together.

      “Let’s get this over with,” Alfons mutters. Kalla tries to tell him something, bringing a hand up to his face, but he smacks it away and grunts nervously as he enters the fenced area. His breath is ragged as he drops to his knees and allows the wolf to take over.

      Merl reaches Kalla with a dark look on his face. He sees his brother already shifting, yet he does not hurry. Instead, his eyes search the crowd around them until they find me. Our gazes are locked for what feels like a minute, and I wish I could give him some of my strength and fury to carry him through the battle ahead.

      He smiles, albeit briefly, putting everything into this moment. Things he never told me. Things I know he feels. We could’ve had an interesting life together, I know…

      “Argh!” Alfons cries out as his bones crackle, fur bursting through his pores as he transforms beneath the rising moon. She glows above, round and pearly and silent. Perhaps a little sad that two of her beloved children are about to fight.

      Merl loses the robes and steps into the center of the square. With trembling hands and tears streaming down her cheeks, Kalla struggles to pull the fence back and the latch down. Stig and Shane notice her wavering and rush to assist her, while the rest of the council looks on. Cowards. All of them.

      Within minutes, the world begins to change along with Merl. The Redmayne wolves soon howl up at the night sky as Whitestone makes the final announcement.

      “In accordance with our ancient laws, there shall be a fight to the death. May the worthy prevail, and may the vanquished find peace in the next life…” He steps back, hands gathered at the front, and stares at the brothers with a mixture of anguish and disappointed. This may not be what he wanted, but it is what they all truly deserve. This disgusting, pathetic circus…

      Merl isn’t as big as Alfons in his wolf form, but he is quick on his feet and remarkably agile. His eyes glisten with determination as he approaches his older brother. My heart quickens, my throat closes up as I watch. Everyone here is breathless. Speechless. Waiting for the conclusion.

      I don’t even realize when the fight begins. They both jump at each other’s throats.

      Someone cheers. Another screams. The wolves snarl and snap and claw and bite, tangled across the grey cobblestone and fighting for everything that matters to them in this world. My hand comes up. I cover my mouth, unsure of how much more I can take.

      Blood sprays out!

      It’s Alfons. He has taken a hit, yet he does not hesitate to strike back. Again, the wolves collide and battle, supremacy within reach, as the crowd begins to cheer them on. It is a savage scene unraveling before us. I find nothing worthy of fascination or admiration, yet so many here clap their hands and growl with delight as Alfons tears into Merl. It gets brutal and gory fast.

      There is too much blood flowing, already.

      I fear for the worst. I cannot stop what’s coming. Merl may be fast, but there is a fury beaming from within Alfons that knows no limits nor the idea of control. Defeat is not an option for the young pack master, and so… he’s got nothing to lose.

      The air feels heavy, pressing down on my shoulders. I don’t like this. I have felt it before. Its familiarity startles me because… Oh, no… My skin glows, ever so slightly. It tingles all over, too. My breath hitches. My heart skips beats. Lightness dances inside my head, sending my thoughts into a scattering mess as I finally understand what is happening.

      A demon is here, walking among us.

      Kalla’s devastated scream tears through me, and I am violently dragged back into the present as Alfons rips Merl’s throat open.

      “No…” I hear myself whisper, my very soul breaking into bits and pieces.

      Merl has collapsed, and he is bleeding out. Alfons’s jaw drips crimson on the cobblestone. He stares at his brother for a while, then lets out a spine-tingling howl that permeates the very fabric of our enchanted realm. The sky itself trembles, and the stars flicker with devastation as a soul departs this world unjustly. I’m so angry… so angry at everyone here for allowing this to happen. Everyone including myself.

      Kalla is on her knees. Stig and Shane hold her, their eyes red and filled with tears.

      “It is done,” Whitestone announces, unable to hide his own disappointment. “All hail Alfons Redmayne, Alpha and pack master of our kind…”

      Alfons shifts back into his human form, his hair caked with Merl’s blood, his face red with Merl’s blood, his throat and chest smeared with Merl’s blood. It’s everywhere, and it makes my stomach turn, because now I hate him. I no longer pity nor despise him. I hate him, and I know I cannot let him win. He will jeer and put shackles on me and my mother and everyone else who defies him—it’s what these free folks don’t fully comprehend.

      He roars with grief and anger, muscles twitching, as a servant opens the fence and brings over the red robe he left behind. Alfons rejects the covering and backhands the servant, then spits some of his brother’s blood and scans the crowd, feverishly looking for me. They’re all so excited to see him win. The maid who was standing next to me is gone. With the cruel master back in charge, the last thing she wants is to be caught here, tonight. It sickens me.

      “WHERE IS SHE?!” Alfons shouts from the bottom of his lungs. “Bring me Virga Greystone!”

      I won’t let him dictate the narrative here, so I move through the crowd before they can even look left and right in hopes of seeing me, then jump over the fence and face Alfons directly. “I’m here.”

      “This is on you,” he says, pointing at his dead brother.

      Merl died a wolf. I can only hope his soul finds rest and beauty elsewhere. “This world was too evil and filthy for a soul as pure as his,” I reply, loud enough for everyone to hear me. I notice Kalla listening, her brothers helping her up. A sea of eyes is on me. It’s time to speak the truth. “Merl was the Alpha you people did not deserve.”

      “Bow before me, bitch!” Alfons yelps, visibly offended.

      “Elliott Redmayne brought slavery back from the darkest times, and you allowed it!” I address the people, for they each carry a sliver of guilt. “He forced his fellow wolves to wear chains, to suffer hunger and poverty while the rest of the realm flourished, and you allowed it! He killed those who spoke against him, and you allowed it! He pissed all over our traditions, our history, our fucking pride as wolves, and you allowed it! Each of you!” I start pointing fingers, and I don’t excuse Kalla, Stig, and Shane, either. Not even Merl is allowed to be remembered entirely without blemish. “His sons! His brothers and sisters! His mother and father and every single wolf here bearing the Redmayne name! You are responsible for this madness. The council. The body of governance. You noble men and women of ancient dynasties… You allowed Elliott to destroy our pride and valor. The moment you opened the doors to slavery again, you abandoned everything that was ever good about us!”

      I turn around a couple of times, always keeping an eye on Alfons, just in case. It seems as though the shame is slowly eating away at him, though. He hesitates. There is hatred in his eyes, sure. The intent to do harm is clear as the full moon above us. But there is a peculiar strength in me that I barely noticed before, and it’s giving me a voice that has never been so loud. My skin glows as I raise my arms in a gesture that might encompass them all.

      “You made this possible. The carnage. The misery. The bloodshed. Each of you must carry the guilt from now on. Instead of rising against the budding tyrant, you closed your eyes because you were comfortable. Who could blame the Shortfangs, right?!” I laugh with blatant mockery as I nod toward my parents’ masters. They’re suddenly red with shame, but where was that shame when they gave us a few bushels of corn to feed us for the entire year? “They’re old. They can’t really afford servants since their crops haven’t yielded much and since Grandfather Antioch gambled the family fortune away in one of the human cities… Let’s get them slaves, Elliott thought, then said aloud, and you were fine with it! The Whitestones were in need of slaves, too. Indentured servitude, you called it. Well, fuck you, wolves of the Endless Woods. You brought this shame on yourselves. Merl’s blood is on your hands.”

      I look to Alfons and smile. “You may have been the killer, but these fools were the ones who let you do it. I gave you a way out, but you insisted, and even then, no one thought to consult the pack laws. Had they all risen with a challenge against you for the Alpha position, you would’ve had no choice but to step down or eventually die. You would have fought a dozen wolves before ultimately losing. But no one had the courage to do this. They were just… fine with everything.”

      “Doesn’t that anger you, Virga?” A chilling voice trickles from the crowd.

      Alfons becomes white as a sheet of paper when a figure emerges and closes a clawed hand over his throat. One move, and his life will spray and splash all over the town square before he can wear the Alpha crown again. It’s Azazel. He’s back, and I am nervous and giddy and terrified, emotions jumbling through me as I try to figure out the sense in this exchange. Light emanates from within me, and I can’t help it.

      The archdemon smiles. “Well, aren’t you a sight for sore eyes.”

      Briefly looking around, I realize that everyone else is frozen. Paralyzed. There has to be some kind of demonic magic at work here. The only one still moving and fully in the moment is Alfons. “You filthy murderer… I imagined we’d see you again…”

      “I thought you Redmaynes worshipped me,” Azazel chuckles dryly.

      “You killed your greatest worshipper,” Alfons spits.

      Azazel looks at me, clearly amused. “Has he always been this foolish?”

      It’s hard to focus when I have his full attention. What an interesting creature he is. I see him better, now. Perhaps in a different light. He is huge, towering over Alfons, his skin almost white and shimmering like mine. His silver horns and shoulder spikes catch my eyes again. It’s his hair that fascinates me, though. The metallic blue shade reminds me of my own odd streaks. I’m not sure what to make of this resemblance. I think… maybe I have an idea, but lack the courage to voice it.

      “Alfons was never known for his intelligence,” I sigh, now resigned to the mess that has been made. Maybe I should be scared, yet I cannot feel fear when I look into those strange blue eyes… so much like mine. “What are you doing here, Azazel? Have you not caused enough chaos already?”

      The archdemon smiles. There is warmth dancing in his gaze. “I had to come, darling. The moment I sensed you coming through, I knew you’d push things in this direction. It was a natural course for a fighter like you.”

      “Be gone, demon!” Alfons tries to move, but Azazel’s index digs deep enough to break his skin.

      “Don’t move, little pup. I’m still deciding whether I will kill you slow or fast.”

      It’s enough to render the bastard silent. Good. Because I am also debating whether Alfons deserves a slow and torturous death or not. For the time being, however, and while the world around us stands still, I choose to focus on Azazel first.

      “You knew I was here? You sensed me?” I ask.

      “You innocent mutt,” he sighs. “You have no idea, huh?”

      “Of what?”

      “Of what you are capable of! You must take what is yours, Virga. Take control of this pack. You belong here. You have a greater claim to the throne than any of the Redmayne mongrels!” Azazel pauses to carefully measure my reaction. I’m aware of what my skin tells him. “You were about to issue your challenge, weren’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      Alfons would have a couple of things to say about this, but he is helpless.

      “Don’t tell me I interrupted you. This coward had people posted around the town square ready to jump you at a moment’s notice. I doubt he would’ve let you challenge him,” Azazel says, then sighs heavily. “You’re not doing any of this right, sweetheart. Guess I’m gonna have to teach you a couple of things…”

      He’s about to open Alfons’s throat, but I cannot let that happen. “STOP!” I cry out.

      “Excuse me?!” he gives me a confused look.

      “No more bloodshed,” I tell him. “You said I should take what is mine. Well, I won’t do that through cowardly murder! And I won’t let another Redmayne child die because of Elliott’s cruelty! They’ve lost enough,” I add, pointing at the frozen siblings. The mere look on Kalla’s face breaks me. The fear. The horror. I know them too well. “I understand how they feel. They may have been complicit, as I have said, but they do not deserve to be dragged through the depths of hell over this.”

      “Oh, Virga, you don’t know the meaning of hell,” Azazel replies, slowly shaking his head. “But you’re right. Besides, killing this fucker wouldn’t provide me with enough satisfaction.” He tosses Alfons to the side like he’s no more than a flimsy strawman. The wolf grunts and whimpers as he hits the ground, yet he dares not move.

      I’m about to challenge him when Azazel vanishes and appears in front of me. So close, that I can feel his warm breath on my face. His scent of lilies and citrus blossoms. Unforgettable. Surprising. Odd.

      “Virga, your challenge can wait,” he says. “I wasn’t entirely forthcoming with you earlier. This whole pack business is not why I’m here. It’s time you and I had a chat.”

      “What?”

      He grabs my arm, and the entire world vanishes around us. We’re engulfed by darkness—merely a flicker, a sigh in the ever-flowing river of time, until we appear beside a crystalline waterfall.
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      This isn’t the Endless Woods anymore.

      This mountain from which the sparkling torrent flows is a peak I have seen from afar many times as a child.

      “The Rose,” I whisper. Yet I could never reach it.

      “Mhm,” Azazel replies, letting go of my arm.

      This is the closest I will ever get to paradise. The mountain is made of pale pink marble with white streaks. There is grass growing on every patch of dirt, and the trees here are either magnolias or cherries. It seems as though it was made by man over the course of eons, a splendiferous domain devoted to the worship of nature’s softest color—the beautiful and everlasting pink. Roses bloom everywhere in irregular but full and stuffy bushes, their petals glistening with dew under the pale moonlight.

      The fragrance is almost intoxicating, and my heart feels eerily full.

      I had questions for the archdemon. So many questions. Yet all I can do is stare at the wonders around me, questioning how long it took for the magnolia trees to grow so big and how kind the sun must have been to this place for it to yield such beauty. Overhead, the starry sky stretches in pure black, littered with white-hot stars. The pink marble is almost lilac in this light, reminding me of the Versteck. Sheer coincidence, but it’s enough to send a pang through my chest.

      “This place was forbidden,” I say, kneeling beside the tumbling stream. I put my hand in the water and revel in its coldness. “Not only was it outside the Endless Woods, but it’s also said to be inhabited by some powerful witch… or so my parents would say. We could see it from our mountaintops on a clear night. A dangerous temptation for many.”

      “Your parents. You mean the Greystones who raised you,” Azazel replies.

      He sits on the edge of a stone that bends over the pond in which the water falls, while I have settled here, where it begins to flow again. Blades of grass arch beneath the moonlight, capturing crystalline drops here and there. They linger like translucent pearls from green tips. What magic in the simplicity of nature… I’m hypnotized, even though I should be anything but!

      “Yes,” I tell him. “Why am I… Why am I feeling—”

      “So calm and enthralled?” he chuckles. I offer a faint nod. “It’s the flowers. Their fragrance is imbued with something unworldly. It doesn’t affect me, as a demon, but you’re still half-wolf. You’re susceptible.”

      “I see. I’m helpless, then.”

      “I can always cut everything down, if you want.”

      He seems serious. “No,” I reply. “It’s too beautiful. I can take it. But why are we here? What is this place, exactly?”

      “Well, your Greystone folks were right about one thing. This mountain did belong to a powerful witch, but she died many centuries ago. I have been coming here and taking care of the place ever since. It seemed special. Too pretty to let it go to waste. You can say I’m a sentimental fool who likes nice things.”

      To be fair, he looks like anything but. He’s a frickin’ giant, ropes of muscles filling every inch with cruel hardness and stark shadows. I would not dare rise against him. One back of his hand, and it would likely shatter me to pieces. This is an archdemon, responsible for our lycanthropy and who knows what else? He is ancient and powerful, fearsome… yet all I can do is stare at him.

      “Your mother used to run away from the Endless Woods when she was a child. It drove her father crazy,” Azazel continues, gazing at the waterfall. “She was but a stump when she first made her way up here. Ever the brazen little adventurer.”

      “My mother never left the Endless Woods.”

      “Your real mother, Virga. Not hapless Mary Greystone,” he replies, slightly irritated for a moment. But the softness returns as he remembers. “From the moment I saw her, knees scraped and toes wiggling in the dirt by the stream, right there where you’re sitting now… I knew I would fall for her. She was a fierce little thing. Her hair was long and of the blackest black. Her eyes held the depth of the stormy seas. Your mother was a work of art, Virga, and with a soul to match. I stayed with her. Looked after her… She had a penchant for trouble and falling off the high places.” He pauses to laugh lightly, and the warmth of his voice befuddles me.

      “You loved my mother…”

      “I loved your mother so, yes. I even put a baby inside her,” he replies and turns his head.

      There it is. The familiarity between us. The thoughts I figured were best left unspoken. The fears come true—though it’s not the greatest shock, now that I look back. His hair… His eyes… They’re mine, too. He gave them to me. Azazel, the archdemon who made the werewolves, is my father.

      He realizes I need a moment to really absorb this acknowledgment and accept it as part of my new reality.

      “I guess blood is thicker than water,” I ultimately conclude.

      “You almost died to save me, sweet child, even though you had no idea. So, yes. Demon blood, in particular, is quite… thick.” He gets up and walks over—calm and cautious in his approach, aware of the tension still coming off me. I’m not ready to relax in his presence, despite the blossoms’ effect on me. “You shouldn’t have done that, by the way. Whatever spell that kid was about to throw at me, I would have rejected it. He’s not powerful enough to take me on.”

      “Tueur is more powerful and more determined than you give him credit.”

      Azazel smiles, cocking his head to the side. “You’re a striking copy of her… Sure, lose the hair and the eyes first, but still… Wow.”

      “Who was she?” I ask.

      “It’s better if I show you.” He reaches a hand toward me, and I instinctively move back. “Relax, Virga, I would never hurt you. Never.” I can tell from the sound of his voice that he means it. Perhaps the blossoms are influencing my decision-making process, as well, but… at the end of the day, Azazel is offering me the truth about myself. I would be a fool to refuse. “You must see for yourself, Virga, so you may understand.”

      His fingers touch my temple. It’s a soft sensation accompanied by millions of tiny electrical currents spreading through my skin, tingling all over as I close my eyes and fall down the well of darkness and things already gone. I’m in another woman’s body. I see myself in the mirror.

      Oh…

      I am her. Hair, long and straight and silky. Vibrant green eyes with specks of grey and white, like the foamy waves of an ocean. Noble features and a bold smile. High cheekbones and a proud, slim nose. Her neck is long, her shoulders broad as she dons a long white dress with black fur shoulder pads. Silver hangs over her chest—an artful weave of metal and semi-precious stones in shades of green and blue. In the middle of it, a familiar insignia reigns supreme, a black wolf with its tail twisted around like a circular frame.

      “Primrose!” a man calls out. “It’s time.”

      “I’ll be right there,” she says. I doubt she’s a day over sixteen here.

      The world fades and mingles into shapeless colors as I become lost in the past. It does not take long for me to find balance again, though. This time, I glance ahead and see Azazel. He smiles mischievously as my mother runs toward him and loses herself in his embrace. The vision shifts once more, and she is bathed in warmth and love. She has a generous baby bump beneath her white silk dress. The baby just kicked.

      “A fierce little one,” Azazel chuckles, his arms wrapped around her.

      Around her. My mother.

      “Breathe, my love. Breathe,” Azazel says as my mother is about to push.

      I hear the baby’s cries. I feel the pain. The fear.

      It soon becomes a jumble of images strung together and flashing before my eyes. I am unable to intervene, to change anything, to prevent the tragedy from unfolding.

      Giant wings flapping. Specks of gold and silver dancing across my field of vision. “Be gone, or I will strike you down, Azazel,” the angel says. He glances my mother’s way and shakes his head in disappointment while raising his sword. “I told you not to let him near you, Primrose. Now, the Blacktails shall perish. You have doomed your entire dynasty.”

      My mother screams at Azazel to get away. The archdemon vanishes before the sword of pure light comes down to hurt him. To kill him. My mother is crying hard. So hard.

      The troubles are only just beginning, though.

      She’s running through the Endless Woods, her newborn baby in her arms. Tears stream down her scratched cheeks.

      Elliott’s voice booms through the forest. Elliott Redmayne. “You can run, Prim, but you can’t hide! I’m this pack’s greatest tracker! Its Alpha!”

      Yet a challenge was never issued.

      This is the true past. Elliott Redmayne ended the Blacktail dynasty—many of us suspected that much though no one dared point a finger over the years. But I see it. I see it with my own eyes. The baby is gone. She’s in the arms of another. “I’ll keep her safe,” the lowly demon hisses. “It’s your only choice, and you know it!”

      “Guard her with your life and let her know she was loved,” my mother tells, crying her heart out as she starts running again, relieved to hear her baby’s cries dim in the dark distance. Before long, she’s pinned to the ground, and Elliott Redmayne’s boot presses down on her throat.

      “A new era begins,” he says.

      The sword comes down.

      I scream and weep in Azazel’s arms as I am brought back into the present. Hot tears roll down my cheeks, my very soul aching. I wish I could find a way to bring Elliott back just so I could kill him again with my bare hands. He took everything from me! The prick! My mother, my life… I scream some more as my archdemon father holds me tight, nearly crushing me against his chest. I let it all out.

      The pent-up rage. The years of misery and abuse.

      “I was forced to leave your mother’s side,” he says after a while. “Virga, you must understand, Primrose forbade me from getting involved in the pack’s affairs. She made me swear an oath.”

      “And you swore it.”

      “I did, because I loved her. Had I gone against her, she would have banished me.”

      “She had that power?”

      “I loved her… Everything Primrose demanded of me, anything that I could give, I gave it to her. Solitude. Company. Love. Friendship. Protection. Even my complete and total absence. Virga, when a demon loves, he loves with his whole being. There are no half-measures. No ifs or buts. No conditions. Just pure and total devotion.”

      I push him away and jump to my feet, suddenly alive with crackling fury. “You knew that Elliott Redmayne was killing off the Blacktails, didn’t you?”

      “I begged her to let me help.”

      “But she wouldn’t allow your intervention. Why?”

      “Primrose believed that my presence would change the pack, and not for the better. Particularly since I’m the one who made you who you are, to begin with,” Azazel sighs. “She also believed that whatever came, it was a natural occurrence and part of the universe’s will. I tried to talk her out of it, Virga. I begged her to rise against Redmayne and kill him before he would kill her.”

      “She’s dead, Azazel. How did I end up back in the pack, then? Last time I saw myself, a demon was carrying me off…”

      He holds back a bitter smile, shaking his head. “That was Yroddin. I sent him so that he might protect you. I had a feeling that Primrose might find a premature end in those woods. There were too many traitors around her. Too many wolves were in Redmayne’s pockets by the time you were born. Yet I was bound by oath not to interfere, and too far away…”

      “Why? Where were you, Azazel?”

      Silence settles between us. Only the waterfall sings its rushed song, and birds chirp shyly from the bushes. The archdemon does not wish to answer my question, it seems. He looks away and upward, staring at the moon for a while. I stand, my joints stiff with anger, waiting to hear the rest of the story, because someone is to blame for the lie that I have been living for too long. Someone needs to pay, and I know it wasn’t just Elliott behind it.

      “There are things you should not be made aware of. Not yet, at least. Things that I am still trying to get to the bottom of, after all these years,” Azazel finally says. “Yroddin held on to you for a few months, but when he couldn’t reach me, he made a terrible choice and left you back in the Endless Woods, by the riverside.”

      “Where Mary found me.”

      “Yes. By the time I was free to roam again, it was too late. You were a toddler, a beautiful little creature who had found a home.”

      “But you were no longer bound by oath, since my mother was dead. You could have just walked in and taken me,” I reply.

      He nods once. “True. However, you would not have lived well in my company, Virga. There is no peace for half-breeds among the demons. We do terrible things, and we teach our offspring the same. Granted, most of us reproduce to perpetuate our nature and our creeds. You were different. You were born from love and kindness, two things I never imagined myself capable of until I met your mother. I couldn’t bring myself to raise you in my ugly world.”

      “I was raised a slave in a realm ruled by the man who killed my mother! The woman you claim to have loved!” I snarl, no longer able to hold back.

      He’s in my face, now, seemingly taller and darker and brimming with cosmic fury as he glares down at me, his jaw clenched so tight, I can easily imagine the bones soon breaking. “There is nothing I wouldn’t do to turn back the clock and make better, smarter choices. But I cannot. I could not! So, I did the next best thing and hung around. Watching you from afar. You were always safe, Virga, even when you thought you weren’t.”

      “Then explain my death. The weeks I spent in prison because of Alfons and Merl’s bonds.”

      His shoulders drop. “You will call me a liar.”

      “No, I’m actually curious. Where were you, Azazel, as the fires burned and ate away at me, as I screamed for someone to put me out of my misery? Was I safe, then?”

      “The angel who first drove me away from your mother thought to look at the Endless Woods again, for some reason. He found me. It took days to get away from the bastard, since he is still determined to destroy me.”

      “You’re right. I call bullshit.”

      He stifles a dry laugh. “I know… It’s the truth. Someday, I’ll make you see it, but you have been through enough, already. There is only so much your soul can take.”

      “You’re really trying to sell yourself as a caring father figure,” I reply, crossing my arms.

      “I have tried. It’s not really my thing, Virga, but I have been hiding from you for too long. There is only so much that even my demon heart can take.”

      “So, this is why you brought me here, then? To explain why you failed me? Why you failed my mother?” I ask.

      The truth should have felt more liberating, yet I only have more questions. I need to know more. I have to understand why Azazel has been around, why he left, and why he chose to appear at this point in time, and not earlier. I have been given half a truth, and I deserve all of it.

      Azazel turns to face me again, a sour look lingering on his face. The wind brushes through his long blue-silver hair, catching moonlight in its locks. He takes a deep breath, his broad chest rising with the inhale.

      “You belong at the head of that pack,” he says. “I let you grow up a slave because you loved the wolves you called your parents, and because I needed you to see the wrongs that Elliott had wrought upon the realm. You’re smart enough to understand why I stayed away. It wasn’t an easy choice, but I know, deep down, that it was the right one. However, with Alfons persisting so foolishly, I had to pitch in and just… give you a nudge in the right direction.”

      “And what is the right direction for me, pray tell?” I’m almost insulted, but admittedly also curious. This creature has tremendous power and forever bound to me by blood. What do I do with him? With this… Where do I go from here?

      “One option is leadership, as I said. You are the rightful Blacktail heir, Virga. You’re not a Greystone. You are Primrose’s daughter and with an infinitely better claim than the usurper’s children,” he says. “If you want this, I will back your claim.”

      “You will interfere in the affairs of the pack?”

      Azazel laughs. “Oh, honey, considering Elliott’s demise, I think we can both safely confirm that I have already interfered in the affairs of the pack.” His humor fades as he looks around. Something feels different, and he doesn’t like it. “I need you to come closer.”

      “Why?”

      “So that I might protect you. Something is coming.”

      It’s my turn to scan our surroundings. I see nothing, yet my very soul hums with high tension. Like a wand through which lightning shoots continuously, the electrical charge coursing and buzzing, desperate to get out and spread and consume everything in its path. I have felt this way before, and it should have been clearer from the very first sensation. I know what’s coming.

      “You don’t need to protect me,” I tell Azazel. “Worry about yourself…”

      The sky splits open just above us, and down comes Tueur with the weight and gravitas of a deadly torpedo. I jump back. Azazel flickers and vanishes, reappearing farther up at the waterfall’s mouth. The ground crackles under Tueur’s boots, dust rising in swirls as the entire mountain trembles beneath him. His wings are gloriously stretched, his shoulders glazed in gold and silver, and his sword glistening with bloodthirst.

      My heart skips a beat at the sight of him. I’m both elated and terrified that he is here.

      Azazel, on the other hand, is nowhere near as impressed. “You keep butting in, little Nephil, and my patience is running thin.”

      Something tells me I might have to get between them again.

      How many more times will I cheat death, then?
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      Seeing them here makes sense.

      Why shouldn’t they get closer. After all, Azazel is her father. Melisse and I knew it from the moment I first saw Virga and the archdemon in the same room. It didn’t take long for me to track him, this time. I wonder if he left breadcrumbs on purpose.

      “The Silver Realm demands your head,” I say, my sword heating with anticipation. “I am here to collect, Azazel, Archdemon and Father of Monsters.”

      “Monsters,” Virga murmurs, her eyes growing larger with the expected realization. “Oh… Tueur, you knew. You knew Azazel is my father, and you… Wait, MONSTERS?! Is that what I am to you?!”

      “I wasn’t talking about you,” I reply, wishing there were better ways to do this.

      “But he is my father.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you knew.”

      I look at her, then at Azazel. His sly grin tells me everything I need to know. I got here too late, and now I shall become the villain unless I cast the light of truth on her father. This is perverted and insanely difficult, to say the least, since my instincts demand that I throw everything away. That I take Virga away, and that I hide us both somewhere. A place where neither angels nor demons can find us. But a place like that no longer exists since the worlds have fallen out of balance.

      “He knew,” the archdemon says, eyeing me intently. “You two are an item, then?”

      “NO!” Virga snaps.

      “It’s complicated,” I reply. It’s more than that. It’s an absolute clusterfuck made worse by me and me alone. I have no right to feel hurt by her reaction. What was she supposed to say? That we’re eternally and passionately in love, and that everything is right with the world? Both would be lies, considering how badly I have failed Virga.

      “It’s not complicated at all. My relationship with her mother was complicated since it was of our own making. Yours was… Oh, I see it, now. Yours was preordained by the universe,” Azazel says.

      “How could you possibly know that?” I hear myself ask, when I should be going for his head.

      “I know a lot of things, little Nephil. Including who your father is. I also know that the Silver Realm is using you, so put that sword away before you poke yourself in the eye with it.”

      Virga gives him a curious look. “I’m missing important information here, huh?”

      “Your soul bond is visible to any angel or demon with a keen eye for detail,” Azazel replies. “It’s in the discreet sparkle of your skin when you are near one another. Why you two were paired, I will never understand.”

      “But it doesn’t shock you,” Virga says.

      He shakes his head, while I boil helplessly on the spot. “Nothing shocks me anymore.”

      “Virga, you need to get away from him,” I cut in, using both hands to grip my sword this time. No more dilly-dallying. Raphael will throw a hissy fit because I didn’t call him in, anyway. I might as well get this over with. She won’t forgive me, but I must finish what I started. I have a thousand demons to slay, and her father is one of them. “Being near Azazel will do you no good. He brings only misery and suffering to those around him.”

      “I find that rich coming from your mouth,” Virga replies, unable to control her anger. The glow within her amplifies, and she lights up like the moon above. “You knew who he… You knew, Tueur, and you didn’t tell me. You sent me back here into this hot mess, and now… now, what, exactly? What have you come here for? To kill him? You said you’d let the angels do it.”

      “The day will come when you’ll understand why I had to lie.”

      Azazel laughs. “Little Nephil… You are being shamelessly used, and you won’t even bring yourself to admit that you have royally fucked things up. Had you been in full control of yourself and your emotions, you would’ve assumed this cosmic bond between you and my daughter. You would have told her the truth, and you would have brought her over to your side. But you, you utter fool… So consumed by your despair. So desperate to break the bond that you overlooked its strategic importance with regards to your greater mission… Ah, the opportunities missed…”

      “You’re right,” I concede, my face burning as I put my sword away.

      Virga is speechless, not that I could blame her. If Melisse were here, she would slap me silly. In my defense, I have never known emotions as powerful as those controlling me when I’m around Virga, when I think of her, when I remember the scent of her skin. She drives me crazy, and I loathe that I have virtually no control in her presence. It’s not what I am used to. My whole life, I was told I was different. Strong. Immensely powerful. Yet this demon-wolf has rendered me soft. Mollified. Confused.

      I don’t know how to love. I don’t know how to be wise when my mind only hungers for hers and nothing else. There was a mission, yes. There were a thousand demons to kill. It seemed easy enough, if maybe time-consuming. But what holds me back, now, is infinitely more complex. My feelings for Virga are growing, and I am a fool to keep thinking that nothing has changed. That I can just come here and try to kill Azazel once more. I am a fool to assume that the world itself isn’t irreversibly different. When our bodies became one, the universe broke, and so did my resolve.

      “This is futile,” I add, breaking the sullen silence that has taken over the pink marble mountain. There wasn’t even a moment left for me to take this place in. To bask in its peculiar beauty. “I’m lying to myself and hurting you in the process, as well, Virga. Forgive me.”

      “Tueur…”

      “I made a mess of things. Your… father is right. I have been torn between two very different aspects of my life without considering your feelings in the matter,” I say, my wings gradually relaxing. Just seeing her again makes me feel so good. Why should I keep denying this? What’s the worst that could happen if I just… embrace this? “I didn’t want a soul mate because I didn’t feel ready for something like that. I didn’t feel ready to fall for someone, especially a woman I’d never met before.”

      “And what is your position on the matter now, then?” she asks.

      “Virga, the kid is trying to draw you over to his—” Azazel tries to intervene, but she raises a hand to silence him.

      To my astonishment, he respects her choice. It could be that Melisse was right, and that the archdemon is softer toward his daughter. His only child that did not turn out to be a ruthless beast. She doesn’t know that yet.

      “I will listen to what he has to say,” Virga looks at me again. “So?”

      “I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want you involved with the Redmayne wolves,” I reply, meaning every word for once. “You don’t belong with them, and the more I try to push you toward them, the more miserable I feel. It’s not even about the energy transfers between us. It’s about my very existence and the way in which you affect it. I need you by my side, Virga. It took me a while and some spectacular blunders to figure it out, even up until five minutes ago, yet I see everything clearly, now…”

      “What do you want from me, Tueur?”

      “You. I want you. I want everything you wish to give, Virga. Your body, your heart, your mind. I will cherish and protect your soul as though it were my own. I will look to the future with you by my side. We can talk and work things through. We can forge our unique paths through this world, with or without those we have carried with us until now. If you wish to live in the Endless Woods and lead the pack that allowed your enslavement, I will stand by your side. I will support your claim. If you wish to come back to the Versteck with me, my arms and my doors will always be open to you. If you wish to never see me again, I shall respect your wish, even though it will break me and weaken me.” I take a deep breath, briefly glancing at Azazel, before I say that last and most precious thing on my mind. “If you wish to go with your father instead of me, I will not stop you. I will not hunt him anymore, either.”

      “Nice save, little Nephil,” Azazel chuckles with contempt.

      “I’d like nothing more than to chop your head off,” I reply bluntly. “But you mean something to Virga, and I cannot take it away from her.” Shifting focus back on her, I offer a soft smile. “You might even wish for us to go away, to disappear from all the worlds and be done with everything. I would spend an eternity wrapped in your grace, if you’ll have me.”

      She exhales sharply, the glow of her skin sweetening ever so slightly. Virga is terrible at controlling the natural display of her emotions, and the tears pooling in her electric blue eyes aren’t helping, either. She wipes them away with the back of her hand, glancing back at Azazel for a long and heavy second.

      When her eyes find mine again, I understand that a decision is due.

      It’s either him or me. The archdemon is breathless, and so am I.

      Everything is about to change, and while I’m not sure whether that’s good or bad, I do know that it feels right. It is the best thing I could have done, considering how the universe insists on bringing Virga and me back together, over and over again.

      Her choice will either make or break me.
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      It doesn’t seem right that I should pick between one or the other.

      Truth be told, both Tueur and Azazel present themselves as complicated hot messes. The former is my soulmate, though I never agreed to it—and neither did he. Worse even, he’s been using me while claiming me, and I’m horribly confused about everything regarding us!

      The latter may or may not be worse. He’s my father, though he was never around. An archdemon who squandered his power on oaths instead of keeping me and my mom together… Deep down, I understand why he obeyed her, even without the whole discourse of a demon’s loving devotion.

      I’m still reeling from the memories of my mother. I felt everything within my bones. My mortal father, John, once told me that trauma and the experiences of our parents are inherited, that entire generations live through our blood. It’s probably why I had access to those recollections, in the first place. She loved Azazel intensely, and she had no choice but to hand me over to a demon in order to save me. She died saving me…

      Meanwhile, Azazel was elsewhere, and he won’t tell me more about it. The truth hangs between us, and it reeks. We both know that sooner or later I will learn everything. Yet the way he looks at me, now, the warmth in his otherwise sharp and beautifully cruel features… Good intentions are worthless without actions. That much I have learned the hard way.

      “You’re taking longer than I’d hoped,” Azazel mutters. He sounds disappointed.

      “Can you blame me?” I reply with a shrug.

      “Not really. I have wronged you plenty,” he says, then points a finger at Tueur. “But he’s worse. He has used you to get to me. I don’t care that he has changed his mind and heart and whatever. I’ve been around the block for eons, Virga. Nephils always do this. They’re desperate to belong with the angels, and they betray everything they believe and everyone who has ever helped them in order to ascend. Meanwhile, the angels keep laughing and laughing and not giving a single shit about him and his kind,” he adds.

      “I’m not just any Nephil though, am I?” Tueur replies. “You know who my father is.”

      “And he’s the worst among them,” Azazel scoffs. “Trust should not be squandered, Virga. It will end badly for you if you follow him away from here. Dealing with angels, even half-angels like Tueur here… it always ends badly for the demons.”

      I can’t help but offer a subtle smirk in return. “Do you think I’d be safer with you?”

      “If the angels catch up with you, Azazel, you won’t be able to protect her. They will kill her,” Tueur interjects.

      “What do you think they will do if they find her with you, then?” the archdemon replies, narrowing his eyes as he glowers at him. I can almost feel the anger, the stinging insult dripping from his gruff voice. “Don’t tell me you’re dumb enough to think they’ll let the half-demon live because the half-angel demanded it.”

      “I was promised passage into the Silver Realm. Clearly, I have standing with them,” Tueur says.

      “If you take my daughter with you, that passage will no longer be an option. Kill a million demons, if you want, but as long as Virga is your soulmate, you two will never be able to stay apart from one another.”

      That’s actually a good point. I look at Tueur, carefully analyzing his expression and trying to figure out what his next move will be. There’s a weight coming off his shoulders as he speaks, though. A decision is being made, perhaps one that is more important than my choice between my Nephil soulmate and my archdemon father.

      “Virga and I have the right to figure this out for ourselves,” he ultimately says. “But I know one thing is painfully clear, whether you wish to admit it or not. If they find her with you, Azazel, they won’t even think twice before they smite her down. At least with me she still has a chance.”

      “Keep telling yourself that,” Azazel hisses. He sets his attention back on me, softening almost instantly. “Be careful, Virga. Nothing is what it seems where angels are concerned. Do not trust them, and do not trust yourself around them. They are more cunning and vicious than my kind. And should you ever change your mind, come back here. I will be here.”

      Before I can say anything, he takes a couple of steps back and disappears into the waterfall. I can feel that he’s gone, now. The air feels colder. Lighter. The intensity has vanished, and I can breathe again without worrying that I might lose someone else tonight. I have so few creatures left in this world to genuinely care about.

      Tueur doesn’t say a word for a while. We just stand by the stream, staring at each other, noticing that subtle sheen that Azazel mentioned. He was right. It’s there. Barely visible yet clear to anyone who knows what to look for. My own glow has subsided, if only faintly, as I adjust to this new reality.

      “You’re not off the hook, mister.”

      “I know,” he replies, his eyes searching my face as he comes closer. “But I am being honest with you, Virga. For the first time since we have met, I am willing to tell you everything I possibly can.”

      “That’s a smart choice of words,” I shoot back with a grin. “You’ve got the makings of a politician, there’s no doubt about it…”

      “There is a lot happening. Too much for creatures like us. Don’t you think?”

      He’s changing the subject, and I have to admit, the way he is entices me. I may be a masochist deep down, but I seem to be enjoying these games of ours. This tugging and pushing, this poking and prodding until we end up fighting or fucking each other’s brains out. It is intense and undeniable… this bond of ours.

      “You have commitments, Tueur. It’s not like we can run away. I’d like that, but let’s face it, we both have plenty on our plates.”

      “My demon killing assignment can wait. I’d like to discuss it with you when we’re both calmer and in a more relaxed setting. Out here, I feel like we’re too exposed.”

      “I agree.”

      “There is also the issue of anomalies plaguing multiple dimensions. Those… I still need to investigate, and you are free to join me, if you’d like. Unless you want to stay here?”

      “I thought I was safer with you,” I reply, raising an eyebrow at him.

      His lips part slowly. I can almost taste him. “You are. But if you wish to stay in the Endless Woods, I will stay with you. The pixies will serve us here, too.”

      “What about Melisse?”

      “She cannot leave the Versteck, I’m afraid. Not without alerting the entire Silver Realm that she has broken the terms of her exile.”

      I can’t help but frown. “There’s a story there that both you and Melisse have neglected to tell me, it seems. Why?”

      “It was her decision. I couldn’t override it. But you can certainly address the issue when you see her again. She’ll be so happy to see you return to the Versteck that she will open up like a book,” Tueur replies with a light laugh. His humor seems fearful, though. “That is… if you choose to return to the Versteck with me…”

      “Alfons is still the Alpha,” I reply. “And he murdered his own brother to retain that title.”

      The ache in my stomach return as I remember that dreaded moment. Kalla’s scream. When Azazel came for me, he froze everyone. I wonder what they must’ve thought, once we were gone. I wonder if Alfons fears me coming back again. I’d like to haunt him for the rest of his pathetic life. He is just as bad as his father, if not worse. At least Elliott had a creed, a society he envisioned and did everything he could to make it a reality. What does Alfons have? An unstoppable itch to come after me, one way or another. A maniacal obsession for which others will suffer.

      I feel tired. The events of the day have drained me faster than I might’ve hoped.

      Tueur looks spent, too.

      “Before I even decide where I’m going to take my whole life, we have got to figure a way out to live with one another. In close proximity and apart, mind you,” I tell Tueur. “My energy levels feel low. I’m butter spread thinly over too much bread.”

      He brings a hand up and cups my cheek. A warm and loving gesture, no less. My skin ripples all over under his touch, every pore opening and closing, every atom in my body buzzing with incontrollable desire. That is how easy it is to just… set me off. One touch, one simple touch. Skin on skin. And it’s game over. I come undone.

      Heat pools between my legs. I’m not the only one feeling this, though. His gaze darkens. His white eyes consume all the light in the world as I lose myself inside them, glistening with arduous desire. The blaze devours everything in his path as Tueur and I throw our arms around each other. Our mouths come crashing, bound in a ravenous kiss, our tongues clashing.

      “Oh…” I gasp as I revel the hardness of his muscles against my wandering fingertips.

      His hands move up and down my body. Feeling. Holding. Squeezing. Pinching. I throw my head back as Tueur kisses my neck, trailing wet lines along my jawline until he finds my left earlobe and nips it, ever so slightly. He takes my hand and leads us up to the edge of the pond. There is no one here. It’s just us and the full moon.

      I slip out of my boots and tights, while he unbuttons my tunic. The clothes fly off us like small nuisances, discarded and lost in the grass. Within minutes, we are both naked and kneeling in front of each other.

      His breath is ragged, his lips glistening. I bite his shoulder and growl slightly. The wolf inside me is particularly raucous tonight. The Redmaynes’ fight may have been part of the trigger, but Tueur’s arousal is at the core of my inner fire… I take his bulging cock in my hand. He’s huge and as hard as a rock. It pulsates with desire as I squeeze gently at first, then stroke in a slow but determined rhythm. I never break eye contact, and I find that I absolutely love the look on his face when I do this.

      It’s pure pleasure, and I decide that I want more. I push him, and he falls on his back with a shuddering sigh. What a gorgeous man the universe has given me. Every inch of him is splendid, robust and graceful at the same time… I close my mouth around the tip, feeling its radiating heat and tasting the precum on the tip of my tongue. Tueur grunts softly as I take my time with him. He looks down, barely breathing at this point, as I suck him off. The harder I go, the more I’m enjoying this.

      His skin glows like mine, now, and it’s both arresting and strange. We’re on the same level, naked and wanting and unable to pull away. His hips sway as he fills my mouth and goes deep enough that he reaches the back of my throat. Neither of us moves for a hot, delicious second, but then he groans and pulls back. “Ride me,” he commands.

      I would be a fool not to obey. But first, I give into an urge and touch myself, smiling as I realize how slick my pussy is. How ready and yearning my body is. I climb on top and settle down. His cock fills me to the brim, and I suck in a breath. It’s so big. So hard. So deep. My breasts tingle, so I cup and squeeze them both. Tueur’s hands dig into my hips as we both begin to move.

      Soon, a rhythm is established. A flow of energy that goes from me to him and back again. It’s like a cool draft sending shivers down my spine.

      “This… This right here,” I whisper, “we have to find a way to… oh, god… yes…”

      He starts pushing. My clit is pressed against his groin, swollen and in desperate need of release. Electrical tension gathers between us. The more I move, the harder it rubs on his skin. I can feel an orgasm coming, his cock throbbing as it fucks my senses and not just my pussy.

      I tighten around it and welcome the sudden wave of hot and cold, crying out his name in sheer ecstasy. My body grows weak as I press my hands onto his muscular chest.

      Tueur rolls us over while I ride the last of the shattering waves, kissing and holding me tight as he starts pounding. He fucks me harder and deeper and faster. There’s a certain kind of violence taking over, but I welcome it because it makes the flesh dance on my bones as we surrender unto each other. He claims my body and my soul, my lips and my tongue, my breasts and my wet and aching folds. He takes it all, and I give him all.

      We reach up to the stars as he spills his seed and comes undone inside me. His thrusts hurt so good, it makes me cry tears of joy as I accept the most startling of truths. We belong together. As much as we hate it… as hard as we have tried to deny it… we belong together. And as the afterglow wraps us both in warmth and a semblance of momentary peace, I glance up at the starry sky and realize that I am not the only woman to have known love in this place.

      I’m not the first Blacktail, either…
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      Going back to the Versteck was the better of choices, at least in the short term.

      I have spent the past week training in the mirror room with Tueur, though not for the purpose of offense and defense in combat, but to control the energy working its way between us. It isn’t just the earth-shattering sex that boosts us both to supercharged levels—as much as we both seem to enjoy that part. It’s the way we are around each other. The way we talk and move can transfer energy from one body to the other.

      “You may be the battery in need of the sexual release that generates our power,” Tueur says, “but I am the conduit.”

      “And we’re both recipients, too,” I giggle. “This is so messed up.”

      “Together, we’re basically a circuit,” he replies.

      We sit facing each other, our legs crossed, and shoulders relaxed. An hour has passed since we switched to this position, simply talking and learning to load energy into our words and gestures. It’s truly an incredible thing we have, though we’re still quite far from a permanent resolution. If I get anxious, or if he gets angry, the connection is broken, and the energy seeps away, forever lost. Which is why I become aroused again and in desperate need of him. Why he can’t help himself from tearing my clothes off and possessing me until I scream his name in mindless bliss.

      “It’s a fluid bond,” I agree, smiling.

      His white eyes twinkle, receiving the flow with an open heart. “I think that… once we get the hang of this, it will become like second nature.”

      “Not that I mind it when you take me…”

      Tueur bites his lower lip. “Virga, you positively enjoy playing with fire.”

      “Like you don’t…”

      We laugh, and it feels so good and simple. The way things are is how I wish they would always be, but we both know that cannot happen until the worlds are brought back into a natural balance.

      It’s not just the mysterious phenomena that the angels warned about, either. It’s the fact that Alfons Redmayne is still the Alpha of my pack. That Tueur deserves to be accepted by the Silver Realm and treated as the angel that he truly is. His divine nature doesn’t really work in half-measures, just like my demonic nature doesn’t do anything other than the good ole’ black and white of things. We’re halves, yes, but we are complete beings, nonetheless. I need to find my own place in this universe, too.

      “Oh, we have so much work to do,” I whisper, thinking about everything at once.

      This is when I’m tempted to experience anxiety. This is when I begin to lose energy instead of passing it on to my soulmate. Tueur takes my hand in his. A simple but incredibly meaningful gesture. It serves to stabilize me as I focus on the silky feel of his skin. “I meant every word I said to you and to Azazel back at the waterfall, Virga. I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”

      “I’m not scared.”

      “We both know that’s not true,” he replies, smiling. He can sense my emotions when we’re in perfect sync, though I don’t mind. It helps him understand me a lot better. It’s a reciprocal bond, too, so whatever he’s experiencing, I feel it, too. “You’re scared, and that’s normal, but you don’t have to be afraid. I would never let the angels hurt you.”

      “Tell me about the war. The last war between the angels and the demons,” I say, deciding to transfer our energy on something that might keep us focused and talking. The flow is better when we’re deep in conversation. “Wait, how many wars were there?”

      “I’m not sure,” Tueur chuckles. “The Silver Realm and the Dark World have been fighting since the dawn of time. A couple of legends say they were once a single dimension. They broke off and have struggled with conflict ever since. Unfortunately, there is no precise date, just mentions in ancient texts.”

      “Doesn’t your father know?”

      “We don’t talk as often as you think.”

      “You have yet to tell me his name… Azazel knows.”

      “Azazel might be playing some game, trying to mess with my head. Virga, I want to tell you who my father is, don’t get me wrong, but—”

      “You’re bound by secrecy?”

      “More like duty,” he says. “Few even among the angels know. Raphael, for example. Ezekiel. The higher ups in the commanding circles, mostly. But the grunts, the general public… they have no idea. Most aren’t even aware of my existence. Nephilim are cause for great shame in the Silver Realm.”

      He lowers his gaze, and I feel him slipping away from me. “Tell me about the last war, come on,” I say, eager to keep the exchange going. My body feels so… right. My heart, too. It hums a delicate tune whenever our eyes meet. “Who started it?”

      “The Earthly Plane is smack between the Silver Realm and the Dark World. Naturally, both angels have demons have been tempted to establish a certain degree of dominance,” Tueur says.

      “Are they allowed? I thought they’re meant to stay out of our business.”

      “And rules are meant to be broken,” he laughs. “Truth is, we’re not sure who started the last conflict, but we do know it stemmed from influence over the humans of the Earthly Plane. The angels claimed supremacy at one point, imparting knowledge and wisdom among them. The demons enjoyed chaos and wreaking havoc, instead. Just spoiling it for the angels, who are naturally neurotic when they’re not in control.” I like his amusement when he talks like this. It’s like he has absolutely nothing to do with the Silver Realm. Like he doesn’t really belong there—nor should he. “From there, it quickly devolved with a group of demons attacking a seraph, an angel of the higher order. Then a battalion of silver-winged cherubs wiped out a demonic garrison. Azazel unleashed his throngs of succubi and incubi on the human population in what later became known as the Era of Madness.”

      My heart stops. “My father?”

      “Yeah. Sorry… Maybe I should’ve led with that the other day.”

      “No. It’s cool. He was already advertised as one of the worst since before I even met him,” I reply, then press my lips into a tight line and listen as Tueur tells me the story of that last terrible war.

      “That is his gift, you know… Azazel’s. He mates with different demons, yet all his offspring are incubi and succubi. Monsters, they’re called, but not because they’re deformed or ugly. They’re monsters because they corrupt innocent souls. They slip into dreams and seduce the humans. They give pleasure, sexual pleasure until their victims are ripe and willing to do anything for another fix. And then, they urge the humans to do harm to another. Heinous murders have been committed at the behest of Azazel’s children.”

      “His monsters… Like me.” I feel awful. The energy nearly dies between us.

      “No. You’re not a monster, Virga. I have said that before, and I will say it until the end of time. You were made of love and longing, not of instinct and darkness. Your mother was the Alpha of your pack. A proud and noble woman. As much as it astonishes me, I have to accept this truth. Azazel must have changed when he met her. He must have, as the demonic essence he gave you is… well, similar to that of a succubus, if I’m honest, but… different, too. In reverse. You need sexual release. You thrive off it. His succubi and incubi cause that to others but never experience it themselves.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They don’t feel your pleasure. Your ecstasy. They don’t experience any of the good stuff. They make others feel it, but they will never enjoy the fruits of their labor.”

      My mind wanders into dark places. I have seen illustrations of these creatures, and I begin to imagine them in different positions. Incubi thrusting themselves between the legs of soft and pink-cheeked women. Succubi throwing their heads back in false delight as the men fill them and abandon their souls inside them. It is terrible yet oddly arousing, as well. My skin begins to glow. I’m blushing. Tueur notices. The shadow of a smile flickers across his face, but he stays on topic.

      “Azazel made them this way. It is an accepted fact that demons know more of suffering than of grace, which is why theirs is the Dark World. It’s what they sought to accomplish, in the end. To expand their terrible reign into the Earthly Plane.”

      “And the angels?” I ask.

      “They wanted the humans as allies. They demanded resistance against the demons. There are texts within their Silver Realm that speak of the worlds merging someday under the reign of angels, but they never organized any sort of campaign to make it happen. They never claimed a single inch of land for that purpose. Odd, if you think about it, right?”

      “Well, yes. They’re soldiers. Bred for combat, basically.”

      “The war itself was vicious. The angels brought the worst of their arsenals, while the demons unleashed their fiends across the Earthly Plane. Azazel’s monsters were just the beginning. Soon, nations were fighting each other. One side pitted against the other while the angels and the demons placed bets. It became a game, eventually. The humans backed by the demons at war with the humans backed by the angels. There were maps in different colors, and whenever a side lost, one color would gain dominance over the others. A proxy war, if you think about it, since at that point, the only ones suffering were the people of the Earthly Plane.”

      “Where do the werewolves come in?”

      “Ah. Good question. It was toward the end of the conflict. The demons had gained a minor advantage over the map. The archangels convinced a city of men to intervene in another war. That city was called Lycanis, and the war was fought between Teryan and Moedine, two neighboring nations. The archangels promised the people of Lycanis that the dark ages would end if they did this. If they fought to protect the people of Moedine against Teryan,” Tueur says. “And so, the Lycans took up their swords and shields and spears, and they rose into battle.”

      “The Lycans were my people…”

      “Yes, led by the Blacktails. Your ancestors,” he replies, smiling. “The war ended, as the archangels promised. When the Moedine nation prevailed, the demons lost their proxy war. The Silver Realm had suddenly ended up dominating the map. It was a crushing defeat from which the Dark World never recovered. Not wanting to lose any more demons to this madness and utterly tired from all the fighting, anyway, the rulers of the underworld withdrew, but not before Azazel cast the blood curse on your people. The city of Lycanis was never the same again. The people began to shift…”

      “Until the herds were decimated. They couldn’t hide their nature, so they fled.”

      “Yes. To the Endless Woods. According to your people’s legend, Azazel pitied the Lycans and enchanted the entire region in order to keep them safe.”

      “Some say he had a soft spot for the Blacktail lady. Oh…”

      Tueur can’t hold back a hearty laugh. “I guess the archdemon has an annoyingly specific type, huh? Blacktails only, since day one.”

      I spring from my position and jump on him. We tumble and roll and tickle and cackle, our limbs tangled and our souls humming. Soon enough, the playing turns into something else. It becomes a wrestling match of sorts until I hear the door lock and see Tueur’s hand moving. He doesn’t want anyone interrupting us from now on, and I’m pretty sure I know why.

      He peels the silk off my breasts and takes a nipple into his mouth. He’s got me pinned on the floor, and I see us everywhere—hundreds of reflections depicting arousal and flaming desire about to unravel. I moan as he suckles hard, his hand slipping between us.

      I’m about to reach for his pants, but he finds my slick folds first, and I gasp when his fingers go deep, delighted in their exploration.

      “You are mine, Virga,” he says, taking a break from loving my breasts. “Every goddamn inch of you is mine, and every goddamn inch of me is yours…”

      “I can’t disagree with that premise,” I manage between ragged breaths.

      He works me over until I beg for him to take me, and so he does. With a smile on his face. The clothes disappear, leaving skin on skin as he thrusts his hard and bulging cock inside me, stretching me until I whisper his name and nibble on his ear. We fuck harder and deeper than ever before, losing ourselves altogether.

      It’s unstoppable… this energy flow between us.

      And the lovemaking only strengthens it.

      We climb to the heavens, and a thousand mirrors show us panting and breathing and coming so hard that our muscles twitch and our bodies tremble. He pulsates inside me with every push, and I shudder as I ride the undulating waves. I will never get enough of this.

      I will never get enough of him.

      And with so much still a mystery, I’m not sure where this will lead.

      I only know it feels right.

      Perfect, even.
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      They say reading is a cure for many ailments of the mind.

      When I’m not working on my energy bond with Tueur, I spend as much time as I possibly can in the castle library. I find peace here reading about the past, about the demons and the angels, about the bigger picture. It’s my escape from what awaits back in the Endless Woods. Ironically, the history of the realms seems equally complicated. No matter where I turn, there is trouble and war and weirdness and chaos—except for in Tueur’s arms. Whenever he holds me, whenever I’m near him, everything else disappears.

      We’ve gotten better at being around one another and at preserving our energy bond when we’re apart. It might offer solutions when we later address this connection of ours. Sooner or later, we will have to analyze our dynamic and make some decisions.

      Do I want a relationship?

      Does he?

      What would it entail?

      If I’m to follow my body and soul, I would never part from him again. But Tueur still has ambitions of his own pertaining to realms I don’t belong in. It’s more complicated, and I think it’s simply too early in a very messy game to foresee possible futures for the two of us.

      In the meantime, I keep reading.

      An impressive number of ancient manuscripts has been preserved and stored in this place. Outside the library doors, I hear the pixies chirping and zooming, going about their business.

      Kirin is back in the Endless Woods, looking after my mother. She knows to keep her hidden and safe, especially after what happened with Merl. Tueur sent Rinni out to make sure my mother is taken elsewhere—I can’t risk her staying at the cabin while Alfons is Alpha and I’m here, working to strengthen myself. She is the only family I have left.

      Then again, there’s also Azazel, but what of him? How can I trust him?

      He’s an archdemon. Not just some lowly fiend from the Dark World, an archdemon—a creature of superior strength and devilish malice. He makes monsters that creep into the innocents’ dreams, then seduces their bodies and ravages their minds. The things he has done… why, he punished my people for helping the angels. He made us who we are today.

      I wonder sometimes what my life would have been like if I’d been born a human in a simpler part of the world. But then what part of the world is actually simple? The troubles come in an infinite array of shapes and sizes.

      As for Azazel, he’s not sharing the whole story. He is withholding important pieces of the puzzle. While I am inclined to sympathize with his plight and accept that he loved my birth mother unconditionally… there is still so much about him that I have yet to fully understand.

      Leaving the reading table, I walk over to one of the massive windows overlooking the white plains. It is a beautiful day outside. The sun shines brightly, turning the lilac sky into an almost translucent white.

      I feel safe in this place. I have always been safe in this place, even when the metallic vines held me back and tied me to the bed. There’s a certain balance here that I’ve not found anywhere else. I’m always welcome, and no door is ever truly closed.

      With the traveling key in my pocket, I know I can come back from anywhere. But I must ask myself… How long can this last? This wonderful feeling, this sense of peace… I was automatically included on the angels’ kill list simply because I was born. I’m Azazel’s daughter, so that somehow makes me twice as dangerous, even though I never meant anyone any frickin’ harm. It feels wrong.

      “Ugh, there I go, thinking about him again,” I mutter to myself.

      “Him?” a familiar voice makes me turn around, but… there’s no one here. The library is empty.

      “Who’s there?” I ask, loud enough for my voice to echo through the room.

      He laughs lightly. “You had no idea you could do this, huh?”

      Am I losing my mind?

      Have I finally snapped under the pressure and the madness of it all?

      Is this how one’s mental decline begins?

      No. I’m certain I would not be aware if I were to be going insane. I break into a cold sweat as I try to make sense of the voice’s source. I look through the entire room, from north to south and then from east to west. I check every corner and shaded nook. Nothing. There is absolutely nothing and no one.

      Perhaps I imagined it.

      “You’re not losing your mind, sweet child,” he says. Azazel.

      “Holy crap!” I blurt out, spinning round and round in a desperate bid to find him. I look for anything, even the slightest hint of an air ripple. Nothing, still!

      “Relax, it’s perfectly normal. We have a telepathic bond,” he adds, as if picking up on my rampant heart rate and increasing agitation. “Virga, take a deep breath, don’t freak out. It’s unbecoming.”

      “Oh, you’re worried I might embarrass you?!” I blurt out, wiping the sweat from my brow. “How the hell is this possible? How did it start? WHY?”

      He sighs deeply. I can’t see him but for my mind’s eye, and I can easily imagine him shaking his head right about now.

      “We’re demons, sweet child. Demons of the same blood. We are forever bound. Since you are aware of me and our familiarity, it is easier for our minds to wander over to one another. It’s perfectly natural. The more you fight it, the more unpleasant it becomes.”

      “Unpleasant?” A sharp pain cuts through my head, as if slicing my brain in half. “Oh, OW…”

      “I told you not to fight it.”

      “You need to get out of my head!”

      “I didn’t start this. You’re the one who reached out,” Azazel replies. “Just take a deep breath, allow our minds to meet. It will be fine.”

      “Hah. I don’t want you digging around in my head.”

      “It’s not something I can readily do, sweet child. We may be blood-bound, but I have no telepathic authority over you. If you were a simple human, perhaps, but you’re not. Just ease into it.”

      I hate to admit that he’s right. The more I fight it, the worse it feels.

      Gradually, I begin to let go, like he suggests. The pain subsides, and the tiny tendrils of his mind work their way through mine. We are… connected. We are one. And finally, it’s quiet but for his voice. I didn’t even realize there had been an incessant humming noise persisting in the background until it stopped.

      “Ah, much better,” Azazel says.

      Much better indeed. “So, you said I initiated it. How?” I ask.

      The library doors bursts open, and the pixies come through looking genuinely alarmed. Even terrified. It makes my breath skip a beat as I watch them cautiously approaching me.

      They’re shaking their heads, trying to… get me to stop this? I’m not sure what it is they’re after, but… I don’t like the startled looks on their faces.

      “Your winged friends can hear us, by the way,” Azazel says.

      “Wait, what?! How?”

      Rinni nods in sheer panic, while the others zoom around me, now chirping and hissing, practically begging me to… what, exactly?

      “It’s not something they can control. They’re simply more sensitive and open to these telepathic communications. It’s why the demons always kill the pixies first when they attack a garrison of angels. The pixies are unfortunate collateral damage, in my opinion. Marvelous little creatures. Exquisitely skilled and powerful. Alas, this unwilling eavesdropping makes them dangerous.”

      “I think they want me to stop talking to you,” I say. The pixies are all nodding, now.

      “Of course. They don’t want my voice in their heads, and certainly not while you’re in their precious castle.” Azazel chuckles with childish delight. “This is so cool. My other offspring can communicate with me, sure, but you and I, Virga, our connection is different. Better, even!”

      “How so?”

      “Because I can cross any distance and get to you, once our minds are in perfect sync.”

      Within seconds, his figure emerges in the room. The whole seven-foot-frame of him becomes clear. His pearlescent skin and silvery horns. His metallic blue hair and matching eyes.

      I lose my senses altogether as I realize what just happened. Azazel came through into the castle—the very castle that Tueur and Melisse have warded against virtually any demon from every world. He’s standing in the one place he’s not supposed to be standing in.

      The pixies scream and fly away.

      I imagine they would’ve tried to fight him off if he were any other fiend of the Dark World. Him being my father can’t possibly help, either.

      “You knew this would happen?” I ask him, my brows pulled into a dark and inquisitive frown.

      “Not until you calmed down,” he replies with a cool grin.

      Despite his size, I would like nothing more than to beat the living crap out of him. Just being his daughter has made my existence so incredibly complicated.

      “You mean to tell me you didn’t do this on purpose?” I mutter, crossing my arms.

      “I swear, sweet child, I did not plan for this. It doesn’t mean I mind it.” He looks around as if admiring a room in a museum somewhere in a foreign city. “Wow, look at this place. The Nephil’s secret library. You know, there are rumors about this particular chamber back in the Dark World.”

      “Azazel, I’m pretty sure you being here isn’t a good—” I’m interrupted by sudden alarms blaring. The entire room screams. No, the entire castle is pierced by brain-tearing wails. Every single siren in the place has gone off. The castle has become aware of the archdemon in its midst, and it is reacting within its magical parameters. “Oh, no…”

      Within seconds, the doors are instantly shut. I hear the locks turning. Covers come down over the windows, and the room succumbs to sudden darkness. Flames come alive in the wall-mounted sconces, their fires burning red with… anger. I brought Azazel here, and I didn’t even know I was doing it. He did. He had a clue. He rode the wave, and now he’s giddy and carefree.

      “You shouldn’t have come here,” I tell him.

      “I got curious to see how my daughter is faring. Can you blame me?”

      “Are you kidding me?! You’re suddenly a father figure?”

      “I would have liked to be your father,” he says, surprisingly serious. “The circumstances prevented it. In hindsight, I might have made a couple of different choices. Perhaps I would’ve turned left instead of right at some point. But I cannot turn back the clock. I can only try and make up for lost time. So, take this in as a nugget of wisdom from your old man,” he adds, holding back a chortle. “You can do this, too. You can come to me, no matter where you are, if you first connect to my mind like we did just now. Isn’t that cool?!”

      “Not cool! The entire castle wants to kill you!”

      The library doors tremble. The air thickens, and the red flames flicker nervously as an angelic presence approaches us. At first, I expect Tueur to come through waving his sword against the enemy, not knowing who it is that has dared to trespass his most sacred place. But it is Melisse who walks through the doors as though they are made of water. She passes through wood and metal, emerging with a pair of short swords, clearly ready for action.

      But it’s her expression that makes me understand exactly how crazy and ridiculous this situation truly is.

      “Azazel, Father of Monsters!” she snarls and charges right at him.

      “Wait, no!” I cry out, but she won’t listen.

      She’s got her golden armor on, and she is determined to spill demon blood in this room. Azazel doesn’t seem impressed.

      Light on his feet, he slides out of her reach, letting the guardian angel fly past him, roaring with determination. By the time she stops and turns around, he’s already facing her and ready for another blow.

      “You don’t belong here!” Melisse shouts.

      She goes after him again, gliding across the hardwood. Her feet barely touch the ground.

      Azazel brings his arm up and blocks the angel’s blows with his silvery horns. They serve a defensive purpose, it seems.

      Sparks fly whenever she hits him, yet she fails to deliver any injury. The archdemon is weightless as he dances back and forth, while Melisse hits him again and again to no avail.

      Ultimately, she brings the swords together, her lips moving with magic. They become one giant great-sword, and my heart gets stuck in my throat.

      The pixies are watching from the doorway, hearts in their throats much like me.

      I hold my breath as I watch the light engulf the blades. Again, Azazel looks downright bored. It’s almost annoying, and it’s mostly because I feel helpless. This entire mess could have been avoided, had I known that our telepathy would result into me bringing the archdemon into the castle.

      Melisse finally manages to cut his shoulder. The flesh opens bright red, and I gasp.

      It angers him. Suddenly, Azazel isn’t playing anymore. Before any of us notices, his hand shoots out. He grabs Melisse by the throat and nearly crushes her windpipe.

      “NO!” I scream.

      He stills. Melisse is choking, her eyes bulging.

      I don’t want her getting hurt over this. I run over to them, somehow able to move again.

      Azazel won’t stop on his own—maybe he enjoys these bouts of cruelty, and I’d be an idiot to expect kindness from a demon, anyway. I get myself between them, forcing him to let go of Melisse.

      The guardian angel is about to pick up her sword again, but I reach out, almost touching her. It stops her midway into a crouch, her eyes wide and fixed on me.

      “Don’t!” I tell her. “Just… don’t!”

      I turn to face Azazel. “And you… You need to get out of here.”

      “I’m not the one who started fighting,” he replies, raising his hands in a defensive gesture. He’s holding back a laugh, and it pisses me off.

      “You’re trespassing! You are deliberately in a place where you know you don’t belong!” I snap, then push him again.

      My muscles twitch with anger, yet all he can do is giggle. He’s amused by this, and I am forced to remember that demons thrive on chaos and mischief. My father is no exception.

      “Come with me,” he says. “You’ve lingered here for long enough, sweet child. Come with me, at least for a while. I can show you my world. I can tell you more about your mother, about your pack.”

      It’s like it doesn’t even matter with him! “I need you to GET OUT!” I scream and push him again. This time, though, I put something more into the shove. Something that not even the great Azazel could see coming. The pulse surprises us both.

      Azazel gasps as he’s thrown backwards with so much force, he pierces the very fabric of this world and disappears without a trace. Silence falls in his sudden absence. Silence, except for Melisse’s ragged breathing.

      By the time the doors open and Tueur barges in, it’s clear that I am capable of much more than either of us had imagined.

      The look on Melisse’s face tells me everything I need to know. She didn’t think I could do what I just… did. Neither did I.

      And where did I send Azazel?
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      When the alarms went off, it sounded as though my worst dream had come true.

      I figured the demons must have found a way to come into the castle. After all, I am a Nephil. Any demon would hit the motherlode if they caught me. It’s why I have Melisse by my side, not to mention the pixies and the spells that were put on the castle. This wasn’t supposed to happen.

      I can fight a demon off. A few, in fact. I’ve killed three so far.

      But I cannot fend off an entire horde coming for my head.

      As I look at the library room now, however, there is no enemy in sight. Yet the pixies are quivering in sheer terror, Melisse looks like she just ran a marathon across three different realms, and Virga… Virga resembles a child who just broke a precious vase even though she knew she wasn’t supposed to play with it. A guilty innocence paints her pale cheeks with a shimmering pink while the rest of her lights up from the inside.

      The energy flow between us is out of balance.

      “What just happened?” I ask. “I was in the orchards beyond the southern hills.”

      I dropped everything to get back here upon hearing the sirens, including a generous basket of pearl plums. Virga has never had any before. I was hoping to surprise her. It appears as though she’s about to surprise me, instead.

      “Azazel was here,” Melisse says, then looks at Virga.

      “How did that happen?” I reply.

      Virga lowers her gaze. “It was my fault. I didn’t know I could do it…”

      “Do what, exactly?”

      My blood runs cold. I have yet to admit it to anyone, but Azazel scares the crap out of me. There is something about him that makes my throat close up in terror. It’s in the way he smiles, I think. This self-confidence that he could crush me in the blink of an eye.

      “I thought about him, and it opened some kind of telepathic channel,” Virga explains, her fingers fidgeting as she gauges my reaction.

      She’s worried. Scared, even, that I might perhaps repudiate her if she tells me everything.

      Unwilling to forfeit the balance that we’ve worked so hard to create between us, I walk over and put my hands on her shoulders, squeezing gently.

      “Whatever happened here, Virga, we will work it out together,” I tell her. “Don’t ever be afraid of me, of what I might do or say. You’re not alone in any of this.”

      “I had no idea he could use the telepathic connection to come here,” she says. “I’m not even sure it was his intention at first. He was so surprised that I reached out to him, in the first place.” Virga goes on to tell me about Azazel’s remarks regarding the naturally occurring demon telepathy among related demons. I find myself speechless. Looking at Melisse, I notice she’s just as befuddled. “And then I pushed him. I pushed him so hard. I wanted him out of here. I pushed until—”

      “Until you threw him out of this dimension and probably back into the Dark World,” Melisse replies, slightly amused as she glances my way. “Tueur, I think there is something truly special about Virga, something that not even the great archdemon Azazel was aware of…”

      “Melisse, I’m inclined to agree,” I tell her.

      We’re both smiling at Virga, now, and she begins to relax. That’s the thing with inhuman abilities. They creep up and burst when you least expect them. She is finally coming into her own, and something tells me there is still plenty left to discover about her.

      “Do you think I sent him back to the Dark World?” she asks.

      Melisse exhales sharply. “I’d say it’s a definite possibility. What matters is that he’s not here anymore…”

      “How did he get past the warding, though?” I ask the guardian angel.

      “It all boils down to his connection to Virga. He transcended space itself to get here, aided by their telepathy. The castle never had protections for such instances, since we never even knew that blood-bound demons could do this,” Melisse replies, her brow slightly furrowed. “Whether it is something new, or they’ve always had this ability, I think we’re going to have to alert the Silver Realm about this.”

      “I will send them a note,” I say. “In the meantime, I think Virga and I are ready to return to the Endless Woods and start taking on more demons.”

      Virga gives me an alarmed look. “Really?”

      “We can’t postpone this any longer. All my trackers have been following and observing the entire forest. It’s as we suspected. There are more anomalies each day. Even your pack is dealing with sudden disappearances. If we don’t start cleaning that place up, Raphael will bring his garrison down, and even I won’t be able to protect you then.”

      I have stalled for as long as I could, trusting the trackers to provide me with intel from the Endless Woods and from other regions of the Earthly Plane.

      So far, they’ve all been telling me the same thing. Demons are coming and going, yet no one knows where or why. They appear confused and disorganized, but if they find themselves in or near densely populated areas, they go about their usual mischief like it’s just another day.

      Whatever is happening, it will eventually get worse.

      Until we get to the source, we shall remain helpless. Since Virga and I have a much better grip on our soul connection and our energy flow, I trust us both in the field. She has gotten stronger, too, and there are things in her life that need fixing, as well. I can’t think of a better way to fix the madness than with her by my side. There’s plenty of information still missing as far as her hybrid biology is concerned, but I do know I’m better off with her than without her.
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      A couple of hours later, Melisse adds new warding runes to the castle’s protection magic—something to prevent future accidental demon incidents within these walls, specifically.

      The pixies return to their usual chores, and Virga and I gear up and head back into the Endless Woods. We use the key I gave her and walk right into her cabin.

      “She’s not here,” Virga says, looking for her mother. She even checks the hidden cellar. “Kirin took her away, which means there were Redmayne wolves lurking nearby. I can smell them…”

      Her nostrils flare as her gaze searches the room. I like this look on her. Virga is a huntress, not just a wolf. She seems to like the business of tracking and hunting, too, given the consistent soft sheen of her skin whenever she dons the black leathers and steel plates.

      Melisse’s golden cloak of Dannemore hangs from one shoulder, while the ruby-pommel short sword dangles from a sturdy leather belt. Oh, yes, Virga absolutely thrives in this role. That, in turn, has an unexpected effect on me and at the least desired of times, given our current position.

      I take a deep breath and push myself into focus.

      “How long ago do you reckon they were here?” I ask. “The Redmayne wolves, I mean…”

      “Two days, tops,” she replies. “Alfons wasn’t with them. I only smell Shane. The others were henchmen of lower houses.”

      “Rest assured that Kirin will keep your mother safe.”

      “Oh, I know. For the first time in this life, it’s not her I’m worried about,” Virga says as she walks back toward me. “What did your trackers say? Which demons are we looking for and where?”

      “That’s the worrying part. I’m told of Agoth and Shirl. They’re dangerous ones. Truth be told, they should’ve never been able to leave the Dark Realm.”

      “How so? I mean, what makes them different from Azazel or any other demons that you and the angels have dealt with in the past?”

      “Agoth and Shirl don’t have physical bodies of their own. They cannot possess other demons, and they cannot leave their realm without flesh and bone,” I explain, my spine tingling with inevitable chills as I factor in these new developments and their implications. “The primordial membrane between realms has gotten so thin, that even formless beings such as Agoth and Shirl have been able to come through. My trackers are never wrong, that much I’m confident about.”

      Virga shakes her head slowly as we leave the cabin behind and cut through the Shortfangs’ main yard. “I shudder to think what else might have gotten through.”

      “Or who else got lost in the process. Whatever is happening, it has affected multiple realms.”

      “Makes me wonder which wolves went missing…”

      “You there!” an old man’s voice stops us in our tracks.

      We both turn around slowly to find Erasmus Shortfang pointing the mud-caked end of his walnut cane at us in what I can only assume is supposed to be a menacing fashion. There’s not much that can scare me about an eighty-something-year-old werewolf, however.

      “Mr. Shortfang,” Virga says. She seems calm, but I can sense the tension in her voice.

      “It’s Master Shortfang to you, little girl! Where the hell have you been? Where has your mother run off to? Do you know what the penalty of running away from service is?!”

      “I’m not your slave anymore,” Virga replies.

      This is one of those moments where I’ll just rather stand back and watch. There’s something about her wrath that… arouses both my body and my mind.

      While I would like nothing more than to take her over and over again between the sheets of my bed, the world shows no mercy on us, so I must snatch whatever pleasures I can from wherever they might emerge.

      “As long as Alfons Redmayne rules, you are my slave,” the old man insists, narrowing his pale eyes at her. I wonder if he was ever one to dispense punishment against a younger Virga. Because this version of her will take that cane and shove it up his ass before he can even think of raising a hand at her. “Now, go fetch your mother and present yourselves to the Alpha. He has been searching for you for days. I’ve relinquished ownership over you two. In return, I shall be given a couple of more docile slaves. Yellowtail cousins, I’m told.”

      Virga approaches him with a sense of determination that makes me smile. “I don’t give a rat’s ass who’s Alpha, Mr. Shortfang. My days of indentured servitude are over. My mother is also a free woman. And if you weaklings insist on playing these games and sucking up to Alfons instead of honoring the pack and kicking his crazy ass to the curb, well, then… I guess I’m going to have to burn it all down to the ground in order to rebuild our glory of old.”

      “Are you threatening me, little girl?!”

      “Do I strike you as the type who makes threats, old man?”

      The silence that follows thickens the very air in the courtyard. I spot other Shortfangs in the windows of the surrounding mansion, but none dare to come out.

      I can’t help but wonder if they’re secretly rooting for Virga and tired of the old man’s dominion over the Shortfang house, or if they’re… frightened of something else. Something far worse.

      “Virga,” I say, my voice low as I spot the flickering in the old wolf’s eyes. The blackest of black fills his gaze but only for a split second. Only for long enough to make one wonder if they really saw it. By the time I call out her name again, it’s too late.

      Shortfang bolts and charges her, pulling a slim sword out of his cane. He is way too fast for his age.

      Virga jumps to the side and avoids a direct slash, but he comes at her again and again until she is forced to draw her own sword and fight him on equal ground. Only, it’s not equal ground at all.

      “You are way too spry!” she breathes as Shortfang brings the sword down once more.

      Blocking it with the steel width of her blade, she kicks him in the stomach.

      He grunts and stumbles backward but quickly recovers. It’s downright hallucinating as he begins to move even faster. Unnaturally fast, even for a werewolf in his prime, let alone a dried-up tusk like Erasmus Shortfang.

      I remember him from Virga’s burning. From Elliott’s death. He was there, barely able to stand and weaseling around, looking to his sons and daughters for protection when Azazel showed up.

      “It’s not him!” I shout at Virga. “He’s possessed!”

      She gives me a brief but startled look. “That makes sense… Agoth?”

      “SHIRL!” Shortfang snarls as he rushes at her with his sword out, the tip glistening with bloodthirst.

      Virga slides to the side and whirls around with both hands gripping the sword as she brings it in for a crippling blow, only to slice through air. Shirl-Shortfang is too fast and coming in from behind her, and I’m compelled to intervene.

      I take out my light-whip and release it. Pure concentrated light coils its tip around the old man’s throat and tightens so quickly and unexpectedly, it knocks the air out of his lungs.

      I yank him away from her, and he falls on his back. He drops his sword.

      I’m about to trap him when he gives me a furious look and opens his mouth. Out comes the black smoke that is the real Shirl.

      A woman screams inside the Shortfangs’ mansion. One of the ground floor doors bursts open. A second thread of smoke blows out—Agoth, most certainly. The two fly out into the woods, leaving everything behind.

      Old man Shortfang is dead. By the complexion of his skin alone, he must have been dead for a while. “Shirl has been riding him for days,” I tell Virga as she stares at his corpse.

      “He was alive just now…”

      “Not really. Shirl was animating him. They can do that. They can enter living bodies and kill their original souls so they can take over. It doesn’t keep the body going for long, though. Sooner or later, the decay does set in.”

      Virga covers her nose. She smells it better than me, given her lupine nature. “Ew… Yeah, you’re right. Erasmus Shortfang is practically ripe.”

      “Agoth was inside,” I tell her, and she gives me a firm nod.

      “It means we chase after them.”

      We’re in agreement. She runs off first. I only stay behind for a second as the rest of the Shortfang family comes out.

      One woman, in particular, looks horrified and disheveled, bruises and cuts covering her arms and bare shoulders. Agoth must have been tormenting her until he caught on to the ruckus outside. I leave them all to their fate. They do not interest me anymore.

      Virga is light on her feet, but I’m faster. I catch up in mere seconds.

      Ahead, we see the black clouds swooshing between the old pine trees. They’re shapeless but infuriatingly fast. When they’re in this dark spiritual form, the demons cannot be killed, only trapped—and even then, I need room and certain objects with which to perform the entrapment.

      I can’t tell Virga just yet, but we’re better off trapping them inside living bodies before we proceed to exorcize them. It means two people will suffer tremendously as I eventually excise this terrible evil from the world.

      Virga is still emotionally attached to the wolves of this pack.

      With that in mind, I overtake her in the race to catch Agoth and Shirl. Ahead, the town center emerges from the trees with its neat houses and cobblestone alleyways, its wrought iron streetlamps and cleanly trimmed flower bushes. It’s a symbol of order that is about to be spun and hurled right into the cruel arms of chaos.

      “Tueur, we have to stop them before they reach the town center,” she says, almost out of breath yet refusing to slow down. Like a cheetah, she barely touches the ground as she struggles to keep up with me.

      “I’ll go ahead,” I tell her, gaining more speed.

      She’s behind me, now, and I’ve got my light-whip out. My wings burst and stretch. The first flap takes me off the path. The second has me gliding toward the demons. There are fewer trees here as the forest opens up around the town center, and so I am able to fly straight and faster.

      The sun creeps through the canopy, casting its golden light here and there and forcing the demon smoke to stick to the shadowy areas.

      It dawns on me that they don’t seem to appreciate the light while in their smoky form.

      I release the whip, then, allowing its incandescent tongue to lash out and lick at one of them. It cuts through the black smoke. The fiends hiss and scream in agony as they fly faster. I hear Virga’s boots thudding not far behind me.

      Yet the demons are faster.

      By the time we reach the town center, people are already screaming and running out of the possessed ones’ paths.

      I didn’t expect to see the werewolves so vulnerable before a couple of demons, yet… here we are. The unfathomable is unfolding, and I must take the bastards down before they hurt anyone. I haven’t forgotten my primary mission, either. I shall cleanse the Endless Woods of their demonic infestation, but I shall also cross numbers off my kill list until I’m left with zero.

      I come in hard and land with a harsh slide across the cobblestone. One of the demons has taken hold of a young man, probably in his late teens. His eyes are big and black, blaring with unnatural rage. His veins bulge, thickened by the black smoke.

      “Which one are you?” I ask the fiend, my light-whip gleaming with my own determined anger.

      “Agoth. And it’s this face you shall see when I tear your heart out and eat it right in front of you!” he snarls, drool dripping down his stubbled chin.

      One look at my whip, though, and his bravery subsides.

      I’m about to lash him when the other demon-possessed wolf pushes him aside so she can face me. She looks familiar. I’ve got a bad feeling about this, but I cannot hesitate.

      “Tueur, don’t!” Virga cries out.

      She catches my wrist mid-swing, and the light-whip swirls back in a jerking curl and misses the demons by mere inches while I curse under my breath.

      “Dammit, Virga, I have to kill them!”

      “It’s Kalla!” she replies. Only now do I see the horrified look on her face.

      I follow her stunned gaze back to the demons. Yes. The woman whom Shirl is riding. It’s Kalla Redmayne. The innocent in her family, the least likely to ever cause any trouble. The most tormented in the bloodline, unfortunately, for she has already lost a mother, a father, and a brother to another brother. Damn… No wonder Shirl picked her. She’s full of pain and grief. So much suffering to feed on.

      The girl sneers at us both, her eyes flickering black.

      Virga cares for her. She won’t let me kill her.
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      The civilians are fleeing, but I can already smell and hear the fighters coming through. The whole pack has heard the noise. Demonic terror out in the open like this was bound to get their attention. That means I will soon be forced to deal with Alfons. He’s here, somewhere, dying to get me. But it’s Kalla I’m afraid for. She doesn’t deserve any of this.

      “Please, Tueur, don’t kill her. Don’t kill anyone possessed by these assholes,” I say, loud enough for Agoth and Shirl to hear me.

      Around us, there is barely a soul left. People are screaming and crying out for help but from a reasonable distance and crammed through the side streets and narrow alleyways.

      Above, the sun shines gleefully over the realm. It would have been a beautiful day, if not for the demons.

      Tueur does not seem happy with my request but he doesn’t go against it, either. The light-whip quivers faintly in his hand, as if it feels the presence of evil, as if it’s itching to bite into demon flesh.

      But there are innocents involved. I know the boy. He’s a Whitetail. A good man with kind eyes and the promise of a great future ahead.

      I used to imagine lupine rebellions rising against the Redmaynes, and they were almost always Whitetails, often led by this guy. His name is Hail, and he has a sweet tooth. He often said I didn’t belong in shackles.

      Had the world been a tad different, maybe we would’ve been friends. Or had I lost Alfons and Merl on that first shift, maybe I would’ve found my way to Hail, instead. I cannot presume to know what things would have been like, but I do know that neither Hail nor Kalla deserve this.

      “You know, she hates you,” Shirl speaks through Kalla. “She thinks you’re responsible for all the tragedies that have befallen this realm.”

      “It’s a shame you didn’t stay dead after Elliott Redmayne burned you alive,” Agoth adds through Hail.

      They’re both reading minds and lying through their teeth, and it only serves to anger and confuse me. That much I’ve learned from all the demon and angel lore that I’ve been reading back at the castle.

      It will take a lot more to throw me off my game, though. The stakes are too high. The lives of two innocents hang in the balance, and so my skin has thickened.

      I look at Tueur, choosing not to engage the fiends. My heart is slowly breaking, though.

      “How do we do this?” I ask, lowering my voice. “We can’t kill them…”

      “I know. I get it,” he replies and steals several glances at them while he speaks. “We can subdue them and expel the demons. It will take a while, and the talismans I’ve left with my trackers have been going off like crazy.”

      “Talismans?”

      “Consider them long-distance alarms. My head is buzzing from all the spell-work. There are other demons at large, so we don’t have much time to waste on these two.”

      “Okay, so we subdue them, and then what?”

      He shrugs. “Keep them tied up until we handle the others.”

      “I like how you two are talking about us like we’re not even gonna do anything about it,” Agoth chuckles dryly. A split-second later, he goes right after Tueur’s head.

      Shirl, in the meantime, comes at me. I pull back just in time to miss her unnaturally long and black sharp claws. Kalla never had those. This is all the demon’s work, and so I must be careful. I’ve come too far to get myself killed by a demonic parasite.

      “Come here, you filthy bitch!” she snarls as she comes in for another attack.

      I keep dodging her hits, looking for a good defense angle that will knock her out. Maybe Kalla can hear me, still. “I know you’re in there, Kalla. Don’t let the demon take over. You’re much stronger than this!”

      Shirl throws her head back in mocking laughter. “Oh, you stupid cow. Kalla is working with me on this! I have her body and her soul all to myself!” She tries to cut me again. I block her with my steel forearm bands, and sparks fly.

      I drop and kick the legs out from under her.

      She falls hard to the ground and I straddle her and struggle to get her hands into a bond of steel wire, but Shirl squirms between my legs and knocks me over.

      We’re rolling across the town square now. Mere yards away, Tueur fights Agoth, trying his best to keep Hail Whitetail alive. I don’t have a moment’s thought to give him, though, as Shirl’s black claws come dangerously closer and closer to my throat.

      I can feel the pinch. My skin is about to break.

      She’s close to drawing blood, now.

      And in this strange and ridiculously short moment, time still finds a way to slow down. I may die now, or I may turn the entire situation to my advantage.

      In anger, in pure anger, I managed to send my archdemon father out of the Versteck and back into the Dark World. What are the odds that I might be able to do it again but to Shirl, this time?

      It’s the safest way to end this and to save Kalla.

      The claws sting. I feel the blood trickling down my neck. She bares her teeth at me like a mindless and rabid animal. Her skin is almost translucent, black veins spidering across her face.

      Her black eyes seem hollow and devoid of life, yet I know Kalla is still in there, trying to hold on to life. I cannot let her down. I cannot fail her.

      Somehow, I manage to tap into that rage.

      Tueur calls out to me. “Virga!”

      He wants to say something, but Agoth is making it impossible for him to be still for longer than a half-second. I cannot rely on him. Our energies are in perfect sync, though, and that matters. It matters because I feel the flow between us, and I am able to divert it into a push. The kind of push I used against my father.

      I suck in a deep breath and punch Kalla with both hands in the chest, in an attempt to push the demon out.

      To my astonishment, it works. The pulse is released from my knuckles. It goes right through Kalla’s body. Behind her, the black smoke rises and shimmers away, vanishing into thin air as if the sky itself just swallowed the demon Shirl.

      Kalla collapses on top of me, crying and panting, barely able to move. I hold her tight for a moment, thankful that she’s alive.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whisper in her ear, then roll her over and spring back to my feet.

      Tueur is about to take Hail down, but Agoth has already seen what I can do. It’s too late to take him by surprise. He shoots out of the young wolf, black smoke swooshing overhead in search of another body. Just in time, too.

      Shane and Stig Redmayne reach the town center, accompanied by a dozen other men. Trackers. Fighters. They’re all wearing the crimson of Alfons’s house. The black smoke spots them before they even realize what is going on. Within seconds, Agoth takes hold of young Shane, prompting Kalla to let out a horrified scream. “NO! Shane!”

      Everything else happens fast. Tueur and I both charge Shane, but he still manages to slice Stig’s neck before he runs off into the woods. The other fighters are baffled. Blood sprays out of Stig. He’s losing too much. He will die in less than a minute unless I do something about it.

      “Get Agoth!” I shout after Tueur. He knows what he has to do. I can only hope he’ll spare Shane. In the meantime, I run to Stig’s side. The others don’t know what to do with him, with me, with Kalla and Hail. I take advantage of the momentary confusion to slide by the young Redmayne’s side. He’s bleeding out, blood covering the grey cobblestone beneath him, his eyes gradually losing focus.

      I retrieve the water flask from the back of my belt. It’s got a special kind of water in it. I don’t see what else I could possibly do, so I just unscrew its silvery cap and press it against his purple lips. He can barely breathe, now, let alone drink.

      “Come on,” I whisper, “you can do it, kid. Have a sip…”

      Gently tilting his head back, I let the crystalline liquid pour down his throat. The effect is almost instant. The gash shimmers slightly before it closes up, leaving a bleeding scratch instead—deep enough to be painful but not lethal. I tear a sleeve off Stig’s shirt and use the fabric to apply pressure on the wound.

      “You, there!” I call out to one of the fighters. “Come here. Put pressure on this until it stops bleeding.”

      Putting the flask away, I get up, thankful to have saved another life today.

      A couple of Redmayne men are already attending to a very dazed Kalla, who can’t look away from Stig. I can almost hear her sigh of relief. She gives me a soft nod, and all I can do is smile as I mentally prepare for the next race ahead. Tueur has gone after Shane, and I have to make sure I bring the boy back to Kalla alive and in one piece.

      Yet my resolve is quickly derailed as a couple of women in long black dresses come out of the northern alleys. They’ve got red and blue runes tattooed on their white-painted faces, and their smoky eyes pin me to the very ground beneath my boots.

      I can’t move! It doesn’t take long for me to put two and two together, especially when Alfons emerges from a third alley with a crooked but satisfied grin.

      “Witches,” I hiss, recognizing the paralyzing effect of their spells.

      The women appear to be sisters, both short and stout but magically potent. Their long fingers twitch like spider legs, and the forest breeze brushes through their crow-black manes.

      A plethora of talismans hang from their slim leather belts, charms jingling in silver, gold, copper and bronze—ancient coins and rings, miniature busts of gods long gone, and mops of multi-colored feathers from birds that probably don’t even exist anymore. That’s the trade of witches in our world. Their magic either comes from the natural elements or from death itself.

      “Easternlands Death Wraiths,” Alfons replies proudly as he steps into the town square.

      The entire world stills around us. Kalla is exhausted, her arms thrown around the shoulders of the two men holding her up. Stig is going in and out of consciousness. And every other wolf out here glowers at me as if somehow I’m the one responsible for this bloody insanity. But it’s the Death Wraiths that scare me. A witch once assisted Elliott in burning me alive. I still remember her face, the flames burning in her eyes.

      “I fucking hate witches,” I mutter, thinking of ways to maybe extricate myself from this appalling situation. Alfons is not here to talk nor to seek some kind of middle ground. He became fixated on me, and now… he’s obsessed. Cruel, insane, and obsessed. A dangerous combination. “You need to let me go, Alfons. I have to help save your brother,” I say, trying a pacifist route. “Shane is out there, possessed, and I’m the only one who can help him.”

      “Fuck Shane,” Alfons replies bitterly. “What’s one more brother dead?”

      “Alfons!” Kalla gasps, her eyes huge with shock and disgust.

      He chooses to ignore his sister, however, since I’m here… within his reach. He moves closer, content with the witches’ grip on me. “I’ve been waiting for this moment for a long time, Virga. Finally, I’m going to have you all to myself,” he says, hunger burning in his eyes.

      “For the last time, Alfons, I’m not a slave anymore. You have no power over me.”

      “What do you call this, then?” he asks, nodding at me with a savage grin. He truly has lost the last of his marbles, consumed by his own despair and desire. What a weakling he turned out to be. What a terrible disappointment.

      “It’s the witches’ work, not yours. And I’ll tell you one thing, your father would be sorely disappointed to see how low you’ve stooped for a half-mutt,” I reply coarsely.

      The anger builds inside me. Drip, drip, drip. Molten lava pours through my veins, animating my muscles as I fight harder against the magical restraints.

      I’m not sure there is much I can do at this point. Yet I cannot stop struggling. Resisting. It’s what I’ve been doing my whole life in one way or another. It seems to define my very existence. Hell, I’ve beaten death twice. How can I possibly stop now?

      “He’s not here to see me succeed, then. Would’ve loved to stick it to him,” Alfons says, moving so close that I can feel his breath on my face. He’s been drinking. I imagine his life has been miserable for quite a while now. Still, no one around is inclined to intervene. They just stand back and watch. They’re all terrible for this.

      “That’s pathetic. You didn’t have the balls to stand up to him when he was alive, but since he’s dead, you get to dance on his grave, huh?”

      Alfons slaps me hard. My cheek stings and burns, my neck hurts from the whiplash effect. But I look him right in the eyes and smile, knowing that I have hit one of the softer spots.

      “You. Are. Mine.” He insists with this nonsense. I imagine he has fantasized about doing all sorts of things to me.

      “While I would like nothing more than to elaborate on why you are such a piece of utter shit, there are bigger things happening in this world. Bigger monsters to fight. And one of them is riding your brother. Surely, there’s some empathy left inside you. I refuse to believe that you’re morally dead, already.”

      “It’s a crazy world, I know,” he replies. “And in the middle of all this crazy, I’m going to fuck you and tear you apart and kill you ever so slowly, Virga, for everything you did to me. You tore my family apart, and so I have nothing left to save.”

      “You idiot,” I snap. “You’re the one who came after me that night, remember? You were dumb enough to bond with me even though you knew how your father would react!”

      “Shut your mouth,” he tries to shush me, but he can’t.

      “You had a chance to stand up to him, to save me, but you cowered before him. You let him kill me, Alfons. And then, you had the audacity to think you were still worth something, that you were still fit to be a part of my life, somehow. A life you couldn’t even be bothered to protect. Well, fuck you, Alfons Redmayne. I should’ve done this before Merl got enough sense to rise against you. I challenge your leadership! I challenge you!”

      He grabs me by the throat, dangerously close to crushing my windpipe. “Don’t make me kill you before I’ve had a chance to feel that half-mutt pussy of yours, Virga. It would be a shame.”

      “I challenge you! Obey the pack laws!” I shout in his face.

      Suddenly, I’m free. He doesn’t realize it until it’s too late. I kick him in the groin and push him back. He cries out in agony and spreads all over the cobblestone before curling into a fetal position. I look at the witches with plenty of questions on the tip of my tongue. One of them nods politely.

      “We may be Death Wraiths, wolf-demon, but we are bound by the laws of the worlds we tread,” she says, glancing at her sister.

      “The pack laws precede the Alpha’s deal with us,” the other adds.

      Just my luck. But time is running out, so I must use what moments I have left wisely. I turn to Kalla, first. “Will you take care of Stig? He may need stitches. The water I gave him was not powerful enough to fully cure him,” I say.

      She finds the strength to pull away from the men holding her and rushes over to her young brother’s side. “Yes. Leave Stig with me… Just, please, Virga… Bring Shane back. Please…”

      The tears in her eyes tell me everything I need to know. Kalla does not hate nor fear me. She does not resent nor despise me.

      We’ve both been caught up in the affairs of Alpha males for far too long. It’s time for me to reclaim what was taken. I might as well do it officially, while enough people are witnessing this moment.

      “I am Virga Blacktail, lost daughter of Primrose Blacktail and the archdemon Azazel,” I say, surprisingly proud by every word that is coming out of my mouth. “By midnight, I shall claim my seat at the head of this pack. I have challenged Alfons Redmayne, for he is a fraudulent and impotent ruler.” I look down at him, finding it hard not to be amused by the pained redness of his face. “I shall fight you in a bit. I have to go save your brother first. You… failure of a wolf and a human being. There is no room in the Endless Woods for violent absolutists such as yourself.”

      They are all too stunned to react. Simply hearing my true last name has dealt a memorable blow to the so-called natural order of our pack.

      By announcing myself, I have cancelled the entire reign of Elliott Redmayne, and I will not hesitate to kill Alfons in order to save this realm and its people. They may not be worth much under abject leadership, but perhaps I can steer them in a more righteous direction once I take over.

      Until then, however… I have another Redmayne to protect.
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      I run so fast that my thighs ache.

      What hurts more is the fact that, deep down, I’m not sure I can trust Tueur to spare Shane Redmayne’s life. His mission to kill a thousand demons is above everything else. There is nothing he wants more than to be given access into the Silver Realm and to be treated like an angel. He means well, I know he does, but his instincts might get the better of him, and I understand that, too. After all, I accidentally brought Azazel into the Versteck—I didn’t plan for it, yet it happened.

      Tueur may be fine with a few innocent lives on his conscience, but I’m not sure I can let anyone else die if I can prevent it. Besides, Kalla begged me. I understand her suffering, and I know I don’t want anyone else to go through horrors such as what I have already endured.

      I find Tueur in the middle of a clearing, surrounded by five other demon-possessed wolves. He’s holding Shane by the throat. He’s got a long knife up and pressing against the young wolf’s jugular.

      The others hiss and bare their teeth at him in a menacing fashion, long black claws piercing from the tips of their fingers. Blood drips from where the flesh was torn. Demon possession is a terrible thing that takes monstrous tolls.

      “Ah, the half-mutt,” one of the demons says. I know them all—the meatsuits, specifically. They’re all trackers of Alfons Redmayne. They were taken over sometime recently, judging by the paleness of their skin and the black veins bulging up to their ears. The bodies are still resisting, much like Kalla’s did earlier. By comparison, old man Shortfang was definitely a goner. “Have you come to bid your farewells?”

      “No, I’m here to send each of you bastards back where you belong,” I reply, then look at Tueur. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m not sure you noticed, babe, but I’m surrounded,” he says, trying to keep a light tone though the energy between us is loaded with something dark and fearful. I can feel it in my bones. “Turns out that Agoth here is quite precious to the rest of these fools. He and Shirl were an ancient pair. These fellas came over because they sensed the weakness between the realms and because they were eager to serve Agoth and Shirl.”

      I worry Shane will fall unless I stop this.

      “I expelled Shirl. Sent that black smokey bitch all the way back into the Dark World,” I say, glancing at the demons. “It’s what I will do to each of you.”

      Tueur sounds surprised. “Is the boy okay?”

      “Stig? Yeah. I managed to partially heal the wound before he bled out.” I raise an eyebrow at Agoth, hoping that Shane can hear me somewhere in there. “You didn’t succeed, Agoth. The brother survives, and I’ll make sure this one does, too.”

      “Heh, that’s something you need to work out with your Nephil prick, here,” the demons chuckles, fearfully glancing down at the blade. It’s just so close to his throat. So close. “He has no qualms with killing Shane in order to end me.”

      “And then Shirl will be left all alone,” Tueur hisses. “She’ll be easier to take down, since the first thing she’ll do will be an attempt to avenge you. A grieving demon is a hunter’s dream.”

      “I need Shane alive,” I cut in, giving Tueur a wondering look.

      He replies with a wink. “If you don’t trust me, they win.”

      The demons move in, taking advantage of the momentary lack of balance between Tueur and me. I can’t let them ruin this. I made a promise, and so did my soulmate. I can’t let my feelings for him get in the way, yet I cannot ignore them, either, because we’re bound forever by forces far above us. And these wolves around us… they may be Alfons’s trackers, but they’re still living souls, undeserving of such putrid corruption.

      “Okay,” I mutter. “Let’s do this, then.”

      Inside me, newfound tension brews. Much like with Azazel and Kalla before them, I feel the anger turning into something else, infinitely more powerful and capable.

      I charge at the demons first, while Tueur holds on to Shane, blade to throat included—not something I like, but at least he’s keeping the boy away from the others.

      Light as a feather, I dance between them, swinging my short sword around. I draw blood from one, then another.

      My aim is to distract and confuse them, so I swirl between their ranks, dodging black claws and swerving left and right until I’m close enough to one of them to slip under my golden cloak of Dannemore. I vanish from sight and punch the first demon in the chest, instantly releasing a devastating pulse.

      The black smoke is expelled, and one wolf is set free. I quickly move on to the second, taking advantage of the momentary daze.

      They can’t see me, and so I can get close enough to deliver another blow. This time, my fist rams into the stomach, kicking the demon out in a single broken breath. The black smoke is sucked into the air and out of this dimension, much like its predecessors.

      The third and fourth demons are easier to take as they’re stunned by the unexpected development. The fifth and sixth, however, have caught on, following the air ripples as I move around them.

      “Be careful, Virga,” Tueur warns me.

      “Oh, be careful, Virga,” the fifth demon mockingly imitates him, then lunges at me.

      I duck, and he jumps over, but in that split second I throw both fists up and hit him in the stomach mid-air. The demon is blasted upwards from the body, the black smoke swiftly vanquished.

      I dropped my sword in the grass mere moments earlier, but the sixth demon now has it, his black beaded eyes following my every subtle move. “You’re mine, bitch.”

      “Azazel won’t be very happy if you kill me,” I reply.

      It’s enough to make him stutter. “Az… Az… What does Azazel have to do with this?”

      I like the sound of that. This particular demon has absolutely no idea who I really am. The fiends before him are just as clueless. They have knowledge of their Dark World, and they have the memories of the wolves whose bodies and minds they hijacked. That’s it. And most of my pack is yet unaware of my demonic origins, so I smile at the sixth demon, enjoying the baffled and somewhat frightened look on his face, then take the cloak off so he can see me better.

      “Don’t you see the resemblance?” I ask, running a hand through my hair as I look deep into his very soul. There it is… the realization.

      “It can’t be…”

      “Yet it is,” I reply and move like a lightning bolt to disarm him.

      I whack him over the wrist and nearly shatter the bones, but the short sword falls back into the grass. Before he can say or do anything else, I drive both fists into his chest with enough strength to release another pulse.

      It gets easier with every blow. A natural move that makes all the sense in the world. The sixth demon is gone, and now I’m left with a handful of panting and utterly confused wolves—young men who didn’t see any of this coming. It will probably take years to shake off the trauma, the violent loss of control over their own bodies. I’ve only read about such misfortunes. It’s not something I would wish upon anyone, not even the worst among my enemies, of which there seem to be a few…

      “You’re getting better,” Tueur concludes with a broad smile, but the long knife hasn’t left Shane’s throat. It’s worrisome, and it’s affecting our balance because I feel utterly exhausted and in desperate need of Tueur inside me. The sexual component of our bond is rearing its head, a sign that I am becoming vulnerable. Naturally, it puts him at risk, as well. “Here, I’ll hold him,” he adds and puts the knife away. Relief washes over me.

      Agoth struggles, but Tueur has a firm grip on him, still, keeping his hands behind his back.

      “You mean to tell us you’re Azazel’s daughter?” the demon spits the ground before me. “Curse you and that treacherous archdemon. Some of us in the Dark World don’t owe him our allegiance. We see his true colors, though.”

      “Are you trying to stir my interest in hopes that I won’t expel you from this body?” I reply, approaching him slowly as he squirms in Tueur’s hold. Right now, I’m just thankful my doubts about my half-angel soulmate were wrong. It’s hard to envision any period of time beside a person whom I wouldn’t be able to trust. “Because that’s not going to work.”

      “No, I’m just telling it like it is. You don’t scare me! No matter whose daughter you are.”

      “Yet we both know that the closer I get to you, the more afraid you become. I can practically smell the dreaded fear on you.”

      “Get away from me!” he snarls, but he is helpless, wedged between Tueur and me.

      I cup his face with both hands, recognizing Elliott in Shane’s sharp features. It’s the black eyes that betray the demonic presence because Shane has a soft and warm amber gaze.

      “Leave this body,” I whisper, allowing the pulse to come out through my palms.

      It knocks the black smoke out of Shane and through Tueur. The demon tries to linger and whoosh away from us, but the pulse didn’t merely serve to remove him from one body. Within seconds, Agoth is sucked out of the Earthly Plane and thrown back into his terrible realm.

      Shane collapses, breathing heavily as he stares at his own hands in sheer horror. The black claws have withdrawn, leaving behind burst fingertips. They will take some time to heal, unless he shifts, but he and the other victims are simply too exhausted to even do that.

      “You’re gonna be okay,” I tell Shane as he gradually regains his senses.

      “Stig… I saw myself do it…”

      “He’s okay, I promise,” I reply. “Give yourself a moment, Shane. You’ve been through a lot. There is only so much your body can take.”

      “I can’t wait to see how much yours can take!” Alfons shouts from the edge of the clearing.

      My blood thickens, my temperature rises. I thought I’d put the bastard in his place for a little while longer. At least I managed to save his brother, but I fear I will not be able to clear out the rest of the Endless Woods unless I fight Alfons first.

      “I’ve issued the Alpha challenge,” I mutter, turning to face the bastard.

      “A fight to the death,” Tueur replies, inching closer. “You’re not in the right state of mind for it. We’ve fallen off balance, and you might not have the energy you need.”

      “I cannot postpone this. Look at him,” I nod at Alfons. “Raging mad.”

      The witches and some of the wolves have joined him, but they’re all keeping a reasonable distance. He is cruel and unstable, thirsting for blood and violence, and his fixation with me has become pure poison. He is impossible to appease. Only death will stop him. Only death will soothe him.

      “Virga, I can end this sooner,” Tueur says, his gaze fixed on Alfons.

      “What will that say of me?” I reply, slowly shaking my head. The Death Wraiths watch us with renewed interest, their dark eyes twinkling with curiosity. I’m inclined to believe they’re sensing our bond—it wouldn’t be a shock if they were capable of such sensory feats. Yet they say nothing. “No, Tueur, I must see this through on my own. I’ve issued the challenge. The pack will never accept me unless I defeat him…”

      I feel Tueur’s concern as though it were mine. I feel his anger and frustration, too, so I briefly turn to kiss him, taking a moment to enjoy the softness of his lips on mine before I remove my gold cloak and gear. He stands beside me as I start taking my clothes off.

      Alfons laughs. “I haven’t seen you naked in a while… I missed that.”

      “Right. I was burning at the stake the last time you saw me naked,” I grumble.

      There is amusement flickering across the witches’ pale faces. I wonder what they will do if Alfons dies today. The pack could use some magical assistance against this growing demonic infestation.

      The Alpha takes his shirt and pants off, proud in his toned nakedness. There was a time when I might have been attracted to his muscular figure. He sports an eye-catching hard-on that might’ve once contributed to my acceptance of our lupine bond. But everything about him is ugly and rotten, now. His bones crackle as he begins to shift.

      “Say your goodbyes, demon mutt whore!” he snarls as he falls to his knees, fur sprouting from his broad back. His muscles twitch furiously as he surrenders to the violent transformation.

      I look to Tueur, broken by the worry in his eyes. “Please… Have faith in me. I am a wolf, first and foremost. I cannot honor myself nor my mother, my true mother… unless I do this.”

      “Virga,” he says, squeezing my hand as I stand naked before me. “Just remember you are loved. You have so much to come back to.”

      This is the first time he has said such words. They have deeper meaning, of course, but he has picked the worst possible moment to utter them. Still, he is right about one thing. I have plenty to come back to.

      “I know,” I reply, smiling gently as I turn away and set my sights on the shifting bastard Alfons Redmayne. “There is a murderer I must remove from this world, first.”

      This man killed his brother in cold blood. He was ready to sacrifice another in order to destroy me, instead. He has lost all sense and valor—the little that he had, anyway. This man is not fit to lead anyone, not even his family, let alone the whole pack. Besides, I’m a Blacktail. For eons, the Blacktails ruled over the werewolves with grace and dignity. The only reason leadership changed was because this man’s father killed my mother.

      It is time to turn the page again. To restore the greatness of our kind.

      It is time to let the wolf out.
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      It doesn’t take long for more wolves to come into the clearing. The Alpha challenge has been heard loud and clear, it seems. Soon, there are dozens of wolves, young and old alike, gathered around the open space.

      The formerly possessed trackers have cleared the space, and I help pull Shane away from the brewing conflict. The air is so thick, one can barely breathe—a frequent phenomenon, it seems, whenever Virga is present.

      Her shift is less painful. She barely makes a sound as her bones crackle and her muscles begin to change. It’s when the claws pierce through her clenched knuckles that she whimpers softly, but the process is smooth until the wolf emerges, and by the stars, she is beautiful. She takes my damn breath away. I’ve always figured myself as the strong and deadly one, but looking at her now, I begin to think that perhaps I’ve been wrong this whole time.

      She is the size of an ancient direwolf. Big and long-legged, almost as tall as a man. Her coat is a magnificent silvery white with a metallic blue streak running down her back. Her eyes are sapphires burning from within, and her fangs glisten in the sunlight. By the stars, Virga Blacktail is an incredible sight to behold. Even Alfons looks a little… concerned.

      His red mane is bushy and his frame stiff as he assumes an attack position. He’s big, too, seemingly agile enough to give Virga some trouble. But it’s the madness in his eyes that worries me. The madness of a killer who will only go down swinging.

      The other wolves growl along the edges of the clearing. Some of the Redmayne loyalists throw their heads back and howl in their human form. They’re probably tempted to shift, as well, but no one dares move a muscle in the domineering presence of their Alpha and his challenger.

      I watch Virga as she surveys the area first, then sets her sights on Alfons. Her nostrils flare, and she shakes her head slowly. The hairs on her back rise.

      Soon, I will be forced to make a choice. My Silver Realm ambitions and my soulmate bond with Virga aren’t compatible. Eventually, one will demand dominance over the other… I’m finding it harder and harder to imagine an existence where she isn’t with me. Where I’m not glued to her, body and soul, against all odds. Even if, by some insane miracle, I convince the angels not to kill her simply for being Azazel’s daughter… they will never let me set foot in the Silver Realm if I consort with her. Demon scum, they will call her.

      And yet I behold her now, and she is absolutely ravishing.

      A glorious creature circling the embattled Alfons, smelling his fear and his madness. He snaps his jaws at her, vicious in his approach, but she isn’t impressed. Everyone has stopped breathing. All eyes are on them, and I imagine expectations to be a mixed bag, at this point.

      It’s clear that the pack isn’t stable anymore. It was squeaking under Elliott’s rule, and it went sideways from there. There isn’t enough stability or even a unified spirit to support Alfons against his challenger. Sure, his loyalists can howl, but even they look downright stressed out.

      Virga doesn’t waste another second. She jumps and goes straight for the jugular. I imagine they’re all accustomed to epic showdowns between their most powerful. This isn’t one of those instances.

      It will be quick. I can feel it in my chest. This ache. This fear.

      They become tangled, Virga and Alfons. They snap and bite and scratch. They squirm and coil around one another, more snakes than wolves. They snarl and whimper. Blood is drawn. I see red. I see the crimson drops falling across the grass, adorning every green blade like perfectly polished ruby marbles.

      Alfons bites deeply into her back. Virga howls and immediately turns. Dust rolls up, and the sun shines brighter than ever, as if deliberately blinding those of us watching. My breath is stuck in my throat. I would like nothing more than to just take my sword and cut the fucker’s head off… but Virga would never forgive me, and that matters more than I thought it would. It means everything.

      “Shit.” I hear myself whisper. He’s about to split open her belly.

      But Virga smacks him away and recovers in a single stolen breath. Alfons tries to catch her by the back of the neck again, but she’s remarkably slippery. Time slows down—or, at least that is my impression as I hope to see this end in one and only one way. The universe is listening. Virga is injured, yet she overtakes Alfons and rips his throat out.

      The bite is so swift and violent, some of those watching scream in shock and awe. Others cover their mouths. The loyalists are broken beyond repair.

      Alfons squeals, the last breath leaving him before he even hits the ground. His throat gushes blood, red glistening blood that sprays out and glazes the dirt and the grass beneath him. The light in his eye dims, and so do his madness and cruelty. It is over. Alfons Redmayne joins his father in some kind of purgatory, I hope. He’s out of this world, at least.

      Virga rises victoriously over his corpse, his blood still dripping from her jaw as she looks around at the others in her pack. My heart fills with new and sparkling sensations, things I have never felt before. I admit… I am mesmerized by this creature and her incredible devotion—not only to the pack but to all that is good and just in this world. My mission and objectives are selfish and lacking substance by comparison. This woman was burned alive because she was different, but she never abandoned those who closed their eyes when that fire was lit.

      Silence falls heavily over the realm. For the first time in what feels like eons, a great change is coming. Even I can smell it, like I smell the rain approaching from the north. The skies begin to darken slowly, grey clouds stretching and spilling over the clearing.

      Virga shifts back into her human form, blood smeared around her full lips.

      Beside me, Shane swallows back tears. I think, deep down, he understands that this needed to be done. I’m certain Stig and Kalla will understand, too. The evil that Alfons represented, the malignant selfishness and cruelty… none of that has a place in a civilized society—and the werewolves of the Endless Woods are no exception, either.

      Virga glances over her naked shoulder, and our eyes meet. I’m proud of her. In another world and in different circumstances, I would simply sweep her off her feet and hold her tight. We’d fall asleep in each other’s arms, spending days recovering from this mess. I’m tired. We’re both tired. Her gaze tells me that much. But our war has only just begun.

      “I am Virga Blacktail,” she says, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Not a slave. Not a half-mutt. Not a nobody. My life is worth something, as each of yours is worth something. I am not more nor less than any of you. But I am the rightful Alpha, by blood right and by combat!”

      The people kneel before her, and chills crawl up and down my arms as I witness the greatness of this incredible moment. The very wolves who once shackled Virga are now bowing before her in utmost reverence. She is their queen, now, and they… her subjects.

      “The reign of the usurper Elliott Redmayne is over,” Virga continues, as I calmly walk toward her with clothes and gear in hand. I leave Shane behind with his grief. It will take time for him to truly wrap his head around everything that happened here today. “The reign of his son never really started. You need a true leader, one that will put your needs over their own. One that will never claim that some of you are worth less than others!” She takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly. “We shall handle succession protocols later. There is no time. Our Endless Woods have been soiled, perpetrated by demons.”

      Kalla pushes her way through the crowd until she stumbles into the clearing. I help Virga with her gear, while the others murmur in concern and confusion.

      “You survived,” Kalla says, smiling softly. She only looks at Alfons’s corpse for a moment, fighting herself to keep a positive appearance. She approaches Virga carefully. “You have the full support of house Redmayne, Alpha.”

      “Thank you, Kalla,” Virga replies, mirroring her expression.

      Finally, there is balance in the realm—or so it seems. The Redmayne loyalists seem disappointed, but Kalla has taken charge, now. Stig is still injured, and Shane is deeply traumatized. I would’ve expected their sister to be just as broken, but she carries herself with poise and grace. An admirable trait. She would’ve made a better Alpha than any of her brothers.

      “What do we do?” Kalla asks. “I’ve witnessed their powers first-hand, and I don’t want anyone to go through such hell ever again. How do we stop the demons?”

      “You don’t,” Virga replies. “But you can capture them and bring them all to me. It appears I have been gifted with a few interesting abilities…”

      “I saw that. I felt it, too. You were amazing,” the Redmayne girl is pretty close to gushing. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry for everything they put you through.”

      “Hey, hey…” Virga moves closer, tenderly cupping her cheek. “Remember what I told you. We don’t get to pick and choose what families we’re born into. We don’t have a say in whose arms we are raised… But we do have a say in what sort of people we’re going to be from now on.”

      They hug, and the warmth of their closeness makes my heart soften, as well. It’s a strange reaction, but I have never had much physical contact with anyone before. I can barely remember my mother’s touch, and for a long time I thought I was just fine on my own. Of course, I’m not. Virga is proof. Her kindness, her ability to forgive… I’m falling deeper and deeper, and I’m beginning to suspect that the choice I’ll have to make will be simpler than I’d thought.

      Virga and Kalla begin to organize, sending groups of trackers and hunters out across the forest. They’re assigned quadrants of the Endless Woods—the north, the south, the east, and the west. The town center becomes the headquarters of this operation, and the Death Wraiths offer their assistance, as well.

      “We can provide means of restraint for those possessed,” one of them says.

      “And we can assist with their capture, too,” the other adds.

      “There are also demons with physical bodies at bay,” I cut in. “Those I will be hunting myself.”

      “Ah, your kill list,” Virga giggles. “That’s fine. We can handle the rest.”

      I move closer and press my lips against her temple. For a moment, the energy between us focuses once more, albeit weakly. The bond is untouched. We’re just… exhausted. “Are you sure you’ll be alright?”

      “I’ll head to the town center,” she says. “I doubt I can do much running at this point. But with the whole pack involved, I’m positive we’ll make visible progress before the day ends. All they have to do is catch the bastards and bring them back to me.”

      “And the possessed ones?” I ask.

      One of the Death Wraiths smiles. “As I was saying, we shall help.”

      Someone screams. It only takes a second for everything to fall apart. A woman is thrown across the clearing. She lands with a painful thud in the grass, several bones broken. The life seeps from her eyes as she stares at us, her body twisted in unnatural ways.

      Others move away from the southern edge of the forest. They’re frightened, and understandably so. The demon coming through is a fierce one, a powerful one. His black smoke form is too much to bear for the body it has chosen to wear for this encounter. My stomach sinks.

      Virga gasps. “Mom…”

      It’s Mary Greystone that the demon is riding. She holds Kirin in one hand, the poor pixie screaming and screeching in agony as the mere touch of a demon burns her skin and soul.

      “Kirin!” I call out.

      She hears me, but she is in too much pain, and there’s not much I can do because… This is Virga’s adoptive mother. This demon went to significant lengths to get her from wherever Kirin had hidden them both. This speaks of intent and dedication. I’m sickened by the sight and by the speed with which it has basically corrupted a good and hopeful moment.

      The demon tosses the pixie aside. Kirin lands in the grass beside Shane, sizzling and smoking, still. My heart breaks. She’s a kind and helpful creature. Demons have a way of reminding me that they are easily some of the worst in all the realms. There is a reason why we hunt them and why we make sure they never leave the Dark Realm. The worlds have fallen out of balance, yes, that much is obvious, but we cannot stand by and let the demons ruin everything.

      “Mommy’s home,” the demon speaks through Mary’s lips.

      Virga is stunned and utterly disarmed. We’re all suddenly reminded that the nightmare isn’t anywhere near over. It has only just begun, and it has only just befallen the Endless Woods. While I’m aware of the natural rhythm of things, of how it usually gets worse before it gets better… this is not what I had expected.

      I swore to Virga that her mother was safe.

      The demon broke my oath.
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      My flesh is soft as melted butter.

      The fear has crippled me, eating my tongue and burning my courage away in a swift, devastating blaze.

      It’s my mother grinning at me, but it’s not really her. It’s her body, her face… but it’s not everything because a demon dwells inside. Her eyes are black and empty, devoid of life and joy. Her lips are stretched, but it’s a sneer, not a smile. She is a perverted version of my mother, a lie pretending to be Mary Greystone. It breaks my heart to see her like this…

      “Get out of her right now!” I shout as I walk over to her, anger animating my every move.

      “Ah, ah, ah!” she brings a knife up to her throat.

      I’m forced to stop and stare as she presses the blade into the skin until she draws blood. “Stop that!” I plead with her. Maybe she can hear me beneath the demon, I don’t know. Despair threatens to tear me apart and crumble whatever resolve I had left. “Please.”

      “Scared to lose another mommy?” the demon giggles fiendishly.

      My throat burns with anguish as I try to find another way to approach her before it’s too late. I see Tueur taking a couple of steps and give him a subtle nod when our gazes lock on each other. Maybe he can do what I cannot. “She’s the only mother I’ve ever had,” I tell the demon. “And you didn’t take her for no particular reason. So, tell me… What is your purpose?”

      “Why… Whatever do you mean?” the demon replies. The blade stays up.

      “What do you want from me?” I ask.

      Around us, the wolves growl menacingly. They’d jump her if they could—but they can’t, so she just cackles with delight as a way of mocking their impotence. I cannot let anyone waste time over this, so I look to Kalla, and she instantly knows what I need her to do.

      “Come on,” she tells the witches and the wolves. “We have demons of our own to hunt!”

      Most agree and spread out, albeit reluctantly. Some look back at us, hoping that I might change my mind and tell them to stay. But I cannot. The world cannot stop because my mother has been possessed.

      “Are you certain?” one of the Death Wraiths asks.

      “I’m positive,” I reply, my voice trembling slightly. “This is my burden, not yours. Get as many demons as you can and bring them into the town center. I’ll handle the rest.”

      The witches hesitate, but ultimately they leave with Kalla and the others, leaving me with Tueur, a weakened Shane, a trampled Kirin, and my possessed mother kicking Alfons’s corpse, her lips twisted with disgust as she moves her attention back on me.

      “Not what you expected, is it?” she asks, pointing at the dead wolf. “Killing, I mean.”

      “No one should enjoy taking a life,” I say.

      “But you did, didn’t you? You thought you were gonna cry and mope about it, didn’t you?” she changes her voice into mine, which sends shivers down my back as she mocks me. “Oh, no, I’ve killed a man! Oh, dreadful life, what have I become! Oh, I’m a murderer, I tell ya… a murderer!”

      “You need to leave my mother’s body.”

      “Or else what?” she replies, her voice changing back as she presses the knife deeper. Blood trickles down her chest and blossoms in red roses across her white shirt. It’s becoming harder to hold back. The audacity is just too much. “You’ll beat me out of her? Try getting to me before I slit her throat.”

      “Fine,” I reply, raising my hands in apparent defeat. “You win. You set the terms here. I’m going to ask you again, what do you want?”

      “I want you to suffer,” she replies, then cuts a little deeper. She will nick a vein soon enough. Or worse, the carotid. I’m tempted to move, but Tueur’s hand shoots out, and he holds me back.

      “It’s exactly what she wants,” he mutters. “For you to cause your mother’s death.”

      “What did I ever do to you, then? Who are you? Why do you wish to cause me pain?” I ask the demon. She exhales sharply and looks over to Shane.

      “My beloved was in there. You threw me so far away… it took forever to get out of that terrible place,” she says.

      “You’re Shirl,” I manage. “Where’d you go, exactly?”

      “Home. And home is bad, demon-wolf. Home is very bad, especially when my Agoth isn’t around to protect me. It took me days to get out and to find my way back here!”

      “Days?”

      Tueur scoffs. “The fabric of time has been damaged, then. It flows differently in the Dark World. Faster than here. Days there are mere minutes in this realm…”

      “That can’t be good,” I reply, and he shakes his head in return.

      “Where is my darling Agoth?” Shirl asks. “I need him.”

      “Ah. Sorry. I sent him back,” I reply dryly. “You should go home. Leave my mother’s body and return to the Dark World. I’m sure you two have a lot of catching up.”

      For a moment, I’m foolish enough to think she’s going to do just that. Her gaze wanders, her brows furrow in deep thought. But then she looks at me and lets the blade move slightly across my mother’s throat. The skin opens, and terror burns cold through my chest. “How did you do it?” she asks. “How did you just… expel me from a mortal’s body?”

      “What?”

      “TELL ME!” she screams, and I know she’ll cut deeper unless I answer.

      “It’s my ability! I can push demons back into the Dark Realm.”

      “How do we make you stop, then?” she wonders aloud. “The veil has fallen, you see, and my kind are coming through in droves. We’re tired of our Dark World, and we want to make a new home elsewhere. We can’t have your boot up our asses every other day, now, can we?”

      “Leave my mother, and I will not hunt you anymore. I promise.”

      She looks at me and bares her teeth. “LIAR!”

      But her rage is short-lived as a bright ray of light comes down from the sky. It washes over her, and she screams in pure agony. I can’t stop myself from running toward her. The pain feels as though it were mine. I’m broken and torn apart, yet I can’t stop until I reach her.

      “Mom…”

      The demon oozes out of her like liquid smoke. Shirl’s form has changed, and I don’t think she intended it. The light is warm and sweet. I love the feel of it on my skin. I hold my mother tight and sob, hiding my face in her hair as I wait for her to come to.

      “Mom… Please…”

      “Virga, move back!” Tueur shouts, but I can’t.

      I don’t know why, but I’m kneeling. I’m frozen, my arms constricted around my unconscious mother as I wait for her to come to, hoping she’s still in there. Hoping I’m not holding a corpse like old man Shortfang. Oh, the mere thought fills me with dread and terror, but no, she lets a heavy sigh out, and I cry with relief, my tears streaming and dripping onto her face.

      “Honey,” she manages.

      “VIRGA!” Tueur’s voice booms across the clearing.

      Finally, I see the danger, but it’s too late. The light that’s pinning me and my mother down comes from the sky. It’s a pillar of pure energy, and it serves to purify. Parts of me begin to ache. Atoms in my body reach. My soul writhes against it. As much as I enjoyed the initial sensations and the brief feeling of spiritual cleanliness that it delivered… something else is happening, something that hurts more and more.

      Angels descend around us, stopping Tueur in his tracks. One of them lands in front of my mother and me. He’s massive, at least seven feet tall and clad in glimmering gold armor. He is true splendor incarnate, and I am breathless before him. I have seen him before, but not so close.

      “No, stop!” Tueur cries out. Ezekiel trips him. He tumbles over the hard ground, cursing and panting once he lands on his side.

      Raphael reaches out and grabs me by the throat. His touch feels cold. He’s wearing golden gloves with bejeweled knuckles, and so his skin doesn’t suffer in his grip. I’ve been found. The light finally fades, and I exhale sharply, while he gives me a long and curious look. I’ve been found, and I don’t like his gaze. I don’t like it one bit.

      “Stop squirming,” Ezekiel says, his boot pressing into Tueur’s back.

      I’d say something, but a whole new kind of terror has taken over. At least my mother is alive. She’ll recover from this nightmare, much like the others, but Kirin… I can’t even see her. Not that I can turn my head anymore. Raphael’s grip is merciless and firm.

      “You’re a curious creature,” he mutters.

      There are dozens of angels. Their white and silver and gold wings flap as they fill the clearing and set the winds blowing through the woods. Ezekiel barks orders at them while pinning Tueur down. “Split up and clean the forest of its demon scourge,” he tells the angels. “Split up in crews of three, and spare none. Kill every demon you find.”

      “No, wait, they’re possessing people!” I try to speak, but Raphael tightens his grip and nearly crushes my windpipe. “Stop…”

      “What are you, exactly?” he wonders aloud. “You’re not entirely human.”

      The clearing rattles to the ground, the leaves and blades of grass rustle and whisper in agitation as the angels fly out. Dozens of winged giants slip past the trees and draw their swords of merciless light. They are far from my reach, already, and their blades demand blood. They’re going to kill some of my people, some of the people I have just fought to take over and protect. What kind of leader am I if I let the angels break me so easily?

      “What are you?” Raphael asks again.

      Blond curls frame his long neck, his forehead covered by the gold visor of his battle helm. But his eyes, round and white and filled with questions—his eyes scan my being, my body and my soul, searching for an answer.

      “I’m Virga Blacktail, the Alpha of this realm,” I tell him, my voice crushed.

      “No, no. You’re more than that.”

      “She’s half-demon!” Tueur shouts. “I was bringing her to you!”

      Ezekiel laughs. “Why am I not buying that?”

      “Half-angels aren’t to be trusted,” Raphael replies dryly. His eyes never leave mine. “Yet he does speak the truth in this instance. The girl is half-demon, indeed. And not any demon, either…”

      “I was using her as bait to catch Azazel,” Tueur insists.

      “Were you not told to steer clear of him?” Raphael asks, then looks at him. He gives Ezekiel a slight nod, which prompts the angel to move back and allow Tueur to rise. At least he’s upright again, though I’m not sure what he can do to get me out of this mess. “I remember distinctively that I ordered you to keep your distance from the archdemon Azazel.”

      “It doesn’t mean I’m not allowed to bring him to you,” Tueur replies.

      “You were assigned to the Endless Woods,” Raphael says. “Yet here we are, doing exactly what I knew we would.”

      “Cleaning up your mess,” Ezekiel adds.

      “We were handling it,” I cut in, looking for some angel skin to touch, but the bastard Raphael is clad in solid steel-gold armor and chainmail. It doesn’t stop my fingers from searching weak spots while I hold on to his forearm.

      Raphael looks at me. “You’re Azazel’s daughter. I knew there was something familiar about you,” he murmurs, shifting focus back to Tueur. “You found one of his offspring, huh? Is he particularly attached to this one?”

      “Yes,” Tueur replies with a nod. “It has taken a while to work her onto my side, but I made it this far. I was going to use her to summon him…”

      I stare at him in disbelief, wondering if he’s acting for the angels or telling the truth. I find it hard to believe, though, that after all the time we have spent together, after how much of ourselves we’ve given to each other… He’d still be so exquisitely duplicitous as to still fool me. No, I can’t believe it. This must be a ruse for the angels.

      “You can’t mean that,” I whisper.

      His expression cuts deep, though. “I’m sorry, Virga. I made my choice. If the angels kill you, I’ll be free again. It will put you out of your misery, too.”

      “Tueur…”

      “You’ll be free again?” Ezekiel asks, understandably confused, but Raphael is already two steps ahead of him as he spots our soul bond.

      “That sheen… Ah, yes, you’re soulmates,” he chuckles. “Interesting twist, I’ll say. But the Nephil is right. You’re better off not living anymore. Nothing good awaits you in this realm.”

      “Hold on! Who the hell are you to decide?! I’m the Alpha of the Endless Woods, first and foremost! I thought you weren’t allowed to intervene here!” I blurt out, struggling to stall for long enough so that I might find a way out of this mess. I can’t understand the look in Tueur’s eyes, either, and I am genuinely terrified. I’m slipping into survival mode, where everything happens too fast for me to notice.

      “You’re Azazel’s daughter, and that takes precedence,” Raphael replies and draws a long knife with a curved blade. My blood runs cold. Fear chokes me harder than his grip.

      “Wait, I said I was going to use her as bait!” Tueur insists.

      Hope is a fickle thing for me, yet I cannot stop myself. “Use me as bait, then. I will assist you in your demon hunting efforts. I want nothing to do with the Dark World!” I say.

      “You’re an abomination,” Raphael tells me.

      “I’m better looking than you,” I hiss.

      Tueur moves closer. “Please. Azazel will come for her, I’m sure of it!”

      Our gazes lock for a split-second, no more. And in that flicker of time, I find confidence and determination. I find deceit and will to live. I find us both struggling to get back to each other. This is a nightmare, but we’re only going to survive it if we’re together and in perfect sync, so I release a heavy breath and feel our connection rekindled. He’s not selling me out. He’s deceiving them!

      Raphael isn’t convinced, though. His knife is still dangerously close to my throat. I can only hope my mother isn’t awake to witness any of this. Finally, my fingers’ work pays off, and I find a weak spot in the golden band covering the angel’s forearms. I press hard enough to undo the tiny latch, and the whole thing falls off, revealing his skin.

      I grab his wrist with both hands and embrace the demon inside me as I burn him deep. Raphael cries out and pulls his hand back.

      Tueur knocks Ezekiel to the side.

      He runs to me.

      I open my arms.

      His wings burst out, and he sweeps me off the ground.

      Everything happens so fast… I hold on tight, breathing him in as he flies us upward, higher and higher at greater speed until we pierce through the world itself and descend into the Versteck’s lilac heavens. We got away, if only for a while.

      I hold on to him, still. I hold on, thankful that he keeps proving his worthiness, his bravery, his devotion. Tueur is my savior once more. My soulmate. My partner in crime, and we’ve just managed to piss off a horde of angels. That’s not going to sit well with the Silver Realm.
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      I worried Virga might think I betrayed her again, but I had to play the part in order to get close enough. Ezekiel is more of a thug, but Raphael is cunning. He sees patterns and details that others don’t, which is why I’m more afraid of him. Seeing Virga under his blade filled me with dread.

      As soon as we land, I pull her into a kiss and put everything I have in it. All the feelings I’ve been holding back, all the emotions that I have been working so hard to understand. I feel her lips and her playful tongue, and she wraps her arms around my waist, moaning softly as we deepen the kiss and say things through it—things we might not have words for, otherwise. Once we’re apart and breathing again, she smiles.

      “You almost had me there…”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You had no choice, I get it.” Her relief fades as she looks around. “Something’s wrong.”

      I’ve been so preoccupied with saving her that I didn’t even notice. Virga is absolutely right. Something is off—off by too much, and it instantly fills me with dread. The castle is in lockdown, its windows and doors shuttered with rune-charmed steel. There are hundreds of demons, some formless and some with bodies of their own, giants who could crush either of us with their bare hands… HUNDREDS! Hundreds banging on the doors and climbing up the white stone walls, searching for a way in. My beloved castle is under siege.

      What’s worse is that there are throngs of demons lurking around, as well. Hundreds more running across the plain. Some vanish into thin air, others emerge from nowhere, all of them laughing and cackling and spreading out, desperate to deliver pain and misery and as much damage as they can possibly inflict.

      “It’s utter chaos,” Virga murmurs.

      “They’re out of control,” I say.

      Humans scream from the edge of the woods. Others are being chased by flying demons up the hill. My orchard is gone, razed into the ground and splintered, the occasional petal flying on the wind. Everything is falling apart, it seems… even my beloved Versteck.

      “We can’t stay here,” she says.

      “I don’t see Melisse or the pixies anywhere. We left Kirin back in the Endless Woods,” I reply, suddenly aware of how much is actually at stake. I’m about to lose everything, and I don’t even know why any of this is happening. The confusion and the danger are enough to make me doubt myself, yet I find comfort and balance in knowing I’m not alone. I’ve got Virga. “You’re right, we can’t stay here.”

      I slip my arm around her waist and pulls her close, our bodies matching perfectly like puzzle pieces that belong together.

      The demons have spotted us, now. They’re running toward us. Dozens of them. I take flight, and we head for the northern mountains. I raised them a few years back as backup in case I might ever need to leave the castle. Truth be told, I never imagined I would ever use them as shelter, and still… the unimaginable happened.

      Something rams into us with enough strength to break my flight. Virga screams, but I don’t let go. The creature has latched on with its claws, its leathery wings flapping and its spiked tail lashing and slashing at my side. Blood sprays outward, but I don’t feel any pain. Virga softens in my arms. It soon becomes a battle of life and death as I struggle to get the fiend off us.

      A familiar chirp cuts across the sky. A sonic boom follows.

      I know what that is.

      “Hold on, Virga,” I say and tighten my hold on her. I kick the demon off us and drop away from him. Rinni is a flashing yellow arrow of light that shoots through the fiend like a projectile. She bursts out from his back in a hail of blood and entrails and torn muscles and flapping skin. More demons are already flying toward us, but I am able to take Virga away just as the other pixies shoot across the sky, ready to support their sister.

      “We’re almost safe,” I whisper, not sure if Virga can even hear me. I don’t have a moment left to check on her. But I fly as fast as my wings can hold me and as far from the madness as possible. The pixies will keep the demons busy for long enough.

      I’m worried about them. I’m worried about Melisse, too.

      But it’s Virga I’m having trouble with. I reach the mountains in less than a minute. Every muscle on my back burns from the exertion, and I almost fumble the landing, tripping on loose stones as I try to get us inside one of the many caves that will keep us safe.

      The mountains are a conglomerate of sharp obsidian and volcanic rocks jutting high into the sky. Beneath, rivers of lava flow, glowing orange in the darkness. Some of the caves offer direct access. But it’s one of the upper chambers I go to—a spherical room with black glimmering walls and a thermal spring flowing across the middle in a straight line.

      There’s enough heat and humidity to help with Virga’s injuries. She’s conscious but struggling to stay awake.

      “Oh, babe,” I mutter, realizing the extent of her wounds.

      The demon left deep gashes on her left leg and left arm, splitting the steel plates open. I know his breed. They’re the worst. A dozen of those will tear through an angel garrison almost effortlessly. Shit, if they’ve come out as well, then we’re definitely looking at some kind of war for dominance, but the confusing part is, why? After all this time, why is this happening, and why are they at it again?

      “I’m okay, I’m okay,” she replies, trying to move as I lay her on the side near the stream. “Ow… Why am I bleeding?”

      “You’ve got a couple of ouchies,” I reply, smiling as I scoop some of the thermal water and pour it over her wounds. They’re deep, but the foaming white sizzle caused by the healing properties in the water prove they’re not deep enough to matter.

      “Oh, that feels good…”

      I help her out of the armor and clothes, setting the gold cloak and short sword aside. She is naked, now, and there are more wounds in need of attention, so I gently roll her into the spring, letting the water do its work. She hisses as every single scratch and cut begins to close. “It’s the same spring that fuels the castle fountains,” I tell her.

      “Mhm…”

      An hour goes by, and she sleeps through most of it. I hold her close, spooning beside the stream. She’s warm and soft, her ass nestled into my groin. I’m exhausted, but I cannot sleep. My ears prick at the slightest sound, though I know we’d be very hard to find in here. We’re so deep into the mountain, even a demon would be an idiot to venture through without knowing the place, first. My world has fallen apart. The fiends are out there, making a mockery of my work. They’re hurting innocent people. All that confusion, it’s maddening.

      But there is nothing crazy enough to hold me back from Virga as she stirs out of her sleep and back into consciousness. My cock immediately reacts, hardening almost instantly as it presses between her buttocks.

      “Tueur,” she murmurs, one hand covering mine.

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      “I need you inside me…”

      It’s not just desire driving her. It’s our bond that is in need of replenishment. I give into it without hesitation, my engines already fired up and burning at full speed. She moves her ass just enough to get me to feel her slick folds with the tip of my bulging, throbbing erection. I kiss her shoulder and nibble on the ear as I slip a hand in front and between her legs, while the other arm goes under her neck and onto her breast, my fingers teasing the nipples and the clit in delicious tandem.

      “Is this what you need?” I ask, then suckle on her earlobe as I work her pussy into a wet frenzy. Her hips sway back and forth until I effortlessly slide right into her pussy, feeling her stretch and tighten around me at the same time.

      “It’s what I want, baby… I want it all…”

      Her voice changes, slightly, as her skin lights up and illuminates the entire room. The orgasm makes her shudder, while I push harder and deeper inside. I’ve got her in my arms, one hand on her left breast and the other rubbing and flicking the hardened, pulsating nub of pure pleasure, while I thrust and fuck her senseless until she gives me more and more, crying out my name and shining like the goddamn sun.

      I fall off the edge of a cliff and into an earth-shattering climax as I fill her with everything I’ve got. Love. Seed. My own soul. I give it all, and she takes it all. If I’m looking at an eternity of life as a Nephil, I don’t want it to be any other way. I don’t want it without her. She falls asleep so fast, while I tremble and hold her tighter than ever, fearful that she might slip away from me, somehow.

      “I have succumbed to my feelings for you, Virga Blacktail,” I whisper in her ear. “You want it all, I’ll give you all. No matter what the universe throws at us, I will give you all.”

      Perhaps she can hear me, somewhere deep in her sleep. Or perhaps I’m only speaking to the hot spring and the obsidian walls and the growing darkness that returns to the chamber as the demon-wolf’s glow dims into a sweet dream—or so I hope, that it’s a sweet dream. She is the Alpha of the Endless Woods, now. A move I think she should have made sooner. It throws a wrench in my growing imaginings of us spending an eternity here in the Versteck.

      I was preparing to bid the angels farewell in order to be with her, though it seems I have done much more and worse mere hours earlier. There’s not a regret left anywhere in the recesses of my mind, though. What’s done is done, and if the Silver Realm insists on killing her, they can fuck off. I cannot belong to a society that will take a life without first understanding its worth.

      It’s not what I wanted. It’s not even what I trained for since I can remember.

      But it is my new reality. The soulmate bond is stronger than anything. It precedes everything. Neither of us chose it. We never got a say in it. Nevertheless, we’re a part of each other. And if I am to put everything aside and be truly honest with myself, right here, in the privacy of my inner-mind… I don’t think I’d want things to be any different. I don’t think I’d not want her here. If the universe were to go back and delete her from existence, thus rendering our bond nonexistent…

      I think I would feel her absence, still. I would search entire worlds for her without even knowing it. The Endless Woods. The Silver Realm. The Dark World. I’d go through all of them, if only she might make herself seen to me. There is no life of any kind without her, and I must learn to accept this.
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      We spend the next few days in hiding—from angels, from demons, from absolutely everyone. I am uneasy knowing that I left the Endless Woods behind again, this time under my own leadership. It’s an embarrassment, considering the bold statements I had made up to that point, but what were my choices, considering the angels’ involvement.

      The cave offers enough warmth and comfort to keep us away and out of sight. Tueur hunts in the morning and makes sure we have enough to eat, while I spend the wee hours on the mountaintop, watching the Versteck’s fearsome invaders as they move across the land. I’ve tried reaching out to Azazel through our telepathic connection, but I’ve not heard from him since… well, since I kicked him out of the Versteck. Maybe he was offended. Angered enough to not bother with me, the wayward daughter.

      No, that doesn’t make sense.

      Above, the sun is shining brightly, turning the sky white. Below, shadows stretch beneath the underbrush, a dozen holes opening up into the mountain along the stony ridges. None of the demons have made their way up here, and I have noticed the thermal stream flowing around the mountain’s base. Tueur isn’t sure, but he thinks there might be something in the water that keeps the fiends away. I did see some humans seeking shelter, but I have kept my distance. In these trying times, there isn’t much I can do to help them.

      Portals seem to be opening and closing randomly, wreaking havoc across the realm. The angels are currently out there, looking to separate my head from my body. Demons are just fucking everything up simply because it’s their nature, and the father who said he wanted to help me is nowhere to be found.

      In the midst of the madness, it appears I only have Tueur to turn to, which… I must admit, is fine. We make love for hours, tenderly and deeply, our souls dancing and joining each other in the ether, in the bosom of time and space. Sometimes, we fuck each other senselessly, too. I’ve noticed the difference. It’s interesting.

      “What are you doing?” Tueur asks, climbing up to join me.

      “A great many things,” I reply, my voice raspy, as though just the sight of him has turned me on.

      I guess that’s to be expected, though. It’s as if our souls and our bodies are anticipating the great war ahead, the upcoming clash of worlds, and it’s getting us both in a constant mood in order to build our energies and to keep us ahead of the enemy through pure cosmic strength.

      He settles behind me, his thighs hugging me, and looks over my shoulder. “Anything new around the castle?”

      “Not since the angels occupied it,” I reply, leaning back into him. “It’s been a day since they went in and lifted the shutters, but they left and haven’t been back.”

      “I’ve not seen Melisse nor the pixies anywhere,” he says. “But I trust they’re keeping safe and out of sight, at least for the time being.”

      His hand slips inside my panties, the fabric dripping wet already. His other hand sneaks under my shirt and cups my breast, squeezing gently at first before he tightens the grip and pinches the nipple hard enough to make me whimper.

      Before long, he fills me to the brim and fucks me senseless, rubbing my clit until I cover my mouth to muffle a scream of pure pleasure.

      I’m raw with desire and tender to the point where sitting is slightly uncomfortable, but I love every goddamn second of this soreness. It’s a sweet ache that I cannot get enough of, particularly when I drown it in another orgasm.

      My skin tingles all over when we retreat to the cave and peel the clothes off our sweaty bodies. He takes me in the stream, too, first licking and suckling my pussy until I melt and beg him to fill me up again.

      Not long afterwards, once we’re clean and dried up and sated, we gear up.

      “It’s time to sneak into the castle,” Tueur says. “I have more equipment and spell-work there. But we must figure out our next move afterwards, otherwise we can just keep running while the worlds go crazier and crazier.” He gives me a curious look. “You haven’t been able to reach Azazel, have you?”

      I shake my head. He doesn’t like me having to do this, but our options are limited. “I tried again this morning, but nothing seems to be working. Either I can’t connect with him for some reason, or he is deliberately rejecting me.”

      “He’s got thicker skin than that, if you ask me,” Tueur replies. “But if we get to the castle, I can try summoning my father, instead. He might have some insight to offer, or some guidance, at least.”

      “And if he doesn’t?”

      He smiles a most devilish smile. “I have other ways to summon a demon. Ways I don’t normally dabble with since it might get me killed by mistake, but if you perform the ritual, I reckon you’ll be fine.”

      “You reckon?”

      “Because you’re half-demon.”

      “Ah. So, if I weren’t, you wouldn’t risk hurting me. Right?”

      Tueur takes a moment too long to answer, and it’s deliberate. It irks me, and it makes him laugh. Before I can express my irritation, however, he takes me in his arms and kisses me passionately, making me forget about the world.

      I’m about ready to jump out of these clothes again, but we have to avoid a burnout, so I take a deep breath and a couple of steps back, putting a minimal distance between us.

      “I’d rather cut off my own head than see you get hurt, Virga,” he finally said, and the look in his eyes tells me he means every word.

      It makes my heart beat a little harder. But there’s this idea of other ways to summon a demon that persists in the back of my head.

      “What are we hoping to accomplish by summoning Azazel?” I ask. “I’m not even sure how high up the food chain he really is. The lore about him is unclear, and I’ve heard some demons are not his biggest fans.”

      “Azazel is one of the Princes of the Dark World,” Tueur says. “One of the High Seven, as they like to call themselves. The lower angels fear them. The archangels not so much, but they won’t rush to battle with them, either—except Raphael, that guy’s an overachiever desperate to prove something…”

      “So… if we do get Azazel, I could convince him to summon back the minions, right? All the demons currently running loose across the realms.”

      He unsheathes my short sword and checks the blade before handing it back to me, my golden cloak of Dannemore already hanging from my shoulder and my water flask refilled from the spring. “It’s a working theory, provided he has an active interest in doing that. Your father-daughter bond should play a part at this point. Perhaps you can persuade him to do it for you…”

      “Do you expect me to put on my sweetest puppy eyes and say ‘Pwease, Daddy, pwease’ until he concedes and calls the demonic banners back?”

      “What other choice have we got, should everything else fail?”

      It’s a fair question, and I dare not push Tueur any farther. This is already painful and confusing enough for the both of us. We’ve only just gotten closer and in a deeper state of joined minds. I can’t risk losing the balance we’ve been working so hard to attain. I nod slowly and hang the short sword from my belt.

      “Ready?” I ask.

      “As I’ll ever be,” he replies.

      Together, we walk out of the cave and leave our warm shelter behind. I shall miss this place. Here, I have thrown the world aside. Here, between these obsidian walls, I have known bliss and sweet peace. Here, by the bubbling, steaming stream, I have surrendered to Tueur, the half-angel whose heart is irreversibly bound to mine. Here, I think… I have known true love.

      From now on, I must find a way to protect it.

      Angels and demons threaten to get between us. The very universe that bound our souls has fallen out of balance. I’m not sure where everything ends, but I do know I will do anything to preserve what I have built for myself…
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      Tueur flies fast and low down the mountain, while I move wrapped in my gold cloak, unseen to any living creature. Once we reach the base, we take a few minutes to survey the area again, making sure there aren’t any angels flying overhead.

      “I’ve seen them come down, seemingly out of nowhere a couple of times,” I tell him. “But it’s only when there were demons active on the ground.”

      “It means they have set up a perimeter. There must be alarms.”

      “Demon alarms. Not sure if that’s a good thing for me,” I grumble, not wanting to be choked by an angel any time soon. Or ever again, for that matter.

      “It isn’t,” Tueur replies with a half-smile. “But we can hope your half-wolf nature throws the alarms off, if only for a bit. I just need to get us inside. The castle is already wired to welcome and hide you, and not even the angels can override that.”

      Soon, I wrap us both in the gold cloak, and Tueur flies us across the plain. Within minutes, we reach the front gates. There isn’t an angel in sight. No demon, either. Nothing to indicate any sort of danger. Safe under the magical fabric, we move around the building a couple of times, checking and double-checking all the side entrances and the back doors. They’ve all been locked and sealed.

      “The windows are open,” I whisper, looking up.

      Tueur seems tempted, but he remains cautious.

      “Stay here,” he replies, then moves back and out from under the cloak and bolts upward, latching on to the first-floor window frame directly above us. He looks through, then comes back down and takes me up with him.

      We’re inside the castle, now. We stay here for a while, just listening and looking around.

      The walls are untouched, the white stone polished and clean—with the exception of a few pentagrams that don’t seem familiar.

      “Painted in angel blood,” Tueur says, following my gaze with a deep frown. “They added wards to my preexisting magic.”

      “Can they do that?”

      “If there’s a savvy archangel leading them, sure.”

      “You mean, like Raphael?”

      “Oh, no. Much worse,” he sighs and takes my hand in his. “Come on. There’s nothing here. We can move around a bit and see what else they’ve done with the place.”

      I keep my other hand on my sword as we make our way through one of the corridor. The walls begin to move, the white stone moaning and scratching as the entire castle comes alive in our presence.

      I hold my breath as we take different turns. Left, right, then right again.

      The floor ascends and descends a few times, and I realize we’re higher up than where we came through. I had almost forgotten how strange this place can be and what a marvelous architectural puzzle it could pose if challenged.

      We reach Tueur’s chamber eventually and lock the door behind us. Here, not long ago, I gave myself to him, and he gave himself to me. Here, our bodies and souls truly became one. Yet the precious memories are marred by the danger looming over us, now.

      “Stay by the door, keep an ear to it,” Tueur asks.

      I lean into the wooden frame and listen. Outside, the castle is quiet. There isn’t a single sound, and I pray to all the gods and forces of the universe that it stays this way. Meanwhile, Tueur walks over to the eastern wall. There’s a mirror mounted on it. Its edges are strange, almost fluid and silvery. The reflective surface itself is weird—not a regular mirror, that’s for sure, as it’s slightly translucent.

      But it doesn’t offer a peek of the wall behind it. It seems to open into another place, a different place altogether, where candles burn in a gold-brushed chandelier. Tueur looks through, as if checking to find someone in that room beyond.

      “What’s that?” I ask.

      “A window into my father’s realm, only… He opened the channel, but he’s not here.”

      “I take it that’s not a regular occurrence?”

      He shakes his head. “I have been trying to reach him for quite a while. To see that he attempted contact in my absence is somewhat annoying, I admit…”

      “What do we do, then?”

      “Hold on…” Tueur takes out a knife and carves a series of runes across the mirror, scratching deeply and with precise movements of his hand while his lips move. When he’s done, the symbols light up blue, but the light quickly fades.

      He turns to face me and exhales deeply.

      “Well?”

      “I left him a note, so to speak,” he says, then comes over and takes my hand in his. “Come on, let’s go into the armory.”

      “We’re not waiting for your father, then?”

      “He’ll know where to find us,” Tueur replies. “In the meantime, we need to try your side.”

      “Azazel.”

      “Mhm.”

      We sneak out of his room, leaving perhaps too many memories behind. My whole being is abuzz with a strange sensation that I can’t quite shake. A feeling that we’re not really alone here. That something is watching. Not someone, but something.

      I have experienced this before, not long after I was returned from the Endless Woods for the second time, when I knew I was half-demon. Back then, I was under the impression that the castle itself had become aware of my demon nature… that it hesitated around me, and that it secretly watched me. It feels that way once more.

      Once we’re in the armory, it’s a full-on plunder.

      I grab a quiver full of arrows and a silver-string bow, as well as a couple of short knives to hide in my boots in case I’m left unarmed for some reason. Tueur packs a satchel full of powders, dried herbs, old bones and various crystals, then adds a couple of slender short swords to his belt. They’re made of a special metal, I soon realize.

      “What is that?” I ask, pointing at the strange black steel.

      “Hellfire steel,” he says. “These blades were forged in a Dark World volcano fire. There are seven pits that make these weapons.”

      “I suppose that makes them special.”

      He nods. “Oh, yes. Hellfire steel cuts through angel and demon alike. It spares no one and nothing, and they are worth a fortune. I’m surprised the angels didn’t snatch these when they raided the castle,” Tueur mutters, suspiciously looking around. “Unless they never even set foot in the armory… which would be… counter-productive and not something the angels would do unless they… Shit.”

      “What?”

      “It’s a trap,” he sighs.

      As soon as he says it, the armory doors burst open, and in comes Ezekiel accompanied by a dozen massive angels. They’re all over seven-feet tall and bulging with muscles beneath their steel and silver armor plates. I imagine a single punch from one of them might shatter every bone in my body, so my first instinct is to put the gold cloak on both Tueur and me and hope for the best.

      “Hello,” Ezekiel says, then looks my way and points a finger at me. “You. Hand over the cloak. You’re not supposed to have that.”

      “It was a gift,” I reply dryly.

      “It was stolen, and certainly not Melisse’s to give to whomever. Especially not to a demon mutt such as yourself.”

      Tueur steps forth. “Maybe you should’ve emptied the armory before setting your trap for us.”

      “You think a couple of hellfire swords scare us?” Ezekiel chuckles. “We’re warriors of the Silver Realm, little Nephil. The black steel may cut, but try getting past the armor first.”

      “Did you hear that, Virga?” Tueur mutters. “It sounded like a challenge.”

      I’m kind of crapping my pants at this point. They’re way too big for us to engage in direct combat, but I do have the quiver. With lightning speed, I put an arrow on the bow and pull until my fingers bleed.

      One of the goons comes at me. I loosen the arrow.

      It goes into his neck. He freezes, his eyes big and round and bursting with shock as he chokes on his own blood. I let a slow breath out.

      “The thing with armors is that they have weak spots,” I tell Ezekiel.

      “Ergo, we don’t need hellfire steel, specifically, to kill a few angels who just won’t let us be,” Tueur adds, smiling confidently. “Turn around, Ezekiel. Now is not the time to turn on your allies. We’re all after the same thing, and that is the restoration of a natural balance across the realms. You need us.”

      “You just… killed an angel,” Ezekiel croaks, unable to look away from his fallen comrade.

      Truth be told, I’m crapping my pants a little harder at this point. The adrenalin coursing through me is like liquid sun-fire, atomic strength flames blazing through and kicking me into overdrive as I take a defensive stance and prepare another arrow, pointing it directly at Ezekiel’s head.

      “That’s because you keep underestimating me,” I say. “It’s not my desire to harm anyone else, but if you keep coming at me with the intention of killing me, I will defend myself.”

      “You’ve got quite the mouth on you,” Ezekiel hisses, now looking at me and channeling all the rage in the world into his furious growl.

      “Think about this,” Tueur urges him. “The higher powers that be won’t appreciate you meddling here. I understand clearing the castle and keeping the demons away… There was a lot to protect here in my absence, but Virga Blacktail is under my protection, and you know under whose protection I am.”

      “Fuck you, Nephil. Think I’m scared of your daddy?!”

      “I don’t suppose you’ve ever been on the receiving end of his wrath, then,” Tueur says. “Ezekiel, don’t be stupid. Talk to Raphael. Tell him that we’re in the same boat. We’re all trying to help here!”

      “We’re not in the same boat,” Ezekiel replies. “You’re a filthy Nephil consorting with a demon mutt. Unless your daddy comes over right now, I’ll label you an enemy of the Silver Realm and explain the situation long after you and this demon whore are dead and rotting.”

      “And they call themselves protectors of the innocent?” I mumble, giving Tueur a terrified sideways glance. All he can offer is an embarrassed shrug. “Okay, then.” I release another arrow, but Ezekiel catches it mid-flight.

      “There’s only so many times that shit is going to work,” he snarls and comes at us.

      The floor rumbles beneath their footsteps—giants hurtling toward us with their swords drawn. I put the bow away and draw my short sword, preparing myself for the worst. Things are about to get bad really fast. Maybe we should have seen this coming, but despair does have a way of clouding one’s judgment.

      “Virga, Tueur, DUCK!” Melisse’s voice comes through from outside.

      In an instant, we’re both on the ground. The windows crash. Glass flies everywhere in the deflagration as bright green flames blow across the room and swallow some of the angels whole. I hold my breath. Colored arrows fly past my head.

      Mirin. Rinni. Sirin. Lirin.

      All four pixies have survived the madness, and they’re as fierce as ever.

      Black smoke rises while the fire consumes everything that’s wood and paper in this place. Soon enough, the emerald blaze licks at the walls and the ceiling, melting the fixtures and the mother-of-pearl details.

      Tueur grabs me and gets us both out of the armory.

      We fall out into the hallway, followed closely by Ezekiel and a couple of angels who survived the blast. A few scream in the flames we left behind, and my skin crawls in horror as I realize the nightmare isn’t getting any better.

      I scramble to get back on my feet. Ezekiel brings his sword down with a roar. Melisse appears between us in a flash. The pixies take on the other two, scratching and spreading their magic powder to slow the bastards down. Ezekiel’s blade is blocked by Melisse’s. “You’ve been told to stand down for the sake of unity and cooperation, yet you persist!” she grumbles and kicks him in the nuts.

      It only makes him angrier, though.

      I manage to stand and move back as Melisse engages him in combat, swords slashing and clanging, sparks flying. One of the other angels utters something in a language I don’t understand but feel deep within my bones—the words themselves make me itch all over. He brings his palms together in a clap and releases a bright pulse that knocks the pixies back.

      They vanish into the white wall, and I hear myself screaming in horror.

      Everything is happening too fast. I’m not equipped for this! I thought I had what it takes, and for a moment I even figured I could pull through, but Ezekiel and his goons are too big, too strong, too damn evil for me! Tueur hooks an arm around my waist and drags me farther away from the fight, but I’m writhing and itching to go back there, to prove to myself that I can hack it!

      “Come on, Virga, we can’t linger,” he says.

      “But Melisse! The pixies, they need us!”

      We turn back, but don’t get to move, frozen in place at hearing a hoarse gasp coming from Melisse.

      She stands before Ezekiel, a blade piercing her lower back.

      Ezekiel’s blade.

      “NO! MELISSE, NO!” I cry out, my eyes suddenly stinging with tears.

      She collapses, wings folding around her as she hits the ground. Her blood covers the white floor, flowing too much, too fast… and we’re running. We’re running away from it all as the remaining angels move past her and come for us.

      They’re not done with us yet.

      “We have to get out!” Tueur says and stops us at the top of the stairs. “Put the cloak over us, and no matter what happens, do not let go. Do you hear me?!”

      There is pain in his eyes.

      Anguish.

      Grief.

      Despair.

      He feels everything, yet he hasn’t got a single second to lose in the midst of this madness. He swore he’d keep us safe, and that is what he’s doing. So, I throw the cloak around us and nod, as Ezekiel and the others approach us way too fast.

      Tueur bolts and glides us down the stairs.

      We fly like the raging northern winds of winter, swooshing out through one of the ground floor windows, crashing through the glass and ignoring everything else around us. We fly like the light from the sun. We fly like the scream of a girl running from demons and angels who wish to see her slain for no good reason.

      We fly away from the loss and the fallen friends.

      Yet no flight is fast enough to cure my broken heart.
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      For a while, we don’t have an aim.

      We just shoot through the lilac sky in a desperate attempt to get as far away from the castle as possible. I saw Melisse fall. I saw the pixies get thrown out of the Versteck with magic. Tueur’s father is nowhere to be found, and the angels are determined to kill us both, now. At least I took one of them down. I showed them I’m not someone they can just push around and terrorize.

      But I’m not enough to survive them, either.

      “We need to get into the Dark World,” Tueur says after a long and heavy silence.

      “Why?”

      “I lost all the stuff we needed for the summoning during that fight,” he sighs, his voice trembling slightly. He’s furious and in so much pain. If I’m crying for Melisse and the pixies… how could he be feeling, since he’s had them as his companions for so many years?

      “We’ll go straight to Azazel, then?”

      “He’s a fucking Prince there. He has a castle and dominion over certain lands. I’ve never set foot in that place, but we can’t stay here any longer, either.” Tueur is furious. He’s not taking any of it out on me, but the tension in his tone is unmistakable.

      Nothing is getting easier, yet we must still find a way to prevail and survive.

      “Okay,” I reply in a bid to comfort and support him. “Let’s go there, then. Given that there have been constant tears through space lately, and that demons have been coming through randomly… surely, we can find one of those tears and go through, right?”

      He nods, holding me tight as we begin a gradual descent.

      It doesn’t take long for us to fly over a string of demons on the loose. They’re mostly formless threads of black smoke desperately searching for innocents to possess, but they appear to be dazed and lost, which tells us they haven’t been out here for long.

      “Look over there,” Tueur points ahead and slightly to the left at the base of a hill, its orchards blooming pink and white and beautiful against the ugliness being perpetrated all around it. “Demons…”

      I see them. Fiends coming out of seemingly nowhere.

      “The tear.”

      “I’m gonna go right in. We don’t know if or when it closes.”

      “Okay.”

      “Close your eyes!” he says and squeezes me hard as we fly mere feet above the ground.

      I would do that, but my heart is beating so fast, the adrenalin is so much that I can barely hold on to him. I feel as though I’m about to grow my own set of wings at this point. But, I’m nothing more than a measly half-demon. We glide between the demons. I doubt they even sense us.

      The tear is right ahead. I see it!

      A faint shimmer just between two flowering trees. Another demon comes out of it. Tueur knocks him out of the way. I hear the thud of him falling. I squeal as we go through. It’s only a draft. A cool, brief draft. I had my eyes closed for a split-second.

      I open them again, and… we’re in the Dark World.

      Tueur gains altitude, and I am treated to a full view of what I can only describe as the end of all that is pure and beautiful in the world. My soul shudders as I try to take everything in. The Dark World is mostly barren and empty. Grassless plains, leafless trees, dry riverbeds and steep canyons that once held mighty waters.

      The dirt is dark red and black. It’s dry and barren. Lifeless.

      There is nothing here to indicate the breath of life was ever taken, yet it is populated by creatures much like myself and my father. The mountains are sharp and shaped like obsidian spears. I fear the skies will bleed if they ever fall on them. There isn’t a single flower, a single blade of grass… NOTHING. It’s almost depressing to the point of tears.

      “You look disappointed,” Tueur says, looking at me as we head for one of those mountains, still under the cover of the cloak of Dannemore. A gift from Melisse. Twice, now, she has saved my life, and we had no choice but to leave her behind. Bleeding.

      “It’s so… wrong. All of it is just wrong…” I manage, swallowing back tears.

      “I know, my darling,” he replies.

      Once again, we descend, only this time, we steer clear of winged demons. The crimson skies are filled with them. There are as many as there are crows above a graveyard. Their wings are black and leathery, not pretty and feathered like the angels’.

      The mountain we reach is made entirely out of volcanic rock, black enough to swallow the light and steep enough to keep some of the bigger demons away since it’s not easy to climb. “This is only temporary safety,” Tueur says once we settle on a narrow platform at the very top. Only now do I feel the hot wind blowing and drying my lips.

      “How is it so… warm and dry?”

      “Legend has it this used to be a beautiful and lush realm,” he says, taking a moment to take the whole view in. The entire landscape is just jagged black rocks and the occasional lava stream bubbling to the surface. A dark ocean lingers in the distance beneath a grey haze. The sky is alight with fires of its own, and the ground occasionally trembles. “But once the demons came through, nature itself rebelled against their foulness. Its rivers dried. Its oceans became poisonous. Everything that was living and beautiful died rather than to be trampled on by the demonic beasts that had been cast from the Silver Realm.”

      “So, it’s true. Demons were once of the Silver Realm.”

      He nods once. “Don’t ask me for details. I think Azazel is better equipped at answering such questions, since he was very much alive back then.”

      “Hm… Figured that much. Okay, we’re here. We made it into the frickin’ Dark World, where it’s your head that is most wanted,” I reply, trying to ignore the constant shaking of my hands. We’ve been through so much already, it’s a miracle I haven’t lost my mind just yet. And this has only been for the purpose of survival. “How do we find Azazel?”

      “I think… at this point, you can try your telepathic connection again,” Tueur suggests.

      I look at him for a moment, searching his face for more, but he has nothing to offer but for the pain cradled in his chest—which I feel, as well. There will be time for grief later.

      I turn to face the scarlet sunset instead, briefly hypnotized by the flying demons that seem to move as one great mass of darkness, claws, and death.

      “Let’s try this,” I whisper and attempt to open my mind, first.

      Going back over my previous tries, I take a deep breath and imagine Azazel in my mind’s eye. Sooner or later, he becomes clear in the back of my head. Tall. Taller than most. Taller even than Ezekiel, I realize. Big eyes filled with dangerous blue fires. Metallic blue hair flowing down his back. Silvery horns reaching for the skies. The silver spikes on his bare shoulders. Yes, the more I think of him, the clearer he becomes.

      The more frightening. My soul hums softly as I call out to him.

      “Azazel,” my lips move. “I’m in your world, now. Come find me.”

      All I hear is the cawing and screeching of demons flying in the distance. The hissing and gurgling of a lava stream not far from where Tueur and I stand. The whispers of scorching winds that become hotter. I’m sweating all over, my skin glistening softly. Tueur, on the other hand, seems paler than usual.

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      “The air here isn’t exactly the greatest for angels,” he says, his breath ragged and scarce.

      “Oh…”

      “It’s best if we get your father over here sooner rather than later. I’m only half-angel, and so I probably have a few hours before I…” his voice trails off, and he looks away.

      “Before you what?”

      I know the answer. I see it in his white eyes that turn darker, dimming into a dull grey. The air is toxic, and it is slowly killing him. It’s too much for my already tormented heart to bear, so I face the sunset again and open my mind once more. I’m reaching farther than ever before, searching for the slightest trace of Azazel. Despair must be sharpening my senses or something, because I finally feel… him. He’s barely a shadow lost in my mind’s eye, but he’s there. I almost see him.

      “Azazel, come to me,” I whisper. “Now… Please! I need you!”

      A rumble echoes from below. My heart skips a beat, then another.

      The mountain quakes, and Tueur and I move away from the ledge, struggling to stand upright. Shards of obsidian come loose and fall off, crumbling down the ridges. Frowning, Tueur takes my hand in his and walks us over to the other side. We both look down and…

      “Oh, no,” he breathes.

      “That’s not Azazel,” I mumble, dread coming over me in cold waves.

      The demon at the base of this mountain is not Azazel but twice as big and fearsome. His horns are thick and curved like a ram’s, silver and shining as he uses them to dig into the mountainside. He uses his fists, too, punching the volcanic rock. It crumbles under each blow.

      “That fucker is going to bring the entire mountain down,” Tueur says.

      As if hearing himself mentioned in conversation, the demon looks up and grins with sadistic hunger, making my skin crawl all over. What happened? How did we get to this point? Did I do something wrong?

      I close my eyes for a moment and envision Azazel again. I call out to him, louder this time.

      “It’s me you keep getting, little wolf!” the demon bellows from the ground.

      “What?” I’m shaking like a leaf.

      Tueur takes hold and flies us off the mountain. We don’t get too far, though, as we are immediately swarmed with flying demons. Hundreds of them slashing and scratching and clawing at us, much like the fiends back in the Versteck—only there’s no thermal water here to cure my cuts if they reach me. We’re forced to descend, and the gold cloak of Dannemore falls off my shoulders in tatters.

      It was bound to happen sooner or later.

      “Stay close to me,” Tueur whispers.

      I draw my bow and fit an arrow to it. Above us, the demons fly in chaotic circles, but none come down. With a limited number of arrows in my quiver, I decide not to hit first. Tueur has his twin blades out, ready for whatever this place has to throw at us.

      The mountain we left behind crashes in the distance. The whole thing just comes down, like a giant stack of minerals suddenly loose upon shaking the table. A pile of dirt and obsidian rubble left in its wake. Plumes of black dust rise slowly, swirling lazily beneath the red sky. And just like that, the landscape has been… reshaped.

      The demon walks over to us. Every steps makes the Dark World shudder beneath our feet.

      “Who are you?” I call out to the fiend. “I’m looking for Azazel, not you!”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Tueur whispers.

      For the first time, I sense his hesitation, though I do understand where it’s coming from. He fears he might not be able to protect me this time. I can only hope it’s my turn to protect him, though. This is more or less my turf, so to speak.

      I come from this place. Sort of.
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      Everything seems to be broad strokes with me, but I can’t let that hold us back.

      “We’ve come too far, and we don’t cower,” I tell Tueur.

      The demon stops about twenty yards away, narrowing his blue eyes at me. He’s nowhere near as handsome as Azazel, but I can definitely see the resemblance. The cheekbones. The blade of his nose. The silver horns and spikes. The blue hair—though his is braided into several tails with short blades tied at each end. I imagine he uses those in combat, which is both weird and interesting.

      “You reached me, sweetie,” the demon says, his voice low and hoarse.

      “My telepathy is for the demon I’m bound to by blood,” I reply. “Azazel. My father.”

      He laughs, throwing his head back. “You’re the half-wolf. The Blacktail girl. I take it he finally found you, then?”

      “You know him. Me.”

      “I am Leviathan, little pup.” The demon straightens his gargantuan back.

      In response, Tueur exhales sharply. “One of the Seven Princes.”

      “Azazel’s brother,” I conclude. “Are all the Seven Princes related?”

      “We are,” Leviathan replies. “Which means I’m not the only one who might have picked up on your call, little pup. Before you know it, the entire principality of the Dark World will be here to… welcome you, I suppose. Or kill you.”

      “Where is my father?” I ask, unwilling to show any fear, though I doubt they practice real family ties in this dead and empty place. Everything about the Dark World speaks of pain and hatred, not of love and affection. After all, my father left this place for the latter, which he found with my mother. Primrose Blacktail. Good grief, there is so much wrong with how I ended up here. “I was trying to reach him and only him. I don’t mean to offend.”

      “But offend you did,” Leviathan replies, no longer amused. “Am I beneath you, little pup?”

      “No, it’s just that… the kind of trouble we’re in, it’s complicated.”

      “I doubt it’s as complicated as you make it out to be. How about I just crush you both and rid everyone of a problem?” Leviathan says, his clawed fingers twitching. “I smell an army of angels coming over here, and the last time we had them, it got messy and bloody fast. I take it they’re here for you?”

      “Yes. But it’s not what—”

      “Then die you shall, blood ties be damned,” Leviathan’s voice booms over the dry plains. “I won’t suffer the insult of angels in the Dark World anymore. Not for you or anyone else!”

      “Please, listen,” Tueur tries to intervene. “The realms are out of balance. Portals are opening, demons are slipping out of here and into the other realms. Angels are coming through here by accident. Humans, too. We’re only trying to make this right, but the Silver Realm wants Virga dead because she’s half demon. Why would you do their dirty work for them, when you could work with us instead?”

      Leviathan laughs again, though he’s nowhere near as jovial as before. “Why would I stop the worlds from breaking, Nephil? Why would I not let chaos take what is his?”

      “Because it brought angels here,” Tueur replies.

      “You’d better listen to the kid,” Azazel appears out of thin air, and I can’t help but experience a sudden bout of fury. It’s so powerful, so unexpected, that I rush right over and slap him hard enough to throw his head to the side.

      “FUCKER!” I snap. Tueur has the sense to pull me away.

      Leviathan, on the other hand, laughs so hard he might fall apart like the mountain he just crushed, but Azazel isn’t impressed. Instead, he rubs his reddened jaws and scowls at me. “That is no way to say hello to your father.”

      “Where the hell have you been?!” I ask.

      “Azazel, if you don’t clear this mess before the angels get here, I will,” Leviathan warns him.

      Now, that they’re standing side by side, I am able to observe both differences and similarities. Firstly, Leviathan is definitely twice Azazel’s size. He’s more brutish, too. Everything else, however, seems to come from the same cultural and genetic package. It’s odd that I’m related to these fiends. That I’m the daughter of a Prince of the Dark World. I doubt I will ever wrap my head around that.

      Azazel looks to his brother. “You will not touch either of them. We are about to have a nice family chat about what’s been going on. And you, dear brother, aren’t invited.”

      “You must be joking. Azazel, you’ve been away from the Dark World for too long. You’re losing your mind along with your manners, I fear.”

      “We’re being hunted!” I snap. “Angels are coming for us! Maybe deal with your family issues later?” I don’t know when I became this fearless, though I’m inclined to believe it started the moment Azazel got here. Like it or not, he is my father, and he will protect me—even against monsters like Leviathan. My frickin’ uncle.

      “Leviathan, I’m serious… this isn’t your field of expertise,” Azazel mutters, eyeing me intently. “I shall address the issue with you at a later time, but until then, I must ask you to leave.”

      “Azazel, I—” Leviathan stops himself, interrupted by the pained screams and screeches tearing through the sky. His cool and determined appearance melts into something dark and frightful as he looks up.

      I follow his gaze and understand exactly why he has lost his nerve, regardless of his size. The sky is dark but not with demons. Those are angels tearing through them, each carrying hellfire blades and spears of pure light. They forgive nothing as they cut every winged fiend down.

      One by one, the beasts fall into the ground, crashing, burning, splattering all over.

      The violence is swift and remarkably quick. Before long, the remaining demons scatter and fly away, squealing and screaming and hissing. I hold my breath as I watch the winged army descend towards us. They’re in no rush. I doubt we’d be able to flee from their path. They have come so far to get to us. And they are not Ezekiel’s crew, either. My brows pull into a frown as I try to make out the faces beneath the gold and silver helms.

      “Shit, brother,” Leviathan mutters. “I suppose we’ll have to catch up another time, then.”

      In an instant, he has vanished, leaving the three of us behind. I look to Azazel with eyes as big as saucers. “What the hell is happening here? Why aren’t we… I don’t know, doing something to get away from them?”

      “From whom? The angels?” Azazel replies, seemingly unaffected by the hundreds of winged soldiers now landing mere feet away, while I move closer to Tueur, seeking a kind of comfort I’m not sure he is able to provide at this point.

      He looks as terrified as I am, following Azazel’s gaze back to the newcomers. “They’re not just angels,” he whispers, his voice breaking as he recognizes those in the first line. “They’re archangels, led by my father.”

      The one marching forth is a splendid creature. I immediately see the resemblance. The curly black hair, the gloriously broad shoulders and toned but not overly muscular frame. The handsome features and sharp lines of his face. Yet the eyes pierce deeper than any magical or supernatural force of any realm. His eyes cut right through me, rendering me speechless and breathless as he approaches us with calm and elegant confidence.

      His armor is made entirely of gold and mother-of-pearl inlays—I see where Tueur got his design cues, too. Oh, so much makes sense, all of a sudden. A white silk cape hangs from one plated shoulder, and a longsword dangles from his belt, its pommel carved from a massive diamond in the shape of an eagle and mounted on a golden grip. Everything about him oozes angelic royalty, and I think I understand why Tueur didn’t want others knowing who he is.

      “Michael!” Azazel exclaims.

      Yeah. That much I figured from what I’d read in the books. The archangel ignores me completely, and he barely looks at Tueur, choosing to focus directly on Azazel. “I suppose this was bound to happen, eventually.”

      “I told you to get your house in order!”

      And now I’m stunned, unable to process any parts of this exchange. Everyone seems to know more than Tueur and me. Where will this lead? How do we get ourselves out of this mess? Judging by how tightly Tueur squeezes my hand, I fear he doesn’t have the answers… I only know I don’t want to lose him or us or anything we’ve fought so hard to have.

      At the same time, however, I have to admit…

      I’m tired of running.
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      My blood boils.

      It took him so long, and this is when and where he decides to show up. Worse, even, he seems to have had words with Azazel, a damn demon, before speaking to me.

      There is so much I would like to say to Michael, the greatest among the archangels, the de-facto leader over the Silver Realm—my father. So much I would like to get off my chest before I flip him off and tell him to go fuck himself for making me run around in circles and dream of a realm where I will never be made to feel like I belong.

      “There is a lot we need to discuss, I agree,” he says as he finally looks my way. “It has been a while, my son.”

      Behind him, the archangels shift uncomfortably from one foot to another. I recognize Gabriel, Raphael, and Uriel. The others are not familiar but I’m sure I’ll find their names in the golden book, eventually.

      The angels in the garrison keep a relative distance for now, but I can tell from the size of their celestial weapons that they’re not here to play nor to make chit-chat. It’s my father they listen to. All he needs to do is say the word, and they will destroy everything in their path.

      There are enough of them here to lay waste to half the land before the other Princes rise and gather enough forces to meet them in the battlefield. But that’s not really why my father is here.

      “What took you so long?” I ask. “I have been trying to reach you…”

      “I needed time to understand the girl’s role,” Michael says.

      Virga gives me a troubled glance. “Your father knew about me?”

      “As soon as your bond awakened, and he rescued you from the pyre, Tueur told me of you, yes,” Michael replies, while Azazel crosses his arms in clear discontent.

      “What are we going to do about this, then?” the archdemon interjects.

      “I’m wondering the same thing,” I say, though I’m not entirely sure I’m on the same page.

      My father takes a deep breath, seemingly bored and slightly disappointed. “Your soulmate bond is abnormal. The universe may have created it, but its development and activation has caused disturbances within the realms.”

      My heart nearly stops. Virga’s breath is all but gone. “You mean to tell me that the accidental portals, the slip ups, the demons coming through everywhere, that’s on us?” I ask.

      “You couldn’t have known,” Michael replies. “No one could have known, Tueur, but it is a fact. We have studied the phenomena intensely since the first anomalous events, and that is a unanimous conclusion, not only from the Silver Realm’s body of scholars…”

      “But from my side, as well,” Azazel says. “I’m afraid this winged ass is telling a truth.”

      “Your hybrid nature got in the way of your soulmate connection,” Michael adds, his chilling gaze fixed on Virga. I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “When your souls emerged from the ether, they were connected. Long before you had bodies, you two were meant for each other. Alas, you came into this world with your feet in different worlds. One a human and an angel, the other a wolf and a demon. The stars shone differently, and the universe was never the same again. Only when you were revived, Virga, when your soul reached out to Tueurs… that is when the troubles began. When the incompatibilities of your bond emerged through all these random tears in space and time.”

      He says nothing for a while, letting us both process the information. However, the silence doesn’t help. I doubt there is anything that could help, because Virga and I belong together. The universe said so itself, and so do my heart, my soul, and my body. There is no other way. No other fucking way. Yet the way in which Michael looks at us… it makes me feel uneasy. Scared, even.

      This isn’t the father I grew up admiring and adoring from afar.

      This is the archangel who hid me from his realm because he was ashamed. Shit, they’re one and the same. I see it. A little late, but I see it.

      “What do we do?” Virga asks me.

      I don’t have an answer.

      “Your father and I have discussed it,” Michael replies. “The bond cannot be broken, but the longer you stay together, the harder it will get. The realms will keep colliding until they will finally occupy the same space and destroy one another. Only one dimension shall prevail, while the others will perish, unless we kill one of you, or we separate you.”

      “Wait, what?” Virga blurts out.

      The separation was planned. I see it on their faces. Before I can even say something, Azazel wraps his arms around Virga, and they both disappear. I only catch a glimpse of her terrified blue eyes, then nothing. Just the hot and toxic air.

      “NO!” I shout, ready to bolt after her.

      Michael grabs me by the back of the neck. “You’re not going anywhere, son. You are saving all the worlds.”

      “No, let go!” I try to fight it, but he’s far too powerful, even for my anger and despair. “No… What the hell did you do?! How could you?!”

      “Because I expected a reaction such as this,” he says, coldly. “Until we figure a way to break your bond, you shall remain separated. And since you are weakened by her absence, you shall remain in my shadow until you are safe again.”

      In his shadow. What a term.

      Break the bond. Well, isn’t that fucking ridiculous?!

      They took Virga away from me. After I’ve pushed and poked and prodded her, they took her away. Just as I prepared to give my own life in order to protect her, they rendered me useless. They went behind our backs and broke everything in a matter of minutes.

      Michael might think he’s got a hold of me.

      He doesn’t.

      I’ll find my way back to her. We’ll figure something out.

      We have to.

      One way or another, I’m getting back to the woman I love.
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      I’m crying so hard, I’m not even sure what it is that I’m doing or where I am. The sky is still red, and the air is still hot. I imagine we’re still in the Dark Realm, but I feel so empty and lost, all of a sudden. There’s no one around for miles, except me and Azazel.

      He stands to the side and waits for me to gather my senses.

      I’ve already tried fighting him off. Going back to Tueur. Screaming for help. I even tried cutting Azazel with the hellfire blades. He’s too fast. Too calm. Too fucking patient in these circumstances. It’s been an hour, and my eyes sting, yet the tears keep streaming endlessly down my burning cheeks.

      “How… How could you do this?” I ask, though I no longer expect an answer.

      It is a question I have already asked, and I have only been met with silence.

      His age and timeless wisdom are neatly hidden beneath his demonically charming façade, but Azazel knows there is no point in trying to reason with me. Not while I’m like this, broken and aimless, my very soul screaming out for Tueur’s.

      “You knew,” I say after a while, cutting through the silence. “You knew it would end this way.”

      “Well, you can say I had a clue, but I didn’t know, exactly. Not until Michael summoned that meeting,” Azazel replies. Finally. He speaks.

      I give him a sour look. “You call that a meeting? Tueur and I were desperately looking for you, in need of your help. You… You betrayed us. You betrayed me.”

      “I saved you,” he says bluntly.

      “You took me away from him!” I cry out.

      He shakes his head. “It’s temporary.”

      “Fuck you, Azazel!”

      “Michael is lying!” he bursts, no longer able to control his own fury. It must’ve been simmering for a while for it to reach this boiling point so far in the game. “I took you away from Michael, and I gave Tueur a fighting chance. Had you two stayed together, Michael would’ve killed you, dammit.”

      Again, I find myself unable to speak. I just… stare at him.

      “Michael wanted to kill you. I had no idea. It was only when I saw you and Tueur together that it hit me. There were rumors flying. Whispers of an archangel’s child… Of Michael looking for a way to kill a demon’s daughter. It’s why I came out of hiding,” he adds. “Listen, Virga, there is a lot you don’t know and a lot more I’m still trying to figure out, even after all this time, after all these eons in and out of the realms, steering clear of angels and archangels…”

      “None of this makes sense,” I say, my shoulders dropping in defeat. The pain is just too much. The absence of my soulmate, the idea that I may never see him again, it’s cutting me up into bits and piece. Every breath hurts.

      Every dream has been shattered, and I’m left here, on my knees, desperately gathering the shards and trying to make sense of what I might be able to do.

      “For Michael to come down like this, to be so determined to get you… there’s more to your bond with Tueur,” Azazel says.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m not sure. I just know Michael has an endgame here, and it’s not about keeping you two apart. That, by the way, was a miracle of a deal. I managed to intercept the bastard through a couple of old connection. Ezekiel was gunning for your head on Michael’s order, just so you know.”

      Terror grips me by the spine and nearly crushes me. “Wha… What?”

      “Tueur has no idea. But he’s safer with his father than with you, for the time being.”

      “I… What do I do, now? How do we get to the truth?”

      Despite the astonishment and the crippling dismay, my mind seems to be working just right. I’m already angling for solutions, it seems, and Azazel can’t help but smile upon hearing me. He helps me off the ground, and I dust some of the obsidian off.

      We’re in the middle of a black desert. The world is barren and flat.

      The nothingness is practically a great metaphor for my own emotional state.

      “We figure it out,” Azazel says. “I may not have been a good father, or even a present one, Virga, but I promised your mother I would do my best. For too long, I didn’t do enough. I got myself in foolish trouble and almost lost you, were it not for that soul bond of yours. As much as I hate to admit it, I owe that Nephil one hell of a debt of gratitude…”

      “You need to tell me everything you know,” I reply, determination coming over me with a side dish of clarity and furious drive. “Azazel, everything… the whole history of Michael, of Tueur and me and the whole goddamn universe. I need to know.”

      The archdemon pinches my cheek and winks playfully, his silver horns glistening against the red sky above. “You and I have a lot of catching up to do.”

      “That, we most certainly do…”

      There is something happening. Something wrong and weird and far worse than the anomalies caused by my soulmate bond with Tueur. I’ll see him again, though. I will get to the truth, too! I feel it in my bones.

      I will work with demons, and I will crush angels if I must. I will forsake my old self and build a new self, too, if I must.

      Regardless of Michael’s intentions and no matter what other ugly secrets he is keeping, I will not let anyone or anything stand between me and Tueur.

      
        
        To be continued…

        Join our Newsletter for updates on the release of Part III - Revenge of the Rejected. Join here: http://eepurl.com/dEMZMb
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      Keep up to date!

      The perfect way to get in touch, share your thoughts and feelings about Wrath of the Rejected and find out about new releases is through our Facebook group:

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/172384200103325

      We’ll have giveaways, funny posts, games and loads of other fun shenanigans going on to help pass the time.

      

      Our newsletter is also great in helping you keep on top of new releases.

      You can join here:

      http://eepurl.com/dEMZMb
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